Growing a Medicinal Wood

Holt Wood News, January 2006

Trees are in the ground!

Many, many thanks to all our helpers who came in November 2005. They braved mud and snow to get the medicinal wood started. We enjoyed lots of sunshine, bonfires, and home-made soups. And we worked hard on clearing ground, marking out planting sites between the old conifer stumps, planting trees firmly, and putting on rabbit guards. Altogether we planted over 800 trees and shrubs on the site, mostly one or two year olds from a local tree nursery. Also we established a new mixed flower and fruit hedge, 100 metres long, to encourage bees and other insects. Now that the deer fence has been installed, we hope that there will be undisturbed growing conditions for these trees so that they will develop some roots to give a fine start in the spring. 

Despite the chilly weather we saw plenty of active wildlife including pheasants, buzzards, butterflies, dragonflies and a kingfisher. On the last weekend we were able to make a special planting of four yew trees around a small gully. We wanted to mark out the directions of north, west, south and east, making a peaceful 'sacred grove' where visitors can stop, enjoy the view, and meditate with healing thoughts! Yew trees are exceptionally long-lived, as well as having medicinal value, and we hope that the whole wood will also have a long and productive life providing sustainable supplies of medicinal herbs.

Basic structure of the wood now established

The 2 ½  acre wood in North Devon  is organised in twelve smaller sections, some have wet soil, some are steeply sloping and the rest are fairly flat and well-drained. Running from top to the bottom of the wood are two wide rides which divide the sections from each other and will provide largely open space. The overall effect is to create many wood 'edges'. The edge of a wood provides a valuable area for many plants, butterflies and other insects to thrive. It is also a suitable place for more light-demanding trees and shrubs. So we have a variety of growing situations to meet the needs of different plants. For example, in the wetter area we have planted willows, buckthorns, alder, aspen and downy birch with guelder rose around the edges. The guelder rose, Viburnum opulus, is also known  as Cramp Bark, and the bark of the tree can be used as an effective anti-spasmodic remedy for muscular pain and period pains. 

Future management

Our main task now is to ensure that the young trees are able to grow away with little or no competition from grass and weeds. Over the next few years we will be regularly visiting the wood to clear spaces around the trees, strim the rides, and cut back overgrowth of invasive plants such as nettle, ivy and bramble. Some additional trees will also be planted. 

Want to help? You are welcome to join us in Spring 2006 for Wood Weeding Days on Sat 18th February, Sun 12th March, and Sunday 9th April. Phone Anne to confirm details. Tel: 01363 777531. 

