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The Earl’s Colne Map, dated 1598, traced after the original in Essex Record Office. The great wood called Chalkney, the lanes and some of the hedges are exactly the same today.
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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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English Measures



	1 inch	 	= 25 mm



	1 foot	= 12 in.	= 0.30 m



	1 yard	= 3 ft	= 0.91 m



	1 mile	= 1760 yards	= 1.6 km



	1 modern acre	= 4840 square yards	= 0.40 ha



	1000 modern acres	 	= 4.0 km2



	£1	= 20s. (shillings)	= 240d. (pence)




The medieval penny must be thought of as something like sixpence in the money of the seventeenth century, a shilling in the mid-nineteenth, and about £3 today.
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