Ancient Woodlands of Herefordshire

One of the reforms instituted by Magna Carta in 1215 was protection for widows who became entitled to a third of their deceased husband’s estate. This could cause subsequent family disputes and so it was that Sybil along with her husband William Grandison took her step mother Joanna to the Hereford court of Assize in 1312 claiming that Joanna had “created waste and destruction” in 200 acres of woodland in the manor of Eaton Tregoz, modern day Foy. Joanna had arranged the felling of 500 oaks, 60 ash trees and 4 acres of ‘large alders’ worth in total £56, an enormous sum then. Joanna’s defence includes the known first known documented reference to coppice re-growth in the county as she argued that the alders will be allowed to re-grow and that the removal of 560 trees from 200 acres of woodland, little more than a thinning, so neither constituted waste or destruction. Four centuries later in 1717 Lady Frances Scudamore was renting out most of her 700 acres of woodland in and around the Wye Valley, including all those in Foy, to iron masters to make charcoal from coppice managed on a fifteen to twenty year rotation. The bark of the oak was sold to local tanners for leather making, ash poles for barrels and birch was used for making yokes for teams of oxen. 
This is a small snapshot of the historical archive that has been put together by the Native Woodland Restoration in Herefordshire project to reconstruct the structure, uses, management and extent of woodlands and trees from Domesday to the present. During the Medieval period many woodlands were subject to grazing rights, their canopies interrupted by glades and heathland but from the Tudor period most woods were worked as coppice. So, for at least the last thousand years woodland habitats have been considerably more open than are now which has implications for present day planning for environmental objectives in woodlands and parkland. 
The greatest damage to native woodland occurred when Government, generally ignorant of the nature of woodland, encouraged the planting of trees in them. Between 1920 and 1985 about half of the area of Herefordshire’s historic native woodland had been converted to conifer plantations many of which are now being restored. The practical side of the project has been to encourage and fund the restoration of so-called Plantations On Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) and some 22 hectares in the Woolhope Dome area are now on their way to restoration. Another objective of the project was to review the county’s 1984 Ancient Woodland Inventory (AWI) and especially to examine the status of small woods which were not then included. This involved the digitising of the county’s early Victorian Tithe Maps and indeed as many early maps as we could lay our hands on and scan or photograph. The result is a digital simulation of much of the county in various time epochs from the present back to 1815 which has applications wider than just woodlands since the data also includes hedgerows, parkland and orchards. The project has so far identified 600 individual woods as new candidate inclusions to the AWI. 
The project also recorded veteran trees mainly in the Wye Valley and the Malvern Hills AONBs (who were willing to pay us!) but also we identified clusters of veteran trees elsewhere in the county which could be useful in identifying potential wood pasture sites. 
Insects are a good indicator of the ecological health of a woodland since several species require the specialised habitat found only in managed native woodland with historical continuity. Accordingly the project commissioned moth trap surveys in a number of woods including those with few or no such records. Over the three years of the project (which ran from 2006 to 2009) over 800 moths species were recorded from 15 woods. 
The project was funded by Natural England, the SITA Trust, the Duchy of Cornwall, Butterfly Conservation and the two AONBs and was initiated and managed by the River Wye Preservation Trust. The project could not have produced this wealth of results without the support of a keen band of volunteers with skills ranging from Medieval Latin translation to moth identification. While the project has produced much interesting and exciting material we are only just at the start of understanding the county’s woodlands and how we can conserve and manage them for future generations. There is an illustrated summary report on the project findings which is freely available at the Trust office and also from me, David Lovelace. I am also teaching a two term course “Woodlands of Herefordshire” starting this September. For further details contact me on david@tilia.org.uk.
