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PREFACE


This book is about the ordinary countryside. In my south Norfolk childhood I wondered why roads had bends, why lanes were sunk into the ground, what dogwood and spindle were doing in hedges, why fields were of odd shapes, why elms stopped abruptly just north of ‘Bungay, and so on. These are difficult questions, and their roots go deep into the past.


The ordinary landscape of Britain has been made both by the natural world and by human activities, interacting with each other over many centuries. This is not an easy idea to grasp. In the last century people (that is, writers) often thought of the country as the world of Nature in contrast to the town. The opposite exaggeration now prevails: that the rural landscape, no less than Trafalgar Square, is merely the result of human design and ambition. Most articles in such journals as Landscape History deal with the landscape as artefact, and hardly mention the other player in the game. In popular belief this view is simplified into the ‘Enclosure-Act Myth’, the notion that the countryside is not merely an artefact but a very recent one. This notion is quite prevalent even among Ministers of Agriculture, and exerts its defeatist influence against the conservation of the landscape.


In reality the countryside records human default as well as design, and much of it has a life of its own independent of human activity. Trees are not just things that people plant, like gateposts: a friend of mine has cut a good crop of ash trees which have arisen where his predecessor planted pines. The landscape ranges from the almost wholly artificial, like the middle of a barley field, to the almost wholly natural, like the moors of Caithness. Most of this book is about ‘semi-natural’ areas – those that are neither virgin vegetation nor planted crops. With many features, such as ponds and hedges, it is still not possible to say where Nature stops and human activity begins.


The topics of this book bring together the inanimate world of climate, soil, and landforms; the world of plants and animals; the world of archaeology; and the world of historical documents. I have no chapter on barrows, for these are well described in archaeological books; but I am concerned with the less familiar questions of what the landscape around barrows looked like when they were made, and whether any of it still exists. Nor am I concerned with villas and other recognized archaeological ‘sites’ – villages and hamlets, deserted villages, garden remains, standing buildings, etc. – except when these have a biological dimension or tell us about the landscape at large. Nor shall I discuss the details of vegetation (eg. the different kinds of salt-marsh) unless they have a known historical dimension. Natural landforms are also excluded, except where they can be confused with artefacts.


The core of the book is woodland and wood-pasture. This does not only reflect my own interests; woods are indeed at the heart of historical ecology. They are inherently stable and long-lasting, and have outlived many changes in human affairs. They take us straight back to the Middle Ages and, with imagination and further knowledge, conjure up before us the wholly natural landscape into which civilization was first introduced. They contain in themselves evidence of at least a thousand years of care and use. Many of them happen to preserve evidence of the non-woodland landscape as well.


I have concentrated on particular regions and places – Eastern England, the Lizard Peninsula, Little Gransden, etc. This partly results from my own interests and those of my colleagues; but it is also more instructive to consider and connect the woods, meadows, moors, etc. of the same area than to draw examples of these from unrelated areas. Also the areas chosen are where the four worlds of this book are all well represented. In South Wales, in contrast, surprisingly much of the ancient landscape has survived industrialization, but there are few pollen diagrams, few medieval documents, few maps earlier than 1750, few timber buildings, few ancient woods in good condition – a historical ecology can be written, but it is hard work. But let me not be discouraging; the reader who thinks I have been unfair to his part of the country will find the most satisfying rejoinder in writing his own book.


My time-span is the post-glacial (or present interglacial) period – the 12,000 years of temperate climate since the end of the last Ice Age. There have been at least five previous interglacials, spaced out between Ice Ages over the last million years. In the first half of the present interglacial the vegetation was almost wholly natural – largely wildwood peopled by Mesolithic men. Civilization began quite suddenly with the arrival of Neolithic men in about 4000 BC. The second half of the post-glacial is concerned with the development of the cultural landscape.


This book deals particularly with the Middle Ages and earlier. I do not disparage eighteenth- and nineteenth-century contributions to the landscape, but they are well known and easily over-emphasized. The outstanding mystery is what happened to the English landscape in the Dark Ages between the Romans and the literate Anglo-Saxons (AD 410–700). Most of us were taught that the Angles and Saxons moved as pioneer settlers into an abandoned land, whose previous inhabitants had fled or been slain. Many recent excavations reveal a gradual changeover with little apparent effect on the landscape; sometimes, as at Rivenhall (Essex),1 it is not easy to tell at what point the Romano-Britons turned into Anglo-Saxons. The ecological evidence strongly favours continuity. When the curtain is raised by Anglo-Saxon documents, much of what we now regard as the ‘classic’ English landscape was already there, had already acquired its regional differences, and as far as we can tell was not new. It increasingly seems likely that, at least since the Iron Age, every inch of the British Isles has either belonged to somebody or has been expressly set aside for communal use. Not just main roads but wide areas of fields and lanes are Roman (or earlier) antiquities, and survived the Dark Ages almost intact.


Conventions


The counties in this book are geographical, not administrative, and are as shown on pp.x–xi.


Where a map bears two dates, I quote the date of survey, not of publication. ‘Woodland’ does not normally include wood-pasture or plantation.


Prehistoric dates are quoted in actual calendar years BC. Most of them have been adjusted from radiocarbon years bc and depend ultimately on the annual rings of very long-lived American trees.


Regions into which Anglo-Saxon charters are classified (Fig. 2.1) are named with capitals: e.g. North-East England, Mid Hampshire.


English Measures





	1 inch

	 

	= 25 mm




	1 foot

	= 12 in.

	= 0.30 m




	1 yard

	= 3 ft

	= 0.91 m




	1 modern perch

	= 16% ft

	= 5.0 m




	1 mile

	= 1760 yards

	= 1.6 km




	1 modern acre

	= 4840 square yards

	= 0.40 ha




	1000 modern acres

	 

	= 4.0 km2




	(The acre is a rectangle measuring 40 x 4 perches. The historic perch could vary from 15½ ft, as at Little Gransden, Cambs (Ely Coucher Book19), to 30 ft, as at Rufford, Notts.613 Local historic acres could therefore vary from 0.88 to 3.30 modern acres.)



	1 cubic foot
	 
	= 0.028 m3





	1 ton
	 
	= 1.0 t




	1 d

	 
	= 0.0042




	1 s

	=12d

	= 1/20£



	Fig. 0.1 shows the value of money at different periods.
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Fig. 0.1 Index of retail prices for middle and south England, 1264–1984. Logarithmic scale. The base year (index= 1.00) is 1450. Mainly after E. H. Brown and S. V. Hopkins. 89 The medieval penny must be thought of as something like sixpence in the money of the seventeenth century, a shilling in the mid-nineteenth, and well over £1 today.





Periods





	Pleistocene
	
c. 2,000,000 BC onwards




	Last interglacial (Ipswichian)
	
c. 130,000–100,000 BC





	Last glaciation (Weichselian)
	
c. 100,000–12,000 BC





	Post-glacial alias present interglacial
	
c. 12,000 BC onwards




	Palaeolithic
	to c. 10,000 BC





	Mesolithic
	
c. 10,000–4500 BC





	Neolithic
	4500–2000 BC





	Bronze Age
	2400–750 BC





	Iron Age (in England)
	750 BC-AD 40




	Roman (in England)
	
AD 40–410




	Dark Ages (in England)
	
AD 410–700




	Anglo-Saxon (in England)
	
AD 410–1066




	Middle Ages
	
AD 1066–1536




	Post-medieval
	
AD 1536 onwards






Note to the 1997 issue


This book has now been in print for eleven years, during which the study of historical ecology has made many advances and whole shelves of new books have been written. However, there is not much that I would now wish to unsay, and most of it is in Chapter 3. My gloomy prognosis for conservation in the 1980s has, happily, not been fulfilled in the 1990s. On the contrary, there has been a dramatic change in favour of conservation. In particular, I now pay tribute to Forest Enterprise, Forest Authority and the National Trust as defenders and rehabilitators of ancient woodland and heath.


My 1994 book, The Illustrated History of the Countryside, includes an account of this change, as well as some of the advances in knowledge since 1986.




CHAPTER 1


Regions


We are not entitled to make for ourselves any one typical picture of the English vill … in all probability we must keep at least two types before our minds. On the one hand, there is what we might call the true village … In the purest form of this type there is one and only one cluster of houses. It is a fairly large cluster; it stands in the midst of its fields, of its territory, and until lately a considerable part of its territory will probably have consisted of spacious ‘common fields’ …. the parish boundaries seem almost to draw themselves. On the other hand, we may easily find a country in which there are few villages of this character. The houses … are scattered about in small clusters; here two or three, there three or four. These clusters often have names of their own, and it seems a mere chance that the name borne by one of them should be also the name of the whole parish … We see no traces of very large fields. On the face of the map there is no reason why a particular group of cottages should be reckoned to belong to this parish rather than to the next …


Two little fragments of ‘the original one-inch ordnance map’ will be more eloquent than would be many paragraphs of written discourse. The one pictures a district on the border between Oxfordshire and Berkshire cut by the Thames and the main line of the Great Western Railway [Fig. 1.1]; the other a district on the border between Devon and Somerset, north of Collumpton and south of Wiveliscombe [Fig. 1.2].


F.W. Maitland, 18972


Why is Herefordshire more like rural Essex than either of them is like Cambridgeshire? Textbooks try to present regional differences as being forced upon us by the natural world of hills, soils, and rainfall. Sometimes they are; but there are also instances where men have made different landscapes out of apparently similar natural environments, or the same landscape out of different environments. Even where there is a natural explanation for two regions, the boundary is often unexpectedly sharp; we suspect that human endeavour has removed what would naturally have been a transition zone.


It is part of the business of this book to investigate what men, and when, were responsible for the human element in regional differences. It is not a simple matter, as Maitland conjectured it to be, of Celt versus Saxon. Regions are of great antiquity, for county and parish boundaries determined a thousand years ago completely ignore them. The north-west corner of Essex has a Cambridgeshire-type landscape, and the south-east corner of Cambridgeshire is like Essex.
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Fig. 1.1. Planned Countryside just after parliamentary enclosure. The ‘Field’ belonging to each village is a recently abolished, or sometimes still existing, open-field. Berkshire-Oxfordshire border, Ordnance Survey, 1830 (Great Western railway added later).






[image: ]

Fig. 1.2. Ancient Countryside. Devon-Somerset border, Ordnance Survey, 1809.
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Fig. 1.3. Regions of the British Isles.





Scotland (Fig. 1.3)


The great division in the Scottish landscape is the Highland Line. It is sharper than the gradual rising of the mountains. In one mile we are in a neat land of wide hedged fields, thickly scattered farmsteads, conifer plantations, and Anglo-Danish place-names. The next mile we are in a wild country of moors, ancient pinewoods, small farms set precariously among bogs, and Gaelic place-names. This frontier, though nowhere a county boundary, cuts deep in Scottish history: the Highlands differ more from the rest of Scotland than the latter does from England. The history of the Scots Highland landscape is still little known. Written records are very scarce, for kings and monks took little interest in their own Highlands.


Within Scotland I shall also separate the far north, beyond the natural limit of continuous woodland, and the Southern Uplands* which continue the Highland Zone of England.


The Two Landscapes of Lowland England


Within England it is usual to separate the Highland Zone, running discontinuously from the Scots to the Cornish border. Although not all of high elevation, this is a land of moors, dales, ancient oakwoods, and a mountain way of life.


The rest of England – the Lowland Zone – is divided by a remarkable contrast (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2, Table 1.1). On the one hand, as in Essex or Herefordshire, we have the England of hamlets, medieval farms in hollows of the hills, lonely moats and great barns in the clay-lands, pollards and ancient trees, cavernous holloways and many footpaths, fords, irregularly-shaped groves with thick hedges colourful with maple, dogwood, and spindle – an intricate land of mystery and surprise. On the other hand there is the Cambridgeshire type of landscape, the England of big villages, few, busy roads, thin hawthorn hedges, windswept brick farms, and ivied clumps of trees in corners of fields; a predictable land of wide views, sweeping sameness, and straight lines. These I call Ancient Countryside and Planned Countryside. As slight research will show, the one is the product of at least a thousand years of continuity and most of it has altered little since 1700 (though, as we shall see, some areas have signs of deliberate planning in remote antiquity). The other is, in the main, a mass-produced, drawing-board landscape, hurriedly laid out parish by parish under Enclosure Acts in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; but occasionally there survive features, notably woods, that the enclosure commissioners failed to destroy. The distinction between the two landscapes is often very sharp: it bisects each of a dozen parishes on the Cambridgeshire—Suffolk border.


Table 1.1 Modern differences between Ancient Countryside and Planned Countryside





	Ancient Countryside

	Planned Countryside




	Hamlets and small towns

	Villages




	Ancient isolated farms

	Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century isolated farms




	Hedges mainly mixed, not straight

	Hedges mainly hawthorn, straight




	Roads many, not straight, often sunken

	Roads few, straight, on the surface




	Many public footpaths

	Few footpaths




	Woods many, often small

	Woods absent or few and large




	Pollard trees, if present, away from habitations

	Pollard trees (except riverside willows) absent or only in villages




	Many antiquities of all periods

	Antiquities few, usually prehistoric






The distinction between the Two Landscapes fascinated Maitland; he saw it mainly in terms of villages versus hamlets, but that may not be its oldest manifestation. It becomes even more evident as we go back in history (Table 1.2). In the sixteenth century Thomas Tusser contrasted the ‘seuerall’ and ‘champion’; as an Essex man, he favoured the former.3 (Many early writers call the several, or Ancient Countryside, the Woodland, meaning not ‘woodland’ in the ordinary sense but land that yielded wood from hedges.)


This contrast runs all through Europe. The difference in Wiltshire between the south-west corner – the intimate, complex Semley country – and the rest of the county is like that between the bocage and the wide-open champagne parts of France (here). The same difference appears in Tirol, between the big villages and open-flelds of the large valleys and the tangled lanes and farmsteads of the mountains, and I have found it even in Greece.4 In Crete, that island of supreme diversity, there is a mysterious difference between the east, with its few, large, villages, and the intricate pattern of hamlets (there is not room on the map to print all their long names) crammed into the west.


Table 1.2 Historic differences between Ancient Countryside and Planned Countryside





	Ancient Countryside

	Planned Countryside




	Open-field either absent or of modest extent and abolished before c. 1700

	Strong tradition of open-field beginning early and lasting into Enclosure Act period




	Most hedges ancient

	Most hedges modern




	Many, though often small, woods Much heathland

	Woods absent or few and large Heaths rare; little bracken or broom




	Non-woodland trees oak, ash, alder, birch

	Non-woodland thorns and elders




	Many ponds

	Few ponds






* With this exception, I use the term upland to mean ‘that which is not fen’, not as a synonym for the Highland Zone.





CHAPTER 2



Historical methods and the use of evidence


He that should deeply consider the prodigious waste which these voracious Iron, and Glass-works have formerly made but in one County alone, the County of Sussex, for 120 miles in length and thirty in breadth (for so wide, and spacious was the antient Andradswald, of old one intire Wood, but of which there remains now little, or no sign) would be touch’d with no mean Indignation.


John Evelyn, 16645


The great Foundaries, or Iron-Works, which are in this County [Sussex], and where they are carry’d on at such a prodigious Expence of Wood, that even in a Country almost all over-run with Timber, they begin to complain of the consuming it for those Furnaces, and leaving the next Age to want Timber for building their Navies: … I found that Complaint perfectly groundless, the Three Counties of Kent, Sussex, and Hampshire, … being one inexhaustible Store-House of Timber never to be destroy’d, but by a general Conflagration, and able at this time to supply Timber to rebuild all the Royal Navies in Europe.


Daniel Defoe, 17246


The historian has to combine the several types of evidence at his disposal. A story based on one kind of evidence is never so complete or secure as one that is corroborated from some quite different direction. Unfortunately, many historians confine themselves to the written word or, worse still, to the literary word; they are reluctant to put on their boots and to see what the land itself, and the things that grow on it, have to say. At best this shortens perspectives and over-emphasizes the achievement of people who had much to say for themselves. At worst it manufactures false conclusions. For example, writers still attribute the draining and farming of the Fens to the Dutch engineers and their English patrons, skilled controversialists, of the seventeenth century. The draining and farming of the Fens in Norman times are underestimated because the men of that age were inarticulate and have left few and obscure records. The draining and farming of the Fens in Roman times, an equal achievement, has left not a single written word and is known only from archaeology.


Archaeological evidence is all that we have for prehistory and down to the early Anglo-Saxon period. In historic times it complements the written word. Documents are precise as to date but (apart from maps) usually vague as to place; the reverse is true of field evidence. Archaeology does not lose its importance as time goes on. Verbal evidence is rarely complete or wholly trustworthy, and is not necessarily fuller for later than for earlier periods. For instance, stories that woods were felled during World War II need to be confirmed – or disproved – by looking for the stumps.


The written (and some of the other) sources used by the landscape historian are described in two well-known books by Professor W.G. Hoskins (1959, 1967). For the documentation of historical ecology see Sheail (1980) and Rackham (1979). I shall not repeat all that has been said, but shall dwell on some of the difficult sources and those on which this book offers new interpretations.


Pollen Analysis


Historical evidence lies in plant debris, ranging from tree-trunks to bud-scales. By far the most abundant are the pollen grains of trees and other plants, preserved in vast numbers in peat-bogs, lake muds, some archaeological deposits, and occasionally in acid soils. Different plants produce pollens which can be identified under the microscope. In a peat-bog or lake a stratified deposit has been laid down year by year. The pollen analyst takes a core, identifies the pollen grains centimetre by centimetre through the deposit, and reconstructs the vegetation that produced the pollen in the centuries while the deposit was building up. The method goes back to an idea of the German botanist C.A. Weber in 1893; it was introduced to Scotland by G. Erdtman in 1924;7 and it has now, through the fifty years’ labour of Professor Sir Harry Godwin and his colleagues, become a substantial science (Godwin 1975).


Pollen analysis tells us nearly all we know about wildwood – the natural vegetation of early prehistory – and about the impact of prehistoric men. It has limitations: one can (just) identify the two species of lime tree, but the two oaks produce indistinguishable pollens; hazel and bog-myrtle, by unlucky chance, are very difficult to distinguish; and among grasses all that can be done is to separate the pollens of reed and of cereals from others. Many plants, especially those pollinated by insects, shed little pollen and are difficult to detect. Early agriculture is recognized more from the pollens of weeds (eg. plantains) than of crops. Pollen analysts have recently begun to allow for the fact that the pollen of some trees is shed more abundantly, or scattered more widely, than that of others.


Pollen evidence has so far been less used for the historical period. Many deposits have lost their top layers by erosion or peat-digging. Methods of dating, such as by carbon-14, may not be precise enough. In the fragmented structure of the historic landscape it is often difficult to sort out pollen coming from the immediate surroundings of a deposit from that contributed by crops, woods, hedges, etc. at varying distances away.


Archaeology


Landscape archaeology is the study of features visible on the surface. It is to be recommended to the amateur, especially as (unlike excavation) it leaves the site as found; the evidence remains intact to be re-observed or re-interpreted later. In this book I particularly use soil-marks and crop-marks, woodbanks and hedgebanks, ridge-and-furrow, and differences of level.


Evidence comes from other kinds of archaeology. An important technique is field-walking to look for scatters of potsherds. This, and the detailed surveys and excavations in advance of motorway building, have discovered many hundreds of settlement sites, and have filled the landscape with habitation and agriculture many centuries earlier than was previously thought possible. The study of standing timber buildings and the excavation of ancient waterfronts and of prehistoric trackways tell us much about tree management and what ancient woods looked like.


Written Records


The documentation of England is much more copious than of Wales, Scotland, or Ireland. It is true that in Wales the Book of Llandaff preserves a few details from the Dark Ages when England has almost nothing. Scotland has the Statistical Accounts of 1791–9 and 1845,9 which are more systematic, if perhaps less reliable, than anything in England. Ireland has the Civil Survey of the 1650s10 – a greater and more detailed Domesday Book – and anticipated England in large-scale Ordnance maps (Chapter 5). These apart, almost all classes of record are more abundant in England, and many are confined to it.


Place-names The earliest records of extensive value are names of rivers, towns, villages, hamlets, some farms, woods, roads, prehistoric earthworks, and a few fields. In England many of these go back well before the Norman Conquest, and have been studied by generations of scholars. Being in dead languages – Old English or Anglo-Saxon, Old Norse, Cornish – they can be roughly dated on linguistic grounds even if not named in surviving early documents. The English Place-name Society has produced a long, though still incomplete, series of county volumes. Place-names in Wales, Scotland, and Ireland have been less studied. Some are just as ancient as English names; but many are in living (and very conservative) Celtic languages and cannot be dated on internal evidence.


Many place-names tell us something by their mere existence: a wood which has an Old Norse wood-name (Chapter 5) must go back to Viking times. But most place-name research deals with meanings. There are three difficulties:


(i) Knowing what exactly the ancient words mean: for instance, are the two Anglo-Saxon words for elm synonymous, or do they mean different kinds of elm (Chapter 5)?


(ii) The development of place-names independently of the rest of the language, often in ways that suggest false derivations. Hatherleigh (now often misspelt Heatherleigh) refers to hawthorn, not heather; Firs Wood is often a corruption of Furze Wood.


(iii) The tradition among place-name scholars of not admitting ignorance, clutching at straws, and reading into place-names more than they say. Allusions to trees, eg. Elmham, have wrongly been taken to imply woodland. Staveley, ‘stave-clearing’, has been misinterpreted as ‘clearing whence staves were cut’; but there is nothing to suggest ‘whence’ or ‘were cut’, and we shall never know the relation between the stave and the clearing. Scholars assume that ‘cat’ in place-names means wildcat and compound this error by assuming that wildcats imply woodland.


A single place-name is weak evidence. Even the earliest surviving spelling – often in Domesday Book or an Anglo-Saxon charter – may already be corrupted. Places may often be named after unusual, rather than commonplace, features: ‘Birch Wood’ may have been a hornbeam wood with just one conspicuous birch tree. Place-names are difficult to date; specialists are now less confident than they used to be about Anglo-Saxon names of early and late forms.11 A chance mention by the Venerable Bede may back-date to the seventh century a place-name which would otherwise be guessed to be of the eleventh or even twelfth. Northern England is difficult because of the lack of Anglo-Saxon charters and (for four counties) of Domesday Book. Place-names are best handled in the form of distribution maps (eg. Fig. 5.7), which give a general picture for about the middle Anglo-Saxon period, in which occasional errors for particular points do not matter much.


Anglo-Saxon charters In England, as probably nowhere else at so early a date, we have a large set of documents which clothe the archaeological record with vivid detail and tell us what specific pieces of country looked like.


An Anglo-Saxon charter is the conveyance of a piece of land, drawn up in proper legal form. The text, usually in Latin, included a sermon, the name of the premises, the nature of the transaction, a list of witnesses, and a terrible curse on him who should subvert the title. It may contain details of land management and common-rights. I am chiefly concerned with those charters to which are appended a perambulation defining the piece of land by describing its boundaries, usually in Old English, sometimes in Latin. It proceeds from point to point in a sunwise direction:


First up from the Thames along the merflēot [ = boundary creek]; to the pollard stump; so to Bulung fen; from the fen along the old ditch to Cowford; from Cowford up along teobern [the river Tyburn] to the wide army-road; from the army-road to the old post-built St Andrew’s church; so into London fen; along the fen south to the Thames to mid-stream; along the stream by land & shore back to the merflēot.


Bounds of Westminster, dated 95912


There are about 840 perambulations, attached to charters bearing dates from about AD 600 to 1080. Early ones, most frequent in Kent, are usually laconic, though the foundation charter of Crediton Abbey, dated 739, has almost the longest of all, with 82 landmarks enclosing much of Devon. More than half the dated bounds are between 930 and 980 – there was a vintage year in 956. After the Norman Conquest the genre fades away, though there are occasional perambulations (eg. of legal Forests) as late as the seventeenth century.* Bounds may be earlier or later than the dates of their charters. Many charters (despite the cursing clause) are forgeries, but these either incorporate genuine pre-Conquest bounds or betray the imposture by their ignorance of Old English grammar. Conversely, successive conveyances of the same land often copied the bounds unaltered. Uncertainties of date are not of great importance in this book: I am much concerned with regional differences but say little about changes with time. Charters on average portray the England of some 100–200 years before Domesday Book. I leave to more learned scholars the question of whether there is any difference between the Englands portrayed by eighth- and eleventh-century charters.


The charter just quoted covers the West End of London. This has changed since 959! It is not immediately obvious that the ‘wide army-road’ is High Holborn or that ‘London Fen’ is around Fleet Street. There were then cows, pollards, and creeks between London and Westminster, and Tyburn was no more than an innocent stream. But this is an exceptional amount of change. Most charters show that England has altered surprisingly little in the last thousand years. They conduct us through a familiar world of rivers, millstreams, ditches, hedges and hedgerow trees, roads, lanes, paths, bridges, heaths, thorns, small named woods, stumps, pits, and old posts. It was already a world of antiquity, with barrows, hillforts, ‘heathen burials’, ‘ancient cities’, and Roman roads. Little is said about villages, partly because perambulations deal more with the edges than the centres of habitation, but also because there really were fewer villages than after the Conquest.13 Only rarely do the charters mention something, such as a wayside crucifix or a dragon’s hoard, which has disappeared from the modern scene.


Some charters are preserved as original documents, others as medieval copies. Most were printed by J.M. Kemble14 or by W. de G. Birch,15 but others are scattered in obscure publications and a few probably remain to be discovered. There are commentaries by C.R. Hart16 and a list by P.H. Sawyer.17


What do we do with the information? Perhaps the most exciting of all the historian’s tasks is to go back with the text into the field and to trace the boundary of a thousand years ago. Surprisingly often, one can still find the same woods, roads, hedges, heathen burials, and even ditches, pits, and stones.* Many charters have been solved by G.B. Grundy18 or by Dr Hart, but there are plenty left for the amateur. It is usually necessary to follow the bounds on the ground and to consider how far one point is visible from the next (here). The task is often helped by the Anglo-Saxon boundary following a modern parish boundary.


English charters mention a total of 14,342 objects. Some are point features such as trees, others linear such as hedges.* Dr Della Hooke (1981), analyzing the perambulations of the West Midlands, has produced distribution maps for some features. To do this on a national scale is complicated by the uneven distribution of the charters. They are thick on the ground in west Berkshire, south Worcestershire, and south Wiltshire, but few in the East Midlands and almost none in East Anglia and the north. Danes and charters did not get on well together. (In Cornwall some of the features are named in Old Cornish. In South Wales there are charters in Welsh,8 but I shall use these less because they are short and deal in features such as streams and mountains.)


In this book I try to make the charters tell us whether there existed in Anglo-Saxon times the regional differences of Chapter 1. I have divided the charters of England into 31 regions (Fig. 2.1). They are chosen so that each region is, as far as possible, homogeneous – in terms both of the modern landscape and of Domesday Book – while having enough points to provide a statistically valid sample (where possible between 400 and 700 points). For instance the Ufflngton Scarp (Berkshire), although a very small area, has 22 charters mentioning a total of 591 objects; the whole of north-east England can muster only 11 charters mentioning 139 objects.
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Fig. 2.1. Perambulations in the Anglo-Saxon and early Welsh charters. Each dot (or circle for places with Welsh charters) is a piece of land for which a boundary clause survives. The perambulations are grouped thus:





Regions later to be Ancient Countryside (including Highland Zone)


1 N.W. Midlands


2 N. Worcestershire


3 S. Worcestershire


4 Mendips


5 Mid Somerset


6 N.W. Dorset


7 Devon


8 Cornwall


9 Essex and Suffolk


10 London Basin


11 Reading Basin


12 Kent


13 Weald


14 Hampshire-Sussex Downs


15 Hampshire Basin


16 Isle of Wight and Purbeck


Regions later to be Planned Countryside


17 N.E. England


18 Fens


19 E. Midlands


20 Vale of Evesham


21 Woodless Cotswolds


22 Wooded Cotswolds


23 Oxfordshire


24 Berkshire Claylands


25 Uffington Scarp


26 Marlborough Downs


27 Wiltshire Claylands


28 S. Wiltshire Downs


29 Dorset Chalklands


30 N. Hampshire


31 Mid Hampshire


Wales


32 Wye Basin


33 S. Monmouthshire


34 Glamorgan


Region by region, I have counted references to particular types of object as a percentage of the total objects mentioned by the charters. For example, out of 14,342 objects in all the English charters, hedges are mentioned (under eight different terms) 378 times; that is, 2.64 per cent of the features are hedges. In North-West Dorset, words for ‘hedge’ occur 33 times among 526 objects, or 6 per cent; in the Dorset Chalklands, hedges are named six times among 531 objects, or 1 per cent. The charters of all England can be divided into what was later to be Ancient Countryside, 16 regions, total 7562 objects, of which 253 are hedges (3.4 per cent); and Planned Countryside, 15 regions, total 6664 objects, of which 119 are hedges (1.8 per cent).* Ancient Countryside therefore already had, as in later centuries, an above-average percentage of hedges, and Planned Countryside a below-average percentage. North-West Dorset was specially above average, as it still is in ancient hedges; mid Dorset was well below average. Fig. 9.1 is a complete map of above-average and below-average regions for hedges.


As well as linguistic problems – which words mean ‘hedge’, and do the eight words imply eight kinds of hedge? – there is the question of how landmarks were chosen. The difference between Ancient and Planned Countryside, though certain, is less great than we might expect from medieval records of hedges. Did Planned Countryside lose some of its hedges after the date of the charters – or were its hedges, being few and conspicuous, more likely to be chosen as boundary features than the many and commonplace hedges of Ancient Countryside?


Domesday Book William the Conqueror’s great survey of 1086 still astonishes us. What modern census-taker would contemplate getting such a project commissioned, planned, surveyed, sorted, and published, all within a year? It can hardly have been the first such census, nor was it quite the last. The Hundred Rolls of 1279 were an even more detailed survey, giving the names of most of the adult population, but the rats have eaten most of them. Domesday was commissioned and used as a record of land tenure, the work of an efficient conqueror wanting to know, when the dust had settled, who owned what in his new kingdom. It is not a mere fiscal survey: it omits many things, such as shipyards, that were taxable assets, but includes others, such as woods, that were not.


The questions on the forms from which Domesday Book was compiled were changed several times in the course of the survey. Here are three typical returns:


Harold held Hadfeld in the time of King Edward for 1 manor and for 20 hides. Then 51 villeins, now 60. Then 19 bordars, now 30. Then 20 slaves, now 22. Then 9 ploughs in demesne, now 8, & 3 rounceys & 40 animals & 195 swine & 192 sheep. Then 40 men’s ploughs, now 31½ – this loss was in the time of all the sheriffs and through the death of the beasts. Wood for 800 swine, 120 acres of meadow. Pasture whose rent is 19 wethers in the manor & 41 acres of ploughing …


Hatfield Broad-oak, Essex


GRATEDENE is assessed for 5 hides. There is land for 9 ploughs. In demesne 2½ hides. & there is 1 plough and 2 could be made. There 8 villeins & 3 bordars with 6 ploughs. There 4 slaves. Meadow for 3 ploughs. Pasture for the cattle of the settlement. Wood for 60 swine & 2 shillings from the custom of the wood. In all it is worth in value 8 pounds. When received 9 pounds. In the time of King Edward 15 pounds. This manor lies & has always lain in the possession of the church of Ely.


Little Gransden, Cambs


[Richard] holds THERSENT [from Count Mortain]. Alwin held it in the time of King Edward & paid geld for 1 hide. But there are 2 hides there. There is land for 12 ploughs. In demesne are 2 ploughs & 6 slaves & 5 villeins & 11 bordars with 5 ploughs. There is pasture 3 leagues long & 2 leagues wide. Wood 1 league long and ½ league wide.


Trezance, that is Cardinham, Cornwall


The returns enumerate the ploughs on the demesne – the land which the lord of the manor farmed himself – separately from those of the ‘men’, the villeins, bordars, and other inhabitants. They try to record changes since before the Conquest (‘in the time of King Edward’). The more detailed record, including ‘rounceys’, ‘animals’, and other demesne livestock, is typical of Norfolk, Suffolk, and Essex. These counties may have been taken first and found to be producing more information than could be handled, hence the less detail for the other counties. Recording woodland in terms of swine is probably an archaism, abandoned when it was found that people no longer thought of woods in this way.


The unit of recording is the estate, the land of a particular owner in a particular place. The unit of location is the settlement (uilla); it could be a city, a town, a village (Little Gransden), a cluster of hamlets (Hatfield Broad-oak), a scatter of farms (Cardinham), or a single hamlet or farm. Most estates consisted each of one manor (manerium), but some were too small to be proper manors, and some were giant manors, estates extending over many settlements and administered as a unit. Amesbury (Wiltshire) included places 15 miles away. In the Midlands each uilla was often in a single ownership, forming one manor and one estate and later one parish and one modern village. This simple arrangement was not at all universal: it is common for a dispersed township, or even a village, to be divided among several manors.


As with modern surveys, the form did not always prove adequate, and kinds of information not anticipated in advance were somewhat neglected. As well as the standard particulars, Domesday sometimes records pasture, underwood, mills, saltpans, churches, etc. These records are more or less casual: there are many Anglo-Saxon churches still standing which are not in Domesday. In south-west England there is an approach to a systematic record of pasture (Chapter 15), and in a few counties underwood is consistently separated from other wood (Chapter 5).


In some south-western counties the information is complete enough to be checked against the actual area of land (here). Usually there is a shortfall, although in Dorset this amounts to only 14 per cent, which is probably within the limits of uncertainty of the calculation (here). Domesday appears to omit 29 per cent of the area of Devon and 32 per cent of Cornwall. These shortfalls are due mainly to the omission or under-recording of large common pastures and moors, especially those such as Dartmoor which did not belong to any one settlement.


Domesday has nothing to say of Northumberland and Durham and very little of Cumberland and Westmorland. It is poor for Lancashire and the Welsh parts of Herefordshire, although it does include parts of north-east Wales.


Domesday is a record of land, and is poor at recording towns or any activity involving little or no land. It says little of roads, hedges, or trees. It is not a record of sea-fishing, mining, shipping, wheelwrighting, smithing, stonemasonry, bell-founding, or many other activities of which there is independent evidence.




Domesday Book has been the subject of two centuries of research. The great controversies about population, the meaning of the hide, etc. are only marginal to this book. I am indebted to my predecessors who published the text, identified the places, determined the units of measurement, and mapped the data: notably to F.W. Maitland2 and, more recently, to Professor H.C. Darby and his colleagues for their regional and national volumes (Darby 1971; Darby and Versey 1975).
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Fig. 2.2a. Gamlingay (Cambridgeshire) in 1601 and 1900; typical of Planned Countryside. In 1601 open-field cultivation covered more than half the parish, but there were also many hedges and hedgerow trees, especially around the little town. The many woods were somewhat unusual. Most of the landscape was transformed by Enclosure Acts in 1808 and 1841; strip-cultivation was replaced by a network of straight hedges, and the Great Heath was destroyed (with the loss of many rare plants, for which the more recent Great Heath Wood is no compensation). The pre-1601 hedged fields largely escaped these changes. So did the woods: Avenelles, Mertonage, White, Potton, and Cockayne Hatley Woods have altered little since 1601 (the last is omitted from this map but is shown on one of its companion maps). Waresley Wood existed in 1601 but was smaller and did not reach the area of the map. Lambcott Wood was destroyed after 1601 and the Park Plantations which now stand on its site have no connection with it.
(The 1601 map617 is reproduced by permission of the Warden & Scholars of Merton College, Oxford.)





Within its limitations, Domesday is surprisingly accurate, and statistical conclusions can be drawn from it. It records an England that was about 35 per cent arable land (derived from a total of 81,000 ploughs at the rough-and-ready rate of 120 acres per plough), 15 per cent woodland and wood-pasture, and 1 per cent meadow. Pasture may reasonably be estimated at 30 per cent of the country. This leaves us one-fifth of England to be taken up with mountains, heaths, moorland, and fen (where not recorded as pasture), houses and gardens, and lands wasted by the Conqueror’s wrath.
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Fig. 2.2b. Earl’s Colne (Essex) in 1598 and 1896; typical of Ancient Countryside. There was no strip-cultivation and no Enclosure Act. Almost everything in the modern landscape was already there in 1598, but it has been somewhat thinned out by the removal of occasional hedges, roads and cottages here and there. The wood outline is exactly the same as in 1598. For a detail see Fig. 12.9.
(1598 map50 reproduced by permission of Essex Record Office.)





Medieval records Record-keeping is not a story of continuous progress. After Domesday Book a dark age sets in until the mid-thirteenth century. Many types of record then become abundant, of which four particularly concern us. The fourteenth century is well documented in England; records then gradually fade away, and there is another dark age from about 1450 until record-keeping was again revived at the dissolution of the monasteries.


Surveys (alias extents), beginning with the Ely Coucher Book commissioned by Bishop Hugo de Northwold in 1251 (here),19 are detailed verbal descriptions of landed estates, listing the types of land, names of fields, woods, and meadows, and often the labour services which tenants could be called upon to do by way of rent. Accounts (Latin compoti) give the year-by-year income and expenditure of an estate, including sales of produce, purchase of materials, hire of craftsmen, and transport of produce from one estate to another. Court rolls deal mainly with banalities such as petty assault and inheritance, but reward the searcher with occasional pearls of information about such things as highways, hedges, pits, and watercourses (here). The king’s correspondence, enrolled in the Close, Patent, and Liberate Rolls, tells us about Forests, feasts, royal gifts, and materials and transport for the king’s building works.


Maps The better-known early county maps, such as those of Saxton, Norden, and Speed, are of little use to us. They are at small scales (except for the tiny counties of Rutland and Middlesex) and make no claim to accuracy: trees, for instance, are usually decoration, not topography. Useful early maps are those of individual estates at scales of 6 inches to the mile or larger.


Mapping does not have a history of progressive improvement; it runs in cycles of technical perfection and decline. Accurate mapmaking appears suddenly about 1580.* Some of the earliest large-scale maps (Fig. 2.2) show every hedge, hedgerow tree, pond, and even identifiable buildings. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries large-scale maps, though more numerous, are not necessarily more accurate. For about half the parishes in England there is an Enclosure Act of the eighteenth or nineteenth century; its accompanying map usually covers the whole parish, though in less detail than earlier maps.


The art of accurate small-scale mapmaking (1 or 2 inches to the mile) began with John Rocque in the 1750s. Most English counties have a late eighteenth-century map, such as Chapman and Andre’s Essex surveyed in 1772–4. These are of varying quality, for instance good for Forests (and common-land generally) and poor for woods; they can be arbitrary in what they omit, and can include fictitious information (e.g. conventionalized field boundaries). The same shortcomings occur in the earlier manuscript drawings and published sheets of the 1-inch Ordnance Survey. The methods of the Ordnance Survey were tightened in about 1830. Sheets published subsequently are as accurate as any later edition, but those already published – about a third of England and Wales – were usually allowed to stand. Occasionally (eg. in south Essex) there are separate pre-1830 and post-1830 published editions.*


Large-scale mapmaking was revived in the nineteenth century with the published Ordnance Survey of Ireland at 6 inches to the mile (1834–44). This was accompanied by the making of a manuscript Tithe Award map for most English and Welsh townships that had not had an Enclosure Act. From 1853 to 1893 all England and Wales was surveyed at 6 inches to the mile. For most places there are also 25-inch editions which give almost the same information but add the acreages of fields. The beautiful maps of the 1860s and 1870s, which attempt to record every hedgerow tree and the details of every building, are the zenith of rural mapmaking in Britain and perhaps in the world.


Boundaries


England and Wales are traditionally divided into parishes, anciently called townships, towns, or vills; these are grouped into hundreds or wapentakes and these into counties. Large townships sometimes have subdivisions such as the turns of St Keverne (Cornwall). Irish parishes are regularly divided into townlands, and grouped into baronies and these into counties.


The English system was already old by Domesday Book and changed little until recent decades (Beresford 1957, chapter 2). Boundaries are very conservative and were preserved by memorable customs: for instance, at Great Gransden (Huntingdonshire), when ‘cessioning’ the bounds they used to dig a hole at a certain spot and hold the Vicar’s head in it.22 Many a parish boundary on the modern map exactly corresponds to an Anglo-Saxon perambulation, which in turn may be interpreted as the boundary of a Roman or Iron Age estate. Until the early Norman period, minor changes were possible in order to keep lands in one ownership within the same administration. Hence some of the detached portions of parishes and counties – such as the complications where Worcestershire, Warwickshire, and Gloucestershire meet – or the parish boundaries altered to go round early parks (Fig. 6.2). In about 1180 the system froze and could no longer be altered when land changed hands.


Parishes are full of curiosities. There are huge ones like Writtle (Essex), 13,568 acres, and tiny ones like its neighbours Shellow Bowells, 469 acres, and Chignall Smealy, 476 acres. There are parishes with two or more villages, and villages divided among two or more parishes. There are extra-territorial places like Monks’ Risbridge (Suffolk), the assembly-place of Risbridge Hundred. Sometimes we suspect deliberate planning in the blocks of long narrow parishes, set out at right angles to some natural feature, as if designed to give each community a share in all the types of land. This is usual in the chalklands of Wiltshire, Dorset, Berkshire, and Cambridgeshire (Fig. 2.3).


Where possible boundaries usually follow streams, roads, hedges, woodbanks, etc.; they are valuable evidence as to whether such features existed in 1180. Zigzags are clear evidence that the land had already long been parcelled out into fields or furlongs (Fig. 2.4). In Planned Countryside, parish boundaries are among the most likely places for ancient hedges. Boundaries may follow the ghosts of forgotten Roman roads or of tidied-up rivers. A pair of curious irregularities in a Somerset boundary (Fig. 2.5) turns out to be due to two otherwise undetected prehistoric ring-earthworks. In moorland or heath, parish boundaries often run unmarked from point to point. The point landmarks are often of interest, especially those at which many parishes meet (Fig. 16.5).


In woodland, most parish boundaries are marked by banks; in effect they create two separate woods. But there are several ancient woods divided by well-documented boundaries of which I can find no trace on the ground.


There are some pitfalls. Especially in woodland, boundaries are occasionally forgotten, and even Tithe Maps may disagree. It has long been the custom of officialdom to while away idle hours by tidying boundaries and removing enclaves, meanders, etc. These tinkerings, though seldom of practical advantage, destroy some of the meaning, which has to be recovered from nineteenth-century maps. Even the first edition 25-inch Ordnance Survey does not always show the true course of boundaries.


Plants


Plants sometimes furnish primary information. Annual rings of trees are a dated record not only of the age of the tree but of the circumstances in which it grew when young, and of pollarding, Elm Disease, drainage, and other things that have affected its growth. Many trees, such as the pollards of deserted villages (here) and the giant coppice stools of ancient woods (here), are historical monuments themselves. Some plants, such as fairy-ring fungi (here) and lichens on stones and walls (here-4), go on growing in ever-widening circles at a rate which can be measured.


It is also observed that areas of vegetation of recent origin differ from those of the same kind which are ancient. One does not find oxlip in a wood, spindle in a hedge, or pasque-flower in grassland that is less than a century old. These differences can go back many centuries and can be used to resolve questions of date. They can also provide a record of management such as grazing. The reasons are discussed in the chapters on woods, hedges, and grassland.
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Fig. 2.3. Parishes arranged in regular strips across the Uffington Scarp (Berkshire and Wiltshire). Each one of more than twenty townships shares in all the successive geological formations; but there is no attempt either at equal slices or at an exact correspondence between villages and parishes. Many of the boundaries are described in Anglo-Saxon charters, but the system is probably much older: the boundaries ignore not only railways and canals but also Roman roads and even the prehistoric Ridgeway, ‘Roman Way’, and Grim’s Ditch. The one exception, in the Letcombes and Challows, is in an area of complication, evidently the result of rearrangement to fit the landownerships of a later age. The Letcombes prove that it is not strictly necessary for a community to have shares in all the types of land. (Earlscourt is regarded as part of Wanborough, Hardwell of Uffington, and West Ginge of Ardington.)





Aerial Photographs


Air photography is a well-established archaeological science. It reveals traces of earthworks and buildings, and also natural features such as pingos (Chapter 16), in various ways (St Joseph 1977). Slight ‘humps and bumps’ cast shadows early and late in the day. Differences in vegetation show up especially on infra-red false-colour film. Ploughed-out features may produce soil-marks, patterns of different soil colour. Buried foundations and ditches often create crop-marks, differences in the height, colour, or ripening of crops, especially cereals, growing over them.


Air photographs are also historical documents themselves. There exists a large mosaic of the district around Cambridge, assembled from hundreds of exposures taken in 1922.23 The Cambridge University Collection, begun in 1950, already records many features now vanished. Perhaps the most valuable of all historic photography is the great survey of much of Britain, especially the east and south, flown by the Germans in August and September 1940 when contemplating an invasion. These magnificent photographs, which record almost every tree, hedge, bush, pingo, and pond in several counties, were captured by the Americans and are now in the National Archives in Washington. The fortunes of war have preserved a convincing record of what was still, in many places, a medieval landscape, much of it since damaged or effaced (Plates III, VIc, XIII, XXII).
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Fig. 2.4. Open-field strips in Widdington and Newport, north-west Essex, surviving in the form of parish-boundary anomalies. The two townships, unusually, had strips intermingled in a shared open-field. By the eighteenth century the open-field had been abolished and a great park, unrelated to the previous landscape, was made over the site; but the strips remain as enclaves of one parish within the other. Ordnance Survey, 1877.





Testimony and Tradition


G.E. Evans has reminded us of the importance of the testimony of aged men.24 Folk who actually did things, or whose grandfathers did them, can tell us many details which were never thought worth writing down. This is most useful for some activities, such as ploughing or anything to do with horses, which were familiar to everyone. It is more difficult to find out about specialized crafts such as woodmanship: once the crafts have died the traditions about them soon disappear.


Testimony should seldom be used on its own and probably never for more than three generations back. In Britain we do not have the African and Polynesian skills in the accurate oral transmission of detail. Aged countrymen, like the rest of us, enjoy telling and embroidering a good story; they do not always separate what they have read from what they have seen; and, like scholars, they are tempted to guess at explanations of what they do not know. More than once I have been told by someone familiar with a wood that ‘nothing had been done to it in his time’; yet the tree-rings have shown indisputably that it must have been felled well within his recollection!
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Fig. 2.5. Parish boundary between Butcombe and Wrington, Somerset. The two semicircular deviations each represent half of a circular prehistoric enclosure. Ordnance Survey, 1902.





With testimonies written down in earlier centuries there is often the difficulty of not knowing the status of the story. Tales told as fiction are re-told as if they were fact. Tap-room gossip achieves semi-respectability as ‘tradition’, passes into print, and acquires a date from which even the circa is dropped in reprinting. The scientist is easily deceived: for instance most books quote the slaying of the last wolf in Scotland in 1743 as if this were known to be fact (here).


The Critical Use of Historical Sources


Translations Beware of other people’s translations from Latin, Old English, or Norman-French. Translators (besides misreading their texts) guess at the meanings of unknown technical terms or fail to uphold distinctions of meaning. For instance, ‘meadow’ and ‘pasture’ may not be differentiated (Chapter 15), nor ‘timber’ and ‘wood’; ‘copse’ is confused with ‘spinney’ and also with ‘grove’ (Chapter 5); and ‘Forest’ – a Norman invention – may be introduced by mistranslation into pre-Conquest documents.


General and specific sources Throughout this book I try to argue from the particular to the general: from workaday records of what particular people did in specific places and with what result. I have avoided, or used with great caution, much of the stuff of traditional ‘histories’ of the landscape – the contemporary generalizations and abstractions embodied in theories, textbooks, complaints, legislation, and literary works. These can be used to write a history of what people – that is, articulate people – thought about the landscape. Professor K. Thomas has done so in a scholarly book.25 Let us not confuse this with the history of what people did with the landscape, still less with the history of the landscape itself or of what the landscape did with people.


Generalized evidence, uncritically used, easily creates false conclusions. With woodland there has grown up a ‘pseudo-history’ more widely read than the real history. Authors still relate that woods ceased to exist because people used up the trees; that there was a national shortage of timber as early as the sixteenth century; and that the history of woodland has been dominated by naval shipbuilding. These statements have been copied from author to author for centuries; but it is difficult to sustain them from the records of a single actual wood (see Chapter 5).


The quotations at the head of this chapter cannot both be right: matters had got worse in the sixty years between Evelyn and Defoe. Evelyn was the greater man, and it is his thesis that has been plagiarized and is the stuff of pseudohistory. But there can be no doubt that he was wrong and Defoe was right. Evelyn was a polemic writer: he does not mention that his statement about Andradswald was lifted from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for AD 892. The Chronicle slightly exaggerates: the Weald is nearer 80 miles by 30, and even then was hardly ‘one intire Wood’. The fragmentation of the Wealden woods was due to medieval agriculture (here) long before Evelyn’s ironworks and glassworks became big industries. It ceased with the Black Death. Great remnants of Andradswald survived in 1350, were still there in Evelyn’s time, and were still there in 1945. The furnaces used mainly underwood, not timber, and with rare exceptions care was taken that the trees grew again (Rackham 1976).


On the other hand, Defoe’s words about rebuilding all the navies of Europe were almost literally to be fulfilled. Between 1724 and 1774 the British navy roughly doubled in size. Including the replacement of ships and the much larger growth of the merchant fleet,26 this involved building at least the equivalent of all the warships in Europe in 1724. There was not the slightest real difficulty in producing the oak, for the price paid by naval dockyards did not even keep up with inflation, and both the Navy and the merchant fleet more than doubled again in the forty years after 1774.


This is not the only myth in woodland history to have drawn strength from the great authority of Evelyn. But I have not discussed it to show that he is specially unreliable. On the contrary, Evelyn was one of the most learned men of his day, and had family connections with iron-smelting. He, more than anyone, should have known what he was talking about; if he did not, all kinds of contemporary generalization are brought into discredit.


Kinds of things recorded Records are usually made for a specific purpose, not to tell a complete story. For example, the Forestry Commission’s ‘Censuses of Woodlands’ are chiefly concerned with timber trees, and underrecord non-timber species such as lime and hawthorn.27 Nevertheless, they have been accepted as definitive for other purposes, and posterity may not realize that they tell a one-sided story.


Many classes of records are from monasteries and other large and well-organized landowners. Are they typical of the whole landscape? It is difficult to get a balanced story of complex multiple land-uses, such as the Crown’s, landowners’, and commoners’ interests in Forests (Chapter 5).


Most records were written by unobservant people. They noticed oak because it is easily identified, valuable, belongs to landowners, and has many uses for which other trees will not do; thorn because it hurts; birch because it is conspicuous; service because it is rare and curious. They did not often notice hornbeam, which is not distinctive and has no specific uses. One record of hornbeam must therefore be given the weight of many records of oak.


People record sudden changes, especially those which advance civilization, more often than they record stability, gradual change, or decline. The felling of trees or their death through disease attracts attention; the growth of new trees from year to year is seldom recorded except by the camera. Grubbing out a wood to create a field is an event and an investment; an abandoned field turning into a wood is a symptom of decline and is not noticed (here). Many kinds of record over-represent the unusual; if something is not put on record, it may merely have been too commonplace to be worth mentioning.


* In the poorly-mapped United States, auctioneers’ advertisements to this day include perambulations.


* But beware! I know one manifestly modern hedge on the approximate line of a hedge mentioned in a charter.


* For statistical purposes the following rules are necessary:


1. Where a perambulation mentions the same object twice (eg. by leaving a road and returning later to what is apparently the same road) it is counted twice.


2. The same object mentioned in two different perambulations (eg. two adjacent estates whose bounds, where they coincide, mention apparently the same pit) is counted twice.


3. Where two successive charters of the same land have different perambulations, both are counted, even though some of the objects appear to be the same.


4. Where the bounds of one charter are repeated identically, or with only minor alterations, in another charter, only one is counted.


* The figures do not add up because a few charters are of unknown places.


* There may have been an earlier cycle of mapmaking. Professional surveyors existed in the Middle Ages, and a few fourteenth- and fifteenth-century surveys give areas of irregular fields and even woods down to 1/640 acre. As far as I can tell, they are accurate to a fraction of an acre.20 This implies the ability to make an accurate map. But I know of no surviving medieval large-scale map that is better than the roughest sketch.21


* There are two modern reprints. That published by Harry Margary reproduces the Ordnance Survey sheets as originally surveyed and published. The reprint by David and Charles is from the first edition as issued in the late nineteenth century, by which time many original details had become illegible through the plates wearing, and railways and other alterations had been added; it is of less value as a historical record.




CHAPTER 3


Conservation


Neither war nor earthquake is so destructive of historic amenities as too much money.


An Austrian architect friend, on beholding an Aegean island city


We have 250 acres and make a perfectly good living; our neighbour has 300 acres; why does he want to grub out that wood?


An Essex farmer friend


Any fool can break eggs without making an omelette.


A proverb


This is not a book of conservation; that book has already been written, with more literary skill than mine, by Richard Mabey (1980). But I cannot analyze the historic landscape without noticing how much of almost every aspect of it has been lost since 1945. When large, obvious, and even legally protected ancient monuments – barrows, camps, deserted villages – are destroyed weekly for the gain of trivial areas of land, the unscheduled historic countryside naturally fares even worse. The commonest cause has been destruction by modern agriculture; the second, destruction by modern forestry. Urban development comes a long way behind; roads, quarrying, and so on are only locally important. There is also loss through neglect of traditional land-uses and consequent natural changes, especially trees growing where they do not belong.


The nature and extent of the destruction, and whether it was necessary, have been fully set out by Marion Shoard (1980). Her book has been noisily denounced, but its central arguments have not been controverted, and are confirmed by the economic arguments of Richard Body (1982). In adding to these polemics I am not attacking farmers in general; the severest critics of recent practices are themselves farmers. The trouble lies with that powerful lobby which insists that farming is an industry (by which is meant merely an industry) and yet requires it to be subsidized, and allowed to do anti-social things, to a degree which no other industries enjoy. The Common Market has made matters worse, but is not chiefly to blame: most of the destruction took place before Britain joined.


It is not just through the rosy spectacles of childhood that we remember the landscape of the 1940s to have been richer in beauty, wildlife, and meaning than that of the 1980s. It was, and the Luftwaffe aerial photographs prove it. The landscape of the 1800s was richer still, as we learn from the writings of Professor Babington (here). There are four kinds of loss. There is the loss of beauty, especially that exquisite beauty of the small and complex and unexpected, of frog-orchids or sundews or dragonflies. There is the loss of freedom, of highways and open spaces, which results from the English attitude to land-ownership; the Englishman enjoys more freedom in Austria, Ireland or Greece than in his own country. There is the loss of historic vegetation and wildlife, most of which once lost is gone for ever: to re-create an ancient wood is beyond human knowledge, though we might re-create a historic grassland if we were to live to the age of 200 (cf. Chapter 15). In this book I am specially concerned with the loss of meaning. The landscape is a record of our roots and the growth of civilization. Each individual historic wood, heath, etc. is uniquely different from every other, and each has something to tell us.


Polemicists tell us not to oppose the destruction of the historic countryside on three main grounds, all of them fallacious. The first is that it is not really historic. The ‘Enclosure-Act Myth’, that the English landscape is almost wholly the artificial creation of the last 250 years, is a long time dying. When a very distinguished scientist opposes the conservation of hedges, on the grounds that the majority of them were planted since 1782,28 we begin to despair that the truth will ever prevail. The second fallacy is that the destruction is necessary. People still rehearse the arguments, some of them quite good ones (bigger fields, more land needed, etc.), on which woods, hedges, and fens were destroyed in the 1950s, without realizing that times have changed and that these are no longer good arguments for destroying such woods, hedges, and fens as remain in the 1980s.


Unreason still triumphs in a third fallacy, the ‘Kaleidoscope Myth’: the belief that the countryside has always been changing; that its features were made by farmers and are no more than the passing product of agricultural fashions; that new habitats are created as well as old ones destroyed; and that a bit of (unspecified) extra change matters little. The nature of the evidence and the inclinations of scholars both tend to make the most of change, which is easier to establish than stability and makes a more exciting story. In reality, changes have happened at some times and in some places but not in others. Except for town expansion, almost every hedge, wood, heath, fen, etc. on the Ordnance Survey large-scale maps of 1870 is still there on the air photographs of 1940. The seventy eventful years between, and even World War II itself, were less destructive than any five years since. Much of England in 1945 would have been instantly recognizable by Sir Thomas More, and some areas would have been recognized by the Emperor Claudius.


Changes in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were not so commendable that they should be quoted as precedents to be followed in the twentieth. Most good farmland had been made centuries earlier, and there were few genuine opportunities for creating more. 1851 was a black year: the year we lost the unique Whittlesey Mere (Huntingdonshire) and Hainault Forest (Essex) for merely a few more farms, some of which proved to be temporary. Protests at the destruction of Hainault were the foundation of the modern conservation movement, but the short-sighted Victorians acquiesced in the destruction of Whittlesey Mere. Since 1945 there have been some twenty-five years each as bad as 1851.


The argument that changes create new habitats has something to be said for it as regards towns and industry: suburban gardens and disused quarries are well worth having. It is seldom true of modern farming or forestry. Almost every rural change since 1945 has extended what is already commonplace at the expense of what is wonderful or rare or has meaning. Skylarks are not a substitute for bitterns, nor pines or oaks for the native lime tree: there are plenty of skylarks and oaks already. Nor is even the planting of native lime (which has recently become quite a fashionable tree) a substitute for preserving native woodland.


Is it really necessary to sacrifice the landscape in order to grow every possible ounce of food? If we managed without growing corn on the Halvergate Marshes in the dark and hungry days of World War II, what pressing need can there be to do so in the 1980s? Why do we devote so many acres not to human nutrition but to animal foodstuffs, or to sugar, or to food that is wasted? How is it that other Common Market countries (eg. France) have destroyed so little of their historic landscapes? How is it that in Britain some individual estates, many small farms, and occasionally much of a county (eg. Cornwall, except for its woods) have avoided the general destruction? All these show that the pause is not real necessity. So it has been before:


The grubbing up of Hedge Rows is become general, and the Growth of Timber in them is thereby totally destroyed, owing to the great Price given for Corn since the Bounty took place for exporting of Corn and Beer, which gives every Farmer encouragement to grub Hedge Rows up, and convert them into Corn Land.


House of Commons Journal, 1792, here


The recent arguments of Mr Body represent a particular, anti-Corn-Law philosophy which not all readers will support; but there can be no arguing with his conclusion that present agricultural politics, especially regarding cereals, are not good value. We contrive at the same time to subsidize agriculture much more than any industry, and to have expensive food, and a ravaged countryside. Our overproduction, alas, is of no benefit to the hungry in distant countries. Nor does it benefit farmers as a whole, nearly half of whom have given up farming. The beneficiaries are some of the big farmers, and the makers of chemicals, fertilizers, and machinery.


Agricultural improvement and ‘reclamation’ is a noble philosophy, but already in the seventeenth century it was reaching the limits of the worth-while, and was encouraged by hopes and policies rather than by practicalities. Since 1945 the improver has not known when to stop, and has not realized that in Britain the need for more land has been undercut by plant breeding. In 1945 the (official) average yield of wheat was 0.95 ton per acre; in 1982 it was 2.44 tons per acre. The wheat that we grew in 1945 can now be grown on well under half the acres. Most of the credit is due, not to farmers, but to plant breeders, and there is no reason to suppose that they are near the end of their ability to grow more crops on the same land. Plant breeding has far outweighed the loss of farmland to development (which, anyway, has been exactly balanced by the loss of roughland to farmland). The practical pressure on land is now less than it has been within living memory, and is likely to diminish. This is not an argument for wasting land: it is a pity, for instance, to use so much on motorway verges. But it does release us from any further need to destroy roughland. From now on, every acre of moorland ploughed, of marsh drained, of downland made to grow wheat (all at the public expense) will have one of two results. Either an acre goes out of production somewhere else – to the detriment, maybe, of another country’s historic landscape – or an acre’s-worth is added to the surplus production of the existing farmland. We Cambridge dons already grunt over our Intervention Butter; there is a limit to what can be eaten.


The argument against more forestry is different. Britain is dependent on imported timber and wood to an extent which cannot be appreciably reduced by sacrificing wild vegetation to grow more at home. There is not the space. If all our woods and heaths were to be transformed overnight into the most productive plantations, this would not be noticed by the user of timber: the extra amount grown would be less than is now wasted in sawdust. There is a weak case for afforesting moorland (here).


The ‘economics’ of modern forestry were never convincing (here); they have been pulled to pieces by fashion, recession, and politics. The Forestry Commission changes its mind over which species are ‘best’; at times there is no market for timber (eg. poplars) which was fashionable when planted. In 1984 the Commission is being forced to sell hundreds of plantations. To create them, ancient woods and heaths were sacrificed. Some were successful as plantations and are now being sold at prices which do not repay the public money spent on them; others were less successful and, once ruined, have been rejected and sold off. Many of the lesser plantings date from the 1960s, only just before the value and variety of ancient woods and heaths became fully known. The Commission would probably not now be allowed to do to East Anglia what it did twenty years ago, but the waste and most of the damage are irretrievable.


The Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981, has made matters worse. It has neutralized the Nature Conservancy Council by bogging it down in the paperwork of administration. Its provisions for compensation are scandalously open to abuse. One man, refused permission to drain a marsh, is able in perpetuo to draw public money to match both the hypothetical produce and the subsidies foregone; while another, forbidden (under a different statute) to build a factory in his garden, gets nothing.


It is not my business to lay down details of what should be done. Conservationists should not usually seek the restitution of features already destroyed, which is rarely worth-while. They should seldom seek to remove land from production: long-standing land-uses should be maintained or restored. But they should resolutely oppose any further advance of the commonplace or loss of meaning. Historic landscapes and historic buildings are similar in many ways, and both should have the same kind of legal protection. The case for conservation is weakened by lack of coordination between those concerned with scenery, wildlife, antiquities, and freedom. The arguments, naturally, differ, but the objectives are often the same. One proponent often accepts compromises which weaken the case of the others.


More intractable than destruction in pursuit of a purpose, albeit a dead purpose, is the blight of tidiness which every year sweeps away something of beauty or meaning. In the past we were content to cut down trees. In 1984 we must needs grind away the stumps with a special machine, as though ashamed to admit that the trees ever existed. Tidiness is worst in arable country. Cereals do not need attention all the year, and leave men and machines long weeks looking for something to do. That something often takes the form of destroying ivy-tods and ‘misshapen’ trees, cutting hedges to the ground every year, devouring saplings, levelling churchyards, filling ponds, pottering with paraquat – all the little, often unconscious vandalisms that hate what is tangled and unpredictable but create nothing.


Education in the knowledge and care of the countryside has far to go and has yet to reach many important people. No art gallery’s conservation department would think of burning a picture by Constable, however badly decayed, and substituting a picture in the style of Constable by Tom Keating. Yet this kind of pastiche is daily perpetrated in the guise of the ‘conservation’ of the landscape.


It is painful to record that the National Trust’s management of historic landscapes had not always matched its well-informed care of historic buildings and gardens. The Trust has indeed cared admirably for Wicken Fen over the last thirty years and for Hatfield Forest over the last ten. Against these must be set a sad tale of woods arbitrarily replanted (eg. Frithsden Great Copse, Herts) and other solecisms. The Wimpole Estate (Cambs) was left to the Trust in 1976. The splendid scene shown in Plate XIX, with the great south avenue of 1718 cutting diagonally across the hedges and fields of an earlier landscape, was then still recognizable. Two-thirds of the elms had recently died, but the landscape was well within the Trust’s powers of restoration. Instead, since 1976, the dead elms, disease-resistant elms, the boundary hedges of the avenue, and almost every hedge and tree within half a mile of its northern half have been annihilated. The old grasslands and their faint earthworks have been destroyed, and the avenue is now (1984) merely a ploughed strip across prairie-farming. There are plans to replant it; if they succeed (one attempt has failed) the new avenue will be a mere decoration, with nothing to show that there had been an avenue before. Never again can it have the meaning which the old one had. There was not the excuse of ignorance, for Plate XIX is a famous picture. This is a local tragedy and sets a deplorable example.


Too much attention, and too much money, goes into the automatic and unintelligent planting of trees. Tree-planting is not synonymous with conservation; it is an admission that conservation has failed. The land is full of young trees which would grow into big trees if tidy-minded people did not cut them down. There seems to be no rational way of deciding what species to plant: advice on the subject usually consists of a poorly-argued claim that native trees are good and exotics are bad, coupled with an inaccurate list of native species. People plant trees, and get grants for doing so, without even looking to see whether there are trees on the spot already. Round the corner from my house, the local authority has planted ashes where there are already perfectly good ash saplings.


Planting trees, except in replacement for trees known themselves to have been planted, erodes the historic landscape. It diverts funds and attention away from real conservation, and encourages people to go on destroying wild trees. It may damage existing meadows, ancient woods, and other places where the planted trees are to grow. Tree-planters seldom understand, still less respect, the meaning of trees. The countryside is urbanized no less by introducing trees with urban associations – horsechestnut, weeping willow, Norway maple, etc. – than by erecting urban buildings. Every oak or alder planted in Cambridge (traditionally a city of willows, ashes, elms, and cherry-plums) erodes the difference between Cambridge and other places. Part of the value of the native lime tree lies in the meaning embodied in its mysterious natural distribution; it is devalued by being made into a universal tree.


The landscape is like a historic library of 50,000 books. Many were written in remote antiquity in languages which have only lately been deciphered; some of the languages are still unknown. Every year fifty volumes are unavoidably eaten by bookworms. Every year a thousand volumes are taken at random by people who cannot read them, and sold for the value of the parchment. A thousand more are restored by amateur bookbinders who discard the ancient bindings, trim off the margins, and throw away leaves that they consider damaged or indecent. The gaps in the shelves are filled either with bad paperback novels or with handsomely-printed pamphlets containing meaningless jumbles of letters. The library trustees, reproached with neglecting their heritage, reply that Conservation doesn’t mean Preservation, that they wrote the books in the first place, and that none of them are older than the eighteenth century; concluding with a plea for more funds to buy two thousand novels next year.




CHAPTER 4


Animals and plants: Extinctions and new arrivals


During a visit to Cornwall Mr Borrer stayed some time with the Vicar of Sancreed, an old friend of his, although no botanist. In the course of his rambles [c. 1840] Borrer alighted upon the beautiful moss Hookeria [now Cyclodictyon] laetevirens in a cave at Mousehole; and after his return home wrote to his clerical friend requesting him to gather a few additional specimens of this moss, as it was new to England and not known in any other habitat. The clergyman found the cave, and had no difficulty in distinguishing the desired plant … But just here his zeal outran his discretion, for he calmly set to work to strip the walls bare, lest, as he explained, any other person but Mr Borrer should possess even a scrap of such a prize! Borrer’s feelings may be imagined.


E.D. Marquand, 189029


Animal and plant species reflect millennia of interactions between nature and human activities. If mankind had originated in South America, Britain would still have elephants, rhinoceroses, and probably lions, but no rabbits, no sycamore trees, no house-mice, and almost no conifers.


There is usually a hard-and-fast distinction between wildlife and domesticated animals or cultivated plants. The latter – dogs, sheep, tame pigs, wheat, sugar-beet, Corsican pine, planted oak trees – exist because somebody has put them there and tends them. Most have either been imported from overseas or bred de novo by farmers and gardeners. Those which have not, such as the oaks of plantations, are often genetically different from wild individuals of the same species. Although there are some border-line cases there is rarely any doubt as to whether an animal or plant is wild. When we snare rabbits, cut ash poles in a coppice, exercise grazing rights on Dartmoor, or cut reeds in a Norfolk Broad we are using wildlife – even though the wood, moor, and Broad may all be the result of past human activity and neglect, and the wild rabbits are descended from semi-domestic rabbits. It is cultivation, not exploitation nor the original introduction, that makes animals and plants domestic.


The history of cultivated plants and domestic animals is generally well known* and is beyond the scope of this book. Many were introduced, already in a domestic state, in the Neolithic period, and others in historic times.


Native, Naturalized, and Exotic Species


Some species of wildlife, such as the fox and oak tree, are native: they arrived here by natural processes in prehistoric times.


Other plants and animals were originally introduced by human agency from overseas, but now maintain themselves without further intervention. These are termed naturalized, in contrast to exotic species which are dependent on domestication. The rabbit, pheasant, sweet-chestnut, and Oxford ragwort are naturalized; guinea-pig, peafowl, walnut, and Cannabis, although of respectable antiquity as introductions, show no sign of becoming wildlife and remain exotics. Doubtful cases may arise, as we shall see with collared dove, rosebay, and Bromus interruptus. Even within the brief time-span of human history, plant and animal species are not quite static: once in a while a new species arises or an existing one spreads to new territories of its own accord.


I illustrate the many changes in the fauna and flora of the British Isles by examples of species which are either of special interest to the historian or are examples of general processes. Changes of the last hundred years are well covered in other books; I shall not re-tell the effects of pesticides on birds of prey, the decline of the otter, the loss of the Large Copper and Large Blue butterflies, nor the effect of anglers on fish.


Extinct Animals


In prehistoric times Britain was full of great beasts. Some, like the lion, leopard, and hyaena, were almost identical to species still living in Africa. Others, like two species of elephant, two rhinoceroses, the cave bear, and the Irish elk, were related to (though often bigger than) extant species; and there were a few, such as the sabre-toothed cat, which the layman cannot easily imagine. Giant mammals were not creatures of remote geological epochs, like dinosaurs; some of them lived at a period only three times as distant from us as the Pyramids.


Why did the great beasts die out? Not through changes of climate. There was, it is true, one creature now of southern Europe, the pond tortoise, which briefly inhabited England in the early post-glacial, when summers were apparently warmer than they are now. Giant mammals were not so dependent on particular climates. They had survived previous glaciations and deglaciations: the temperate species had moved south during cold periods and had been replaced by arctic species coming from the north. The woolly rhinoceros could certainly live in the present tundras of Canada or Siberia. There can be little doubt that the cause was human activity. Palaeolithic men preyed on giant mammals, which they slew by driving over cliffs or otherwise. All the other continents had their great beasts, which disappeared very soon after their human inhabitants acquired the means of hunting them.30 Giant mammals would be specially vulnerable, being long-lived, slow-breeding, and not easily hidden. The prospect of killing so much meat at once was specially attractive in glacial times when the frozen subsoil was a ready-made deep-freeze.


The spectacular extinctions resulted from Palaeolithic greed and technology. This was followed in later prehistory by the destruction of wildwood, and in historic times by that of fens and heathland. This affected large, rather than giant, mammals – bear, wild swine, etc. – and big birds such as the crane and bustard. It is doubtful whether any species was directly exterminated by loss of habitat (some, such as wolves, live in moorland as well as wildwood); but numbers were reduced to the point at which greedy or fearful men could finish off the survivors. The British Isles, being for millennia relatively densely populated and sparsely wooded, have lost all the large mammals except red deer and possibly native cattle. Nearly all of them survive, usually in small numbers, elsewhere in Europe.


The nineteenth century was a period of gamekeeping, highland sheep-farming, and the collecting of birds’ skins and eggshells. These activities were not new, but they became universal, professional, and single-minded as never before. Almost the commonest word in any nineteenth-century county bird book is ‘shot’. The age of greedy keepers, sheep-owners, and ornithologists coincides with the sudden decline of what had been common beasts and birds of prey. Usually these were declines rather than extinctions, and hence will be dealt with later. Among British birds, the osprey became temporarily (and the sea-eagle so far permanently) extinct.


Where an animal survived late enough to have a written record, this is often liable to misinterpretation. There are not only actual beasts but beasts heraldic and metaphorical: anyone wishing to infer bears from the place-name Barham (Kent) should ask himself whether he would likewise infer lions from Lyonshall (Herefordshire). Even when the animals are real, they die out in remote places: the last survivors are not closely observed and may be misidentified (how many readers can swear to the difference between a wolf and an Alsatian dog?). Animals on the verge of extinction become the theme of romance and song in which fact is confused with fiction.


Aurochs This, the wild ancestor of European domestic cattle, is one of the few modern examples of an animal now extinct both in Britain and throughout the world. The aurochs is familiar in European Palaeolithic art. Archaeological evidence proves that it inhabited England and Ireland in this interglacial, but it is unlikely to have survived beyond the Bronze Age.31 The Anglo-Saxons knew about it, and called the runic letter ur, equivalent to U, after it, but there is no reason to suppose that they were more directly familiar with it than they were with lions.


In the Middle Ages the aurochs was still a continental animal. In Corpus Christi College, Cambridge we treasure a great horn, given to us at our foundation in 1352, almost certainly of this extinct animal; I have often drunk from it. The workmanship of the silver-gilt mounts strongly indicates that it came from Germany. The last aurochsen were carefully observed in Jaktorowa Forest, Poland, where they died out in 1627.32


How the aurochs became extinct will never be known with certainty, but it seems always to have been a woodland animal, and destruction of wildwood probably reduced its habitat to a point at which the survivors could easily be caught.


Bear The bear in Britain is a shadowy beast lurking on the borders of prehistory. Remains of him are scanty indeed compared to those of wolves; but scattered finds of bones from England, Ireland, and Wales attest that he was here in this interglacial.33 He died out too early to give rise to the place-names which one would expect of such a formidable and unmistakable creature. Bear place-names34 are very few and uncertain; such references to bears – if that is what they are – could have been heraldic or divine rather than zoological.


Literary references to bears in Britain are vague and doubtful. The first-century poetaster Martial refers to a ‘Caledonian bear’ that executed a criminal in the amphitheatre,35 but this is hardly evidence: where would showmanship be without a little exaggeration? The undated Welsh Y Naw Helwriaeth (The Nine Huntings) tells us how to hunt the bear, but tracts on hunting often refer to foreign beasts, and the bear may merely have been added to make up the magic 3 x 3 structure which literary convention demanded. There have, indeed, been tame bears, the star performers at baitings and circuses down the centuries; but they are no more likely to be indigenous than were the medieval lions in the Tower.


In much of Europe the bear was abundant well into historic times; in the Alps it outlived the wolf and (just) still exists. This was apparently not true of Britain. With us, bears were never common; they are unlikely to have survived the Roman period and may have died out much earlier.


Beaver The beaver was once common throughout Europe and has given rise to many place-names, especially in the Alps. It survives in Scandinavia and in two small parts of East Germany and south-east France.


In Britain, beaver remains are fairly widespread in prehistory, but by the historic period the animal was almost extinct. It survived into Anglo-Saxon times in east Yorkshire and gave its name to a number of places, including Beverley. (Welsh and Gaelic beaver place-names cannot certainly be distinguished from those involving otter.)


The late twelfth-century writer Giraldus Cambrensis gives an account of the beaver and of its habits of felling trees and making lodges. He says that England and Ireland had none but that they existed on the Teifi in Wales and on an unnamed river in Scotland.36 His account has the ring of truth. Beavers seem not to be mentioned again except by authors copying Giraldus, and they probably became extinct soon after. In the later Middle Ages the beaver was a semi-fabulous beast; everybody knew that his fur was imported to make the best hats, and that when pursued he abandoned his testicles (the other commercial part of him) and so escaped.


The beaver is a rather strictly woodland animal of commercial value which draws attention to itself by building dams. It is surprising that it should have survived so long in a land which had lost all its flood-plain wildwood (here). The late survival in east Yorkshire is unexpected, although even in the eleventh century there was a concentration of woodland around Beverley (Fig. 5.4).


There have been several introductions of American beavers but these have proved to be a nuisance and have been successfully exterminated.37


Wolf The wolf is our best-recorded extinct beast. His bones have been widely reported in excavations, but his very familiarity makes the written record unsatisfactory. There are two-legged wolves, symbolic wolves, and wolves spiritual. In Anglo-Saxon times, unpersons and men on the run were declared wulveshēafod (wolf’s-head) and if caught ended on a wolf’s-head-tree. Despite this connotation, ‘wolf in various combinations (Ethelwulf, Beowulf, etc.) was a favourite personal name. A ‘wolf-tree’ is what modern foresters call a tree that grows inordinately fast to the detriment of its neighbours; who can tell which of the wolf-springs, wolf-hedges, wolf-leaps, etc. in Anglo-Saxon charters have some such metaphorical meaning and which are connected with actual wolves?


We do not know how widespread wolves were in Anglo-Saxon times. They are not specially woodland beasts; they are threatened by extermination campaigns rather than by loss of habitat. They thrive on war and social upheaval and may have waxed and waned with political instability. The charters mention many ‘wolf-pits’, one of which gave rise to the Anglo-Saxon village-name Woolpit (Suffolk), Wlfpeta in Domesday Book. This, however, was identified in the twelfth century with what were already ‘very ancient ditches’, and is not evidence for wolves in Anglo-Saxon Suffolk, any more than ‘Giant’s Grave’ is evidence for giants.


Records of wolves in medieval England seem to be confined to the Welsh Border counties and the north. The one exception is a bounty of 5s. paid for a wolf caught at Freemantle (Surrey) in 1212;38 this quite large sum cannot often have been paid out. Evidence of wolves continues up to 1281, when Edward I exterminated them. He employed Peter Corbet ‘to take and destroy all the wolves he can find in … Gloucestershire, Worcestershire, Herefordshire,* Shropshire, and Staffordshire’. Coppicing was encouraged in the Forest of Dean to deny cover to ‘wolves and malefactors’.37 This campaign was largely successful: apart from one allegation in 1290 that they had destroyed the deer in a park at Farley (county unknown),37 wolves disappear from the records of most of England. In 1300 the Rev. William, a bogus doctor, needing four putrid wolves for a medical purpose, imported them from abroad, which got him into trouble with Customs.39 People continued to hold lands in many places by serjeanty of killing wolves and keeping wolfhounds, but this merely illustrates the medieval love of sinecures. Do we not still keep wolfhounds? Are not the Lieutenants de Louveterie still a respected body in France, though they have had no wolves to slay for a century and a half?


The final and mysterious record in England is in 1394–6, when the monks of Whitby paid 10s. 9d. ‘for tawing 14 wolfskins’.37 There are many intriguing wolf place-names and legends in north-east Yorkshire, but apparently no other datable evidence.41 Nevertheless, the most plausible interpretation of the Whitby record is that wolves held out in the North York Moors for a century after they had become extinct elsewhere.


Wolves may have been exterminated earlier in Wales. According to William of Malmesbury, King Edgar of England arranged for King Idwal of Wales in c. 985 to render 300 wolfskins annually in lieu of a tribute which he owed. The Welsh ran out of wolves within three years.42 This may be thought a far-fetched story (it was written 140 years later) but I do not know of any later records in Wales, apart from a mad wolf (which could have been misidentified or have escaped from England) which killed twenty-two people in Caermarthen in 1166.37


Wolves lasted much longer in warlike and sparsely-populated Scotland. Even in the Lowlands, a bounty was paid for two wolves in 1491 in Linlithgow.43 Records from the Highlands are frequent in the sixteenth century, although by 1570 difficulty was reported in getting wolfskins.44 There are ‘legends’, none of them substantiated, of woods being burnt to deny cover to wolves. The last positive record is of the very large, and therefore exceptional, bounty of £6 13s. 4d. paid for a wolf in Sutherland in 1621.43 A number of less specific but not implausible stories of ‘last wolves’ follow up to 1682. In 1769 the naturalist Thomas Pennant,45 after extensive inquiries, concluded that the wolf was by then extinct; a conclusion with which I see no reason to disagree.


The last word on wolves in Scotland is the famous story, to which the date 1743 has been assigned, of the slaying of a ‘large black beast’, identified as a wolf, below Tomatin in the Findhorn Valley (Nairnshire). The tale was not published until 87 years later;46 we shall never know whether its hero MacQueen, who told it as an old man, meant it as fact. It is a fine bloody Homeric narration; but I am reluctant to believe it. Apart from the suspiciously long interval since the last previous mention of wolves, there is the circumstance that the victim had just killed two children; such behaviour is a mark of the fictional rather than the zoological wolf.


In Ireland wolves were still sufficiently evident for legislation to be passed against them by the English government in 1652, 1653, and 1662.47 Specific reports for killing wolves continue in County Cork until 1709–10.37 Thus the wolf became extinct in the British Isles.


Wild swine The wild pig still flourishes in many parts of Europe, albeit often encouraged as a beast of the chase. He used to be found in Wales, where a specific hunting season was specified in the possibly tenth-century Laws of Hywel Dda, and in Scotland, where he gives rise to Gaelic place-names involving fiadh-thorc (wild boar) or fiadh mhuc (wild sow).37 In Ireland, although some zoologists have denied that he ever existed, Giraldus Cambrensis says that there was a small variety of wild swine in the twelfth century;48 and there are said to be torc fiadhain place-names.37 Wild swine presumably disappeared from these countries early; only in England is there any considerable record.


Many writers claim that the medieval tame pig was very similar to the wild pig and often cross-bred with it. This may be so as concerning bone remains, but medieval records are never in any doubt as to which is meant; aper and laya, the normal Latin words for a wild boar and wild sow, are contrasted with the tame porci, porculi and porcelli. It is less clear whether place-name evidence is specific. The Anglo-Saxon eofor is often supposed to mean a wild boar and bar a tame boar. If this is so, eofor place-names such as Eversden (Cambs) and Eversley (Hants) indicate a much wider distribution of wild pig than in later centuries, but we have no confirmatory evidence.


By the Middle Ages wild swine were very rare. I have records only from the Forests of Pickering (north-east Yorks) and Dean. Wild boars and sows were official beasts of the king’s Forest; his hunters regularly visited Dean and occasionally Pickering and took specified numbers for the table royal. After the great Christmas dinner of 1251 (here) at which Henry III had 200 wild swine from Dean and 100 from Pickering, they disappear rapidly from the record. Queen Eleanor ate 50 sows and 20 boars at her Christmas feast in 1253, and the king consumed 80 at Christmas in 1257.49 Small numbers were given to the king’s friends. Unless later records turn up for some private Forest, the dozen which Henry III ordered killed for a friend in the Forest of Dean in 1260 were the last free-living wild swine in England.


Wild swine lived on in heraldry and romance. Englishmen knew the courtly science of pig-sticking from visits to France, and represented its weapons and ceremonial in art (eg. the stone tympanum which remains from the Norman church of Little Langford, Wilts) and literature (eg. the splendid boar-hunt in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, written in the fourteenth century but set in a romantic England of long before).


The animals themselves continued to be kept in semi-captivity in parks (see Chapter 6). Swine-parks are known in all centuries from the thirteenth to the twentieth, though it is most unlikely that there has been enough continuity to preserve any genes from the English wild pig. Pig are devilish animals to fence in, and swine-parks were rare and often short-lived status symbols. For example, in 1223 Henry III ordered Thomas de Langley to take two of the king’s wild swine in his custody and put them into the royal park of Havering (Essex); their descendants remained there for at least 37 years (Rackham 1978). In 1263 the Sheriff of Forfar fed 4½ chalders of corn to the King of Scotland’s porci silvestres.43 Around 1500, the De Veres, Earls of Oxford, used Chalkney Wood (Earl’s Colne, Essex, Fig. 2.2b) as a swine-park:


This wood in tymes paste was empaled: And the Erles of Oxenforde in former tymes (for their pleasure) bredd and maintayned wilde Swyne in the same untill the Reigne of King Hary the Eight. About wch tyme they were destroied by John (then Erle of Oxenford) for yt he understode, that the Inhabitaunts thereabouts sustained by them very greate losse and damage.50


The great park of Chartley (Staffs) had wild swine as well as wild cattle in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In 1617 Charles I arranged a boar-hunt at Windsor.37


The wild pig was a very noble beast. The De Veres were particularly attached to him, imagining their family name to be derived from verres, a swine. Tudor and Stuart monarchs liked to be given ‘wild-boar pye’.


This does not entirely exhaust the records of wild swine in England. Around 1540 some were taken alive in Savernake Forest (Wilts); the expenses included 4d. ‘for 8 hempen halters to bynd their legs’ and 4d. ‘for drink for them that helped to take them’.37 They could not have been a surviving wild population: neither the many letters of Henry III concerning the beasts of Savernake nor the medieval poaching cases abundantly chronicled by Lord Ailesbury51 make any mention of pig. These, and a few other wild swine reported from areas where there was no tradition of them, presumably escaped from parks.


Wild swine, next to beaver, are most likely to have been affected by destruction of wildwood. The European countries in which they survive have at least 20 per cent of woodland. The wooded area of England fell below this figure in Anglo-Saxon times (Chapter 5) and the survival of wild swine then became precarious. They lingered in the Forest of Dean, one of the largest wooded areas in Britain. Henry III exterminated them, not so much by the excesses of his table (which a large French or German Forest could have supported to this day) as by encouraging industry in Dean and destroying their solitude.
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