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It’s a good pub-quiz question: 
what do JMW Turner, Tom Sawyer, 
Tommy Cooper and Ronnie Barker 
have in common? Not much, perhaps; 
except that their surnames tell us that 
their ancestors worked with wood.  The 
original Mr Turner will have operated 
a traditional pole-lathe, turning chair 
legs or bowls from green elm or beech 
wood; and his son and grandson would 
have carried on the trade down the 
generations until one of  them showed 
a talent for painting.  A real Thomas
the Sawyer must have started life on the wrong end of  a two-man saw as bottom-dog in his father’s 
saw-pit, eyes red and itching and lungs choking from the resinous saw-dust.  The Coopers were 
barrel-makers, expertly working fresh-cut laths purely by eye to produce hundreds of  different-sized 
containers for food and drink.  As for the Barkers, they were out in the woods peeling the bark from 
oak trees in late spring for the tanning industry.

Our collective genealogical record is a sort of  archaeology of  a long-forgotten relationship with the 
trees and woods that were once central to our lives.  From fuel to building materials, from the  
mechanisms of  mills and wheels to ships and household utensils, we have been more intimate with 
wood than any other material, more tied to trees than to any other living things.  Archaeologists 
traditionally divide the ages of  human development into technological parcels: Stone Age, Bronze 
Age, Iron Age; but from the dawn of  human culture until the Industrial Revolution has been one 
long Age of  Wood. 

It started with a stick.  For our hunter-gatherer ancestors sticks were useful for digging up roots,  
teasing out ants, for throwing at a predator, for building rough shelters.  A stick carefully  
straightened and trimmed could be thrown with more accuracy, as a spear to hunt game; refined 
further it could be fired as a projectile from a bow.  The bowstring, twisted around another stick and 
drawn to and fro like a violin bow, makes enough heat from friction to start a fire; and thus the axle 
has been invented.  From the axle, in time, come the lathe and the wheel; we humans grew up with 
wood. 

According to the most ancient myths of  the Greeks it was the God Prometheus who liberated 
humans from the prison of  animal ignorance by showing us what to do with fire.  He was not the 
world’s original celebrity chef  but the first master of  the art of  metal-working.  When humans 
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discovered the potential of  charcoal 
to smelt and forge metals from rocky 
ores they were forever elevated above 
all the other creatures on earth.  Even 
so, the Bronze Age ought really to be 
called the Charcoal Age.  Its surname 
legacy includes the Colemans and the 
Colliers.

The first true woodsman was the 
genius who realised that when you cut 
down a broadleaf  tree to its stump it
does not die (contrary to popular public misconception) but will grow again; and that, if  you cut 
many trees at the same time you can farm them like a crop.  The art of  coppicing (from the French 
coupé, to cut) is many thousands of  years old.  Tracks made of  wood across the Somerset marshes 
as far back as the so-called Stone Age (or should that be the Coppice Age?) show archaeologists 
that a regular supply of  poles of  the same dimensions, all perfectly straight, were being produced 
by woodsmen (the Woodwards) long before Stonehenge was built.  With what one might call the 
domestication of  woods, sophisticated architecture became possible: ash poles for joists, hazel rods 
for wall panels, oak timbers for beams: all came to be produced from the ever-giving woods which, 
unlike metals or oil, produce in virtually infinite abundance by the power of  the sun and the magic 
of  the green leaf.  With axe, saw, billhook and wedge, the woodsman can transform a tree into an 
astonishing cultural inventory whose variety and ingenuity we are in danger of  forgetting but whose 
richness lingers in the pages of  the phonebook among the Wainrights and Carpenters, Bowyers, 
Arkwrights (makers of  chests) and Joiners.

Perhaps above all, the liberation of  the 
human spirit came with the wanderlust 
which urged curious people onto rafts 
of  wood lashed together with honey-
suckle rope and propelled by a rough 
oar or pole.  The coming of  the boat
turned us into global travellers,
merchants, explorers and astronomers.  
It epitomises the imagination, 
creativity and adaptability which are 
the hallmarks of  great civilisations.  
Just pay a visit to the newly-restored
Cutty Sark at Greenwich: was there ever anything more beautiful in the arts of  humankind?

The supreme age of  woodcraft and woodland management was the medieval period.  One only has 
to dip into the contemporary records of  life on the great English estates to sense how embracing the 
woodland economy was at all levels of  society.  In Boldon Book, a twelfth-century equivalent of  the 
Domesday Survey for the lands of  the Bishop of  Durham, we read, for example, that the villeins of  
Wolsingham held 300 acres.  As well as paying rent and reaping and carting the Bishop’s corn crop, 
they also had to carry 120 cartloads of  firewood every year to keep the Bishop warm. 
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Three turners in the same Weardale township had to provide the Bishop with a staggering 3,100 
bowls, which makes one wonder how they ever earned a penny for themselves.  One of  the centre-
pieces of  the year was the Great Chase, a hunting and feasting festival for the pleasure of  the Bishop 
and his court.  The villeins of  Aucklandshire were expected to construct a hall for the Bishop in his 
hunting park.  It was to be 60 feet long, with butchering facilities, a store-house and a chamber with 
privy.  They were also required to build him a chapel 40 feet in length and make part of  the 
enclosure around this temporary mini-palace.  Firewood, building timber, billets for turning: these 
and hundreds of  other products used by the villeins or rendered as taxes to the great landowners 
of  the Middle Ages were produced in sustainable quantities from woodlands belonging to parishes 
across the country.  It is a myth that such men cut down all our forests for charcoal or for ships: they 
looked after their woods for themselves and for their children.

The long-evolved management of  woods which evolved over many hundreds of  years was normally 
organised under what is called the coppice-with-standards system.  A dozen or so trees in every acre, 
specially chosen for their straight, knot-free trunks, were grown to full maturity, at least a hundred 
years.  These were great capital assets to be nurtured generation after generation until market 
demand or economic necessity marked them for the sawyers and barkers.  The bread-and-butter of  
coppicing was a tried and tested scheme in which hazel was cut every seven or eight years for rods 
to make hurdles and laths; ash was cut every twelve or fifteen years to make poles for building and 
tools; and oak was cut perhaps after twenty-five years to make the frames which are the hallmark of  
the English medieval house.

No finer structure was ever constructed from wood than the hammer-beam roof  of  Westminster 
Hall, commissioned by Richard II and masterminded by his royal carpenter Hugh Herland.   It 
survives as an astonishing feat of  engineering and workmanship whose visionary complexity and 
dazzling élan has never been matched (or fully understood) by later generations.  Herland drew on 
the standard-trees of  large numbers of  woods across southern England to cut and assemble the 
components in his Farnham yard before they were carted and shipped (on wooden wains and in 
wooden barges) to Westminster as the greatest flat-pack delivery of  the age.

The memorials of  the woodsmen and 
craftsmen of  the Middle Ages are their 
surviving structures and their surnames.  
But there is another fascinating legacy 
which a little investigation can reveal to 
any curious latter-day tree-lover.  Pick 
up any Ordnance Survey map at a 
scale of  1:25000 (the orange-covered 
ones with all the fields and footpaths
shown) and count how many woods there are on a sheet.  Some counties have many more than 
others but even large urban sprawls like London conceal the evidence of  medieval woods.  The 
first clue to look for in the search for an ancient wood is its name.  The word ‘Plantation’ generally 
indicates woodland established in the last two hundred years; names like Great Wood or West Wood 
may indicate something older.  A wood which bears the name of  its parish, like Whittingham Wood 
in Northumberland or Gilbert White’s famous Selbourne Hanger (‘hanger’ is an Anglo-Saxon word 
for a wood on a steep slope), is a good bet to start looking more closely.  Now, look at the outline 
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of  the wood.  If  it has straight edges it’s unlikely to be all that old, at least in its present form.  If  its 
edges are wavy; if  they follow the line of  a stream or, even better, if  the wood edge follows a parish 
boundary (represented by a row of  dots), then there is a very good chance that it has been in 
existence for hundreds of  years, if  not longer.  Find yourself  a wood with a good name and shape 
and it’s time to pull on the wellies (Spring is the perfect time of  year) and rummage in the under-
growth for the other tell-tale signs of  ancient woodland.

If  you go down to the woods today you want to look out, not, as you might expect, for huge ancient-
looking gnarled giants like Sherwood’s Major Oak, but for evidence that the trees in your wood were 
once farmed.  Trees which have multiple trunks branching from the ground have very probably 
been coppiced; if  most trees are the same size and age, they were probably cut the same year.  Look 
in particular for combinations of  ash and hazel or for woods which are predominantly of  important 
species like oak, lime and ash.  Look also for the range of  spring flowers which come out before the 
trees’ canopies shut out all the light.  There are suites of  flora which together often indicate wood-
land which has been coppiced or managed for timber: wood sorrel and wood anemone, ramsons 
(wild garlic), bluebell and dog’s mercury are good candidates when they occur together.  And then 
look at the edge of  the wood: an enclosing bank and ditch and a line of  old, pollarded trees 
(coppiced at head-height to stop cattle browsing them) may be the final clue.  If  you think you have 
found an ancient wood follow it up in your local library or by identifying it in the Domesday Survey 
(there is a very good online version at www.domesdaybook.co.uk).  And if, like me, you catch the 
bug and want to learn more about the heritage and traditions of  our native woodlands, you should 
read one of  several excellent books by the pre-eminent woodland historian, Oliver Rackham, such 
as Trees and woods in the British Landscape (John Dent, 1990).  There are still woods, sadly all too 
few, which are being managed on a traditional basis and which can be seen in all their productive, 
bio-diverse, hands-on glory.  They are well worth visiting if  you get the chance.

Our woods are the glory of  the countryside and a vital record of  our technological and artistic past.  
They have survived into our time not because they were treasured relics, but because they were 
useful.  In the 20th century we almost forgot their value in our throw-away plastic culture.  We 
began to believe that we did not need them.  Now we know that we need to preserve woods it is 
time, perhaps to think about how we might still use them, to restore their biological, cultural and 
economic value in a new Wood Age.  They are part of  our heritage, and we of  theirs.
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