Athelstans Wood, history, character and future
Native Woodland Restoration in Herefordshire. David Lovelace  July 2007
1. Medieval history
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Owned by the bishops of Hereford the name comes from Bishop Athelstan who died in 1056 so it would appear that Athelstans wood
 is one of the few in the county for which there is evidence of continuity back to Saxon times. In 1251 Henry III granted
 the people of the old Welsh kingdom of Archenfield, roughly  south west Herefordshire, freedom from forest laws. In doing so he retained three wooded areas to remain under royal control including Athelstan’s wood. The other two were Aconbury Wood and Harewood. 
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When King John established Aconbury priory in 1217 he granted the nuns rights to Aconbury Wood but also to Athelstans wood. They had the right to fell timber, sell any proceeds from the wood and lease it out parts. When Aconbury priory and its lands were sold off after dissolution both woods were acquired by the Scudamore family. 
2. Management for charcoal and bark
In common with many woods in the Wye Valley Athelstans wood supplied charcoal for local forges and other iron works which derived their motive power for bellows and trip hammers from the river Wye. An agreement
 of 1628 shows that Athelstans wood was one of many on the extensive Scudamore estates growing coppice poles for making charcoal. This would have fuelled Carey Forge built on an island in the Wye 4 km east of the Athelstans Wood. In 1642 income from the wood included £15  5s from a Mr. Bower to strip bark from an area of 15 acres
. Oak bark for tanning was an essential raw material for the leather industry and added significant extra revenue to coppice woods. An account book
 of 1657 includes “A particular what Aylestan’s wood did amount to unto the last fallage” which was the then considerable sum of £1279 mostly from cordwood at the rate of 6s a cord [a stack of coppice poles about 1.4 cu meters] or a total of nearly 6,000 cu meters. Using the area of the earliest measurement of Athelstan of 87 hectares (in 1780) this is equivalent to a standing volume of about 70 cu meters per hectare, consistent with the coppice rotation of 15 years and average yield class 6 with the legal minimum of 12 standards per acre being left. 
A 1709survey
 of the Scudamore woods included the ages of the various coppice compartments. For Athelstans Wood 120 acres had coppice compartments of 9, 10 and 13 years growth  which means that large areas (by modern standards) are being worked each year. It is not clear whether these are ‘statute’ or ‘wood’ acres
, a common problem of archive interpretation at this time. 120 wood acres would be 202 statute acres close the measured area so it may well be that a third of the wood, ~30 hectares, was being felled in one year and in quick succession. 
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( Income from Athelstans coppice according to the woodland account book 1657
Legal agreements between owners and users of the wood contained precise specifications as to how coppice be cut and the re-growth assured. The following
 between Frances Scudamore (FS) and the iron master Rowland Pitt (RP) in 1747 is typical of its kind:
“FS at her own cost will in 1748 cause to be cut, ranked and delivered to RP 1500 cords of coppice wood and the same quantity of 1500 cords of such wood in each and every of the six following years from her woods: Trellegh’s Court, Birch Grove, The Widdows Wood, Haylstons Wood and Ramdens Coppice… Every cord to be 8’ 4” wide, 4’ 6” high and 2’ 2” only in length of billet” 
“To be delivered at the feast of St Michael the Archangel next preceding the season of stripping such wood. RP and his servants & workmen to have free movement in and out of the woods to cord and coal the coppicewood and to take turf and dig the ground in the usual manner and in the usual places for making coal pits upon the woodland. To have liberty out of the coppices and woodlands along accustomed ways with horses, mares and  geldings to carry away and dispose of the coals arising from the coppicewood during the next 9 months after every respective delivery thereof….The above cordwood to be stripped at the usual season of stripping and cut, ranked and delivered in the next winter. RP pays FS 3s 9d per cord delivered.”
RP must not make new coal pits without FS permission nor in any way damage the future growth of the coppice woods and to this end any horses used for transport to be muzzled.
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3. Maps and aerial photographs of Athelstans Wood

Athelstans wood is first mapped by the surveyor Richard Frizel in 1780 and measured as 214a 2r 15p [86.8 hectares] and is described as a “large valuable wood”. (Private collection. Reproduced with permission of the owner). 
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Following  are digital maps and an air photos 1780 to 2002 geo-referenced  to the modern grid…….
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4. The 1953 census survey results of Athelstans Wood 
Reproduced below is the entry for compartment 14 on the above map. This was converted to 100% conifers in 1972/3 which were clearfelled April 2007 (photos below). 
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The stands of Athelstans wood as witnessed by the Forestry Commission surveyors in August 1953 is tabulated across the two tables below (the data types don’t fit across A4):

	Compartment
	Acres
	Type
	Age
	Volume cu feet
	Main species
	2dary species

	10
	5
	Felled
	
	200
	
	

	11
	52
	Felled
	
	
	
	

	12
	91
	BHF
	Uneven
	109,200
	Oak
	Sweet Chestnut

	14
	33
	BHF
	Uneven
	36,300
	Oak
	Sweet Chestnut

	23
	2
	BHF 
	21-30
	80
	Oak
	Birch

	24
	15
	BHF
	Uneven
	18,750
	Oak
	Sweet Chestnut

	Total
	198
	
	
	164,330
	
	


	Comp
	Canopy percentage
	Remarks

	10
	
	Coppice regrowth covers 20% of area, occasional standards of Oak

	11
	
	Coppice regrowth: Hazel, Birch, Oak & Ash

	12
	Oak 50, S Chestnut 20, Birch 20, Ash 10
	20% Stocked with standards originating from coppice, these average 2 shoots per stool. Another 10% of the area stocking with a coppice average 3 shoots per stool. 

	14
	Oak 70, S. Chestnut 15, Birch 10, Ash Field Maple & Hazel 5
	Occasional Oak above 80 yrs, underwood Hazel Birch Ash & F[ield Maple].  Age/volume table given see above picture

	23
	Oak 80, Birch 20
	30% canopy only. Dense growth of bracken some Birch regen

	24
	Oak 50, S Chestnut 20, Birch 20, Ash 10, Elm
	Underwood of Hazel coppice & Birch, Thorn, Elder, Ash, Elm. It appears to have been converted from coppice with standards many years ago.[age/volume table but not included here]


Mr. Little, the owner was a timber merchant from Micheldean and where the compartments are “Felled” it reports “in negotiation with Forestry Commission”.  So, it seems that Mr. Little was on the wrong side of the law in his felling operations. It was to be the ‘approved forestry’ of his successors which was to damage the wood with the establishment of conifer plantations. 
The 1953 census information is confirmed by the recollections of locals who knew the wood before the felling and coniferisation of the early 1970s by the Economic Forestry Group (EFG). Rachel Allum who lived just on the edge of the wood in late 1960’s/early 1970’s and who rode her horse along the rides remembers the Oak and Sweet Chestnut trees and the sheets of Bluebells and Wood Anemones under the coppice.  Adrian Harvey former resident and local historian has memories of the pre-conifer woodland and was struck by the floristically rich rides which included broom. He stopped visiting the wood after it was planted with conifers.
5. Athelstans Wood from 2000 and a flawed consultation
The wood is managed by forestry agents Tilhill, successor to EFG. In 2000 a ten year forestry scheme was agreed but no ecological or historic survey has ever been carried out. This report is apparently the first one.
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In December 2006 Tilhill applied to FC for a license to fell 7.5 hectares of the conifers established c1972. The green colour coding (outlining the location of the 4.5 hectares of Douglas Fir to be planted failed to reproduce on the photocopies sent to consultees which may in part explain why neither Herefordshire Council nor Aconbury Parish realised that the wood was to be subject to a further rotation of conifers. Neither made any comments both assuming on quick inspection that it was to be restocked with broadleaves. Both consultees and Little Birch Parish Council (who weren’t consulted even though most of Athelstans Wood is in the parish) would have objected. The original felling license & stocking map agreed by the Forestry Commission is reproduced here.

 6. UKWAS to agree another rotation of conifers?
After the failed consultation and approval by the Forestry Commission, the project is helping local people make representations to those involved including the agent and owner. Tilhill’s is applying for UKWAS (Woodland Assurance Standard) status for its operations in Athelstan Wood. We have contacted UKWAS, the Woodland Trust and the Commission to try to avert the planting of 2,500 per hectare of Douglas Fir on 4.5 hectares of this Saxon woodland which is due to go ahead this season……
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Locals visit Athelstans wood (9th May 2007)   
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Charcoal burners ‘platform’ Athelstan’s wood. To minimise damage to the woodland these hearths were also in the same place and permission was required from the owner to create a new one. This meant that charcoal was built up over many decades even centuries and are an interesting and valuable feature of long established woods. For Athelstan’s wood we have written documentation on the charcoal making. 
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Clockwise from top left:





* Surviving ground flora in recent conifer clear fall (Great Woodrush visible). WP60.


* Ground flora within conifers yet to be felled WP 54 


* Ground flora within conifers yet to be felled WP 51


* Charcoal platform, stream vegetation bottom of valley, Lime coppice visible in background WP64


* Wild Service Tree in conifer canopy WP52. Wild Service Tree (Sorbus torminalis) is a rare ancient woodland indicator. Also occurs on the southern boundary at WP67.








Clockwise from top: 





* Councillor Alison Clarke and historian Adrian Harvey admiring a fine stand of Ramsons along the main valley through wood at GPS waypoint (WP 50).


The valley is considered to be of  Saxon origin supposedly referred to in the Book of Llandaff. 


* Remnant coppice southern part of wood WP46,


* Charcoal platform exposed by ride disturbance WP45, 


* Valley edge of conifer clear fall showing Lime, Oak and Ash.


Lime is an important ancient woodland indicator. 





WP = GPS way point recorded on Geographic Information System available on request.








( Compartment maps part of  the 1953 Forestry Commission census of woods which was the most comprehensive ever undertaken. 


Only 9 English counties were ever completed and the results never analysed or published. 





The original field survey sheets are preserved at the National Archives and they constitute a valuable data set especially for woods that have been subject to plantation forestry since the census. This applies to most private sector ancient woodlands in Herefordshire which are now partly or wholly coniferised.


 


See next page for results and analysis for Athelstan’s Wood.








2002 air photo.





1st edition 6” Ordnance Survey c1885





Richard Frizell, Map of Scudamore Estates 1780





Top: Lime coppice and Lime pollard at WP 49


(Strange circular wood bank amongst where redwoods are being felled (difficult to photograph) WP 48








( Ride edge WP44





7.5 hectares conifer stand clear fell in northern compartment of Athelstan’s wood above.





RAF July 1946





The preceding four maps and air photos show that the extant and shape of Athelstan’s wood has remained unchanged since the earliest known map of 1780 which latter only mapped land of the owner (hence Rough Hill wood owned by Guy’s Hospital is excluded). Written records back to the early 17th century indicate that the area of the wood remained the same. This is the case for other woods in the Wye Valley area for which records exist and point to a stability in management and land use for at least those 4 centuries previous.


The 1946 aerial photo shows the canopy untouched by war time requisitions probably because the timber was too small. The individual crowns are rarely over 10m wide and this is reflected in the census results below. 


There was however sufficient to interest the timber merchant Mr. Little who had felled the southern compartments 10 and 11.     See below 








The restocking intention at present is 4.5 hectares of Douglas Fir.





This is what the compartment could look like in 25 years time: 1982 Douglas Fir, Sned Wood, not even bramble or bracken survives!





Dark green indicates conifer





Rough Hill Wood


owned by the Duchy





Conifer stand felled 2007.

















� The wood appears in the archives variously as the Bosco be Alston, Elstaneswode, Adhelstaneswude, Elystanewode, Aylestones Wood, Haylstons Wood, Ailstones wood, Hailstones Wood and Ethelstones Wood.


� TNA C47/12/7 photo above


� TNA C115/63/5561


� HRO LC 647.1


� TNA C115/67/5878


� TNA C115/67/5883


� The standard unit of worked coppice in this region was the ‘Lug’ an area of 7 yards square (49 square yards). 20 Lugs=1 Breadth, 8 Breadths=1 ‘Wood’ Acre which = 1.62 Statute Acres


� TNA C115/67/5802
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