Copden and Hammer Wood, Nr. Cranbrook, Kent


These two lovely adjoining woods in the High Weald are ecologically part of a larger complex of woodland with the Forestry Commission's Hemsted Forest and Bedgebury to the West. Though mainly chestnut coppice and areas dominated by birch regeneration, there is both some mature native Scots pine, some pine plantations, and interesting mixed broadleaves. It is also clear that the woods have been well managed and cared for in the past with a variety of ages and developmental stages, as well as species, in the woodland components. This varied structure may not been maintained as a whole as portions of the wood are sold off, but the new owners' normal enthusiasm 'to get stuck in' should ensure continued useful interventions so the diverse character remains. 

Access
A delightful feature of Copden and Hammer is the excellent number and good condition of the tracks and paths. 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.


Indeed, during the visit several species of butterfly were seen in the rides such as whites, browns, ringlets, peacocks and I think I glimpsed a comma too.

Past history
While not normally remarking on this aspect, in the case of Copden and Hammer it merits comment. Inspection of the stands indicates regular and sustained management in the past. This is shown by chestnut coppice cants at different stages – young, maturing and some now over mature; by areas of mature Scots pine and mid-rotation pine plantation that has been line thinned, and by young and pole-stage birch regeneration. 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. Over-mature 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. 


Patches of dieback and dead coppice were seen. This needs 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.

Birch regeneration  Birch comes up like 'mustard and cress' on sandy acid soils and this is what has happened in parts of Copden and Hammer. If left to its own devices it sorts itself out usually resulting in a moderate quality and rather uniform stand of birch. What is better is to open up the birch by 'cleaning' i.e. thinning to waste to favour other species present such as oak and hornbeam. This is done by removing birch trees that are close to the other 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.

Scots pine stands  There are two main types in Copden and Hammer. The older stands, dating back to the 1920s, appear well thinned and need no immediate work; they can just be enjoyed. The younger stands of planted pine have been line thinned i.e. a row has been removed at intervals and inspection of these suggest they are ready for some selective thinning. In many instances there is a lot of birch and some sallow with the pine. In selective thinning the best stems are retained and the poorest removed. Typically one-third of the trees are removed in each thinning. Opportunity can also be taken to favour other species by retaining a good oak or hornbeam.

Other stands  Patches of hazel, mixed broadleaves and Norway spruce were seen. The mixed broadleaves can be worked as for birch – open up to favour the best trees – and the other stands depending on stocking and new owner's preferences.


There is a stand of ash which grades into ash and oak by the track that links the two woods. See comment below about diseases.

Additional works
The previous management plan proposed a veteran tree survey. This would be excellent since Britain is blessed with such living monuments compared with the rest of Europe and every effort taken to conserve them for the historic and wildlife interest. Similarly dead standing trees – snags – should be left for wildlife where safe to do so.

Diseases
Mention has been made of the condition of some of the chestnut, and it needs to be recognised that this part of Kent has ash dieback present. The other diseases to watch out for are oak decline and sudden oak death which are not uncommon in Kent and 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. 
Copden and Hammer are lovely woods. May they bless the new owners as much as they gave pleasure to visit by the writer! 
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