The Helford River

woods

The trees have an
astonishing variety of size
and shape. They hang
down over the low cliﬀs...
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cherry, were scattered
are inaccessible to
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During the Late Stone
though badgers and
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foxes create a network
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through even the
the time of the Iron
densest of cover.
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Three hundred years
ago, things were
very diﬀerent. The
Helford Woods formed
a large factory for
charcoal production.
There was much less
woodland than now
and everything was put
to use. Plots, or coups,
of trees around the
wood were cut down
in rotation. They were
then burnt in kilns
to produce charcoal
for smelting tin and
later for burning lime
to improve the local
acidic soils. The cut
stems, or stools, rapidly
regenerated, with fresh
growth springing into
life. After a few years
these stems were cut

and the whole
cycle began again.
For centuries this
process, known
as coppicing, was
the traditional
form of woodland
management
here. We know,
for example, that
coppicing took
place in Merthen,
Gweek, Bonallack
and Calamansack
Woods from as
early as the 1300s.
In places the stools
are several feet

wide, indicating the
great age to which
trees can live when
regularly coppiced.
Scattered
throughout the
woods are ﬂat areas
scraped into the
hillside to form
the base for the
charcoal hearths.
Rummaging around
in the surface of
these hearths often
unearths fragments

The woods have
a rich and diverse
wildlife. In
spring and early
summer there are
spectacular displays
of bluebells, dotted
with the white of
wood anemone
and the pink of
campion. Scattered
here and there
are rarer native
plants like the
lovely wild service
tree. The mild
humid conditions

are ideal for ferns,
mosses, lichens and
liverworts. Usually
unobtrusive and
scarcely noticed,
here they are in
such profusion that
trees are clothed
in green/grey
hues. Buzzards
and sparrowhawks
patrol the area from
their nesting sites,
deep within the
trees. Finches, tits
and woodpeckers
are much in
evidence as they
go about their busy
lives. Small and
larger mammals:
voles, mice, foxes
and badgers, are

ﬂeetingly seen or
noticed only by
their tracks.
Other woods have
grown up around
the Helford River,
either as the result
of plantations as
at Trelowarren,
or of natural
regeneration
where agriculture
has retreated. As
a result there is
a wide range of
diﬀerent woods and
trees, but it is the
ancient oak woods
that typify the
Helford and remind
us of an older,
wilder Cornwall.
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of charcoal.
Except in parts
of the National
Trust’s woodlands,
coppicing has long
since ceased.

