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            PROLOGUE

         

         Late in the summer of 1940, a German air crew flew far above the dogfighting Spitfires and Messerschmitts, high up in skies of cloudless serenity. As they passed over the land, one man prepared to shoot. He crouched down at an open hatch in the bottom of the fuselage, a place from which other planes would deliver their parcel of bombs. He manhandled into position a metal box the size of a microwave oven, then he reached over and began taking pictures.

         That Luftwaffe reconnaissance aircraft, and many others like it, captured moments in time that have become timeless records of British landscapes. These aerial photographs show towns and cities on which bombs would rain down that autumn. They also reveal a countryside on the verge of harvest time, a land of straw-coloured wheat fields, meadows filled with wild flowers, and moors and heaths with purple heather.

         Over the Highlands of Scotland, the photographers could make out lone pine trees that had been young when Bonnie Prince Charlie fled Culloden. They could spot the sinuous ghylls and cloughs of northern England, the oak woods on Welsh hillsides that rang in spring with the song of wood warblers, and the verdant dingles, copses, shaws and hangers that had bloomed primrose yellow, wood anemone white and bluebell blue.

         At a height of 5,000 metres or more, those airmen could not appreciate the human intimacies of our ancient woods; the historical, cultural and social ties between woods and their settlements. These were written in the trees, the banks, ditches, and the ponds for thirsty cattle, and in the names themselves – Harry’s Wood, Spring Wood, Hollybank Wood, Long Leake Coppice, Bishop’s Wood, Earlstrees, Birkwood (the ‘wood of birches’).

         Of course, the Germans never invaded, the land never became theirs, and the Luftwaffe crews would never come to walk in any of these special woods.

         And nor can we. Not one of the aforementioned woods exists today. They were simply bulldozed out of existence, along with so many others. Thousands more had their oak, ash, birch and hornbeam trees cut down to make way for conifer plantations. In place of bluebells, we had Sitka spruce. In place of wood anemones, we had Sitka spruce. In place of primroses, we had Sitka spruce.

         All of this happened at a frightening speed. It was said that, after the war, Britain lost more ancient woodland in 40 years than in the previous 400. Conservationists of the time estimated that, by 1985, more than a third of our ancient woodland had been destroyed. In 1983, a respected university academic had predicted that, unless the decline was halted, there would be no ancient woodland left outside nature reserves by 2020.

         How on earth could we have let this happen? We are Britain, a nation full of self-confessed tree-huggers. We love our trees and our woods. We fill whole volumes with sylvan poetry and prose. When the coalition government of 2011 proposed selling off the public forests, it prompted the biggest blast of opposition so far this century. Half a million people signed a petition in a matter of weeks, costumed badgers prepared to march on Downing Street, dormice wrote their angry placards. The government hastily backed down, a minister resigned.

         For 30 years, this question has gnawed away at me, and for a personal reason. My local wood – just west of Cambridge – is listed in the Domesday Book of 1086. For 30 years, I have walked Waresley Wood’s paths in all seasons, ended up wet and muddy, and shared with others the life-affirming first flush of colour in spring, baby badgers bolting through the undergrowth on a summer’s night, the tumble of falling leaves, the stillness of a bare-branched tree in snow. On the day I was born, it was three times the size it is today. And for 30 years, I have wondered how it could have been so easy for so much of it to simply disappear. It happened to this wood; it happened all over Britain. Why?

         There were catastrophic losses in the second half of the 20th century because woods were neither valued nor understood as we understand them now, and because a whole series of factors came together to bring about their destruction. The statistics paint a partial picture. They tell us a certain wood was once x hectares and now it is y hectares, but they do not get inside people’s heads. They do not talk to the farmer who ploughed out a wood, the forester who cut down old trees, the nature lovers who failed to see what was happening before their eyes. Nor do they talk to the few who understood, fought the ravaging of our woodland heritage and saved what was left for our todays and tomorrows. This book is a tale of trees, but it is also a story about those tales, a story about people.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE FIRST FEW THOUSAND YEARS

         

         Britain’s most ancient woods of all are still with us. Their bare roots poke out like bony black fingers from the sheer side of a newly cut ditch in a highland strath. Waves curl round tree stumps a mile east of Rhyl promenade, molars in gums of sand. Bleached hazelnuts surface in the flotsam on a Llŷn beach, thousands of years after prehistoric winds shook them loose. And farmers’ ploughs churn through the dark soils of former fenland, encountering great gnarled branches and even whole trunks. Tractors haul them out into piles at the side of the field. They call this winter harvest ‘bog oak’.

         These are the ghosts of the wildwood, primeval forest that covered much of Britain after the last Ice Age. It was followed by a wetter phase when it rained and rained, and whole forests were drowned. Scientists call the remnants we find today sub-fossils, but they are still, over 5,000 years later, recognisably wood. Hard as tropical hardwoods, they can be chiselled into sculptures, burned on a fire, or dropped into a fish tank as decorative shapes, oozing tea stain tannins into the water. And if they had remained in the ground for a hundred million years longer, they might have been crushed and transformed into coal.

         In the absence of any written records, there are tantalising clues as to what this primeval forest actually looked like. About 3,000 years ago, our Bronze Age ancestors cleared a path through a forest at Thorne Moor in South Yorkshire and surfaced it with a trackway of parallel logs – effectively an early boardwalk – through what was becoming increasingly boggy ground. Under the bark of those timbers, modern archaeologists discovered a tiny, wood-boring species of beetle called Prostomis mandibularis. Not just one beetle, but whole generations. You could say this was their family tree.

         It was a beetle that was anything but boring, for its habitat requirements were staggeringly exact. It needed to find a particular kind of oak tree; one that was living out in the open, unshaded by other trees, and at least 150 years old. At about that age, spaces begin to open up between earlier growth rings in an oak tree’s heartwood, allowing a certain kind of fungus to colonise the gaps. The fussy Prostomis burrowed through the outer bark and lived in these narrow corridors, eating the fungal wallpaper.

         Long-held notions of a dense, impenetrable forest extending all the way from Land’s End to John O’ Groats are undermined by both the living and the dead. The Prostomis beetle, which required isolated trees, is now extinct, but in prehistoric times it was both common and widespread throughout Britain. Furthermore, nearly three-quarters of our native plants grow in open habitats and only about a sixth flower in woodland.

         Everything points to much of Britain resembling parts of today’s New Forest in character, with plentiful wide, grassy clearings between well-spaced trees. How could natural processes create such a mixed habitat? Were wild boar, deer and now extinct cow-like aurochs the earliest woodland managers? The evidence is still inconclusive.

         One thing we can be certain about is that there is virtually nothing left today of that pristine wildwood in the whole of Britain. ‘Virtually’, because it is possible that some of the tiny hazel woods on the Atlantic coast and islands of Scotland and the hazel-dominated rainforest ravines of North Wales are the last untouched fragments.

         Early farmers cleared a considerable amount of woodland throughout Britain. In Scotland, by the time the Romans built the Antonine Wall between the Firths of Forth and Clyde, there was very little woodland left to the south of it, and not all that much to the north either. Neolithic farmers and their livestock had stripped much of southern Scotland, while the natural processes of a tough climate had turned parts of the north into peaty sponges, drowning the forests.

         Over much of the country, Scots burned peat, not wood, in their fires, and, by medieval times, when the demand for timber for buildings had increased, it was easier and cheaper to import much of what was needed from northern Europe via east-coast ports. There was, therefore, little incentive for humans to preserve woodland. In Europe, only Ireland and Iceland had less tree cover than Scotland by 1750. Much of what remained was remote from settlements and only its inaccessibility kept it from the axe.

         The Welsh laws of the early thirteenth century made reference to coed cadw, the protected woodlands, one of the indications that Wales was then still a well-forested country, especially in the uplands, where the woods were predominantly of oak. Contemporary writer and historian Giraldus Cambrensis observed that the Welsh ‘neither inhabit towns, villages or castles, but live a solitary life in the woods’.

         In the next couple of centuries, the Welsh forests were depleted by forces of the occupying Norman kings of England, who cleared vast tracts along major routes to thwart stealth attacks by forest guerrillas. The monks of the country’s numerous Cistercian abbeys were assiduous wood removers too. Giraldus said of the monks of one estate: ‘They changed an oak wood into a wheat field.’ The demands of a growing population also ate away at Wales’s tree cover. By 1600, less than a fifth of the country was still wooded.

         Over much of Britain, and particularly in the lowlands of England, woods were harnessed by humans to suit a way of living that would last for many hundreds of years. We know from archaeological evidence that our Bronze Age ancestors had discovered the ultimate in sustainability. They found that most broadleaved (deciduous) trees could be cut down and that, far from killing them, this would stimulate dormant buds at the cut base to sprout new growth. The technique, called ‘coppicing’, could be repeated, not once, but – in the case of hazel especially – every few years, ad infinitum, extending the lives of these trees well beyond their natural lifespan. A single lime tree in Westonbirt Arboretum is thought to be at least 2,000 years old; it was sending forth new shoots about the time when Julius Caesar crossed the Channel.

         Every year, the base of the coppiced tree – the stool – would grow a little in circumference, while the coppiced stems could be used for all-important firewood, or for making tools, barrels, clogs, bowls, spoons, thatching spars, bows and arrows. Wood was the go-to product.

         Certain trees in the wood, for example oak and ash, would be left to grow to full height as ‘standards’ and then felled for timber to build houses, barns, town halls, cattle sheds, furniture, boats and ships. Nothing was wasted. Even oak bark was stripped and taken to tanneries for softening leather, the essential material for tough footwear and durable clothes.

         When the first significant written records were made in the Domesday Book of 1086, coppicing was practised in all the parts of England and the border counties of Wales covered by the survey. Every village had its smithy, reliant on charcoal from coppiced trees. Even the humblest hovel needed firewood and coppicing provided it. Early industries, such as iron, tin and lead smelting, demanded a supply of charcoal, and operated in areas where those metals were dug from the ground, such as the southern Lake District, Cornwall, Yorkshire, the Forest of Dean and the Weald of southeast England. Woods may have been on the steeper or boggier land that was less suitable for farming, but they were nevertheless the factories of our ancestors.

         There were winners and losers in these tree factories. The multifarious insects, fungi and lichens that had thrived in the dead wood of fallen trees and branches, and the decaying heartwood of ancient living trees, suffered under a system whereby every branch and twig was gathered for use, and mature trees were never left to grow much beyond their hundredth birthday, unless they were boundary markers. However, the thick bushy growth of coppiced trees suited nesting dormice and warblers such as nightingales, the periodic explosions of light after blocks of coppice were cut boosted flowers, and the wider paths, called rides, became sunny glades for butterflies such as fritillaries, and meadow flowers such as orchids.

         An unknown number of these coppiced woods were modified descendants of the wildwood, containing the same trees, plants, animals and fungi. Their wild inhabitants had evolved and adapted to live in these exacting habitats, becoming accustomed to the ways that humans had first altered the woods, and then managed them for very long periods of time.

         Today, we have a name for these woods that have been with us for so long. We call them ‘ancient woodland’. But what exactly is an ‘ancient woodland’? A wood with ancient trees? An old wood, so old it’s, like, ancient?

         Woodland historians established a clear definition for this particular habitat: ancient woods are identified as those which appear on the oldest reliable maps (1600 in England and Wales, 1750 in Scotland, where the first maps were made on the orders of General Roy after the Jacobite revolt) and are still there today. There is no written evidence that woods were planted before 1600, so we can be reasonably confident that those shown on these early maps date back to medieval times or before.

         Within the woods and forests that we call ‘ancient’, the continuity has ensured that there is wildlife of astonishing complexity and variety, unmatched in any other habitat.

         There are dwarf woodlands of hazel on the Hebridean islands of Skye and Raasay that grew up from hazelnuts that floated across the Irish Sea after the Ice Age glaciers had melted. On their thin trunks are ‘hazel gloves’, a fungus that looks like an exploded walnut and is restricted to ancient woodland. In the Wyre Forest, there is a species of ant called the slavemaker that captures the workers of other species and orders them to do its bidding. In the Scots pine forests of the Highlands, a single pine needle can host up to 50 types of fungi; while in aspen woodland there is a type of hoverfly that lives solely on the sap of aspens, and only on those trees that have fallen recently. The purple emperor butterflies of southern England choose oaks to feed on, but seek sallow bushes for their eggs. They lay them on broad, shiny leaves and will not land on leaves of any other shape or texture. Herb paris is a rare plant that grows in the depths of the oldest woods. It is thought that it was propagated by wild boar – its black seeds getting caught up in their coarse hair.

         
             

         

         There is another kind of ancient woodland, less trumpeted, but nevertheless very important. Today, it’s called ‘wood pasture’. It was listed in the Domesday Book as silva pastalis, and there was probably more of it in 1066 than of the tree-packed areas we call woodland today. Broadly speaking, wood pasture existed or developed as wooded commons, parks or forests.

         The most common of these three types is, appropriately enough, the commons! These were open land with scattered trees, where villagers had ‘common’ rights. Peasants might have had the right to graze their cows or collect firewood, for example. The name lingers in a thousand locations.

         The original ‘parks’ were the product of a fashion among the Norman nobility for keeping deer – the native red deer or the fallow deer they had brought with them from France. Most of these parks were effectively deer farms, enclosed by a wall or a fence of oak palings (hence animals outside were said to be ‘beyond the pale’). There were more than 3,000 deer parks in Britain by 1300.

         Despite the name, ‘forests’ were not necessarily wooded; they were large tracts of demarcated land over which the king or a noble exercised certain legal rights, such as the exclusive right to hunt deer, or to fell mature trees for timber.

         Wood pasture had a dual purpose; sheep, cattle or deer grazed the ground below the trees, while, at the same time, trees were preserved by having their tops cut off above the reach of browsing sheep, cattle or deer, which would otherwise nibble fresh, young leaves. It was a kind of high-level coppicing known as pollarding (from the word ‘poll’ meaning head – hence poll tax, for example).

         The vigorous leafy growth from the poll would be cut in late summer and saved as animal fodder or ‘tree hay’.Or it would be left for longer to produce useable poles. Nothing was wasted. With regular haircuts, the trees expanded to attain huge girths and lived to great ages – gnarly veterans often lived for six or seven hundred years.

         The ancient trees of wood pasture developed features that came to harbour an extraordinary diversity of wildlife. Barbastelle bats slept out the day under loose quilts of bark. In the hollow interiors, grass snakes laid their eggs and hibernated, and great crested newts slumbered. Woodpeckers hunted for grubs by hammering out holes in the trunks, then nested in the cavities they had excavated. Mosses, liverworts and lichens formed grey, green and yellow mats, splashes and rosettes on every twig, branch and trunk. And up to 2,000 species of invertebrate ate their way through decaying wood, digging labyrinthine tunnels under the bark. Some species of bark-boring beetle were not great at dispersing from their natal tree to set up new colonies elsewhere – but why bother when your family can live on a single tree for more than 600 generations?

         
             

         

         In economic terms, woods were at their most productive around the time of Queen Victoria’s coronation. But as the Industrial Revolution took full effect, they began to lose their usefulness. By the time Victoria died in 1901, they were in steep decline.

         One by one, woodland products were supplanted. The oak saplings of the post-Napoleonic wars that were destined to be harvested to make the battleships of Britain’s navy grew into obsolescence, as ironclad ships became the norm. The coming of the railways meant that coal could be carried all around the country, dispensing with the need to keep fires burning with less fuel-efficient wood. Coal consigned the charcoal burners to history too. And as the new century progressed, other inventions accelerated the decline. Wooden horse-drawn carts and carriages began to give way to metal motor cars. In 1921, the first injection moulding machine was designed and a life-changing product went into mass production. If was as if a broom were sweeping through Britain’s woods. The innovation was plastic and it came in different colours. Hairbrushes, clothes pegs, soup ladles, baskets, tables, chairs – this material was light, cheap, washable, modern. Heavy, slow-growing wood was seen as old-fashioned and redundant.

         The year 1945 would be a watershed. Britain’s ancient woods were still our richest wildlife habitats, but how much was a bluebell worth? The years that followed were to provide an unhappy answer.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE WOOD THAT NEARLY DIED

         

         Early one winter’s morning in 1973, a commuter on his way to work stopped his car beside a farm field. The driver was a keen amateur cricketer, a beer aficionado and a recorder player. He also happened to be one of the finest professional botanists of his generation.

         Luton-born Terry Wells worked for the government’s Nature Conservancy as a soil scientist. His area of research was plants of dry grassland, and though his office was at Monks Wood Experimental Station, a few miles south of Peterborough, much of his working life was spent out in the field. In February that year, Wells was preparing for the growing season ahead, making preliminary journeys to the chalk downland of the Chiltern hills, where he was carrying out long-term studies into the effects of mowing and sheep grazing on grassland flowers.

         That day, Wells left his home in the Fens as usual, but instead of swinging west towards the A1, as he always did, he took a diversion, threading his way through the villages due south. It’s certain that he was acting on a tip-off. He knew this area perhaps more intimately than anyone: as plant recorder for the then county of Huntingdonshire, this bear of a man, jovial, soft-spoken, always bursting with infectious enthusiasm for his subject, was adept at gaining permission from landowners to walk where no one else was allowed. He scrutinised every meadow, every river bank, every copse. The signs said: Keep Out. Trespassers will be prosecuted. Wells had a passion for plants and a licence to roam.

         Wells drove into a gently rolling landscape, dotted with villages and hamlets – Abbotsley, Graveley, Eltisley, Gransden, Eversden – each name ending with the Saxon-derived indication of a clearing in the wood. Wells stopped his car within sight of the church spire of Waresley. He was familiar with the great wood on the edge of the village, having been there three times within the previous five years to carry out plant surveys. Each of them had taken up the best part of a day.

         I have known Waresley Wood for 30 years, and have been there so often that I know it better than any other. Government scientists recognised its value a long time ago – it had been given an official wildlife stamp of accreditation as far back as 1954. In the post-war rush to flag up the country’s most important wildlife sites, Waresley had been designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and described in words that would excite a dedicated naturalist (but possibly no one else): ‘a woodland of ancient origin of the ash-maple community type which has a national distribution restricted to lowland England’.

         By 1973, the wood formed an island in an East Anglian landscape where nine-tenths of the hedges were being ripped out, and flower-filled meadows were ploughed and sprayed into sterile, hedge-less prairies. Terry Wells and his fellow botanist wife Sheila were filling every weekend and summer evening recording wildlife that was disappearing even as they counted.

         They knew the old woods sheltered rare gems of flowers along their dappled rides and in their clearings. Terry Wells had explored Waresley Wood’s paths, exclaiming in delight every time he came upon orchids – his favourite plants. He had found banks of early purple orchids, true to their name, the first in spring to show their brilliance. There were common spotted orchids in great profusion along the main rides, delicate white greater butterfly orchids forming discrete bunches, and mysterious bird’s nest orchids, with no need of sunlight, tucked away in shady places. He had witnessed the spring washes of colour in bluebells, violets and primroses. And best of all, at least in botanical importance, the wood was blessed with oxlips, plants with nodding yellow flowers of exquisite beauty, like cowslips with their eyes open, which blossomed here at the westernmost edge of their range in Europe.

         On that grey February morning, he looked out over the bare farm fields at a scene that confirmed the report he had received. What he saw filled him with dismay. Where there had been trees, there was a raw churned mass of cold, sticky clay. A great swathe of the wood had been bulldozed, the very area that had contained the greatest concentration of oxlips. There would be no spectacular show there that spring, or in any spring to come. Wells returned to the site some weeks later to find gangs of women collecting stumps, roots and branches, as if they were on a battlefield picking over the corpses for loot. One of Wells’s colleagues went there too, a man called George, who dug his spade into the morass to rescue a handful of oxlips and replant them in his garden, a symbolic yet futile gesture.

         Could what remained of the wood be saved? There was just a third of the wood still standing when Terry Wells rang a friend. The Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire Naturalists’ Trust was not, on the face of it, a promising prospect for a rescue operation. Only thirteen years old, it was typical of wildlife trusts at that time, surviving on a shoestring. It had a staff of two, the overworked, part-time conservation officer doubling up as administrator. But she was an exceptionally resourceful individual and made the shoestrings go a long way.

         Dr Nancy Dawson, who had done her PhD at Cambridge on the beetles in Wicken Fen, was the plain-speaking daughter of pioneering crystallographer Dame Kathleen Lonsdale. She had inherited her mother’s genius for innovation and invention. Nancy was used to answering the phone to hear the caller pour forth a woeful litany of natural obituaries. ‘People would ring me up and say “this meadow has been ploughed up” or “that wood has been cut down”. But this time we had a chance to do something.’ Nancy was determined that the Trust would buy the wood and save it, even though it had no money to do so.

         In the meantime, Terry Wells pursued official channels. He alerted the regional officer of the government’s conservation body, the Nature Conservancy, who met up with the farmer who owned the wood. The farmer told him it was his intention to carry on clearing the wood, but leave a 20-acre block intact. However, the Conservancy officer felt there was room for negotiation. He wrote in hope to a colleague:

         
            I believe him when he says that he would like to safeguard the major portion of this interesting site and he was receptive to the idea that the Trust be associated with the future management of this remaining portion (extending to 50/60 acres).

         

         It was time for the cash-poor trust to call in a longstanding favour from an organisation based just down the road. Twelve years before, the London-based RSPB had been looking to expand from its cramped headquarters, and had found a Victorian country house going cheap in Sandy, Bedfordshire. The RSPB feared that the sellers would raise the price if they knew it was bidding for the Lodge, and so a well-connected volunteer from the trust acted as a stalking horse, conducting negotiations on the RSPB’s behalf, ostensibly as a private individual, guiding it towards the purchase of a sizeable property and a 68-acre nature reserve for just £25,000.

         A dozen years later, conversations between the trust and the RSPB now centred on the proposal that the two bodies should buy Waresley Wood jointly. Initial discussions were encouraging, since senior staff at the wealthier partner liked the idea of a local purchase, and two of them had a strong personal connection. Land agent John Day lived in Waresley village itself and counted lapwings nesting in the farmer’s fields, though he had never entered the wood. Living a little further away, RSPB director Peter Conder knew and loved Hayley Wood, a nearby site of a similar character, which was owned by the neighbouring trust, the quaintly-named Cambridgeshire and Isle of Ely Naturalists’ Trust. On summer nights, when the mood took him, Conder would leave the family home armed with a poncho and sleep out under the trees of Hayley Wood.

         The RSPB staff drew up a recommendation to buy and submitted it to the charity’s governing council. In those days before the RSPB sold itself under an all-nature banner, a site’s importance for birds had to be demonstrably paramount. The wood was pitched to the RSPB council primarily in terms of potential:

         
            Nightingales used to breed and the reintroduction of coppice techniques and other management could well attract both this species and wood warbler, both of which occur on passage. Sparrowhawks breed in a woodland area nearby.

         

         The mention of sparrowhawks in close proximity might have caught the council members’ imagination, for it was an extremely uncommon bird then, barely recovering after its numbers had plummeted as a result of DDT poisoning. And then there was the possibility of the wood being used as a kind of overspill education centre: ‘The wood will be capable of use by school parties and so help to relieve visitor pressure at the Lodge.’

         The sales pitch was to no avail. Minutes of the meeting recorded: ‘Council considered the proposal and agreed: that the purchase of Waresley Wood, Huntingdonshire be not proceeded with.’ In the memory of those staff present, it was the only time the RSPB council had rejected the recommendation of its own experts. Various reasons have been suggested; one of the most plausible was its timing.

         The proposal had come at the tail end of five years of discussion between the RSPB and the trust’s parent body about a possible merger of the two organisations. Idealistic aims had given way to rancour and mutual suspicion, as dissenters on both sides stood firm against the proposal and eventually scuppered it. Perhaps the idea of another joint initiative at this juncture was just too much.

         Terry Wells was given permission by the farmer who owned Waresley Wood to do a full survey of the wood that November, walking down rides that, over time, had become reduced to narrow tracks blocked with fallen trees, the ride-side ditches choked with vegetation. Many of the elm trees were succumbing to Dutch elm disease, some were already dead and shedding sheets of bark. But there was a scattering of fair-sized ash and oak trees and, at the very end of autumn, this gifted botanist was able to identify 38 species of plant from withered leaves and seedheads.

         The trust did eventually manage to buy Waresley Wood, albeit in piecemeal fashion over a period of six years, buoyed along by a mixture of grants, sponsored walks and plant sales. An elderly member bought a sizeable chunk and leased it to the trust for £1 a year. The farmer, meanwhile, who had promised to sell the wood to the trust, was true to his word and remained patient throughout. One of the woodland rides was named after him as a mark of gratitude.

         A year after the final purchase was complete, conservationists from all over Britain began assembling evidence to build the case for the most comprehensive piece of wildlife legislation ever enacted in parliament. The proponents of the Wildlife and Countryside Act began by setting out the case as to exactly why existing laws were inadequate to safeguard Britain’s wildlife. In their evidence, they cited Waresley Wood, where two-thirds of a supposedly protected site, a wood designated as an SSSI in 1954, one of the nation’s finest, had been razed to the ground.

         
            * * *

         

         A generation before, the man who had owned Waresley Wood was running a dairy farm in Cheshire. George Mear, like many food producers across Britain, had a very prosperous war. While the common people suffered the privations of rationing, those who could afford it beat a muddy path to the farmer’s back door, where they collected regular supplies of milk, butter and beef. George was well rewarded with fistfuls of cash for providing life’s little comforts.

         The authorities never caught up with George; after all, the chiefs of police in Manchester were among his best customers. Even so, he never put his illicit earnings in the bank, just in case he was asked where all that money had come from. He stuffed pound notes and ten-shilling notes into a milk churn, until one day he discovered a mouse had made its nest there and shredded all the paper. After that, he took to secreting his stash in more secure hiding places.

         George’s son, Stephen, detested life on the dairy farm. All through his childhood, he had risen before dawn to hand-milk the cows, and then he had had to set off on the daily eight-mile walk to school. He loathed what he called the cows’ ‘mucky tails round my ears’, spending freezing hours with – as he might have put it – his head up a cow’s arse, being spattered with shit from swishing tails, desperately trying to clean it out of his hair afterwards, then heading to school still reeking of cow dung.

         When the war was over, rationing continued and George’s small fortune carried on building. Stephen was now married and the growing family was beginning to look for a better life away from the little Congleton farm where, as tenants, they had an uncertain future.

         The winter of 1947, when deep snow blanketed the ground for two months, might have helped persuade them that there could be an easier, long-term living to be made elsewhere. They decided to follow a post-war trend – like many northern farmers, they gave up their cows and headed south to grow corn and bask in the warmth of a milder climate.

         Exactly how much George Mear knew about Wood Farm, Waresley, when he signed the document in a Cheshire solicitor’s office to complete his purchase is open to question. In practical terms, Mear bought 480 acres (195 hectares) of land, together with its horses, pigs and sheep, and he inherited a workforce of 40.

         The locals told George Mear he wouldn’t last a year. Four farmers before him had gone bankrupt within little more than a decade. When he ploughed the heavy clay fields for the first time in November 1948, he saw water streaming down the furrows. George acquired an ex-army heavy vehicle. It got stuck up to its axles. Villagers derided the place – they called it ‘Sludder Farm’ after the liquefied mud from the fields that oozed over the farmyard.

         At harvest time in those first tough years, dozens of workers were employed to gather the crop by hand, binding and stacking it to dry out in ‘stooks’, just as farm labourers had done for centuries. A time traveller from the Middle Ages would have recognised much of what was going on. George declared ruefully that he was a dog-and-stick kind of farmer, managing his land with little more than the basics.

         Half of the crop was given over to feeding the strongest workers, giant Suffolk horses that provided the farm’s horsepower, but at a heavy cost in hay. A fair proportion of the rest fed the wild rabbits, for the fields were overrun. There would be great barren patches where the crops had been nibbled bare. The workers would put up nets and chase hundreds of rabbits at a time into them.

         And then there was the wood. At 172 acres, Waresley Wood made up more than a third of the farmer’s land. It had been offered for sale in 1932 as part of a much bigger estate as:

         
            Lot 17

            About

            172 a. 2 r. 21 p.* of Valuable Woodland well-known as Waresley Wood Situated just East of the Village, well and clean rided, containing a large amount of commercial timber, including large quantities of oak and elm, etc, ready for cutting.

             

            *Measured in acres, roods and perches

         

         The wood’s prospects had changed for the worse since that sale. During the war, the government had requisitioned and felled all of the useable timber, and the trunks had been dragged up to the farmyard sawmill. Now it was, in the family’s own words, ‘very poor scrubland, very wet and boggy. You couldn’t even walk in it’.

         A local woman remembered cycling as a little girl with her sister to pick pretty flowers from the wood in the springtime. ‘We didn’t know we were doing anything wrong,’ confessed Jan Rodgers half a century later, and nor did most people in that age of superabundance. What was wrong with picking wild flowers when they were as common as blackberries? The farmer wouldn’t have cared anyway. When village women came formally to ask if it would be possible to gather bluebells, primroses and violets to decorate the church for Easter, as generations of churchwardens had done before them, he readily acquiesced.

         The Cambridgeshire hunt might or might not have had the courtesy to request permission for the hounds to cross the farmer’s land and run through the wood after foxes. It was of no material consequence to George, and he was happy to keep in with his landed neighbours. Now and then, a thatcher would be allowed into the wood to cut pegs, but that only earned the farmer pennies. The only practical use the Mear family made of such a large part of their land was to raise pheasants for shooting. In later years, they turned their pigs out into the boggy heart of the wood, where they roamed freely all year round, except during farrowing time, when the sows were brought back under shelter.

         Born in the year the family came to Wood Farm, George Mear’s grandson, John, lived through a transformation in both its management and its fortunes, a process that was complete by the time he reached adulthood. He remembered the arrival of the first combine harvester, towed by a tractor. The next generation of machines would be too large for the small hedged fields. Government grants paid for them to take the hedges out. Mechanisation shrank the workforce. Where there had been 40 labourers, there were just four by the 1960s, and two of those were the farmer and his son. The Suffolk carthorses went. Myxomatosis did for most of the rabbits.

         Once a month, a friendly face appeared on the scene. He was the well-spoken man from the ministry and he was there to help. An official from the National Agricultural Advisory Service, armed with the latest advice on improving the farm, he had but one goal. ‘He was very keen on you maximising everything. They just wanted food, food, food,’ said John.

         Yields from the farm’s wheat doubled in a decade as new varieties were grown and pesticides and herbicides were applied. The government official guided them through the process of draining their sodden, sticky fields, and obtaining grants which paid two-thirds of the cost. The drier fields warmed up more quickly in early spring, and the crops grew sooner, sending down stronger roots. The wheat and barley, modified descendants of grasses that had grown naturally in arid lands, thrived in such conditions.

         By 1962, the farm had passed into the possession of George Mear’s son, Stephen, and he had enough money in hand to consider doing something useful with his ‘marginal’ land. The government advisor had his eye on Waresley Wood and told him he should apply to the Ministry of Agriculture for a grant to ‘reclaim for agricultural purposes’ the western part of the wood. Government approval came through without question.

         That winter, Stephen Mear embarked on the task of ‘cutting back’ the wood. It would take the best part of six years to clear a full third of the wood, and it was eventually grubbed out as far as an existing broad ride, which now formed the new western boundary. The operations were always carried out in winter, when the bare branches looked as dead as the trees would soon be, when there were no birds’ nests in use to fall out, no pretty blooms to be crushed underfoot. The farmer used sticks of dynamite to blast the tree stumps to bits and a tractor on tracks (a ‘crawler’) rolled back and forth to drag out shattered roots and branches.

         Five years after the job was complete, Britain was in the Common Market. The fields that had been covered in commercially unproductive scrub were now growing wheat, which was selling for more than £100 an acre, the farm’s prosperity underpinned by European subsidies. John Mear commented that people loved the farmers for growing them food. It was, as he said, ‘bonanza time’. There was every incentive to produce more. His father looked again at the woodland, applied successfully for a government grant, and the heavy machinery rolled in once more. A bulldozer began driving into the southern end of the wood.

         The first winter of grubbing-out had finished when news reached the family that a conservation organisation wanted to buy the wood. The farmer and his son were divided. Stephen Mear wanted to clear the whole wood. His son John disagreed. Somehow, the younger man’s view prevailed. But the family kept the shooting rights and today, among the trees, there are still the huts and fences of pheasant release pens.

         
            * * *

         

         When I asked to meet the Mear family, I did not expect a welcome. I did not expect ‘Yeah, sure, when?’ from Charles Mear, the fourth-generation farmer. I was unprepared for warmth from all of the family, as we sat around the kitchen table, the hub of any farm, three times in all, drinking coffee while toddlers and a small hairy dog weaved around the chair legs. After all, I had come to talk to them about the wood they cut down.

         Charles is a gentle man, and his soft-voiced earnestness has puppy-dog appeal. I warmed to his passion, as he showed me around Wood Farm.

         He grows crops, and keeps sheep and chickens. Lots of chickens. He takes me into one of his giant, airy coops, lit by sunshine, a feathery emporium full of curious birds. Happy hens. At least, welfare organisations think so, for these free-range egg-layers are RSPCA-approved, strutting around on grassy fields the size of football pitches.

         Charles walks me around the rest of the farm, leading me down the hedges he planted to replace ones his grandfather had been paid to take out. He tells me he maintains them at his own expense. Five thousand a year. That sounds a

         
         

         
            
         

         
            
         

         
         Rhapsody in purple

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      

   

OPS/logo_online.png





OPS/9781780722764_cover_epub.jpg





OPS/a003_1_online.png





