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To Elizabeth




Author’s Notes


I have written in good faith and naturally assume readers dress appropriately for woodland activities, use personal protection equipment and follow woodland bio-security procedures when necessary.


When subjects relate directly to the Wood they are written as Wood or Woodland. Otherwise, they are treated as common nouns.


The trees are referred to by their popular names.


Superscript numbers, e.g.1 are references to notes in Chapter Fifteen.


Weights and measures are imperial with approximate metric equivalents.


References conclude the book, the Wood species list being the final entry.
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Introduction


I was often asked why I planted a wood. It was not a straightforward question and invited simplistic answers. My inquisitors were not satisfied with global warming platitudes and pursued their interrogations. How do you plant a new wood on a grass field and what made you do it in the first place? These people were serious and their interest genuine; I started to think.


I have always been fascinated by woods. I played in them as a boy, was deployed to them in the army and maintained them for charity. Other events, a saddening memory, injury and cheerful companionship played their role. Somehow all merged and in an offbeat moment I decided, illogically, to plant a wood. I began my research.


I soon realised there was more to woodland creation than planting saplings. With deceptive ease I became the owner, designer, manager and factotum of the project. I was the man behind the spade with a story to tell.


My tale starts in the early sixties and finishes over fifty years later in the young Wood. I detail the influential events leading to my decision, the hunt for a site and what I discovered there. I recall my thoughts about the wood I wanted, how I planted it, the disasters that followed and the structures I built. In between lie observations and anecdotes, whilst useful practical details have their own chapter away from the main text.


So here I am writing to those wanting, or wondering what it is like, to plant a new wood of their own from absolutely nothing. As with every narrative, events may not necessarily be in strict sequence and this leads me to another woodland topic; I excavated three ponds.


Welcome to the Wood,


David Parkins.


Northumberland.
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A Whimsical Notion


As a young boy, I lived in Kent. My friends and I played in the local woods that camouflaged an abandoned army depot. These woods were special; the depot’s concrete tracks were intact, and we raced our bikes recklessly along them.


One day it was different: as we bicycled to the wood, diesel exhaust fumes wafted across the lane and we heard the heavy growl of large engines. We arrived at the gate; the trees were gone, and our way was blocked by an embankment of fresh earth. Scrambling up to the top, we were halted by advancing bulldozers. We stood stunned as their massive curved blades tore up our tracks and smashed our trees aside, leaving a desolate wake destined to be the Sevenoaks bypass. Nothing was spared; the trees were flung into mangled heaps, doused with oil and set alight. We were engulfed by dense black clouds of acrid smoke, and blaming it for our tears, we went unhappily to play in a different wood.


Our woe over the tracks soon vanished; a stream ran through this wood. Building dams, with the associated ponds and bridges, were added to tree climbing, dens, conker fights and swings. These were carefree moments, we were allowed to be boys and the woods encouraged it. Less laid-back and somewhat sterner when it came to motivation was school.


Our schoolmistress was an enthusiastic teacher whose classroom displayed a large map of the world’s forests pinned on the wall. She talked about the trees’ individual characteristics and the international timber trade. She explained the modern importance of wood, its historical use in ships and took the class to see the Cutty Sark.


In the early sixties the Cutty Sark was preserved, unlike today, as a proper sailing ship. I will never forget the masts stretching heavenwards, the wooden deck underfoot, the full-size ship’s wheel and the oak barrel full of hard tack biscuits. I imagined I was the intrepid captain ordering full sail ahead. What young boy wouldn’t?


Life moved on, and before the bypass was finished, my father’s work brought us all to Newcastle-upon-Tyne. The family settled into the bustling city; my brother, sister and I into our new schools. We were soon exploring Northumberland.


Northumberland is a magnificent, windswept county of haunting beauty and turbulent history. Wide, boundless skies, wild vistas of hills, moorland and forest captivate the senses. Steep-sided valleys shelter ancient woodlands, their rivers flowing to a coastline of golden beaches, fishing villages, castles and islands. I adopted the county as home.


At school, trees were a serious subject, earning valuable marks in exams. I learnt of photosynthesis, likening it to making wood out of thin air. Equally as remarkable was the trees’ ability to transpire, lifting water out of the ground, expelling it from the stomata underneath their leaves all silently without a pump. Physics added more on timber’s material properties. Our maths master set us his ‘ligneous problems’ on timber processing with saw waste percentages, and transport costs thrown in for extra measure. I was taught woodwork; the lessons learnt on accurate marking out and sharp tools remain with me today.


I liked trees. However, my main interest lay with machinery and I wanted to be a mechanic. The army offered the qualifications I sought, and I enlisted into the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers.
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Plate 1: February manoeuvres, Germany, 1975.


I trained as a tank fitter and was posted to Germany. Apart from hiding stores, the military regarded woods as appropriate places to repair tanks. There were many forests on the German plain and my unit was deployed regularly to them. I was back in the woods, working outside in all weathers.


Tanks were demanding machines to repair, and, hidden deep in the forest without full workshop facilities, the task was more exacting. There was an ominous mood within these woods; they were no longer a playground, but a backdrop to the rehearsal of war. We took our duties seriously and the trees, indifferent as ever, could not have cared less.


I enjoyed my work but recognised life was greater than mending tanks. I completed my service and returned to Northumberland. I desired to move on and joined the police.


Busy years followed, and my woodland memories slumbered half-forgotten. I married Elizabeth and remain happily so. We bought a house, planted the garden and maintained an allotment; I passed professional exams and worked shifts. Late one rainy night my circumstances began to change.


I attended a call and saw a thief fleeing down a back street. I chased and caught him, slipping on the wet cobbles as I did so. We crashed down and my knees twisted apart as he landed on me. My colleagues arrived quickly taking the thief to jail and me, in shocked pain, to hospital. I was not ungrateful for the arrest; the injuries were my unfortunate bad luck.


The knees healed, and I resumed work. As years passed the joints grew increasingly uncomfortable. The injury weakened the cartilages, putting pressure on the kneecaps. If not agonising enough, my knees collapsed intermittently, once sending me headlong—and fortunately, unhurt—down a flight of stairs. The police surgeon referred me to a consultant.


The consultant confirmed the injuries as chronic retro-patella pain and offered an operation. I declined as it risked leaving me in a wheelchair for life. Surgery or not, I was declared unfit for police service and pensioned off.


I assessed the situation. I retired over a decade earlier than expected and I did not want to give up and get fat. The first priority was getting my legs back into some sort of shape; the physiotherapist was supportive and gave me a set of exercises designed to keep my injuries manageable.


I slogged away at the exercises, re-discovered the joys of walking and brushed up on my woodworking skills building a workshop in the garden. I polished my MGC sports car and fixed old valve radios. Nonetheless, I missed the sense of contribution I had felt in the army and the police. I wanted a purpose; the more outdoors the challenge, the better. A local television announcement led the way.


Wallington Hall, a regional National Trust property, was advertising for volunteer gardeners. I knew the property from family explorations and it was a favourite. Set in countryside, surrounded by woodlands, the Hall wanted help. I offered my services and was engaged.


The dedicated staff were affable and understood my necessity to operate at a steady pace. I was coping with my knees and relished the purposeful physical activity.


Besides looking after the grounds, the gardeners were responsible for the woodlands around the house. I was in the woods again, pruning branches and burning brash. I qualified as a chainsaw operator and assisted the chainsaw gang with thinning and felling. There was ample work for me to do.


During one lunch break, our chat turned to forestry. I joked that no wood was complete without tanks and they did not usually knock trees down. I described the obliteration I witnessed as a boy and our discussion changed to the way modern roads were built. None of us were anti-road and were pleased the days of razing a path for them were over. Nowadays there was sympathy towards the landscape and care taken to replenish the trees lost under the tarmac…Then it struck me:


“I can replace those!” I exulted to myself.


Reaction immediately dismissed the sentiment. Replacing a fraction of the woodlands flattened over thirty years before - with, how and for what? No land, little experience and a pair of wrecked knees; pull yourself together man! I did, and the Spirit soared.


“Let’s do it!” Spirit rejoiced, “Let’s just do it!”


The jubilant cry echoed around the inside of my head. I found my goal.


I was going to buy a field and plant a wood.
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Reconnaissance


I gazed at the bleak moorland, my back to the gale force wind. No trees or sheep in sight, even the drystone walls looked miserable. The rain started as I trudged back to the van and became torrential as I climbed in; the windscreen opaque with the downpour. I looked at the agent’s blurb and sighed: the trees would demand guy ropes to survive here.


I reflected it might be best to visit sites in foul weather. Before my field enquiries began, I had made a list of what I thought a suitable site should be. The moorland scored highly on size, access and price. There were new fences, undulating ground, reasonable soil and clear mobile phone reception. I was prepared to waive the twenty-mile limit from home for a promising site; this one, even by Northumbrian weather standards, was far too exposed.
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