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Preface to the First Edition

[which was part of the Archaeology in the Field Series]

Archaeology is nowadays taken to mean the study of objects which provide evidence of the activities and environments of the men of past centuries. Woodland and trees sometimes come within the archaeologist’s province, because of their longevity and continuity and the many ways in which they interact with human affairs. In the case of some woodland the continuity of the plant community extends beyond the life-span of the individual trees.

As a rough rule I propose to exclude any tree or group of trees that has obviously been planted for some designed life-span that has not yet expired. A commercial orchard or forestry plantation acquires archaeological interest only if, for some reason, it is allowed to remain in existence beyond its commercial life-span and so to tell us about past, rather than current, practices. On similar grounds I shall seldom refer to the trees of gardens or town streets. Such exclusions leave us with woods that, in their present form, have not (or not obviously) been planted; with hedgerows; and with the trees of parks, meadows, commons, farmyards, and places like Epping Forest. These form the subject-matter of this book.

Except for gardens and forestry plantations, which have been charted by a number of competent historians but have relatively little archaeological interest, the literature on the history of trees and woods is very unsatisfactory. Some scholarly works have been written by foresters, whose interests are in plantations rather than in alternative and older methods of handling trees. Others have been written by historians who have worked among archives and are reluctant to put on their boots and discover what the land itself, and the things that grow on it, have to say. At a more popular level, the subject has suffered from a long tradition of plagiarization and an unusually extensive corpus of folk-mythology; when they use contemporary evidence at all, many writers pay more attention to the exhortatory side of works like Evelyn’s Sylva than to accounts of what actually happened in particular places.

The making of the [Norfolk] Broads by J.M. Lambert and others (1960) was a pioneer work in historical ecology, taking into account vegetation as a third dimension in a historical and archaeological synthesis. It is only in the case of hedges that this dimension has yet been constructed on anything like a national scale, but there are some half-dozen regional and local studies involving woodland and trees. Usually these are done by botanists, for they require a basic knowledge of the properties of indigenous trees and other plants which is seldom possessed by historians and not always by foresters. Such a historical outlook is to be found, for instance, in Mr Colin Tubbs’s book on the New Forest, Dr Ruth Tittensor’s study of the Loch Lomond oak woods, and Dr G.F. Peterken’s work in Lincolnshire and Northamptonshire.1

In the present state of knowledge it would be impossible to cover the British Isles uniformly without resorting to facile generalization. As long ago as 1897 F.W. Maitland warned us in Domesday Book and Beyond that we ignore at our peril the intricate regional variation, so characteristic of Britain, of which much still remains despite all the levelling-out influences of the last 250 years. This book says more about the English lowlands than about highland regions, because of the nature of the subject; as far as we know it is chiefly in the lowlands that a stable relationship has developed between men and trees. The bias towards ‘Eastern England’ – Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, and Cambridgeshire – results from my own research interests, which make it possible to tell a reasonably comprehensive story for this region and to point out how far other people’s study areas differ. Eastern England is a particularly well-documented region which throughout historical times has had relatively little woodland though plenty of trees. It abounds in delicate variation and intricate detail. It has been less thoroughly swept by changes in silvicultural fashion than have many better-wooded areas, and is still rich in the fabric and traditions of medieval woodland.

In writing at this stage in the development of the subject I hope I may encourage readers to work on the many districts and counties that are still unexplored. Time is running out. The historical flow of change in the countryside – an erratic trickle with spates now and then – has turned since 1950 into a devouring flood from which little, at least in the eastern half of Britain, is safe. To plan rationally for the future we need to know about the origins and past maintenance of the details that we now prize. I hope that conservation-minded readers may be helped to identify features which are worth preserving or restoring, and to avoid wasting effort on sites where preservation is impossible, unreasonable, or not worth while. Even if they fail in their objects, if they do their work properly they will have the satisfaction of ensuring that the achievements of our past civilization have not been allowed to perish unrecorded.


Preface to the Second Edition

In thirteen years much has happened in historical ecology. Although little needs to be unsaid, new knowledge has caused much of the book to be rewritten. This is especially true of prehistory. The first edition was written when the making of the landscape was being back-dated to much earlier than we used to think; it has since been back-dated further still.

Roughly half the books and articles mentioned in the Bibliography and References have appeared since I wrote the first edition. These include two major books: G.F. Peterken’s Woodland conservation and management, and W. Linnard’s Welsh woods and forests. As I expected, many regional and local studies have been done by myself and others. I can name only a few at random: J.G. Kingsbury’s account of woods near Worcester, J.A. Best’s mighty work on King’s Wood, Corby (Northants), the survey of Herefordshire woods, and Mary Edwards’s study in Merionethshire.2 Ireland and southern England are no longer neglected: for example the work of W.A. Watts and D. L. Kelly on Killarney, M. Jones’s study of the Wicklow woods, the Hampshire woodland survey,3 and A. Wheaten’s investigation (unpublished) of the Blean near Canterbury. In general it turns out that although the woods may be very different from one region to another, the cultural aspects are often similar, despite huge variations in the amounts of woodland. The practical and many of the technical terms of East Anglia are repeated in the woods of West Yorkshire, studied by G. Redmonds.3a The Cambridge woodland historian in Sussex, Cornwall, Wales, the Lake District – or even in Ireland, S.W. Scotland, Normandy or eastern America – is not in an unfamiliar world: he will find some, if not all, of the woodbanks, giant stools, boundary pollards, special plants and other familiar features of ancient woodland. Eastern England is unusual chiefly in that its woods are better preserved than most, and easier to understand: they maintain still in use, or only recently disused, cultural features that in other places declined long ago.

The conservation chapter has been entirely rewritten after a dramatic change in the fortunes of ancient woodland in the late 1970s. The anthropology of woodland has come to be a fascinating subject in itself. Why does the public believe a complete pseudo-history that is at variance with the real history? Why is there what David Dymond calls a ‘hunger for false information’? Why does pseudo-history grow to accommodate new events that ought to explode it?
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The constant spring: how woods and trees work

Robert de Corneville was summoned [to explain] why he had committed waste contrary to the orders of our lord the king in a wood in Parva Tolleslund [Tolleshunt Knights, Essex] … he felled the great oaks in the war and afterwards allowed his own cattle and oxen to eat the stool-shoots, so that he did waste and damage to the value of 60 shillings.

Curia Regis Rolls, A.D. 1220

Regions

For hundreds of years Britain has been one of the least wooded countries in Europe, and Ireland has been less wooded still; but not all parts are equally poor in woodland, nor are they poorly wooded for the same reasons. Suffolk, at one extreme, has long been one of the less wooded counties, yet locally grown timber and wood have been very important to its inhabitants. More than a thousand years ago, men learned to live with their woods, to run them as a self-renewing resource, to get woodland products from small wooded areas intensively managed, and to devote the rest of Suffolk to other uses. At the other extreme, most of Scotland was a comparatively thinly populated land, where trees were less important because there were plenty of alternative resources of coal, peat and building stone. Some ancient woodland survives, often by accident rather than design, in remote places; but the populous parts of Scotland owe more to later planting than to the medieval traditions of conservation and symbiosis which have shaped the Suffolk landscape.

The Scottish Highlands and Suffolk are the two extremes of woodland history in Great Britain. Intermediate are the rest of Scotland, Wales, and the Highland Zone of England (Fig. 1) – lands of moors, dales, and a mountain way of life. The ancient woods tend to be of oak, and have often not been as intensively managed as those of Lowland England. This last, however, often turns out to be an illusory distinction: the management traditions existed in highland areas, but declined earlier than in the lowlands.

A further distinction must be made. It was once thought that the typical lowland countryside of hedged fields and small woods was derived from the Enclosure Acts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, before which England had been farmed in great open prairie-farming fields. This is indeed true of much of the middle of England, from York and King’s Lynn to Weymouth. I call this the Planned Countryside of post-1700 enclosure. Here the landscape was usually laid out hurriedly in a drawing-office at the enclosure of each parish, and has a mass-produced quality of regular fields and straight roads. The other half of England, the Ancient Countryside, has a hedged and walled landscape dating from any of forty centuries between the Bronze Age and the age of the Stuarts. The fields here are of very varied origin, but they all have a characteristic irregularity resulting from centuries of ‘do-it-yourself’ enclosure and piecemeal alteration (Frontispiece).

This is one facet of a distinction that cuts deep in European social history from France to Crete. Ancient Countryside, the bocage, is the land of hamlets, of medieval farms in hollows of the hills, of lonely moats in the claylands, of immense mileages of quiet minor roads, holloways, and intricate footpaths; of irregularly-shaped groves and thick hedges colourful with maple, dogwood and spindle; and of pollards and other ancient trees. Planned Countryside, the champagne, is the land of brick farmhouses in exposed positions, of flimsy hawthorn hedges, of ivied clumps of trees in corners of fields, of big villages and few roads, and above all of straight lines; it does, however, often contain medieval woods, Anglo-Saxon hedges, and ancient trees that the enclosure commissioners failed to destroy. I shall return to this distinction in Chapter 10; for a full account I refer the reader to my The History of the Countryside.

Forestry, woodmanship, wood-pasture and farmland trees

Throughout history, trees have been part of our cultural landscape and have been managed and used. There are six traditional ways in which trees interact with human activities. Orchards, and trees of streets and gardens, are outside the scope of this book. The other traditions are:
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Fig. 1. Regions of the British Isles.



1. Woodland. Woods are land on which trees have arisen naturally. They are managed by the art of woodmanship to yield successive crops of produce in a perpetual succession, making use of the facility that most British trees have of growing again after felling.

2. Wood-pasture. This involves grazing animals as well as trees. There is a conflict, in that the shade of the trees spoils the pasture and the livestock eat the regrowth of the trees. Methods have been devised for reconciling the two uses.

3. Plantation. Here the trees are not natural vegetation: somebody has planted them. Plantations are usually of just one or two species, often conifers, and do not maintain themselves. The ground is cleared and the trees planted, grown, and harvested just like an arable crop; the stumps are then intended to die, and the ground is either replanted or put to some other use. This is forestry as generally practised in Britain and Ireland. It is much the most recent of the traditions.

4. Non-woodland trees in hedgerow and field.

Some kinds of tree, such as the ordinary ‘pedunculate’ oak, occur equally on all kinds of tree-land, while others are more restricted. One seldom sees Sitka spruce outside plantations or service except in a wood; black poplar is a non-woodland tree.

Native, naturalized and exotic trees

The British tree and shrub* flora comprises between fifty and seventy native species, such as ash, hazel and holly, which arrived here by natural means in prehistoric times. (Some elms may have been imported by prehistoric men.)

A few trees are naturalized. Originally imported from overseas, they now behave like natives in that they maintain themselves without further human intervention and have invaded native vegetation. Sweet-chestnut was introduced in Roman times, and has become part of our wildlife to such an extent that it is only through pollen analysis that it has been proved not to be native. Sycamore was introduced probably in the sixteenth century, and became wildlife in the eighteenth.4 Rhododendron ponticum became abundant in the nineteenth century.5 Foreign trees have not overrun the landscape at large to the extent that they have in some other countries.

Several hundred kinds of tree are exotic, imported from overseas at different times and not, or rarely, maintaining themselves. Connoisseurs of historical films will remember the anachronisms of Sir Thomas More being executed against a background of horsechestnuts, and King Charles I riding among Corsican pine plantations. This is not a matter of the passage of time. Walnut was introduced at the same time as chestnut, but shows no sign of becoming wildlife. Exotic trees, such as Sitka spruce, Norway spruce (which does not come from Norway) and Lawson cypress, predominate in plantations and gardens. London plane and some poplars are among the many trees which were invented by gardeners and nowhere grow wild.

Scots pine survives as a native tree only in the Scottish Highlands, while beech (with rare exceptions) is native only south-east of the line Weymouth-Swansea-Cromer. Both trees are widely planted and naturalized far outside their native ranges.

Tree-planting runs in fashions, like architecture or costume. The Wheatley Elm is typical of the 1930s, and the Huntingdon Elm of the 1890s; the Victorians were fond of Atlantic cedar, and the Georgians of the cedar of Lebanon. This book is mainly about wild, not planted, trees, but the occasional fashion tree can be a valuable clue to the history of a wood or park.

How trees are replaced

Poets have accustomed us to the notion that trees, like the rest of us, reproduce their kind by sexual methods, in this case by acorns and other seeds. This is partly true, but the matter is not simple. For instance, it is extremely easy to grow an oak tree from an acorn in one’s garden, but it may be extremely difficult to do so in an existing wood. (What would become of the world if as many as ten out of every million acorns actually grew into full-sized oaks?) Some native trees such as small-leaved lime are very seldom observed to establish themselves successfully from seed. The checks and balances of natural population control among trees are still poorly understood. One important factor is that most British trees do not like shade. They do not grow up underneath bigger trees of the same species, but only in natural or artificial clearings, or sometimes under the lighter shade of other tree species. Beech is shade-resistant, and sometimes grows up through an oakwood and takes it over. Oak grows up under birch (though less often now than it used to). Birch demands light and will grow up only in the open.


[image: image]

Traditional woodmanship, however, normally bypasses the seed process. As every gardener knows, some trees such as pines can be got rid of by cutting them down, but many species grow again from either the stump or the root system. Maple, oak, lime, hazel, ash, wych-elm, alder, hornbeam and many others coppice. The stump sends up shoots, called spring, and becomes a stool from which an indefinite succession of crops of rods, poles or logs can be cut at intervals of years (Fig. 2). Aspen, most elms and cherry sucker: the stump dies but the root system remains alive indefinitely, sending up successive crops of poles and growing into a circular patch of genetically identical trees called a clone.

Coppicing and suckering are very efficient and reliable methods of establishing a new crop. The new spring can grow at more than 2 inches a day; sallow sometimes reaches 11 feet high in the first summer after felling, while even oak can stand 7 feet high and an inch thick after one season’s growth. Such shoots are too big for voles, rabbits, hares and other destroyers of seedlings. But, as we see from the quotation at the head of the chapter, the spring is greedily eaten by cattle, and also by sheep and deer. For this reason, boundaries and security have always been important in woodland history. Different methods were needed in wood-pasture and non-woodland places where these animals could not be fenced out.

Pollarding or lopping is the practice of cutting a tree at between 6 and 15 feet above the ground, leaving a permanent trunk called a bolling (to rhyme with ‘rolling’). This sprouts in the same way as a coppice stool, but at a height where animals cannot reach the spring, and yields an indefinite succession of crops of poles. Pollarded trees survive mainly in eastern England and the Lake District, but once were nearly universal. Before the modern bow-saw, pollarding was disagreeable work – axes and ladders don’t go well together! – and coppicing was preferred where possible. Trees that coppice can also be pollarded, and so can some others, such as suckering kinds of elm. A variant of pollarding is shredding, in which the side-branches are repeatedly cut off, leaving a tuft at the top ot the tree. This yields (at the cost of hard work and risk to one’s neck) crops of poles, or leafy boughs on which to feed animals, and a trunk that one hopes may be of use as timber. I know of no surviving shredded trees in Britain, but the practice seems frequently to be referred to in medieval documents, and such trees can still be seen in France, Italy and Norway. Pollard trees also serve to mark land boundaries, and for this purpose may be cut only 4–6 feet high, when they are known as stubs or cant-marks.

It might be thought that coppicing and pollarding are very artificial practices, whereas seedlings and suckers are natural. However, some American trees have a tendency to self-coppice and self-pollard (p. 32). Our hazel is self-coppicing; if frustrated in this tendency (as by cattle eating the young shoots) it grows a massive trunk. Lombardy poplar illustrates self-pollarding by its habit, when about 80 years old, of snapping in a gale to leave a tall stump from which new stems arise to continue the cycle.

[image: image]
Fig. 2. Ways of managing wood-producing trees. For each method the tree, or group of trees, is shown just before cutting, just after cutting, and one year after cutting. All drawn to the same scale.



Timber and wood

Woodmanship, like other crafts, has left its mark on languages. Timber and wood traditionally mean different things. Timber (Medieval Latin meremium, modern French bois d’œuvre) is big stuff suitable for making planks, beams and gateposts; wood (Latin boscus, French bois d’industrie) is poles, rods etc. suitable for light construction or firewood (faggots, logs or charcoal).* The distinction has been important in law and practice – for instance, tithes were payable on wood but not timber – and exact definitions, such as that wood is anything less than 2 feet in girth, have been laid down. Even now we talk of ‘timber’ buildings and ‘wood’ fires.

Wood consists either of underwood (Latin subboscus), the poles produced by cutting coppice stools, pollards or small suckers, or of the branches of trees felled for timber. Timber trees, sometimes called standards, may be maidens, grown from seed, but have often themselves originated from coppicing or suckering.

It has been the normal practice for a wood to consist of coppice stools with a scatter of timber trees. A typical park contains timber and pollards; an ancient hedge contains coppice stools, suckers, pollards and timber. Underwood is felled at more frequent intervals than timber trees; underwood and timber in the same wood often belonged to different people. In the past, wood was generally the more highly valued crop.

The longevity of trees

Trees are long-lived creatures which are easily and permanently altered by their environment and by human activities. An ancient tree (Plate XX) stores up information about what has gone on around it. Its very existence may tell us something of land use at the time when it originated. Its shape and branching and the scars of old injuries record the vicissitudes of centuries. When it is cut down, its annual rings tell us how old it was and form a record of the good and bad seasons in its lifetime.

Middle-aged and old trees are poorly understood. Foresters are concerned with trees in the first quarter, at most, of their life-span. Middle-aged trees are more difficult to understand – human life isn’t long enough – and have no commercial interest. The grower of an oak for timber will think about felling it as ‘mature’ at 100 years; after 150 years it becomes a store of capital increasingly at risk from decay; if still standing at 200 years it may be cut down on the plea that it is ‘dangerous’; but if left alone it may live to the age of 400 or much more.

Timber trees of more than 250 years’ growth are not normally to be found in woods. Occasionally a wood happens to pass through the hands of a succession of owners each of whom forgets to fell the oaks or values them for their beauty; Londoners will know the magnificent old oaks of Ken Wood in Highgate. Ancient timber trees are to be found mainly in parks and hedges, where they are valued for beauty or shade. Trees whose function is not timber – pollards and coppice stools – may live much longer than timber trees. The cutting process prolongs their lives, and they go on doing their job of producing useful crops of poles despite old age or decay.

A tree does not have a predetermined life-span as we do. Every year it is obliged to lay down a new annual ring of wood over its trunk and all its living boughs, twigs and roots. The new wood comes from material made by the leaves, the amount of which is determined by the size and spread of the tree’s crown of branches and foliage. The vigour of a tree depends largely on the ratio between the size of its crown, which determines its annual ‘income’ of new wood, and the surface area of trunk, branches etc., which forms the ‘commitments’ over which the new wood has to be spread. In its youth, the tree grows in height and its crown gets bigger each year. Eventually it reaches its maximum height and crown size, and enters middle age. Its commitments inexorably rise as its trunk, etc. thicken; but its income remains fixed, apart from the effects of the weather of good and bad years, and of room for expansion which may come from the felling of neighbouring trees. All this is recorded in the form of wide or narrow annual rings. Old age begins when the tree can no longer meet its commitments and branches die.

Dieback of branches is a normal process in a tree’s life from youth onwards. It usually leads to infection by wood-rotting fungi. Trees have no healing process as we know it, but are not passively at the mercy of decay. They have definite damage-limiting programmes which wall off the rot and confine it to parts of the wood where it will not matter.6 These processes have been properly studied in America, but they occur in European trees too. Many a tree that would have been pronounced ‘dangerous’ through having been ‘weakened’ by decay withstood the great storm of October 1987, while its young, sound neighbours collapsed all around.

The life-span of a tree is determined partly by the length of time which it takes to reach old age, and partly by the length of time which old age lasts. The onset of old age is determined more by the size of the tree than by the number of its years; a tree that grows fast when young is likely to reach an early middle and old age. When growth is slowed by an adverse environment or by pruning or cutting, life is likely to be prolonged, as we see to an extreme degree in the long lives of the bristle-cone pines of the Arizona mountains and the bonsai of Japanese gardeners. With pollards and coppice stools, the increase in the tree’s commitments is interupted each time it is cut; ageing begins from the date of the last cutting.

The power of a tree to prolong its old age depends on its capacity for retrenchment and for damage-limitation. Retrenchment is illustrated by the ‘stag-headed’ oaks of hedges and parks (Fig. 3), whose dead upper boughs show that they once had a larger crown. Stag-head has been misunderstood as a symptom of a ‘dying’ tree, and various more or less implausible causes have been proposed. In reality, many such trees have been stag-headed for fifty years or more: the bark and sapwood of the dead boughs have rotted away, and the remaining crown is healthy. Stag-head is a normal process of retrenchment by which a tree reduces its commitments and grows a new, smaller, crown. This works best in oak, sweet-chestnut, ash and lime, which have efficient damage-limiting devices.

The recipe for longevity in an oak is that it should grow in a nonwoodland site with plenty of room, on a poor soil; it should form a small crown; it should be a pollard or otherwise useless as timber; and it should have burrs and ridges on its trunk (genetically determined) which will enable it to form new boughs late in life. Parkland oaks can be astonishingly tenacious of life. All major branches may have been abandoned so long ago that even their heartwood has vanished; the tree may be reduced to the shell of a gigantic bolling; areas of bark may have died and rotted away; yet well-defined strips of living tissue still cover burry ridges and maintain a small but healthy crown and a moss-like growth of short living twigs.
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Fig. 3. Stag-headed tree.



How old is a tree?

Working out the age of a living tree comes from practice rather than from books. The student should never pass a stump without counting its annual rings, which are the ultimate authority for the ages of trees. Even better is to cut a slice to examine at home: ring-counts done hurriedly or in poor light are usually underestimated.

Even if a tree is hollow, as most old trees are, one can often find a place where rotten but readable wood reaches nearly to the centre. In estimating how many rings have disappeared from a hollow tree, one must remember that trees usually grow faster when young. Sometimes one can find a section in a living tree, for example in a sawn-off branch, or exposed sideways in a fissure in a bolling. Hollow borers for taking cores seldom work with big, and especially rotten, hardwood trees.

A useful rule, due to Alan Mitchell, is that a free-standing tree has one inch of girth (measured at ‘breast height’, 5 feet from the ground) for every year of its age; a tree in a wood has ½ inch of girth per year. These figures correspond to mean annual ring widths of 4.0 mm and 2.0 mm per year. This works quite well for maiden trees of a variety of species in middle age. A few famous big oaks have been measured repeatedly for many years; on this basis Mitchell estimated that the Major Oak in Sherwood Forest, 402 inches in girth (10½ feet in diameter) in 1965, was then between 400 and 650 years old.7

Very large trees, however, are usually on good soil and are not necessarily the oldest. A moderately large tree with a small crown on a waterlogged or infertile site may be older than a well-favoured giant with a big span of branches. Pollards tend to be older than maidens of the same size: a pollard has a very small crown, especially in the first few years after each cutting, and hence the bolling expands very slowly. After pollarding has ceased it may form a full-sized crown and grow at much the same rate as a maiden. I have found oak pollards in Epping Forest of only 50 inches girth which are at least 350 years old, having maintained an average ringwidth of 0.4 mm since 1720; this must be close to the slowest rate at which an oak can grow and yet remain alive. Oaks which are much retrenched in old age probably grow at about this rate.

An age of at least 400 years is not uncommon among oaks, especially pollards, in parks and Royal Forests. A few giants on poor sites go back much further, like the oak whose shattered bolling stands before the Dower House in Ickworth Park, Suffolk, and whose visible annual rings suggest an age of about 700. The Doodle Oak in Hatfield Forest (Essex), which died in 1858, was estimated from a ring-count in 1949 to have dated from c. 950. Also about a thousand years old are the Queen’s Oak at Huntingfield (Suffolk), and the wonderful pollards of Windsor Great Park, some of which were photographed in 1864 and have changed little since.8

Other species rarely live beyond 500 years, except yew, which is long-lived by tradition but is difficult to date objectively. The pollard beeches of Burnham Beeches (Bucks), Epping Forest and Felbrigg (Norfolk) are known or suspected to be about 400 years old – even though beech is not good at damage-limitation. Ancient slow-grown beeches and hollies can sometimes be recognized by nineteenth-century graffiti (Fig. 4). Other pollarded trees – elm, ash, hornbeam, hawthorn, small-leaved lime – live at least as long. Pollard willows appear to be relatively fast-growing and short-lived.

Longer-lived still are coppice stools. These are completely self-renewing and capable of living indefinitely as long as they are not overshadowed by timber trees. An old stool spreads, without loss of vigour, into a ring of living tissue with a hollow centre and often an interrupted circumference. Some species are cut on a high stool, which can be sectioned to observe annual rings from which the rate of spread can be estimated. On a waterlogged site an ash stool 2 feet across can be 300 years old,9 while on a good site a 300-year-old ash stool may be 5 feet across. Ancient stools can reach three times this diameter (Plate VI). Stools in the Bradfield Woods, Suffolk, are up to 18½ feet across, and on this rather wet site may be among the oldest living things in Britain (at least a thousand years); they still yield good crops of poles.

[image: image]
Fig. 4. Graffito on a slowly-growing beech-tree. The bark of beech and holly stretches as the trunk expands; the degree to which an inscription has been distorted gives a rough estimate of how much the tree has grown since it was cut. Genuine nineteenth-century graffiti have carefully executed lettering, often (as here) in two different styles.



Small-leaved lime, elm, sweet-chestnut, beech, alder and oak also form such giant stools. Elm and sweet-chestnut grow faster than ash; but even so the imposing chestnut stools in Holbrook Park (S.E. Suffolk), up to 16 feet across, can hardly be later than Plantagenet times. Big single stools should not be confused with the groups of stools formed by layering – bending down coppice poles and pegging them to the ground to take root – a method formerly used in some districts to propagate underwood.

Europe in general is a continent of young or youngish trees, like a human population with compulsory euthanasia at age thirty. One can go from Boulogne to Athens without seeing a tree more than 200 years old. But at least since Shakespeare, the English have loved the beauty and mystery of ancient trees: of Herne’s Oak, the Gospel Oaks, the Oaks of Reformation, the Major Oak, the Tortworth Chestnut (Plate XXI), and many such. We have painted their portraits, sung verses and danced dances in their honour, and have preserved them to give dignity to new parks. It is right that we should: such trees are part of our history and a record of our civilization. But lately it has been appreciated that ancient trees are the home of special animals and plants: hole-nesting birds, wild bees, and the bats that roost in hollow pollards; the peculiar lichens of old dry bark and overhangs; and a host of specialized beetles, spiders and other invertebrates. Ancient trees are full of meanings which young and middle-aged trees do not have at all, and it has become the duty of the English to cherish them.*

What annual rings tell us

The annual rings of a middle-aged or old tree show seemingly random fluctuations which express the effects of weather or caterpillars year by year. These do not concern us directly, although they enable archaeologists to date oaken artefacts by recognizing particular sequences of good and bad years. These yearly changes are superimposed on longer-term variations which reflect the general vigour of the tree. We can get a release cycle of wider rings (Fig. 5a) when a neighbouring tree dies and our tree expands to fill the gap. Conversely we can get a damage cycle of narrower rings (Fig. 5b) when our tree suffers some accidental loss of branches which are gradually replaced. A useful kind of damage cycle is seen in sections of bollings and of the bases of stools (Fig. 5c); it enables us to work out when, and at what intervals, the tree was pollarded or coppiced.

[image: image]
Fig. 5a
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Fig. 5. Tree-ring sequences.

(a) A woodland oak, showing four periods of faster growth attributable to the felling of neighbouring trees. These ringwidths are expressed as percentages of the average ringwidth in each year, in order to separate the release cycles of this particular tree from the effects of weather, etc., which are common to all trees. Hayley Wood, Cambridgeshire.

(b) A woodland elm, showing two cycles of slow growth following severe Dutch Elm Disease. A third major attack killed the tree. Hayley Wood.

(c) Bolling of a park pollard, showing seven cycles of sudden decline on pollarding followed by gradual recovery. Intervals between pollardings varied. Year-to-year fluctuations are superimposed on this pattern. Ipswich.



Woods of different kinds

Botanists used to think of nearly every wood as an oakwood, except on chalk soils where nearly every wood is a beechwood. It was supposed that if Britain had never been civilized the ‘natural’ vegetation would everywhere be dominated by either oak or beech, except in those few places where neither tree could grow.

The truth is much more complex. Oak is not prominent just from natural causes, but because men have encouraged it by design or default. By long tradition a woodman, meeting an oak, does not cut it with the underwood but lets it grow on to become timber – unless the wood is so full of oaks that there is no choice. Oak also does well out of grazing, or allowing fields to revert to woodland, both of which give it a start over its competitors. A truer notion of the character of a wood is given by the underwood. The connexion of beech with chalk soils is even more artificial. In the eighteenth century the notion got around that beech was pre-eminently the tree of chalklands, and people planted it in fulfilment of that misapprehension.*

In reality, as well as oakwoods, we have a rich variety of maple-woods, alder-woods, hazel-woods, limewoods, elmwoods, hornbeam-woods, etc. These variations, which make every ancient wood unique, are described in Chapter 6. Wood-pastures, on the whole, are less variable and have fewer kinds of tree.

Primary and secondary woodland: succession

Woodland and wood-pasture may have been formed from fragments of wildwood – the original prehistoric forest – that were brought under management without ever having been anything but woodland. These will be termed primary. In contrast, secondary woods and wood-pastures have been formed on areas that at some time in the historical period have been farmland, moorland, etc.

We must not suppose that because a wood has arisen on former open land it was necessarily planted. The natural tendency of almost any land in Britain is to turn into secondary woodland. Let a field be abandoned – as has happened to many fields down the centuries – and in ten years it will be overgrown with scrub (which is young woodland) and difficult to reclaim; in thirty years it will have ‘tumbled down to woodland’. The same would happen, and often is happening, to most chalk downs and heaths




Elms, limes and poplars
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History, pseudo-history, anthropology and the Triumph of Unreason
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Table 1. Summary of the properties of the principal trees in this book

Ability
Older Botanical Methods of Regeneration Preference to form  Tolerance
vernacular Latin Tt e R e for secondary of
name Name Seed Suckers Coppicing Pollarding  woodland  woodland poor soils
NATIVE
Alder — Alnus glutinosa ++++ (o] + 4+ ++ 2 - ER Fodp
Apple (crab) Wilding Malus sylvestris +++ (0] +++ ? + o ?
Ash — Fraxinus excelsior ++ + + (0] ++++ ++++ 0o ++ + +
Beech — Fagus sylvatica +++ (0] +++ ++++ + + ++++
Birch (black) — Betula pubescens ++++ (o] +++ ? (e} ++ + +4+++
(silver) — B. vertrucosa ++++ (o] ++ + 2 (o] ++ + G-l
Blackthorn — Prunus spinosa ++ ++++ o o -- + + +
Cherry (wild) Gean P. avium ++ ++++ o ? + + ++
Elder — Sambucus nigra ++++ o (+++) ? (6] + (6]
Elm (wych) - Ulmus glabra +++ (o} +H++ o+ o o o
(smooth-leaved) U. carpinifolia
— (minor) + ++ 4+ (+) ++++ o +++ +++
(English) . U. procera 0?  ++++ (+) ++ 4+ - +++ ++
Hawthorn (hedgerow) Whitethorn, Crataegus
Quickthorn monogyna ++++ o +++ (+++) o ++ + + +
(woodland) C. laevigata (oxy-
= acanthoides) ++ (0] ++++ o? 44 fe) $rf
Hazel Nuttery Corylus avellana ++ (0] ++++ + + + + +
Holly Hulver Ilex aquifolium ++ + (o] ++ + + 4+ + (0] + ++++
Hornbeam Hardbeam Carpinus betulus ++ + (o) ++++ ++++ + + + + 4+ +
Lime (small-leaved) Linden Tilia cordata + 4 ++++ (++++) +44 (0] o
Maple —_ Acer campestre ++ + o ++++ ++++ o + +
Oak (pedunculate) — Quercus robur +++ o ++++ ++++ o ++ + ++++
(sessile) — Q. petraea ++ o ++++ (++++) ++ + ++++
Pine (Scots) — Pinus sylvestris ++++ (o] (0] ++ +++ ++++
Poplar (aspen) Asp Populus tremula + +++ + o (o) ++ + +++
(black) Popeler P. nigra (0] + O? ++++ — i (0] o?
(white) Abele P. alba 0? ++++ o) (++++) - - ++ ++ +
Rowan Quicken Sorbus aucuparia +++ (0] +++ 2 (0] ++ ++++
Sallow — Salix caprea ++++ (o] ++++ (++++) (0] ++ ++ +
Sallow S. cinerea
— (atrocinerea) ++++ o ++++ (+++) o + +++
Service — Sorbus torminalis + ++ + +++ (+++) +++ o +++
Whitebeam — S. aria ++ + o +++ o? (o) + ++
Willow (crack) — Salix fragilis ++++ (0] (++++ ++++ -— (0] ++
(white) = S. alba ++++ o (++++) ++++ -—= o) ++
NATURALIZED
Chestnut (sweet) — Castanea sativa +++ (0] ++++ (++++) ++ 0? +++
Rhododendron Rhododendron
— ponticum ++++ (0] (++++) (04 (6] +++ +++
Sycamore Acer pseudo-

— platanus ++++ o ++++ (++++) - +++ ++
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