
[image: cover]


For my tree mate Duncan


Contents

Introduction

How to use the book

Getting started

A bit about woodlands

Finding woodlands

Woodland access

A word on safety

Relax

Contemplate the canopy

Sling a hammock

Hug a tree

Make a woodland message

Go in search of woodland spirits

Listen to the birds

Feed your senses

Play

Woodland games

Scavenging

Conkers, I’m collecting conkers

Woodland alphabet

Games with sticks

Look under logs

Talk to the birds

Obstacle courses

Be creative

Leaf prints

Rubbings

Woodland art

Make Christmas wreaths

Make nests

Build dens

Whittling

Make bows and arrows

Take a camera

Be curious

Identifying trees

Grow an oak

Go nutty: woodland forage

Hunt for helicopters

Spot a fun guy

Find your way in the woods

What’s in the woods?

Night walking

Natural grafts

Be adventurous

Climb into the canopy

Hang out in trees

Balancing games: find your Zen

Woodland workout

Stray off the path

Answer some questions

How tall is that tree?

What are ‘native trees’?

What is ‘ancient woodland’?

What kills trees?

Why are deciduous woodlands so diverse?

What the old oak saw

Resources

Useful links

Acknowledgements

Bibliography

[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

Entering a wood is like opening a book. The leaves fold back and invite you on a journey into the unknown, a green tinged anticipation of shadow and light. Crossing the threshold you discover a mosaic, a dream world pulsating with new life and ancient wisdom, rich in magic and mystery.  

When I was nine my grandparents stopped farming their smallholding in Norfolk and my parents planted a woodland on a few acres of their land. Illogically, as the fastest growing member of the family, I was used as the measuring stick for those young trees and every few months I was photographed in amongst them to register their progress. The dry, sandy soil of Norfolk was not the easiest place to grow trees, our weekends were spent nurturing them; wading through the knee high grasses and stripping them away from the engulfed saplings in an effort to give the youngsters a competitive advantage. Rabbits also love the sandy soil and it was a constant battle to keep their gnawing teeth away from the succulent young stems. We did, and still do, employ a local ferreter to keep the rabbit numbers down a bit but it is a genuinely Sisyphean task. Each time he visits he will catch upwards of 200 Rabbits in a weekend. One time I saw him he suggested we should just admit defeat, accept the forces of nature, rename the place ‘The Warren’ and be done with it. 

However, over the years the trees prevailed. There now stands a proud, young woodland perfect for my children, their cousins and friends who all enjoy climbing, investigating, den building, camping and generally having fun. The wildlife is enjoying the woodland too, deer lie up in the bottom corner, fraying the trees as they rub off their antler velvet, a family of foxes have a den and the rabbits still abound; their gnawing can be seen on the trunks and new stems but most of the trees are mature enough to withstand their attention. 

I now live in the most wooded county in England – Surrey – and almost every day I have the opportunity to walk, run, climb, have mini adventures in the woodlands or even just sit and contemplate. Throughout the writing of this book I have taken that opportunity and my trusty companion is my boundy, young, flat coat retriever, Alfie, who never knows what the day will bring.

Some days I take my camera and walk. There are frequent stops as I rummage in my backpack and Alfie bounds over, ears up, the desire for food always strong and his goldfish memory ever hopeful. You can almost hear the sigh of resignation as he sees the camera come out; the ears go down and his shoulders visibly slump as he folds to the ground, sphinx-like, waiting for me to move on again.

On other days we go for a long trail run. One such day my friend Vanessa and I decided on a woodland run in an attempt to escape the sideways rain that threatened to pincushion us. Up on Ranmore Common the billowing spears of rain drenched us before we had crossed the 200m of open ground to reach the woods. A winter broadleaf woodland doesn’t provide the best protection but at least the rain was falling from its traditional position above our heads rather than driving in from the side. We hunkered down and splashed though puddles and squelched through the drenched leaf litter. Our feet danced between the tree roots, avoiding the temptation to stand on them, when your feet just glide off the sides and leave you on the floor. There had been so much rain that the trees were frothing. Running down their flanks, as on exhausted racehorses, streams of foam gathered around their base. Poor Alfie didn’t get a chance to so much as roll in a fox poo as we dashed along the trails between the austere rain-blackened megaliths; sinister but invigorating. Back in the car the three of us steamed and shivered, clouding the windows, we were elated by our mini-adventure; a good towel rub and steam by the Aga was calling.

On other days I just like to sit and contemplate. A passer-by glancing into the monochrome stripes of the young birch and Ash would be surprised to see me swinging gently in my hammock seat hanging from an arched Ash tree, Alfie leans heavily against my legs, both of us silently watching, listening, absorbing our surroundings without moving. The late winter sunlight, the first for what seems like months, slices through the bare canopy and a line of vast upright beech trees wearing electric green leggings on their solid legs, like an elephantine corps de ballet, look for all the world as though they may just haul their roots from the ground and march off to do battle with the forces of evil like Tolkien’s Ents.

Probably the best days for Alfie are the family days. We walk a bit, there is invariably food involved, there are lots of people and often other dogs to play with, at some point we are bound to stop in a nice interesting area with lots of distractions. There is plenty of time to pursue smells, have a little dig and generally investigate without getting left behind. People often hide and have to be found, there is lots of screeching and sometimes people fly through the air on ropes. Most exciting is that there is lots of bounding and barking to be done then.

As a species humans have an interesting relationship with the woods. Since we swung down from the branches long ago in our evolution we have maintained a spiritual, cultural and physical dependence on trees.

The Chinese know wood to be the fifth element, sustained by its relationship with the other four elements: earth holds it roots, the fire of the sun feeds it, the wind plays music in its leaves while water ebbs and flows within. In Norse mythology the Ash tree – Ygdrasil – is the tree of life with its roots in the underworld and branches in the heavens, this is echoed closely by the ‘World Tree’ of the ancient Celts and many other ancient cultures. Throughout the world human beings rely on wood to construct homes and as a source of heat and cooked food; our very lives depend on the woodlands around us as they exchange carbon dioxide for oxygen giving us clean air to breathe. At Kew Gardens recently I found a plaque which informed me that two mature trees provide enough oxygen for a family of four.
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Emotionally woodlands are symbols to us of all that is ancient and stable, they are our history and our wisdom. You just have to look at an old oak tree; vast, craggy, and whiskered, its twisted limbs draped in a blanket of mosses and lichens to see the central role it plays in nature. It is an ancient, venerable being; the wise old man of the woods, all seeing and all knowing. Conversely the woods are also perceived as places of mystery and fear where hidden forces are at work. I have carried out a little survey amongst friends and whichever emotion woodlands invite: tranquillity, contentment, security, excitement, fear, wonder or awe, our feelings on woodlands are rarely neutral. We all feel some emotion towards woodlands and now it is my opportunity to try to enhance that emotion. 

Writing this book has allowed my family to have many adventures, we have fallen further into love with woodlands and have become more and more curious and discovered more about the woods than I would have imagined possible. My youngest daughter has an aversion to me teaching her anything. I am not a teacher and I clearly don’t warrant the time of day when I attempt to impart some small nugget of knowledge. However, I am allowed to play. Richard Mabey (2010) claims that we are never closer to nature than when we are playing. Play is intricately linked with art, both are fed by our curiosity and by the same virtue curiosity is the basis of all science.

While I hope to pass on some information about woodlands I believe the most important gift a book can give to anyone is curiosity. If I give you some knowledge, it is finite; you will soon reach its end, but curiosity is a gift for life. I hope this book contains some useful information, but more than anything I hope it instils a curiosity and a desire to find out more about woodlands and to love them a little better.

There are woodlands all over our beautiful islands and in the interest of knowledge I would be delighted if you had a go at relaxing, playing, being creative and having adventures in woodlands. It is time to get out there and be curious.
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How to use the book

If you are a little at a loss with woodlands the introductory section of the book will explain a little about woodlands, their ecology as you see them today and how they got where they are. If you need help finding your local woodlands read through the section on ‘Finding woodlands’; there are literally thousands of woodlands of all shapes and sizes throughout the country and every one is either listed on a website or marked on maps. So, arm yourself with a map and you will be set to get out there and find your own woodland haven.

Within the rest of the book there are six sections full of activities to suit the way you feel, whether you want to relax, play, make something, investigate, have an adventure or answer some questions.

Each activity starts with a journal extract where I convey the images that I captured and that engaged my imagination. In most cases this is followed up with ‘how to’ sections that give more detailed information, which should enable you to try out or refine the activities that may or may not be familiar to you. Where relevant there are also notebook sections which provide all sorts of information about woodlands – the wildlife, geography, mythology, natural history or just stories that will enrich the experience.

The underlying philosophy of this book, if there is one, is one of simple curiosity. Strip out all the unnecessary clutter of life, just go down to the woods for the day and have fun with what you find. You don’t need bags of specialist equipment. There is always something around trees on which to build a game, investigation or adventure without the need for hours of planning and bags of kit.

Visiting woodlands is a fantastic way to get out into the great outdoors, challenge the ties of technology and get some fresh air, a bit of exercise, nourish your senses and be inspired. The fact that it is easy on the pocket and the environment is a bonus.

The Woodland Book will give you the confidence to side-step the ‘work hard, play hard, walk fast’ mentality; to indulge your inner ape, and just go to the woods for the wood’s sake. Revel in the freedom, feel a little wild and feed your curiosity. It is free, simple, environmentally-friendly and therapeutic.



Getting started

A bit about woodlands

Woodland history on Britain’s shores began as the ice retreated at the end of the last Ice Age. Trees re-colonised the bare glacial soils to develop our wildwoods. 

The exact nature of our post-glacial wooded land is unknown. It has been assumed, that before neolithic man got involved, the whole land was a dense wildwood, however, Rackham (2006) believes it may be more likely that our natural state would have seen islands of wildwood interspersed with open grazed land. Whatever the reality in prehistory, today Rackham identifies ‘woodlands’ as land with trees growing closely such that their canopies meet. Many trees also exist in ‘wood pasture’ where the trees are more widely spaced and interspersed with grazing land – grassland or heather. 
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How woodlands work
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Finding woodlands
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Woodland access





A word on safety
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