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UK Woodland History

The past use of woodlands, economic and cultural, and their connections with the human community inform our current use/relationship with woodlands.  Woodlands are part of the UK psyche due to our long history of woodland/human interactions. 

The following timeline summarises woodland history in the UK and the key renewable practices;


















Educational activity should always include consideration of impact on the wood.  It is the exploration of values and the ‘moral’/spiritual and emotional education which will, in turn, influence our behaviour in woodlands.  This is fundamental to Forest School and sustainability.
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2000 BC





Neolithic clearances for ‘farmland’ – isolated coppicing for producing poles (cutting trees for regrowth from the same tree) for trackways – found in Somerset levels





4000 BC





6500 BC, end last ice-age





Development of stable ‘climax’ woodland in UK – 5 broad ‘types’ of ‘wildwood’ dominated by certain trees, in different ‘provinces;


Pine – east Scotland


Birch – west Scotland


Oak/hazel – southern Scotland, highland England, Wales and parts of Ireland 


Hazel/elm - most of Ireland and south-west Wales


Lime – lowland England 














Iron and bronze age – extensive evidence of coppicing of undergrowth ie hazel, and timber trees ie lime and oak.  Evidence of ‘woodmanship’ from large elaborate structures that could be greater in span than cathedrals, made of poles and rods of various sizes and charcoal production, from coppiced woods





100 BC





500 AD





Romans introduced more systematic coppicing and even large areas of planting to support their insatiable appetite for wood for iron-making, sailing, fighting, building and saunas!  One species that they introduced from Italy for the practice of coppicing is chestnut.  We have precise written records from Columnella in the first century AD of 5 and 7 year coppice cycles for chestnut and oak respectively.  Despite this woodmanship the Romans did continue to clear land, woodlands all but disappeared from the chalk downs and great river valleys – leaving a patchwork of woodland in the remainder of the country.





Saxons continued coppicing, but also maintained the woodlands for grazing of swine – allowing the pig to ‘cultivate’ the woodland floor and encouraging new growth, in cases where grazing was light.  Special protection was given to some woods of spiritual significance, such as the notorious Norfolk Wildlife Trust ‘babes-in-the-wood’ reserve – ‘Wayland Wood’, which is a remnant of wildwood.





1100 AD





Normans designated large areas of woodland for protection as ‘hunting woods





1200 AD





Middle Ages.  Renewable management practises included coppicing of the ‘underwood’ or shrub layer and selective felling of mature trees.  One of the main woodland protection measures was ‘fencing’ to keep grazing levels to a minimum so new growth and saplings could grow.  Lengthening of coppice rotations from as little as two years in Saxon times to a minimum of seven years in the 1600’s.  Timber trees were allowed to grow bigger, spread of certain species such as elm.








1800 AD





Rapid decline of woodlands as demand for agricultural land and timber increased for ‘fuelling’ the industrial revolution – with the growing of excessive numbers of timber trees to the detriment of the understory/shrub layer.  Towards the end of the 1800’s there was a rise in gamekeeping which gave a reprieve for some of the woods – they resumed coppicing and excluded the public from woods.








present





1945 AD





Many woods were grubbed up to make farmland or wrecked by replanting with the monocultures of coniferous plantations due mainly to the UK’s desire to become self sufficient in food production and forestry after the wars.  By 1970 woodland cover accounted for 9% of land in the UK, less than 1/3rd of which was broadleaved.





1980 AD





More woods being managed as a renewable resource for charcoal, timber, education, recreation and nature conservation.  Woodland cover now accounts for 12% of the land area and almost ½ of this is broadleaved (DEFRA, 2007) – no mean fete in approximately 30 years, with all the ‘modern’ day pressures.








1100 AD
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