














Indicators of ancient woodland 

Table 3 The richest si tes for Ancient Woodland Vascular Plants in NCC South Region plus Sussex and Kent (based 

mostly on data co llected for Hornby & Rose 1987). 

Upper Greensand Hangers, Hants 

Roydon Woods, Hants 

Ebernoe Common + adj. woods, Sussex 

Wealden Edge Hangers, Hants 

Langley Wood, Wilts 

Bix Bottom (Warburg Res), Oxon 

Butter Wood, Hants 

Covert Wood, Kent 

Pamber Forest, Hants 

Bou lsbury Wood, Hants 

New Forest A&O, Hants 

Wytham Wood, Oxon 

The Mens, Sussex 

Scords Wood, Kent 

Cranborne Chase, Wil ts 

Bisham Woods, Berks 

Challock Woods, Kent 

Bredhurst Hurst , Kent 

Ham Street, Kent 

Darenth Wood, Kent 

Bradley Woods, Wilts 

Great Ridge Wood , Wil ts 

Bowdown and Chamberhouse Woods, Berks 

Denge Woods, Kent 

Alkham Va lley, Kent 

Farmingham Wood, Kent 

Pitt-lIeden Wood, Kent 

Sheep house Copse, Hants 

Great Crabbles Wood, Kent 

Brasenose Wood, Oxon 

Idehurst Copse, Sussex 

Briddlesford and Firestone Copses, IoW 

Longleat High Wood, Wilts 

Catland, Foster 's and Dock Copses, Hants 

Wychwood, Oxon 

Catmore and Winterley Copses, Berks 

Bradenham Woods, Bucks 

Lynsore Bottom, Kent 

Swingfield Val ley, Kent 

Westerham Wood, Kent 

Sydlings Copse, Oxon 

Colerne Park, Wilts 

Greenham Common, Berks 

Wollage Wood*, Kent 

Coombe Vale, Dover, Kent 

Dallington Forest, Sussex 

Redhill Wood , Berks 

Marline Wood, Sussex 

Wicks and Hammer Woods, Chilhurst, Sussex 

Wakehurst Woods, Sussex 

Fairlight Glen, Sussex 

Maplehurst Wood N of Hastings, Sussex 

Saxonbury - Eridge, Sussex 

Area 

(ha) 

200+ 

299 

e l00 

238 

200 

105 

135 

350 

500 

212 

3640 

426 

e150 

e70 
680 

134 

e600 

e200 

97 

e126 

50 

e500 

67 
e600 

145 

71 

100 

40 

e33 

46 

c.40 

160 

e20 

36 

521 

25 

195 

50 

200 

e50 

2 
48 

286 

18 

e50 

e25 

29 

20 

e25 

e100 
25 

32 

e 120 

Status 

pSSSI 

SSSI/CWT 

SSSI/CWT 

NN RlCWT 

SSSI/NNR 

CWT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

CWT 

S.25 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI/CWT 

SSSI/NT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

NNR 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

CWT 

SSSI/CWT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SINC 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

pSSSI 

pSSSI/LNR 

NNR 

SSSI 

NT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

CWT 

WT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI/NT 

SSSI 

SSSI 

SSSI 

AWVPs Rare 

WVPs 

74 1 
74 0 

73 0 

64 6 

69 1 

62 6 

68 0 

66 

65 

65 0 

59 4 

6 1 1 

6 1 0 

58 

57 
53 

56 2 
55 2 
57 0 
55 1 

53 2 
52 2 

52 

52 

50 

51 

49 

50 1 

50 0 

49 0 

48 0 

48 0 

48 0 

48 0 

46 1 

47 0 

45 

47 0 

46 0 

46 0 

45 1 

43 2 
44 

44 
43 1 

42 2 

44 0 

42 0 

41 

39 

39 0 

37 0 

36 

Total 

75 
74 
73 

70 
70 
68 

68 

67 
66 

65 

63 

62 

61 

60 

59 

58 

58 

57 
57 
56 

55 
54 

54 

53 

52 

52 

51 

51 

50 

49 

48 

48 

48 

48 

47 
47 
47 
47 
46 

46 

46 

45 

45 

45 

44 

44 
44 
42 

42 

40 

39 

37 

37 

Broad geological type 

Upper Greensand 

Clay/gravels/sands 

Weald Clay 

Cha lk 

Clay/gravels 

Chalk 

Clay/Reading Beds/Chalk 

Chalk/Clay with flints 

C lay/Bagshot Beds 

Chalk/Reading Beds 

Clay/gravels/sands 

Limestone 

Wea ld Clay 

Lower Greensand 

Chalk 

Chalk 

Chalk plateau/ clay 

Chalk plateau/ clay 

Weald Clay 

ChalklTertiary sands/gravels 

Gault clay 

Chalk 

Clay/Bagshot Beds 

Chalk plateau and va lley 

Chalk valley 

Tertia ry sands/clays/g ravels 

Chalk plateau 

Chalk 

Cha lklTertai ry sands 

Clay 

Weald Clay 

Clay 

Gault clay 

Clay 

Limestone 

Clay 

Chalk 

Cha lk valley 

Cha lk valley 

Gault clay 

Limestone 

Limestone 

Clay/plateau gravel 

Chalk plateau 

Chalk valley 

Ashdown Sands 

Clay 

Ashdown Sands 

Lower Greensand 

T. Wells Sandstone, ete 

Ashdown Sands 

Clays/Ashdown Sand 

T. Wells SandIWhurst Clay 

Key SSSI = Site of Specia l Scientific Interest; NNR = National Nature Reserve; CWT = County Wi ldlife Trust reserve; WT = Wood land 

Trust reserve; NT = National Trust property; SI NC = Site of Interest for Nature Conservation (county level designation) 

* About 80% of Wollage Wood was destroyed to make way for development e 1965-66, but the numbers of species given above 

were still to be found in the remaining area in 1985. However, there were 59 AWVPs in 1965 and 64 in 1956. 

248 British Wildlife April 1999 



more limited. In the South-west, they do, however, 
demonstrate the exceptional richness of the woods 
in and around the Avon Gorge, which have one of 
the highest recorded scores of 69 (65 A WVPs plus 
four rare woodland species - and this certainly 
underestimates the number of microspecies of 
Sorbus present) . Woods in North Somerset seem 
to be generally rich, whilst data from Cornwall 
suggest that the average number of A WVPs per 
wood is considerably lower. The top sites known 
to us, with their present A WVP scores, are as 
follows: 
Somerset 
Neroche Forest (Ruttersleigh Farm) 
Horner Combe 
Withial Combe, Pennard 
Haddeo Valley 
Holford Glen 
Cornwall 
Millook Woods, Trenganor 
The Dizzard, nr Crackington 
Draynes Wood, Liskeard 
Boconnoc Park, Lostwithiel 

41 
40 
33 (+ 1 rare sp.) 
33 
33 

34 
33 
23 
21 

In the mild, wet south-western counties, some 
species which elsewhere are rare and restricted to 
woodland become much more common and wide­
spread, for example, Hay-scented Buckler-fern, 
Cornish Moneywort Sibthorpia europaea and Ivy­
leaved Bellflower Wahlenbergia hederacea. 
Contrariwise, some which are ecologically toler­
ant further east become much more strongly asso­
ciated with ancient woodland in the south-west, 
especially in Cornwall , where Twayblade Listera 
ovata and Spindle Euonymus euopaeus seem to be 
good indicator species, but only the latter is used 
on the South-west A WVP list. 

From our more limited data from south-east 
England, Kent has a large number of high-scoring 
woods. As in South Region, most of them are large 
woods on mixed soils, many on the dip slopes of 
the North Downs with areas of acidic clays or 
even sandy 'clay-with-flints'. The scarp woods, on 
the other hand, seem relatively impoverished, 
especially when compared with the Wealden Edge 
Hangers in H ampshire. In the central Weald of 
Kent and Sussex, A WVP scores are also relatively 
low, probably because the exceptionally acidic 
sands and clays encountered here limit the diver­
sity of the ground flora. The woods we sampled 
on the South Downs were also surprisingly poor in 
A WVPs, consistent with historical surveys which 
suggest that many are secondary woods of rela-

Indicators of ancient woodland 

The ancient woodland at Dizzard on the north 
Cornwall coast is only chest high in places, but the 
low, windblown canopy conceals a wealth of 
vascular plants and epiphytes. Bob Gibbons 

tively recent origin. H owever, the quite recently 
discovered old coppice woods on the South 
Downs (with Large-leaved Lime Tilia platyphyl­
los, clearly native here) have much richer flora s. 
Nevertheless, the richest woods in Sussex are in 
the Western Weald, especially on ancient wooded 
commons such as Ebernoe Common and The 
Mens, or where the local Paladina limestone 
outcrops. 

Limitations of the AWVP lists 

Ancient Woodland Vascular Plants ha ve been 
widely used in conservation work for more than 
ten years, and are routinely mentioned in local 
floras and survey reports. The new Flora of 
Oxfordshire (Killick et al. 1998), for example, 

The extensive woodlands at Ebernoe Common in 
West Sussex have one of the highest AWVP lists in 
Britain. Bob Gibbons 
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cation. 

Many ancient woodlands in East Anglia, such as Bradfield Woods 
shown here, have a long history of coppice management, w hich means 
that while they may have impressive lists of AWVPs t he number of 
ancient woodland epiphytes is much lower. Peter Loughran 

We do not claim that all, or 
indeed any, of the A WVPs are 
strictly faithful to ancient wood­
land. Where secondary wood­
land abuts directly onto older 
woodland, it will acquire species 
much more rapidly than do 
isolated woods. Many ecologi­
cally widespread plants behave 
differently from one soil type to 
another; for example, Wood 
Spurge Euphorbia amyg­
daloides may be faithful to 
ancient woods on acid clays in 
central-southern England, but is 
certainly not so on the chalk, 
where it commonly occurs in 
secondary woods (also in west­
ern Britain and on the the Folke-
stone to Dover cliffs in Kent, it 
can occur outside woods). The 
Oxlip is confined to woodland -

notes that some of the ash-maple woods there 
contain over 30 A WVPs, while the older, mainly 
oak-hazel woods on Ditchley estate scored 51, 
despite much replanting. Some of the investigators 
have refined our regional lists for local use, quite 
properly, so that the revised list is based on 
improved field data . Interestingly, from a very 
different part of Britain, in the recently published 
Flora of Montgomeryshire (1995), the authors 
have drawn up an A WVP list of 23 species, all of 
which are also in Table 2, and whose distribution 
shows a close correlation with the distribution of 
ancient woodlands in the county as mapped from 
data from the NCC Inventory of Ancient Wood­
land. 

While the wide use of A WVP lists as a 
surveyor's tool is obviously gratifying to its origi­
nators, their sometimes apparently uncritical use 
leads us to remind users that they should be 
regarded only as a tool, and not as an infallible 
guide. The lists should be used intelligently and in 
combination with other information. In the 
1980s, they were used in combination with the 
semi-natural woodland stand-types described by 
George Peterken, to help define the best examples . 
They sit less easily with the broader descriptive 
classification of the National Vegetation Classifi-
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mostly ancient woodland - but 
that may be because most of its sites on wet mead­
ows have been ploughed up. In an earlier issue of 
British Wildlife, Spencer (1990) properly warned 
that few, if any, plant species oblige us by acting as 
living ancient monuments. They all have their indi­
vidual ecology and reproductive biology, and no 
doubt still have the capacity to surprise us. We 
need in addition to be careful of wild flowers 
which are also grown in gardened landscapes, such 
as Spurge-Iaurel Daphne laureola or Wild Daffodil 
Narcissus pseudonarcissus. Although these species 
have poor powers of natural dispersal, they should 
be treated with suspicion unless they occur well 
within the wood. Hence, the sum of the lists of 
A WVPs is more valid than their constituent 
species. 

As we have seen, a high A WVP score is a reli­
able indication of natural diversity. A high score is 
also indicative of ancient, possibly primary wood­
land, but it does not on its own constitute proof. 
One of the richest woods in Oxfordshire, Sidlings 
Copse, with 46 A WVPs in only 2ha, has been 
shown by Day (1993) to be an ancient secondary 
wood, of post-Norman origin. From its woodland 
flora, one would have expected this small wood to 
be primary woodland. It has, presumably, 
acquired an unusually rich flora quickly through 



its exceptional diversity and proximity to a histor­
ically well-wooded district. But it makes a case­
study in caution against using the lists uncritically . 

Alternatively, some woods which attract only a 
relatively low A WVP score are certainly ancient. 
Grazed wooded commons are often poor in 
A WVPs, though their flora of epiphytic lichens or 
fauna of saproxylic insects often tells a very differ­
ent story. I (Rose 1976) have produced an index 
based on epiphytic lichens that seems to be a reli­
able method of identifying ancient woodland 
areas, at least within the limits of clean air and 
suitably large trees, especially in sites that are, or 
have been, pasture woodland with open glades . 
The old woods of East Anglia, such as Bradfield 
Woods N R, because of their history of extensive 
coppice manangement, are usually very poor in 
lichen indicators but often rich in A WVPs. Quite 
often lowland sites that are rich in lichens or 
saproxylic invertebrates are poor in A WVPs, and 
vice versa. On the other hand, many of the best 
woods in the South Region, such as Wytham 
Wood, Pamber Forest, Wychwood and Chamber­
house Woods, are rich in both A WVPs and inver­
tebrates, though not always in old woodland 
lichens (see Rose 1992 & 1993 for further details; 
bryophyte indicators are also discussed there, but 
present their own problems). 

Notwithstanding these limitations, which need 
to be understood when evaluating sites for nature­
conservation purposes, we believe that the 
regional lists of A WVPs do provide a broad frame­
work in which one can place individual sites. For 
the identification and evaluation of diverse woods, 
rich in vascular plants, they should be perfectly 
adequate. To establish a wood's probable age and 
origin, however, they should be used with due 
care, and preferably in combination with histori­
cal information. 

Our basic thesis is that anyone (or even several) 
A WVP species may have little or no significance. 
The whole concept is concerned with statistical 
probability. We believe that as the number of 
A WVP species that occurs in a site increases so the 
statistical probability of the wood being ancient 
also increases. Our A WVP species form a contin­
uum from the very rare (too rare to use in the 
tables) that are certainly characteristic of, and 
faithful to, ancient woods, to those that are wide­
spread in old woods, but not always confined to 
such woods . Finally, whether or not one considers 

Indicators of ancient woodland 

that the antiquity of a wood is linked to its floristic 
diversity, a high score in a site is a very practical 
guide to its conservation value. 
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