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John Speed’s map of Worcestershire, 1610
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Preface



I am not a native of Worcestershire but I have known it well for most of my life. As a child, I was born and brought up at Ludlow, only a few miles beyond the county boundary. As an adult, before moving back to Ludlow, I lived in Yardley, now a suburb of Birmingham but until 1909 the north-east corner of Worcestershire.


My association with Worcestershire began in 1948, when I saw Bradman score a century at the county cricket ground at the start of the Australian tour, an experience I shall always savour. In later years I was a keen cyclist, and spent happy hours exploring lanes of the Teme valley, in among the hop fields. As parents in Birmingham in the 1960s and 1970s, my wife and I often took our young family up on to the Clent and Lickey Hills, and sometimes further afield, for walks on the Malverns or Bredon Hill.


My interest in the history of the county goes back to the late 1970s, when I began to take adult classes in local and architectural history for what was then the Extra-Mural Department of Birmingham University. These classes took me for many years to Bewdley and for a shorter period to Chaddesley Corbett, while a thriving research class at Bromsgrove still meets regularly at the Methodist Centre on Monday mornings. In addition, I have given talks at various times in Droitwich, Kidderminster, Malvern, Upton-on-Severn and Worcester, and have thus met a number of people up and down the county who are keenly interested in its history.


Tutoring in adult education, like the best teaching everywhere, is not simply the imparting of knowledge. It is the organisation of a learning experience for a group of people, often of widely differing backgrounds, experiences and expertise. The dedication of this book to the members of two of those classes is a small acknowledgement of what I have learnt from them, and of the insights into the history of Worcestershire which we worked out together.


I am grateful to many people who have helped with the preparation of this book, but my special thanks go to my wife, Wendy. She has accompanied me on various expeditions into Worcestershire, waiting without complaint as I burrowed in libraries or explored remote churchyards.






This book is dedicated
to the members of the Historical Research Groups
at Bewdley and Bromsgrove








Introduction



Worcestershire’s Historians and Writers


The known tradition of Worcestershire history begins with Florence of Worcester (d.1118), a monk of St Mary’s Priory, Worcester, who edited a number of Anglo-Saxon chronicles, and wrote his own account of contemporary events. His concerns were national rather than local, but even before the 19th century Worcestershire had two major county histories, both written by members of the land-owning, gentry class.


The first was Thomas Habington (1560-1647) of Hindlip, a political activist who was involved in the Gunpowder Plot of 1605. He was pardoned but only on condition that he never again left Worcestershire. He spent the last 40 years of his life travelling round the county, copying epitaphs, delving into genealogy and setting it all down in fat volumes which were published in 1717 and 1723.


His successor was the Rev. Treadway Russell Nash, D. D. (1725-1811), Vicar of Warndon and later of St Peter’s, Droitwich. He was a magistrate and a classical scholar but spent most of his time compiling his collections for The History of Worcestershire, published between 1781 and 1799. He was able to complete this, he maintained, ‘by eschewing elections, gaming, horse racing, fox hunting and other pleasures as are too frequently the ruin of country gentlemen’.
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1 Thomas Habington (1560-1647), as portrayed in Nash’s Worcestershire


Many of the great topographical writers and diarists visited Worcestershire, including John Leland, Celia Fiennes, Daniel Defoe, Lord Byng (author of The Torrington Diaries) and William Cobbett. The county has been well served with trade directories and early newspapers. For the historian, however, the greatest blessings are the fine volumes of the Worcestershire Record Society, which make available such important source material as the 1275 lay subsidy or the court rolls of the Manor of Hales. The volumes of the Victoria County History, published between 1901 and 1924, and the Transactions of the Worcestershire Archaeological Society, published from 1923, are other important sources. The Worcestershire Record Office, now divided between the medieval St Helen’s church in the centre of Worcester and lavish new quarters at County Hall, makes a wide range of other documents readily available to researchers. The county has a wealth of good libraries and museums, including the County Museum in the magnificent setting of the Bishop’s Palace at Hartlebury Castle and a Civil War centre in Worcester’s medieval Commandery.
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2 Treadway Russell Nash, D.D. (1725-1811)


Many novelists and poets give glimpses of Worcestershire life. The most remarkable is William Langland (c.1330-c.1400), who was born in or near the county, and was probably educated at Great Malvern Priory. His Vision concerning
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3 The historic Country of Worcestershire, showing the Parishes





The Parishes



Key:


Abberley 55


Abberton 113


Abbots Morton 115


Acton Beauchamp 116


Alderminster 192


Alfrick 118


Alvechurch 24


Areley Kings 56


Astley 57


Badsey 164


Bayton 25


Bedwardine St John 99


Belbroughton 21


Bengeworth 162


Beoley 40


Berrow 177


Besford 139


Bewdley 28


Birlingham 152


Birtsmorton 176


Bishamplon 131


Blockley 191


Bockleton 47


Bordesley 38


Bradley 78


Bransford 120


Bredicot 104


Bredon 187


Bredons Norton 186


Bretforton 161


Bricklehampton 155


Broadwas 97


Broadway 165


Bromsgrove 22


Broom 15


Broughton Hackett 105


Bushley 185


Castle Morton 175


Chaceley 181


Chaddesley Corbett 20


Church Honeybourne 148


Churchill (nr. Kidderminster) 14


Churchill (nr. Worcester) 107


Church Lench 132


Claines 84


Cleeve Prior 145


Clent 16


Clifton-on-Teme 60


Cofton Hackett 23


Cotheridge 98


Cradley 4


Croome D'Abitot 137


Cropthorne 157


Crowle 105


Crutch 72


Cutsdean 190


Daylesford 197


Defford 151


Doddenham 95


Dodderhill 75


Dormston 92


Doverdale 69


Droitwich (three parishes) 73


Dudley (two parishes) 1


Earls Croome 150


Eastham 45


Eckington 172


Edwin Loach 58


Eldersfield 180


Elmbridge 34


Elmley Castle 173


Elmley Lovett 32


Evenlode 196


Evesham (two parishes) 159


Feckenham 79


Fladbury 142


Flyford Flavell 112


Frankley 9


Grafton Flyford 90


Grafton Manor 36


Great Comberton 153


Great Hampton 158


Great Malvern 134


Great Witley 63


Grimley 82


Hadzor 76


Hagley 7


Halesowen 5


Hallow 83


Hampton Lovett 70


Hanbury 77


Hanley Castle 149


Hanley Child 49


Hanley William 50


Hartlebury 31


Harvington 144


Hill Croome 170


Himbleton 89


Hindlip 86


Holt 67


Huddington 85


Hunnington 8


Inkberrow 93


Kempsey 124


Kenswick 81


Kidderminster 18


King's Norton 11


Kington 91


Knighton-on-Teme 44


Knightwick 94


Kyre Magna 48


Leigh 119


Lindgridge 46


Little Comberton 154


Little Malvern 166


Little Witley 65


Longdon 183


Lower Mitton 30


Lower Sapey 59


Lulsley 96


Madresfield 122


Mamble 26


Martin Hussingtree 85


Martley (a and b) 64


Mathon 133


Naunton Beauchamp 111


Netherton 156


Newland 121


North and Middle Littleton 146


Northfield 10


North Piddle 109


Norton (nr. Worcester) 125


Norton (nr. Evesham) 143


Oddingley 87


Offenham 160


Oldberrow 41


Oldbury 2


Oldswinford 3


Ombersley 68


Orleton 51


Overbury 188


Pedmore 6


Pendock 182


Pensax 54


Peopleton 128


Pershore (two parishes) 138


Pirton 129


Powick 136


Queenhill 123


Redditch 184


Redmarley D'Abitot 39


Ribbesford 178


Ripple 29


Rochford 169


Rock 43


Romsley 27


Rous Lench 17


Rushock 114


Salwarpe 33


Sedgeberrow 74


Severn Stoke 174


Shelsley Beauchamp 135


Shelsley Walsh 62


Shipston on Stour 61


Shrawley 194


South Littleton 66


Spetchley 147


Stanford-on-Teme 103


Staunton 102


Stockton-on-Teme 179


Stoke Prior 53


Stone 37


Stoulton 19


Strensham 127


Suckley 171


Tardebigge 117


Teddington 38


Tenbury 189


Throckmorton 42


Tibberton 130


Tidmington 102


Tredington 195


Upton-on-Sevem 193


Upton Snodsbury 168


Upton Warren 109


Warndon 35


Welland 101


Westwood Park 167


Whiteladies Aston 71


Whittington 108


Wichenford 126


Wick 80


Wickhamford 140


Wolverley 163


Worcester (15 parishes) 13


Wyre Piddle 100


Yardley 141





Piers the Plowman, though written in London, gives a picture of rural life which was almost certainly inspired by Worcestershire. Francis Brett Young (1884-1954), writing about the industrial Midlands, and John Moore (1907-1967), writing about the villages around Bredon Hill, are other truly regional writers.


A number of modern poets refer to Worcestershire, but most references are tantalisingly brief, for example John Drinkwater (1882-1937), ‘... never went to Mamble, That lies above the Teme’. Even the best known, A. E. Housman (1859-1936), who was born in Bromsgrove and whose statue now stands in Bromsgrove High Street, wrote very sparingly about his native county, though his melancholy and emotive verses on Bredon Hill are among his most memorable works:




But when the snows at Christmas


On Bredon top were strown,


My love rose up so early


And stole out unbeknown


And went to church alone.


They tolled the one bell only,


Groom there was none to see,


The mourners followd after


And so to church went she,


And would not wait for me.





Yet the art form which best catches the quintessence of Worcestershire is probably music, through the compositions of Edward Elgar (1857-1934), Housman’s near contemporary. Now rated the first great English composer since Purcell, Elgar spent nearly all his creative years within sight of the Malvern Hills. ‘No one was more imbued with his own countryside’, said Elgar’s daughter, ‘than my father.’ ‘If ever you’re walking on the hills’, Elgar is reputed to have said of his Cello Concerto ‘and hear this, don’t be frightened, it’s only me!’





Chapter 1



The Size and Shape of Worcestershire, and its Physical Features


Worcestershire is one of the smaller counties of England. Before the merger with Herefordshire in 1974 it was 33rd in size of the 41 counties. It was only an eighth of the area of Yorkshire, a quarter that of Lincolnshire and not quite as large as each of its neighbours: Herefordshire to the west, Gloucestershire to the south, Warwickshire to the east, Staffordshire to the north and Shropshire to the north-west.


Measured by population, Worcestershire ranked a little higher than it did by area. In 1801, the year of the first national census, the county had a population of 146,000, the 21st largest in England. It had more people than Herefordshire, though less than each of its other neighbours. By 1951, the population had risen to 523,000, but its rank order had dropped to 24th.


Worcestershire is generally considered to be part of the English Midlands. The county town is roughly equidistant from London, Exeter, Holyhead and York. For many administrative purposes Worcestershire is grouped with other Midland counties, as in the Heart of England Tourist Board. Yet it also has something of the air of the west country. The Hwicce, who settled the county in the sixth and seventh centuries, came up the Severn valley from the south-west, while in later periods the River Severn took much of the county’s trade to Bristol. There are also historic links with Wales. The north-west of the county is only 15 miles from the Welsh border, and in the 16th and early 17th century Worcestershire was one of the border counties that were administered jointly with the Principality.
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4 Map of England and Wales, showing the position of Worcestershire


E  Exeter


H  Holyhead


L  London


Y  York
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and the distribution of wealth in England and Wales in 1334


In the Middle Ages, Worcestershire was transitional between the richer south-east and the poorer north-west. Assessments of lay and clerical wealth show it as only the 30th county in 1334, though it was relatively richer by 1514. After 1600, particularly, Worcestershire benefited from the use made of the Severn as a busy commercial routeway while parts of the county had the resources for great industrial development. In the 19th century the north-east was part of the Black Country conurbation, a grim contrast to rural Worcestershire, which for many seemed the very heart of the English countryside. The M5 has now replaced the Severn as the major north to south routeway through the county and each day thousands who drive along it have glimpses of well-known landmarks like Bredon Hill, the Malverns or the tower of Worcester Cathedral.
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5 The changing shape of Worcestershire, showing parishes ceded, parishes gained and ‘special case’ parishes


The County Boundary


Few counties have experienced so many boundary changes as Worcestershire. Like Staffordshire and Warwickshire, the county was created in 918 as an administrative and defensive unit to resist the threat of Danish conquest from the east. The new boundary took account of the huge estates already held by the Bishop of Worcester and the great religious houses, many of which formed detached blocks to the south and east. One such block, some six miles east of the present county boundary, consisted of the parishes of Shipston-on-Stour and Tredington, which were held by the bishop, and Alderminster, of Pershore Abbey. Blockley, Cutsdean, Evenlode and Daylesford were other detached parishes to the south-east, as was Dudley in the north. The main body of the county itself had many protruding spurs, like the narrow parish of Oldberrow which reached south-eastwards into Warwickshire from Beoley, or the more solid shape of Mathon to the west, driving a wedge into Herefordshire. Neighbouring counties drove their own spurs into Worcestershire, while from the end of the 11th century until 1844 part of Halesowen was an enigmatic outlier of Shropshire, due to ownership of the manor by the powerful Earl of Shrewsbury, who annexed it to his county of residence. The greatest anomaly was Bewdley, which became a sanctuary for criminals in the late Middle Ages because of uncertainty whether it belonged to Worcestershire or Shropshire. Incidents such as that of Thomas Tye, priest, who ‘preached sedition, but the justices being here in the shire ground could not proceed’, finally led to an Act of Parliament in 1544, which settled for Worcestershire.
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6 St Egburgha’s church and the Old Grammar School, Yardley, which was ceded to Birmingham in 1911


There were no further adjustments until 1844, when a number of changes followed the Reform Act of 1832. Further rationalisation took place in the 1890s, after the new county councils had been established in 1889, but the most sweeping changes did not occur until the 20th century. These began with the transfer of the north-east spur of the county—Yardley, Northfield and most of King’s Norton—to the City of Birmingham, the suburbs of which had been creeping outwards since the early 19th century, especially after the coming of the railways. There were further changes in the 1920s. The ragged edge along the south of the county was straightened when six parishes between Bredon and Broadway were absorbed into Worcestershire. In compensation, two parishes in the extreme south-west were ceded to Gloucestershire. All the outlying blocks were also transferred to other authorities, including Dudley, which became a county borough in 1929.


The last and most radical changes occurred in 1974, as part of a wide sweeping Local Government Act. There were adjustments in the north, where Halesowen and Stourbridge were absorbed into the new West Midlands Metropolitan District. At the same time, Worcestershire and Herefordshire were amalgamated to create the new county of Hereford and Worcester. This was divided up into a number of new administrative districts, two of which, Leominster and Malvern Hills, absorbed parts of both former counties. A map of the post-1974 administrative districts is shown on p.l18, as part of Chapter 10.


These boundary changes pose problems for the historian. This book concentrates on the county as it was immediately before 1974, but some reference is also made to former parts of the county, particularly to Dudley, which was the second largest town in Worcestershire for most of the 19th century. The frequent alterations of area do mean, however, that statistical comparisons are rarely precise, and that distributional maps may have to be approximated near the county boundaries.


Topography and Drainage


Worcestershire has been compared to a shallow basin, surrounded by an indented rim of upland. The central part of the county, sometimes called the plain of Worcestershire, is an undulating lowland on either side of the Severn. This merges south-eastwards with the lower Avon valley, commonly called the Vale of Evesham and long known for its fertility. In 1585 the antiquarian William Camden in his Britannia wrote that this region ‘... well deserved to be called the Granary of All these counties, so good and plentiful is the grounde in yieldinge the best corn abundantly ... ’. Near the confluence of the two rivers the land drops to under 10 metres, but much of the lowland is between 20 and 60 metres high, with occasional knolls standing above it. It rises to low hills to the east of the Severn in the far north of the county.


The north-west uplands, stretching to the county border, are a dissected upland, much of which lies between 120 and 200 metres. The Severn and the Teme divide this up into blocks which have their own local names such as the Kyre Uplands or Wyre Forest. Blackstone and Redstone Rocks, both with caves used as hermitages until the 19th century, are among several scenic features along the Severn valley, while the historian Habington ‘noted the bountifil dowre of fruytfull ground’ lying along the Teme.
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7a The main physical features of Worcestershire
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7b The drainage network of Worcestershire


The north-east uplands are part of the Birmingham plateau, which culminates in the Clents and the Lickeys, both about 984 ft. high. These are now public amenity areas and have been nicknamed ‘the playground of Birmingham’. In the Middle Ages the plateau was poorly developed but during the Industrial Revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries it became the most densely populated part of Worcestershire. Access to the plateau from the lowlands was then a problem, overcome by engineering feats like the 30-lock staircase at Tardebigge.


To the south-west the Malverns form a long, whale-backed ridge rising to 1,404 ft. at the Worcestershire Beacon. John Leland, passing here in 1540, put it succinctly when he wrote: ‘Malverne hills ly a greate way in lengthe from southe to northe ...’. The range continues northwards to the Abberley Hills, marked by the very high clock tower which was added to Abberley Hall in 1883.


From the Malverns there are extensive views across the Severn and Avon valleys to the scarp edge of the Cotswolds. These are only inside the county boundary in the far south-east, where a salient pushing into Gloucestershire takes in Broadway Hill at just over 300 metres. The summit is crowned by Broadway Tower, a folly built in 1800 by Lord Coventry, allegedly so that his wife ‘could enjoy the view’.


Bredon Hill, an outlier of the Cotswolds, attains almost the same height a few miles to the west. Its steep rise from the plain makes Bredon a wellknown landmark. The poet A. E. Housman, however sombre his themes, caught the mood of rural Worcestershire when he wrote of Bredon Hill: ‘Here of a Sunday morning, My love and I would lie, And see the coloured counties, And hear the larks so high, Above us in the sky’.


The River Severn gives Worcestershire a cohesion which is rare among English counties. Except for the far north-east, which now belongs to Birmingham and which ultimately drains into the North Sea, every part of the county is in the Severn basin. The Severn itself, its principal tributaries the Avon, the Stour and the Teme, and the smaller streams that drain into them, form a dendritic pattern which covers almost the whole county. This means that all rain falling on the county eventually flows with the Severn into the Bristol Channel, unless it is first evaporated or sinks underground. Until the advent of steam and motor transport the Severn and its major tributaries were the commercial arteries of Worcestershire. For part of its length, the Severn valley is still followed by the M5, the main commercial highway of today, but north of Worcester it climbs almost unnoticed on to the Birmingham plateau, with a disregard of physical restraints that would have been the envy of earlier generations.


Geology


The oldest parts of Worcestershire are the uplands of the north and west. These form the rim of a great amphitheatre, across which the solid geology gets progressively younger, until the newest strata in the county are encountered at Bredon Hill and in the Cotswolds. In many places, however, the landscape resulting from these underlying rocks has been modified by comparatively recent surface deposits, laid down by the Ice Sheets, by interglacial floods of meltwater or by rivers.


The old rocks forming the upland rim are of many kinds and ages. The oldest are the pre-Cambrian and Cambrian rocks of the Malverns and the Lickeys. Some of these are more than 600 million years old and have no fossils in them, because they predate the first known forms of life. The Malvernian rocks have been so metamorphosed by heat and pressure that their original character is unrecognisable. The faults and fractures which have left the Malverns as an inclined slice of hard rocks resistant to erosion continue northwards and rather younger rocks, formed in the deep seas of Silurian times, have been thrown up to form the Abberley Hills. To the west, Devonian Old Red Sandstone rocks form the hills of north-west Worcestershire.
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8 A generalized block disgram of the Malverns. The arrow shows the main direction of the force which folded the ancient rocks


The next geological period was the Carboniferous, when the area which is now north Worcestershire was a fluctuating border zone between upland to the south and lowland or sea to the north. These conditions caused layers of sandstones and shales while iron carried in solution from the land surfaces was precipitated in deltas to form ironstone. The climate was equatorial and at times luxuriant rain forests thrived, to be turned later into coal as the rotting vegetation was buried under mud and sand. These now outcrop in the Forest of Wyre, where the coal deposits are sparse, but also on the Midland plateau, where they form a southern continuation of the South Staffordshire coalfield. Metal industries first developed here because iron ore, timber for charcoal and limestone for a flux were all available, whereas conditions for fanning were not good; but the availability of coal made this area a pace-setter of the Industrial Revolution.
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9 The geology of Worcestershire


Great earth movements now raised up the Pennines to the north and another upland to the east, while to the west the Welsh Highlands were already in existence. In Permian and Triassic times, there was a great basin between these uplands, from perhaps 270 to 180 million years ago. Britain was only a few hundred miles north of what was then the equator, and formed part of a great Sahara-like desert which stretched over much of north-west Europe. Sands and pebbles accumulated and also fine, wind-borne deposits known as loess. The thin coating of iron oxide which formed around each grain has given its characteristic redness to central Worcestershire. This redness shows in the county’s ploughed fields, in its red sandstone churches and in its red bricks baked from Keuper marl. Intense solar evaporation from inland lakes also caused the salt deposits which are interbedded with the Triassic sandstones and marls in the Droitwich area.


[image: Illustration]


10 An artists sketch of Palaeolithic men hunting mammoth on the edge of the ice sheets


South-eastwards, the Triassic rocks give way to the lower layers of the next major geological period, the Jurassic. Much of the Avon valley is covered by the Lower Lias, a bluish-grey clay interbedded with muddy limestones, and rich in ammonites and other fossils. The clay reflects the shallow sea which began to invade the desert at the end of Triassic times. Changing conditions led to a succession of sands, marlstones and clays, culminating in the Oolitic limestone which forms the capping of the Cotswolds and its outlier Bredon Hill. This is the well known honey-coloured Cotswold stone, which is a popular building material in south-east Worcestershire.


The rocks formed in this way were gently tilted, and then eroded over a great span of time, to form the essential fabric of the present landscape. But much of the detail was moulded during the glacial and interglacial periods of the last million years. During the early glaciations, great lakes were formed between advancing ice sheets and some of the uplands, and later overflowing caused new river channels to be adopted. The present courses of the Avon and the Severn were determined in this way. During interglacial periods, great floods of meltwater filled the valleys with thousands of tons of sands and gravels, out of which the rivers later cut wide, almost flat terraces, such as the 85-ft. terrace on which much of central Worcester is situated.


Climate and Vegetation


The cold, dry tundra conditions of the last Ice Age eventually gave way to warmer conditions, with the birch rapidly colonising much of Britain. A more continental Boreal period followed from about 7600 B.C. with oak and elm spreading from the continent across the land bridge which then existed. About 5500 B.C. this was succeeded by the milder, oceanic period of the Atlantic period, which added alder, ash, beech and lime. By about 3000 B.C. mixed woodland was established over most of Worcestershire, and this is still the theoretical climax vegetation of today, that is the vegetation which would reassert itself should all human management be withdrawn. Much of this indigenous growth was still standing in Anglo-Saxon times, when 24 different species were recorded in boundary charters, the most common references being to thorn (60), oak (43) and ash (24).


The climate, like so much else in Worcestershire, is transitional, between the drier, more extreme climate of the south-east and the wetter, moderate climate of the west. As everywhere in Britain, air masses come from all directions, bringing different types of conditions, but in winter warm Atlantic air is often funnelled between the hills on either side of the Bristol channel, creating mild conditions in the Severn and Avon valleys. This creates what is sometimes called ‘a gulf of winter warmth’ in the Vale of Evesham, lessening the risk of spring frosts and encouraging the growth of fruit and early vegetables.


Two-thirds of Worcestershire is now agricultural land, won by man through centuries of laborious clearance and burning. Small areas of natural forest survive in among the extensive Forestry Commission plantations in Wyre Forest. Oak and birch are the dominant trees, but rarer specimens like the small-leaved lime are also present. Hazel dominates the undergrowth, much of it formerly coppiced, that is planted with closely set trees which were cut before fully grown for charcoal, wood fuel and lathes. In 1670 the local entrepreneur, Andrew Yarranton, was complaining that there were ‘ten thousand acres of coppice in Wyre’, so that ‘there is not growing at this present, one hundred tun of good timber for ship-building’.
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11 A Palaeolithic hunter, using a stone tipped spear


Heathland, moor and other woodland survive at high altitudes, as on the Clents and Lickeys, or on small patches of infertile soil. One of the best known is Hartlebury Common, sited on blown sand and old river gravel. This is a rich habitat for flora and fauna and is now preserved as a Local Nature Reserve. Remnants of more extensive uncultivated areas survive here and there in the county, as at Castlemorton Common, the last surviving relic of the former Malvern Chase, once a great hunting preserve between the Malverns and the River Severn.
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