Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands Woods, Ileden, Adisham, Kent


These two lovely adjoining woods high on the North Downs are ecologically part of a larger complex of woodland in the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). Nearby is a SSSI with a rich bird community where the key point is that coppicing has been the tradition which has led to rich ground flora and the associated high biodiversity.


Though much chestnut coppice, some recently worked, these two woods are amongst the most diverse and most pleasing aesthetically that Woodlands.co.uk have acquired. Also, both have a long history of management and have been well cared for in the past with a variety of ages, developmental stages and species. In recent years the focus appears to be on nurturing native species and shrubs, encouraging nesting birds while still growing good quality timber, with mature stands of spruce and larch. Some compartments of mainly mixed broadleaved coppice have been left much too long and are in need of thinning and opening up of glades.


Inevitably this varied structure will not be maintained as a whole as portions of the woods are sold off, but the new owners' normal enthusiasm 'to get stuck in' should ensure continued useful interventions so the diverse character remains. Also there is opportunity for purchasers particularly interested in growing timber (or seeing some timber produce from their land) to acquire a very worthwhile asset.

Access
A delightful feature of both Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands Woods is the number and good condition of the tracks and paths. Excellent access on to the public lane is also an attractive feature. This allows ready access to all parts as well as suggesting natural boundaries when subdividing the wood. It also provides plenty of edge-effect – ride-side shrubs and understorey - which add immeasurably to biodiversity – see below.

Past history
While not normally remarking on this aspect, in the case of Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands it merits comment. Inspection of the stands indicates regular and sustained management in the past. This is shown by chestnut and mixed coppice cants at different stages – young, maturing and some now over mature; by areas of mature Norway spruce and Japanese larch plantations that have been well and fairly recently thinned; and by the recently felled and replanted compartments with young trees 2-4 years old of native species. This diversity delivers great variety of structure, as well as species, which is so valuable for wildlife and biodiversity generally. It is a precious feature of these woods and excellent evidence that neglect of woodlands is rarely beneficial and mostly bad for wildlife.

Suggested silvicultural treatments
Sweet chestnut coppice Areas of several different ages are present. Where owners can resume coppicing, perhaps to provide firewood, that will be good and also to give opportunity to favour other species and perhaps even plant or recruit standards such as of oak. Overmature chestnut is more problematic, but can either be returned to coppice or stools singled to one or two good stems and large chestnut trees grown – a process called storing. Large chestnut are aesthetically lovely trees. Chestnut timber is very durable. 


Little dieback or disease was seen in the chestnut at the time of the visit. This does need to be monitored and for new owners to be encouraged to check with Forest Research website for advice as there are several threats to chestnut, including the recently identified chestnut blight found in the West Country.

Young mixed coppices Many are very dense and may have been enriched by supplementary planting. Owners will have fun opening up gaps, creating paths and deliberately favouring trees and shrubs they want. If neglected just the more vigorous and aggressive species will make it, such as sallow and birch. Early intervention is required
Over mature neglected mixed coppices Several compartments consist of tall woodland, 80+ ft in height, which is mostly dense, drawn up coppice. Some have scattered oak standards. Inside they are somewhat dark and would benefit from either by clear-felling patches – and regenerating by the new coppice that will come up, or by thinning through for firewood and by opening glades. 

Birch regeneration Birch comes up like 'mustard and cress' on sandy acid soils and this is what has happened in a few parts of a Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands along with sycamore coppice. If left to its own devices it sorts itself out usually resulting in a moderate quality and rather uniform stand of birch: there is one compartment of this older birch. For younger stand what is better is to open up the birch by 'cleaning' i.e. thinning to waste to favour other species present such as oak, hornbeam or the other native broadleaves present. This is done by removing birch trees that are close to the more favoured species so that their crowns can develop. Small birch are easy to cut with hand tools and thus over time owners can turn dense birch thickets into more mixed woodland.


Birch makes an excellent firewood. It is easily split, dries readily and burns well.
Recent plantings of native broadleaves and shrubs At least two areas of several acres each were seen. Like the mixed coppices these need attention now by weeding and cleaning to ensure the planted species survive – and they deserve to being of native broadleaved trees and shrubs including whitebeam, field maple, spindle tree and dogwood.
Mature conifer stands Compartments of mature Norway spruce and Japanese larch have been well thinned and offer a substantial timber asset to a purchaser. Felling or thinning is not needed in the immediate future. The compartments offer an interesting alternative which will interest some buyers with a more 'forestry' bent.

Other stands Woodlands Wood has an area of maturing beech with scattered red cedar (Thuya) trees. This interesting stand has an attraction of its own and red cedar is, today, much sought after in the timber trade. The wood is durable and the preferred choice for shingles, cladding, and some bespoke exterior doors.
Beech boundary trees 
A delightful feature in both woods which again reveal a history of past management and a former owner's interest in their woodlands.

Other trees of interest
A couple of patches of aspen (native poplar) were seen and also a surprising number of wild cherry (also native), some of which were large trees. Cherry suckers freely and often groups develop which are a single clone. 

Structure and biodiversity
An impressive feature of Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands woods is, as already mentioned, the varied structure in terms of age classes, silvicultural treatments and species. To this can be added the wide tracks and rides and the swathes of young chestnut and mixed coppices beside some of the main tracks. This last yielded a fine array of butterflies on the day of the visit including whites, browns, a blue, brimstones, gatekeepers, peacocks, red admirals and the small fritillary spp., the comma. Doubtless longer observation would have added more.


The key to maintaining such numbers and variety is to continue the previous owner's policy of 20 m wide swathes of young growth alongside some tracks. Do in a way that creates new sections every year and which allows contact with others so that butterflies can fly from open ground to open ground – the corridor principle. A SWOG meeting at the wood to explain this would be good once several purchasers are in situ.


Late July is not the best time for wildflowers, but it was pleasing to see centaury, bellflowers, St John's Wort, bluebell seedheads, primrose leaves, teasels etc. Many more species will be present on these ancient woodland sites.


A veteran tree survey could be helpful since Britain is blessed with many such living monuments compared with the rest of Europe and every effort taken to conserve them for their historic and wildlife interest. Similarly, dead standing trees – snags – should be left for wildlife where safe to do so.

Pests and Diseases
Some grey squirrel damage and ash dieback was seen. For most owners both these 'problems' will simply be accepted. All owners would have to combine together to control squirrels and nothing can be done about ash dieback.


Deer fraying was seen on several young sallow shoots.


The other diseases to watch out for are oak decline and sudden oak death, which are not uncommon in Kent, which are 'complexes' pathologically. Again, reference to Forest Research's website will be helpful. Emphasis should be placed on encouraging good forest hygiene by thoroughly cleaning boots before every visit and perhaps even erecting a notice requesting visitors to take care in this regard. 
Oxenden Shaw and Woodlands are lovely woods. May they bless the new owners as much as they gave pleasure to visit by the writer and his wife! 
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