Holt Wood News July 2008
Sustainable Medicinal Trees and Shrubs Project

Spring Days in the Wood
May was a perfect time to see the bluebells which have reappeared to carpet the sloping area (after a gap of some 40 years under dense pine trees) whilst ramsons were in full flower in damper areas. Wildlife included brimstone butterfly, newts and lizards. Our Open Day on 'First Aid in the Wood', during National Herbal Medicine Awareness Week in May, attracted a number of visitors including beekeepers and organic small holders, providing a very useful exchange of ideas. Anne described the work of a medical herbalist and  talked about herbal actions which could be of use in a first aid situation, such as astringents and anti-inflammatories, with examples of herbs in a woodland setting. We walked around the whole site and saw the trees and plants, both native and introduced, which could provide for first aid and other medicinal uses.

Ongoing Work

During the winter there was a considerable amount of rain and as in previous years there was much standing water in the lower part of Holt Wood alongside the meadow bordering the River Torridge. This wetter area is ideal for alders and willows and they are doing very well. However the sedges, reeds and long grasses are tough to deal with and earlier in 2008 we purchased a star blade brushcutter (Makita RBC3010) which is light but powerful. After brushcutting each area can then be 'mowed' using the petrol grass mower on a high wheel setting. Although our plan has been to cut the whole area on 3 occasions in the year, we are effectively brushcutting and mowing almost every week from February onwards (in between the day jobs!).

The whole area was originally planted in furrows with pine trees. Our priority is to enable the newly planted trees to grow and form a canopy and so we have been working to clear the furrows of competing 'weeds'. These furrows remain in the upper part of the wood, though elsewhere they have been gradually eroded to a flatter level. Our first idea of putting all the branches and debris from tree-felling into the furrows between plantings was intended to help this levelling process as the woody material broke down. However many of the thicker branches have not decayed and this has proved problematic as they are obstacles to cutting, also providing a refuge for especially 'tough' weeds like brambles and thistles. The branches have been pulled out of the furrows and piled up and will be later chipped for mulch to put round the trees. 
Overall the young trees are doing really well, a few parts of the wetter area are approaching canopy closure within a year or so which should mean a lessening of ground cover plant growth. Our current activity, apart from clearing, is to remove plants around the base of each tree by hand, take off the tree guard if the stem is large enough, and trim lower side branches off to around 0.5 m high. We have also 'pollarded' a small number of trees at about 1 metre height, to see whether this might produce more branches for useful medicinal bark.
New Planting

Thanks to Marion McConnochie and family for a potted oak tree about 1.5 metres tall that needed space to grow. Thanks to Peter Jarrett for  cuttings of  Siberian Ginseng, Eleutherococcus senticosus, from the Middlesex University Herb Garden. These have been grown on during the last year and several plants were put out in June 2008 to see how they fare. Also we have planted a Butternut, Juglans cinerea, grown from seed, a source of bark with laxative activity. These trees are suffering from fungal attack in their native land, and growing from seed is a much better way of encouraging natural resistance, since clones have been readily susceptible. Quite a few self-sown trees have established in the last 2 years and we have marked these with bamboo canes to distinguish them from the ground cover. On one day in March we spotted over 30 'new' trees which have grown from seed, mainly oak, ash, holly and birch. 
Links 

Fabulous news about a website since the beginning of March 2008. Sue and Michael have drafted a great design for a Holt Wood Herbs website where we can put photos and these newsletters. You can view the website at http://www.holtwoodherbs.co.uk/, and we hope to add more material as we develop the sustainable medicinal tree and shrub project. We would like to express our grateful thanks to Sue and Michael and Red Earth Studios at http://www.redearth-studios.co.uk/.
WORKING WOOD DAYS FOR THE REST OF 2008

Sats 2 August, 6 September, 4 October 2008 (the first Saturday each month) are Visit and Weed Days when we will be continuing to clear round the trees from 10am to 4pm. Get in touch if you would like a lift from Crediton around 9am.

All activities weather permitting, wear boots or wellies, and bring your thickest gardening gloves. Phone Anne or Kay at 01363 777531 or e-mail for directions to herbaid@metronet.co.uk . 
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 Bluebells at Holt Wood, 24 April 2008.
