Holt Wood News July 2007

Sustainable Medicinal Trees and Shrubs Project

Tree Progress

In the wet area the alder, aspen and willow are growing strongly. The Buckthorns have been heavily munched by Brimstone (we think) butterfly caterpillars. On the plus side, if the caterpillars do well, the Brimstone butterfly is a glorious rich yellow. And if the trees survive defoliation then perhaps they will produce more secondary metabolites against these creatures and thus more medicinal constituents. On the minus side, the loss of foliage will slow down growth and thus production of medicinal bark. Elsewhere the trees are doing well, some like Elder and Blackthorn are quite tall already, the Oaks catching up after a slow start. We are pleased that the Virginian Witch-hazel (Hamamelis virginiana) mostly seem to have survived, as have the Ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba) and Prickly Ash (Zanthoxylum americanum). There are also many native seedlings of Aspen, Oak and Ash which we are marking to try to preserve from weeding activities, except in the rides. Sadly many of the Oregon Grape Root (Mahonia aquifolium) do not seem to have recovered from winter wind damage and lack of shade, and we will replant when the other trees provide a bit more cover.

New Planting

There is one part of the area which does offer some shade, and that is the furthest place from the main gate, the bottom far corner near an ancient stand of oak and alder trees in the neighbouring meadow. The soil here is brown and richer in humus and there is already a native stand of valerian growing well. This seemed an ideal place to locate some Black Cohosh (Cimicifuga racemosa) and Bayberry (Myrica cerifera). Both are plants which come to us through the North American herbal repertoire. Black Cohosh is often used in women's hormonal conditions, although it does not contain oestrogens, the plant appears to provide a sedative and oestrogenic effect most useful in menopause. These plants were grown from division and seed respectively and individually planted with a liberal dressing of chipped garden shrubs (from our home garden) with the aim of providing moisture retention and a better substrate for beneficial fungi and other microbes.

Other Activities

The remaining Sitka Spruce in this area, in a strip between Holt Wood  and the road, belonging to the Woodland Management Company, have been felled. This is a 'good thing' in that these trees became liable to falling over once exposed to the elements after our trees came down in 2005. The trees at the edges were strongly rooted but those in the middle and in boggy parts were very liable to fall, and about 8 or 9 had already fallen, some hanging on other trees. One way to tell if a tree is becoming unstable is to look at the base of the tree and spot tell-tale cracks in the earth around the area. If you walk along the top fence of Holt Wood you can see these signs around some of the remaining tree stumps.

We have so many beautiful weeds! There are large stands of purple Foxglove, which have taken over from the glorious contrast of red and yellowy-green of Red Campion and Wood Spurge. Strimming has been our main preoccupation, to clear the camping area, some pathways. Our latest acquisition is a lightweight aluminium scythe with wooden handles and a 20 inch blade. Used correctly and sharpened regularly, it can make short work of many 'weeds' so we will be trying it out soon. We will have to identify a yearly programme of cutting that helps to free the trees to grow but also allows ground nesting birds and other creatures time to mature, and seed to form for wildflower renewal. Advice on timing of cutting from experienced wildflower growers would be welcome!!

Open Day washout! What a horrible weekend it was at the Whitsun Bank Holiday. Our Open Day was advertised as part of National Herbal Medicine Awareness Week 2007. It was terribly cold and wet, and just 1 hardy soul came to visit the wood. Despite the weather we had an interesting time walking around the planted area, identifying trees and wildflowers.

Wood Events for Summer and Autumn 2007

Summer camp, we are fortunate to have visitors linked to Middlesex University coming down towards the end of July. This will provide an opportunity for mapping the trees so that each can be uniquely identified, harvesting some bark samples, and, of course, more weeding. Come and join us in these activities on Saturday 21st July. Phone for lifts or just turn up on the day, preferably with fruit and cake for an afternoon picnic, 2 – 4pm!

Other Wood Working Days this year will be Saturdays 11 August, 8 September, 13 October 2007. Let us know if you plan to come so we can co-ordinate lifts and advise of any last minute changes. Call Anne or Kay on 01363 777531 or 07817762549, email us at herbaid@metronet.co.uk .
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Foxglove, June, Holt Wood, near Great Torrington.

