A Brief History of Aconbury Woods,  David Lovelace 2007
Aconbury hill and surrounding woodland is a well known and prominent feature visible from much of central Herefordshire and its hill fort is an important archaeological site. The land in and around Aconbury also has a relatively well documented history which provides insights into the nature and management of its land by the crown, tenants and later various land owners.

Aconbury ‘forest’ first appears in the historical record in 1213 when King John licensed William Cantelupe to take 33 Oaks from Aconbury to fortify Hereford castle. The conversion of part of Aconbury forest to farmland was granted in 1216 by King John “In contemplation of Our Lord, three carucates of land (c360 acres) to be assarted and cultivated in our forest of Aconbury for the establishment of a house of nuns..” 
Unlicensed encroachments had evidently been going on before for the chief justice of the forests sent instructions to “guard carefully the land remaining and enquire diligently about any deforestation which had already taken place”.

In 1217, at beginning of the reign of young Henry III, 100 Oaks were granted to the manor of Kilpeck from “the forest of Aconbury” and 10 years later Henry granted his favourite Hubert de Burgh earl of Kent “all Irchenefield” [roughly, the old Welsh part of South Herefordshire] including “the wood of Acornbiri and Eystonewud [= Athelstone's Wood] and the avowson of the priory of Acornebiri”.  On Hubert's fall from power in 1232, all these lands reverted to the crown. 

Aconbury continued to be a protected royal ‘forest’ in the 13th century since “Acornebury, Elstaneswud, and Harewod” were specifically excluded when the king granted the community of Irchenfeld freedom from all forest laws in 1251 in exchange for payment to the king of 200 marks. 

Royal records for 1257 show that the forest was rented for wood pasture to the priory who were also exemption from most forest laws:

“.. to the prioress and nuns of Acornebiri with the wood belonging thereto and herbage of the said wood and all issues and easements of the said wood at farm for severn years from Easter next, rendering at the exchequer L8 per annum so that no forester or bailiff of the king intermeddle touching the said wood, herbage or other issues and easements except to see that the wood be not destroyed” 

Aconbury as well as Athelstan's woods seem to have remained royal woods until the dissolution after which, in 1538, John Scudamore of Wilton, Herefordshire was given royal permission to sell timber in “Candye and Walbroke woods, Aconbury” although the king reserved the big timber. A dispute over the title to the property was heard at a legal inquisition held in Hereford 1573 where the contemporary state of the woods are described:

Condy and Walbrooke, 117 acres (the eastern part of Aconbury woods) was "set with timber trees and no underwood" and that Hugh ap Harry had "felled 52 acres valued at 26s 8d per acre", while Kings Helde Wood (the northern part of Aconbury hill) had 38 acres of coppice, 33 of which had been coppice but "now destroyed by Conies”   

That latter reference is of interest as the Camp and all the southern and most of the southern flank of Aconbury hill was referred to in eighteenth century documents (and since) as ‘the Warren’.

In 1641 the manor of Aconbury became part of the extensive estate of the Brydges family titled ‘Duke of Chandos’ who sold their Herefordshire estates to the Governors of the Guy's Hospital in 1731. The estates were somewhat run down and poorly managed but Guy's were not able to have full control as the Duke's family, in the form of the Marchioness of Carnarvon (widow of the last Brydges heir) retained the right to most of the rents until her death in 1754.

A list of farms and woods made at the time of the purchase c1731 includes the following woods in the Aconbury block: Pikes Wood, Wallbrooks and Heald Wood. The earliest surviving map of the estate is that of the eastern portion of the Aconbury block made in 1757 (see image for a photo of this map rectified to Ordnance Survey grid) and its accompanying schedule includes (in addition to those mentioned above) Hollower Bank and Links or Russells Coppice. The Aconbury Hill half of this map is missing put the names of Held Wood and ‘The Warren’ are annotated at the beginnings of their present location. 

The Governors of Guy's were not best pleased with the state of the woods as the Marchioness, her stewards and tenants had left them. The survey undertaken around the time of her death remarked: 

"To our observation on the timber of which there is a considerable quantity on the Estate though it has been greatly reduced and what is left standing has been greatly abused"

and again “many of the Tenants are not restrained from cutting what they want for repairs & boots, which occasions very improvident & extravagant use of timber and a considerable penalty should be laid on the Tenant for every timber tree that is topped or cropped or shreaded, it having been a common practice amongst the farmers to shred up the trees under a pretence of firewood & by cutting off some of the main branches the trees are greatly wounded & weakened and prevented arriving to any perfection." 

Tenants evidently also had arrangements which allowed them to use some of woods as pasture a practice the new owners were keen to avoid “We apprehend it a very bad custom to let the herbage of any of the woods or coppices to Tenants, as the rent they pay for such priviledge is very small, and by that means the woods are never properly fenced, strange cattle get in, under pretence of looking after which the owners of them have an opportunity of pilfering timber, and the Tenants cattle are turned in by the Tenants themselves too soon after the underwood has been cut and a great deal more damage is done to the wood than is recompenced by any Rent that is received." 

Not all the woods were deemed to be in a poor state:

"Roughill Lady Coppice the Wallbrookes and Netherwood [FE wood to the NE of Wallbrokes] lye near together in Acconbury, there are great quantities of exceeding fine timber in the last two of them, the trees are healthy & the soil suitable for it & it both deserves & requires to be particularly attended to”

In the decades following the reversion of the estate to Guy’s much of the good timber had been felled and sold in such quantity that special mention was made of the fact in 11th Report of the Commissioners on the Woods, Forests and Land Revenues of the Crown Estates (published 1793). Mr Slade, purveyor of Deptford Naval Dockyard stated in his letter of 23rd April 1791 to the King’s Commissioners that  "Most of the Timber which grew on the Estates of guy's Hospital, in the county of Hereford, has been cut down within 25 Years, and great Part sent to His Majesty's Yards."
A good idea of the level of utilisation of the woods can be assessed by examination of the woodland account workbook for the Guy’s Estate which runs from 1810 to 1880 and records timber and coppice wood sales and receipts. Taking for example woods of the Aconbury block the following table shows the following:

	Date of sale
	Wood name
	Coppice sold acres
	Coppice cycle years
	Timber trees
	Trees per acre
	wood area 1852

	1821
	Held Wood
	59.8
	
	100
	1.7
	

	1842
	Held Wood
	60.9
	21
	337
	5.5
	

	1861
	Held Wood
	63.0
	19
	386
	6.1
	66

	1876
	Held Wood
	63.0
	15
	431
	6.8
	

	1810
	Holloway Bank
	34.0
	
	
	
	

	1826
	Holloway Bank
	17.0
	16
	
	
	

	1843
	Holloway Bank
	17.0
	17
	
	
	

	1859
	Holloway Bank
	17.0
	16
	120
	7.1
	22

	1874
	Holloway Bank
	17.0
	15
	100
	5.9
	

	1818
	Wallbrookes wood
	41.0
	
	
	
	

	1833
	Wallbrookes wood
	66.1
	15
	42
	0.6
	

	1850
	Wallbrookes wood
	77.3
	17
	50
	0.6
	80

	1867
	Wallbrookes wood
	84.5
	17
	421
	5.0
	

	1880
	Wallbrookes wood
	83.5
	13
	509
	6.1
	


Almost all the woodland was being coppiced on 15 to 20 year cycle and that the coupe sizes often amount to an entire wood. For example half of the 80 acre Wallbrooks wood was coppiced in 1818 then 80% at the next coppice fall in 1833 and than the whole wood was coppice felled in both 1867 and 1880.  The figures for timber sales out of the same woods show a steady increase though the century which is consistent with a programme of recovery after the heavy fellings of the earlier century referred to above. The records seem to point to the woods being pure almost coppice at early in the century with timber trees being promoted and felled in increasing numbers through the Victorian period.

By 1890 the coppice in the Aconbury block was becoming less economic and in his Report on the Herefordshire Estate of the President and Governors of the Guys Hospital Estate, Henry Haywood, the manager gave this assessment:

“Wallbrooks 80.1.20 Condies Rough [now compartment 61] 11.2.2 Holloways bank 25.3.20  Aconbury. Part of wallbrooks wood was felled in 1888-9 season. The coppice wood is of an inferior class is now in course of planting up with ash. It is fairly well stocked with growing oak.”

Held wood is the only woodland mentioned in the timber and coppice records of the Guy’s Estate before 1859 which implies that the rest of Aconbury hill was not productive woodland. The map of 1757 shows the SE area as ‘the Warren’ without tree symbols. The Camp summit we know was open since Rev. Webb commented in c1840: 

“Aconbury camp, I have seen it about twice, I once took my mother there .. it was then open rough pasture, I believe planted over since”.

And this from the Transactions of the Woolhope Naturalists Field Club 1886:

“The wood which now crowns the summit [Aconbury camp] & is obstructive of the view is of modern origin, having been planted about 50 yrs ago by the owners - the Govs. of Guys Hospital - on land formerly occupied as a farm”. 

By 1852 all the hill is woodland or plantation on the Estate Map of that date. The woodland sales book gives the first sale of coppice wood from Skippit wood in 1859 and from the Warren in 1869, no timber is recorded as sold, only ‘poles’. This would imply that Both Skippit and Warren were planted on what was open ground and possibly common grazing or even arable for coppice and timber a few decades earlier say around 1820.

The above report of 1890 states:

“Warren mostly well stored with thrifty young oak trees and some larch. much of the underwood being of but little value.”

Aconbury Hill was also known to Victorian botanists as a place where interesting plants could be found. Approaching the camp from the north i.e. through Held Wood in 1886 the same issue of the Transactions of the Woolhope Naturalists Field Club as the above quote recorded that “..leaving the road and ascending the hill by a footpath through the wood, the members soon dispersed to search for plants which were known to be growing plentifully in certain favourable places. An unusual number of the Bird’s Nest Orchid and the Butterfly Orchid were soon found. The Columbine was found growing plentifully in the wood, and near the centre of the camp, the wild raspberry was very abundant.”

Columbine and Raspberry are still to be found, the former in small numbers in Walbrook wood and the Wild Raspberry along the main ride through Holloway Bank.
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