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P ennine Prospects’ Celebrating Our Woodland Heritage 
project was jointly funded by the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund, Yorkshire Water, Newground Together and the Green 

Bank Trust, and supported by the School of Archaeological and 
Forensic Sciences at University of Bradford.

Over a three year period (2016-2019) the project sought to 
enhance our understanding of how woodlands have been used 
and developed in the past, whilst promoting people of all ages 
to explore the woodlands located across the South Pennines.

It is surprising to think that before this project, woodlands across 
the region had received very little archaeological attention, with 
the exception of a few locations such as Sunnyhurst Woods 
in Darwen, Judy Woods in Bradford and Hardcastle Crags in 
Hebden Bridge, where local volunteers and friends of groups 
had taken it upon themselves to explore the archives and search 
for archaeological remains to shed light on their woodlands’ 
past life.

This project aimed to change all of this! Through a series 
of community archaeological surveys and excavations; a 
programme of forest schools; and abundant heritage workshops 
and festivals including a conference to celebrate all things 
woodland, members of the public, families, societies, school 
children and students have contributed to telling the stories of 
our South Pennine woodlands.

Introduction
About Celebrating Our Woodland Heritage

Ancient Woodlands such as Callis Wood in the Calder Valley 
are rich in wild life and plant life.
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This book serves as a summary of the project, providing you with a glimpse into the historical role woodlands have played in human 
society and why they should be preserved and encouraged to grow: not simply because of their historical significance, but because of 
their continuing environmental significance in this unique upland landscape.

Location of woodlands investigated across the South Pennines as part of the project.



7

T
he South Pennines is an area measuring 1555 square kilometres (600 square miles) located between the Peak District National 
Park and Yorkshire Dales National Park, and forms part of the Pennine ridge of hills. The region straddles the counties of Lancashire 
(including part of Greater Manchester) and West Yorkshire a landscape recognised for its large-scale sweeping moorlands, pastures 

enclosed by drystone walls, and gritstone settlements contained within narrow valleys.

Woodland across the region covers an area of over 7514 hectares (18568 acres or 75 square kilometres) and is often found hugging the 
steep slopes of the narrow South Pennine Valleys, land which is largely regarded as unsuitable for settlement and farming. There are three 
broad types of woodland found across the region. These are:

These woodlands are thought to have persisted at a 
site since at least 1600CE, usually discerned through 
the survival of historic documentation. Although 
they are likely to have been managed and utilised 
by humans over generations, they have avoided the 
development of the landscape seen elsewhere for the 
purposes of farming and industrial settlement. As a 
result, they support unique and complex communities 
of plants, fungi, insects and microorganisms whilst 
supporting habitats for birds, deer, rabbits, badgers 
and other mammals. Only 1144 hectares (2827 acres) 
of ancient and semi-natural woodland survive in the 
South Pennines.

Woodlands of the South Pennines

Ancient and Semi-Natural Woodland

The Woodland Trust property of Walker Fold Wood 
on Smithills Estate is a prime example of ancient 
semi-natural woodland rich in flora.
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Like ancient and semi-natural woodland, these sites have a 
long history of woodland cover. However the original, “natural” 
woodland has been cleared, and replaced by a plantation 
of either native or exotic tree species. Typically these are 
conifers, but can include broadleaved planting such as beech,  
sycamore and sweet chestnut. Despite the removal of the original 
woodland canopy, these plantation woodlands sometimes inherit 
the specialist ground flora indicator species of ancient woodland 
such as bluebells, ramsons, hard fern, wood anemone, wood-
sorrel, primrose and lily-of-the-valley. In all, 380 hectares (939 
acres) of plantations on ancient woodland are recognised in the 
region.

Plantation woodland within the South Pennines is often found 
around 19th century reservoirs and private estates, where conifer 
or mixed conifer and broadleaved woodland was introduced as a 
source of revenue. Only later was it valued for providing landscape 
amenity and a habitat for wildlife, and more recently for contributing 
towards natural flood management and combating climate change. 
These plantations are often species-poor (with the exception of 
birds) and often occur on land that was previously not wooded and 
used as enclosed pasture or unenclosed moorland. As a result they 
have a distinctly different character to sites of ancient woodland, 
and sometimes preserve archaeological features relating to  
pre-plantation land use.

Plantation on Ancient Woodland Plantation Woodland

Wood-sorrel
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Wood Anemone

Ramsons
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O
ur story of woodlands begins with the retreat of the ice sheets and glaciers which covered much of the British Isles at the end 
of the last Ice Age some 12000 years ago. As the climate warmed, so the landscape transformed from tundra to one which 
gradually supported birch, hazel and pine woodland. It was into this environment that Mesolithic hunter and gatherer communities 

moved, lived and prospered; foraging seasonal leaves, fruits and nuts, and hunting game such as elk, deer, wild boar and aurochs as 
well as fish. Between 6000 and 4000BCE oak, elm and alder had also become established across the region, replacing the pine which 
preceded it. This gradual change over 4000 years led to a mixed landscape containing dense forest, open woodland and solitary trees 
within large areas of grassland maintained by herbivores. Tree cover had also started withdrawing from what we now know as moorland 
due to the wetter climate and the slow development of peat on ground above 300 metres (c.1000 feet).

The Story of South Pennine Woodlands
After The Ice

Our evidence for the past landscape and 
environmental change within the South 
Pennines is largely reliant on the waterlogged 
conditions of the moorlands. Preserved within 
the layers of peat are the remains of trees, 
shrubs, and plants, as well as pollen. Analysis 
of these botanical remains from different 
depths can indicate how the vegetation 
changed over time.

A recent study of a 2.88m core of peat from 
Ovenden Moor indicates pastoral and arable 
farming began during the Neolithic and 
Middle Bronze Age. Evidence for woodland 
fluctuates throughout the core, indicating a 
number of periods of upland abandonment. 
By the Middle Iron Age, the landscape had 
been firmly established as open land for the 
grazing of livestock.
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An artists impression of a South Pennines landscape during the Late Mesolithic (c.6000 BCE).  
Hunter gatherer communities live off the fruits and game of this largely wooded environment. © John Hodgson
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An example of a prehistoric tool kit which could comprise of flint blades,  
flakes, arrowheads, stone axes, bone needless, and cordage.
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Of course not all of this landscape change was natural. Mesolithic communities played their small part in altering the ‘wildwood’ landscape 
they lived in. From the creation of small clearings to attract grazing herbivores, to making tools, fuelling hearths and providing materials 
for structures, their actions will have begun to make an impact on this otherwise natural environment.

Evidence for Mesolithic communities has been found across the uplands of the South Pennines, from Rivington Moor and Holcombe 
Moor in Lancashire, to Ilkley Moor, Midgley Moor and Marsden Moor in West Yorkshire. Their presence is marked by either individual stone 
tools or concentrated scatters, which represent small workshop sites where flint and sometimes chert tools were constructed. On March 
Hill, to the west of Marsden, a high concentration of Late Mesolithic flint tools and flakes were found alongside a number of hearths. This 
conjures an image of people over six and a half thousand years ago, sitting and chatting around a fire at the edge of a woodland glade, 
repairing and making flint arrows, flint blades, and creating and mounting knives or even an adze (similar to an axe) for use in carpentry. 
We must remember, however, that their full toolkit did not simply consist of stone tools but also those made from animal skin, bone, fur, 
gut, sinew, horn, teeth, antler, wood, bark and plant fibre. All of these resources were available within their wooded environment.

Although we do not yet have evidence for Mesolithic hunter-gather communities building houses in the South Pennines, we can be almost 
certain they did. Evidence for Mesolithic buildings is growing all the time. From the Mendips in the southwest of England, to Star Carr near 
Scarborough and Deepcar in Sheffield, evidence for using the woodland resource to build circular timber dwellings dates as far back as 
8500BCE.
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w ith the domestication of cereals such as wheat 
and barley, and the arrival of the plough or 
ard to Northwest Europe some 6000 years 

ago, the population and communities of the British 
Isles began to increase, adopting the growing of food 
alongside husbandry of cattle, sheep and pigs. This 
period, known as the Neolithic (4000-2500BCE), led to 
the establishment of permanent settlements, funerary 
monuments, the introduction of ceramics, and the 
establishment of agricultural land, although it should be 
noted that communities continued to gather and hunt 
wild foods. This marked change in how society worked 
certainly placed extra pressures on the wildwood 
resource. More land was required for farming, more 
timber and wood was required for building dwellings and 
funerary monuments (such as henges and long barrows), 
fuel wood was required for firing ceramic pots as well as 
for cooking, heating, and other everyday items just as it 
had before the arrival of agriculture.

Much of the evidence for Early Neolithic (4000-3600BCE) 
activity in the South Pennines survives in the form of 
chance discoveries of stone axes (Group VI axes of 

Cumbrian stone) and flint tools from what are now the moorland regions, 
and on occasion as a result of agricultural activity or suburban development. 
The presence of flint tools and part of a polished stone axe from an early 
phase of activity at Castle Hill in Almondbury (south of Huddersfield) has led 
to speculation that there may have been a Neolithic enclosure at the site at 
least 2000 years before the Late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age hillfort.

There is a scarcity of evidence for Neolithic settlement within the South 
Pennines compared to adjacent areas of Yorkshire and Lancashire. This 
suggests that the area was utilised primarily for trans-Pennine movement or 
seasonal use rather than permanent agriculture. As such the clearance of 
woodland from the region is likely to have been minimal compared to other 
regions.

The Arrival of Agriculture

These replica Neolithic and Bronze Age houses at 
Stonehenge are based on archaeological remains 
found at Durrington Wells, and are similar to the type 
of structures that would have existed in the South 
Pennines.
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An artists impression of a South Pennines landscape during the Early Bronze Age  
(c.2500 BCE). Human interaction and climate change has led to the gradual loss of woodland 
on the high ground. © John Hodgson
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Where evidence of settlement dating to the Late Neolithic (3200-2500BCE) and early Bronze Age transition (2500-2300BCE) does 
appear, it is enigmatic. At Backstone Edge on Ilkley Moor, a presumed field or enclosure built of locally sourced gritstone, as well as 
hut circles with gritstone foundations were found in association with cup-marked rock art. Excavation at the site led to the recovery of 
Grooved Ware pottery and flint tools, while a radiocarbon date of cal 2923 – 2613BCE came from a fragment of associated charcoal.

Partially reconstructed foundations of a Late Neolithic hut circle located  
on the inside edge of a walled enclosure located on Ilkley Moor.
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This site, now on open moorland, provides us with a glimpse into a distant past. The small walled enclosure would have sat within a mixed 
upland woodland setting which included oak, hazel and birch trees. The enclosure may have represented the last of a mosaic of clearings 
created for farming and then abandoned once the soils became exhausted. The site of two hut circles with dry stone foundations (which 
likely supported timber and wattle walls and thatched roof) were built into the inside edge of the enclosure wall and were large enough to 
support an extended or two small families. These huts served as spaces to prepare food, to eat and to sleep, to undertake tasks such as 
basketry, making pottery, spinning and weaving, creating and maintaining tools, and to store harvested crops and gathered fruits.

An example of one of many cup and ring marked stones located 
across the Aire Valley.  This one includes a number of carved grooves.
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Within the centre of the enclosure are three 
large naturally located gritstone rocks with  
cup-mark incisions. The precise meaning of the 
designs is unknown to us, although they have 
been interpreted as sacred or religious symbols 
or even as maps - perhaps even relating to 
constellations in the night sky. Given that 
Neolithic and early Bronze Age communities 
lived in a largely wooded environment, it is 
highly likely that trees formed a key part of their 
understanding of the world, perhaps featuring 
in their belief systems, perhaps as living beings 
with powers of their own. Do cup-marks and 
cup and ring-marks in some way symbolise this 
connection to their wooded landscape?

Along with the adoption of agriculture, 
people also began to create ceramic vessels 
for storage, consumption, as well as for 
containing cremations. These pinch pot 
or coil made vessels were fired in open or 
covered pits.
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D
uring the Bronze Age (2500-750BCE) and Iron Age 
(750BCE-70CE) spreading agriculture and settlement in the 
South Pennines led to the expansion of woodland clearings.  

Tree cover was also in decline as a result of a wetter climate, 
which served to encourage the development of peat and heath 
at elevations over 300m.  Moorland areas contain only funerary 
monuments (such as barrows and ring cairns) from these periods, 
suggesting that settlement and farming had become untenable 
at higher altitudes due to the changed environmental conditions.  
This displacement of communities would have contributed to the 
further decline of woodland cover in the valleys.  It has also been 
suggested that woodlands were pressured during the Iron Age by 
an increase in the use of the Pennine uplands for transhumance 
grazing: the seasonal movement of people and livestock into the 
hills to take advantage of summer grass growth.

Community investigations within areas that we regard today 
as Ancient woodland (such as Honley Wood to the south of 
Huddersfield, Buck Wood near Esholt and Hirst Wood to the west 
of Saltaire) have uncovered earthwork remains relating to Late 
Prehistoric and Romano-British settlement.

At Buck Wood in 2009, the Friends of Buck Wood investigated a 
possible Bronze Age enclosure and identified nine Late Neolithic/
Early Bronze Age carved rocks, not unlike those found on Baildon 
and Ilkley Moors.  The oval enclosure was surrounded by a dry 
stone, rubble-filled wall (at least at its lower level), and included a 
number of hut circles within it.  At Hirst Wood and Shipley Glen, three 
possible Iron Age hut circles survive within what are regarded as 

continuously wooded locations.  What was previously considered 
a Bronze Age enclosure within Honley Wood has recently been 
identified as Romano-British in origin by Huddersfield and District 
Archaeological Society as a result of a series of community 
excavations in 2016 and 2017.  Like the enclosure at Buck Wood, 
the D-shaped enclosure at Honley Wood was also enclosed by a 
wall up to 2.7m wide, with a well-built outer face and rubble infill.

The shift in the pattern of settlement towards lower altitudes would 
have had a real impact on trees and woodlands.  Not simply 
because of the requirement to clear areas for the settlement sites 
and associated arable fields and pasture, but because wood and 
timber was an essential resource.  It was used for everything from 
the building and repair of houses and barns to the upkeep of 
fences and hedges as well as for everyday items such as furniture 
and tools. Wood was an important fuel for the domestic hearth 
and, after being converted to charcoal, for metal working.  For the 
first time high levels of charcoal will have been required for iron 
smelting because, unlike wood, charcoal is almost pure carbon 
and can burn at higher temperatures, making it particularly suited 
to extracting iron from mined ore.

Following the Roman conquest (120-140CE) it has been estimated 
that around Battle in Sussex, 550 tons of iron was produced a year.  
Considering it takes approximately 7 tons of wood to create 1 ton 
of charcoal, it has been estimated the industry would have required 
the annual growth of about 23000 acres of woodland.  Although 
the South Pennines did not support an industry comparable in 
scale to the Sussex Weald, individual metal workers across the 
region and small industries within settlements such as Ilkley and 
Manchester would have required a reliable source of charcoal.

The Coming of Metallurgy
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An artists impression of a South Pennines landscape during the Roman Period (c.100 CE). 
Note the increased clearance of woodland and in-creased pattern of enclosure and settlement. © John Hodgson
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T
he 9th and 10th centuries CE were a period of Anglo-Saxon 
and Scandinavian migration into the region, and pollen 
sequences indicate extensive woodland clearance.  Many 

place names originate from this time and often contain elements 
related to woodlands and clearance, such as the Old English lēah 
(-ley), sceaga (shaw) and wudu (wood), and the Scandinavian skógr 
(scrogs/shroggs) as well as tree names such as ash, oak and holly.  
It is likely that woodland was, at this point, part of the common 
grazing land and had not been enclosed into discrete parcels. 

Following the Norman invasion in 1066 and the subsequent 
harrying of the north between 1069 and 1070, the Domesday 
Book was created: it was the first systematic survey of land in 
England.  Woodlands in the South Pennines were not described in 
much detail, but it is clear that they were still predominantly used 
as wood pasture, or silva pastilis. 

This form of woodland is the only one mentioned in the entry for 
the extensive manor of Wakefield, which covered the majority of 
Calderdale, as well as estates in the Aire valley.  Only in the north of 
the study area was silva minuta recorded, which is often translated 
as coppice.  This form of woodland is managed by regular cutting 
and re-cutting of the fast, straight growth from tree stumps.  
It produces a reliable and large harvest of rods, poles and other 
useful pieces of wood.  However, it requires fences to protect the 
lush young shoots from livestock and wild animals.  The manor of 
Otley along the river Wharfe seems to have had a large amount of 
this type of woodland.  Many Lancashire estates of the study area 
had the extent of woodland recorded in their Domesday entries, 
but not the type.  

The Forest 

14th century bowl turning © Dave Doyle Comms.
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An experimental bloomery used to replicate 
medieval and earlier iron smelting.
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The medieval period saw the creation of four forests across the South Pennines: Sowerbyshire, Rossendale, Trawden and Blackburn.  
Although they differed in their legal status, in effect they were all landscapes maintained for the aristocracy to hunt wild game such as deer, 
as well as breeding livestock at large farms called vaccaries.  Medieval forests were not necessarily covered in trees, and these upland 
areas would mostly have been open moorland, rough grazing and wood pasture.  Forest law meant that normal people were fined for 
accessing resources which were, in other places, a common right.  These included the cutting of trees and the grazing of animals.  The 
population increased dramatically during the 12th, 13th and early 14th centuries, and many clearings were made in wooded areas for 
new settlements and fields, often denoted by place names with the suffix -royd.  Growing population pressure was also the likely cause of 
some forests disappearing and the creation of smaller deer parks, in which wild animals were hunted across open moorland and wooded 
valleys.  Examples include Musbury, Denholme and Erringden, where parts of the original boundary can still be seen in Callis Wood.  An 
earth bank was topped by a timber palisade, or large fence, to keep deer within the park.

A selection of medieval wood working tools © Dave Doyle Comms.
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The medieval landscape (c.1300 CE). © John Hodgson
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More people also meant a greater demand on woodland for industrial purposes.  Large timbers were used to construct water-powered 
mills and their sluice gates; bark was peeled from oak trees each spring so that tanneries could make leather; and small furnaces 
smelted iron in the woodlands from quarried ore and charcoal made from surrounding trees.  In 2002-3, an excavation in Myers Wood in 
Kirkburton by the Huddersfield & District Archaeological Society uncovered an impressive medieval iron-working complex including an ore 
roasting hearth, numerous furnaces, a smithing area and charcoal burning platforms.  Other smelting sites were temporary and left little 
trace, only a scatter of slag and charcoal, as was found at Hardcastle Crags near Hebden Bridge during the project surveys.  It is likely that 
many hundreds of iron working sites existed in woodlands across the South Pennines, but only a fraction of them have ever been found.

During the late 14th and 15th centuries CE there was a shift in the uplands from the maintenance of the landscape for hunting or livestock 
breeding controlled by those of high social status, to a landscape dominated by commercial hill farms, often operated by freehold tenants.  
This involved enclosure and a significant shift of common land into private control.  Woodlands were part of this change, with wood 
pasture being parceled up and more intensively managed, often as coppice. Low, rough boulder walls can sometimes be seen snaking down 
wooded valley sides along ownership boundaries: these may represent late medieval divisions of the valuable woodland resource.
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T his map of farmland to the north of Todmorden reveals that it was once a wooded landscape, despite the lack of trees when it 
was surveyed in the 19th century.  Numerous places have names denoting a clearance: Greenhurst Hey, Swallowshaw, Hollinroyd 
and East Lee.  Birks was the place of birch trees, Ashes was surrounded by ash trees, Wickenberry Clough was full of rowan and 

Hollinroyd was the clearing amidst the holly trees.  Spring Wood is a regional term for coppiced woodland.

Place Names

Section of Ordnance Survey map of 1894 (six-inch, Yorkshire sheet 229, surveyed 1889-93).  
Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland.
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P
ollen sequences for the region show a slight increase in tree 
cover in the late medieval period, probably following the 
devastation of the Black Death.  By the 1500s the population 

was increasing again, the woollen textile industry was growing in 
dual-economy farmsteads scattered across the hillsides, and more 
farmland was being taken in from the wastes and common, which 
led to tree cover and woodlands being pushed back to the steep 
valley sides and cloughs.  During the 1600s the area was becoming 
more prosperous, stone farmhouses were built and the landscape 
acquired many of the characteristics which it still has today.  
  
Wood has always been an important domestic fuel and would 
have been used alongside peat and turf for heating, cooking and 
small scale industrial processes such as dying wool.  However the 
South Pennines lie on, or near to, extensive coal beds, and by 
the 16th century coal became the standard fuel of the region.  In 
1527 James Roberts of Burnley parish, aged 79, could claim that 
nobody had “any need in time past to get coals for their fuel, by 
reason they had plenty of wood from the forests and turves at their 
liberty, which now be decayed and restrained from them”.  Even 
though wood was becoming less important as fuel, the changing 
economy held many demands for timber. The many coal mines 
required pit props, or “punch wood”, which were harvested from 
local woodlands. There was some continuation of the use charcoal 
for iron smelting, such as in Hirst Wood and the wider valley around 
Shipley, where Tudor bloomsmithies were converted into a 
short-lived blast furnace in the 1590s. On the other side of the 
Pennines, a blast furnace operated at Holme Chapel in Cliviger in 
the early 1700s.  These operations required many tons of charcoal, 

made in the surrounding woodlands by heating branch wood in 
large stacks covered with bracken and turf. The circular, level 
platforms where charcoal was made can still be seen in woodlands 
throughout the region: in Hardcastle Crags alone, 84 charcoal 
burning platforms were identified during the surveys undertaken.

By 1700, another market for locally produced charcoal had 
emerged: wool combing.  Long staple wool from East Yorkshire 
and Lincolnshire was brought into the South Pennines, where it 
was combed into smooth tresses over a charcoal-fuelled stove. 
It was then spun and woven into worsted cloth. This became a 
huge industry centred on the towns of Bradford, Halifax and 
Keighley, and by the 1840s over 70 million pounds of raw wool 
was combed by 40,000 wool combers in the region.  Woodlands 
in the South Pennines were at their most valuable during the 
early 1800s, as mills were built and the population rapidly grew.  
Burgeoning industries required wood products, many of which 
were sourced from local woodland.  Mill machinery had wooden 
frames, bobbins were produced in their millions, every worker 
required clogs with wooden soles and materials were moved 
and stored in wooden baskets.  More and more pit props were 
needed, as well as scaffolding and poles for stone quarries, which 
would often be found within woodlands.  Large quantities of oak 
bark were needed by local leather tanneries, which supplied 
the material not only for shoes and clothing, but drive belts and 
picking bands for the new mill machinery.  Where detailed records 
exist, it is clear that all these products came from each woodland, 
for example at the small Knotts Wood in Cornholme.  It was 
managed as an oak-dominated coppice cut every 21-25 years.   

Industrial Revolution



28

Once coppiced oak woodland at Knotts Wood, Cornholme.
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The bark was peeled from the trees, charcoal was made from 
the branches, then the different sizes and qualities of wood were 
sold directly to different local businesses.  Not all woodlands were 
managed in this intensive way, however.  Others, particularly small 
parcels on steep slopes which were part of tenanted farms, were 
managed in a more relaxed, unpredictable manner, often treated as 
a generational windfall of cash, with livestock allowed to graze in 
them in between fellings.  Up to half of the trees would be auctioned 
off to local timber merchants, probably every 30-40 years, who 
would fell and process them with a team of men.  Examples include 
Stonesheygate and Ingham Woods within Hardcastle Crags.  
Although much local timber was used in construction, these 
timber merchants would also handle imported planks, boards and 
beams sourced from the Baltic and America via the port of Hull and 
transported along the canal network.

Woodlands in the South Pennines were therefore an important 
part of the process of industrialisation, and in consequence their 
biodiversity suffered.  Those which were most heavily used, both 
for wood and for grazing, now have a low number of plant species 
and often thin soil.  Air pollution also impacted these ecosystems 
along with quarrying, dumping and the development of roads and 
railways.  The woodlands of Wharfedale were not subject to the 
same level of industrialisation, however, and survive today with 
a greater range of plant species.  Middleton Woods at Ilkley, for 
example, was used for high status recreation during the 18th and 
19th centuries, and it retains species such as hazel which have all 
but disappeared in the industrial Pennines.
 

From the 1850s woodland management in the South Pennines 
declined dramatically.  As industrialisation progressed, markets 
for wood products disappeared.  Charcoal was not required for 
wool combing once new machinery was invented, mills producing 
bobbins moved to ports such as Liverpool to use imported wood, 
and tanneries began to use imported or chemical tanning agents 
instead of oak bark.  By the 20th century, woodlands were barely 
managed at all.  The archaeology of the boom years of the 1700s 
and 1800s can still be seen in nearly all woodlands of the region: 
charcoal burning platforms, stone quarries and the trackways 
leading to them all show the busyness of the wooded landscape 
during the Industrial Revolution.

Charcoal burning on revetted platform.
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Site of a charcoal burning platform located in Callis Wood, Hebden Bridge.
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W
hen wood is converted to charcoal, or pyrolysed, the structure of the wood remains as almost pure carbon.  This is extremely 
stable and survives in the ground for thousands of years.  Charcoal from archaeological sites can be examined under a 
microscope, and by looking at the patterns of the growth rings, vessels and rays, the type of wood can be determined as well 

as its size, age, how quickly it grew and even what time of year it was chopped down.  Radiocarbon dating of charcoal fragments reveals 
when they were formed.  At a site with lots of fragments, like the charcoal burning platforms found in woodlands across the region, if 
enough pieces are analysed then they can give a picture of what the surrounding woodlands were like and even how they were managed.  
An excavated platform at North Dean Wood in Greetland showed that in the 1700s and 1800s the woodland was almost exclusively oak, 
that trees were cut when they were over 25 years old, and that only branch wood was made into charcoal.  At Hirst Wood in Shipley, 
charcoal was being made on the same site from the 1300s through to the 1800s and the mix of trees included hazel, alder and birch 
alongside oak.

Charcoal analysis

Magnified image of oak charcoal from Hardcastle Crags.  
Courtesy of Natalie Atkinson/University of Bradford.
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Within the last 200 years the South Pennine 
landscape, with its natural but intensively 
managed woodlands, have been joined by 

a new form of woodland entirely introduced by humans. 
During the 18th and 19th centuries the development 
of industry, the canal network and an expansion in 
population size required an increased and reliable 
water source. The solution was the construction of 
reservoirs and a network of conduits that could draw 
and store water from the uplands of the region. The 
development of reservoirs had a marked effect on the 
region’s landscape, often resulting in the flooding of 
narrow valley basins and moorland areas. In many 
cases the land was already farmed, having long been 
enclosed by ambitious farmers and landowners in 
the medieval and post-medieval periods. As a result, 
thousands of farms and houses were vacated ahead 
of the flooding, which also consumed roads, bridges 
and field systems.

Planting Plantations

This historic oak, recorded on late 19th century 
maps is one of a number of surviving pre-woodland 
plantation trees that once stood at the edge of 
fields within the Scammonden Valley.
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Within the woodlands around Lower Laithe Reservoir near Haworth the 18th and 19th century pattern of field  
enclosures and tracks which would have been well known by the Bronte Family continues to survive.
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today) and pattern of fields which stand in the form of a series of 
raised earth terraces located within the woodland.

Aside from fields and settlement, early evidence of industry can also 
be well represented. At Roddlesworth the site of a corn mill located 
along the River Roddlesworth survives as a series of earthworks, 
as well as the site of a late 18th and early 19th century printing 
press at the ruined site of Halliwell Fold.

Alongside the structural remains, historic or veteran trees also 
survive, standing often at odds with the introduced woodland 
plantation. These trees once stood alone, located on the edges 
of fields or gardens and can often be identified on 19th century 
historic maps. The Yorkshire Water properties of Scammonden, 
Ogden Water, Esholt and Ramsden Wood preserve a particularly 
high number of pre-plantation trees.

A considerable number of fast growing conifer plantations were 
established on the land around reservoirs with the intention of 
selling off the resource as timber, securing an additional source of 
revenue from such things as pit props. During the late 19th and 
20th centuries plantations included a wider range of tree species. 
This was partially due to a decline in the value of conifer timber, but 
also because of an increasing desire to create wildlife habitat and to 
improve water condition and retention. The United Utilities property 
of Roddlesworth and the Yorkshire Water property of Ogden Water 
are prime examples of this form of diverse plantation.

The woodlands are also surprisingly rich in heritage, but unlike areas 
of ancient woodland, the archaeology relates to the landscape that 
was present prior to the construction of the reservoirs. Within all 14 
of the plantation woodlands investigated during this project, early 
patterns of field enclosure, as well as associated trackways survive. 
The sites of individual farmsteads and houses are also preserved, 
either as ruins or in the form of raised platforms where the structures 
once stood. At Roddlesworth, Ogden Water, Scammonden and 
along the Wessenden Valley, this included the preservation of a 
landscape pattern established during the medieval period.

At Scammonden for example, the dispersed 14th century 
settlement of Styhill is represented by the later farmstead remains 
of Stile House, as well as an irregular pattern of drystone field walls 
made using a combination of gritstone boulders and undressed 
stone. Whereas at Roddlesworth, the site of the 14th century 
manor house of Hollinshead Hall, which served as the seat of 
power in the Parish of Tockholes is represented by the later 19th 
century remains, along with its network of trackways (still in use 
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woodlands cover a relatively small area of the South Pennines, and they probably always will do.  The expansive moorlands dominate 
our landscape, but trees and woodlands have always been an important part of the environment and human activity.  Their role in the 
future of the region is well worth considering. 

Woodlands of the future
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The way water moves through the landscape impacts everybody, and trees can help to moderate extreme events through infiltration into the 
ground, evaporation and transpiration.  Even as dead wood, they can be used to slow water flow and build soils.  Woodlands protect steep 
slopes from erosion and the silting up of waterways.

Trees change water dynamics
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Careful planting of trees and woodlands can provide shelter, increase drainage and provide browse for livestock.
Trees help agriculture
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Wood has always been an essential material, and will continue to be so.  Management of woodlands, with care and respect, helps to maintain 
the health of woodlands and benefits both humans and other species.

A mosaic of wooded and open habitats creates a diverse and interlinked range of habitats for wildlife, with ‘edges’ between different areas being 
incredibly important places for many species.

Trees are productive

Trees help to improve biodiversity
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They are some of our most popular areas for outdoor recreation, relaxation and play.  
Woodlands are special places

© Dave Doyle Comms
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© Dave Doyle Comms

© Dave Doyle Comms © Dave Doyle Comms
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Increased tree cover need not mean darker, dense woodlands.  For 
much of human history, wooded land in the South Pennines was open 
wood pasture.  This type of landscape maximises many of the benefits 
listed above. 

Treating the landscape as a whole with care is essential for climate 
change mitigation as well as creating a good place to live in the future.  
Studies of the past, both historical and archaeological, have shown that 
woodlands were always part of a wider economy and ecology.  How we 
treat them reflects our culture as whole.  Are they pretty places to be 
consumed and then forgotten, or an essential part of the place that we 
call home?  Are they to be industrially exploited, or are they a valuable 
resource to be managed well and nurtured?  Are they just for us, or do 
they benefit everybody?
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So many woodlands are publicly accessible and available 
to enjoy and explore across the South Pennines. Many 
of them are owned by local authorities, the National 

Trust, Yorkshire Water, the Woodland Trust or United Utilities. 
Whether they are modern plantations or ancient woodland all 
of them can support special communities of plants and animals 
not found elsewhere.

When venturing into the woodlands please enjoy them 
responsibly. Remember the Countryside Code and:

Respect Other People 
• Consider the local community and other people   
   enjoying the outdoors
• Leave gates and property as you find them and  
   follow paths unless wider access is available

Protect The Natural Environment
• Leave no trace of your visit and take your litter home
• Keep dogs under effective control

Enjoy The Outdoors
• Plan ahead and be prepared
• Follow advice and local signs

Respect Protect Enjoy

Woodland Heritage Trails

© Dave Doyle Comms
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H ardcastle Crags is owned and managed by the National Trust. The site represents the largest area of ancient semi-natural woodland 
within the South Pennines. The woodland includes a rich history of medieval and post-medieval industry, woodland management 
and agriculture.

Hardcastle Crags Heritage Trail 

Parking: Midgehole Carpark, 
Midgehole Road, Hebden 
Bridge, HX7 7AA (NGR: 398825 
429234) 
 
Distance: 3.7 kilometres  
(2.2 miles)  

Severity: Hard (with steep and  
sometimes slippery slopes)
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Across Hardcastle Crags are a number of irregularly shaped fields, whereas some survive as pasture, others have been reclaimed by the 
trees. It is difficult to tell when these fields were established, but they likely relate to piecemeal enclosure undertaken by individual farmers 
since at least the medieval period. Unlike the drystone wall boundaries that mark the edge of the woodland, these small potentially early 
fields are marked by large and small boulders.  

1 Fields in the Woods

© Dave Doyle Comms
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Winter Well is one of a number of sites in and around Hardcastle 
Crags that once housed families employed in the cotton industry at 
Gibson Mill and other mills and farms around the area.  It is difficult 
to imagine what these cottages looked like from the ruins that   
survive, but by todays standards they were small, likely no more 
than two-storeys high, and housing often large families.  In 1851 
four members of the Greenwood family lived here, their occupations 
listed as bobbin winder, hand loom weaver, and Factory worker. 

Charcoal fuelled the industrial revolution, powering the iron 
and textile industries before the ready supply of coal and coke.  
Woodlands across the region are littered with charcoal burning 
platforms, locations where wood was stacked and burned beneath 
layers of turf, soil and vegetation over a period of days in order 
to create charcoal.  Across Hardcastle Crags 84 production sites 
have been identified, each one surviving as a circular platform cut 
into the hillslope.  At this location you will find one with three large 
pine trees growing out of it.  If you look carefully, charcoal can still 
be found on its surface.

Winter Well Charcoal Production2 3

Only the rear wall of Winter Well cottage remains standing.  
The foundations of an internal division also survive at your feet.
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Built around 1800, Gibson Mill was 
one of the first mills of the Industrial 
Revolution. The mill was powered by a 
water wheel and produced cotton cloth 
up until 1890. In 1833, 21 workers were 
employed, each working an average 
of 72 hours per week and living in mill 
workers’ cottages located both at the 
mill and sites across Hardcastle Crags.  
In the early 1900s, Gibson Mill was 
transformed into an ‘entertainment 
emporium’ for the public.  The facilities 
included dining saloons, a dance hall, 
a roller-skating rink, refreshment kiosks 
and boating on the mill pond. 

There are numerous gateways and openings in the woodland boundary around Hardcastle Crags, each providing a way between the 
trees and the open pasture. Wood pasture is a historic practice of allowing livestock including pigs to graze within the woodland at certain 
times of the year so as to feed off fruits and nuts.  Whereas some of the gateways are clearly for human passage, the larger openings 
were for the movement of stock.  It is possible many of these access routes have their origins in the medieval period. 

Gibson Mill

Wood Pasture 4

5

Gibson Mill was a cotton mill throughout the 19th century  
before it was closed and converted to an entertainment 
emporium for the public © Dave Doyle Comms.
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R
edisher Wood is a local nature reserve consisting of a mixture of ancient semi-natural woodland, open grassland and young 
regenerating woodland located in Holcombe, within the Metropolitan Borough of Bury.  The site is owned and managed by Bury 
Council and the Friends of Redisher Wood Local Nature group.  The woodland preserves a rich history of industry and agriculture.

Redisher Wood Heritage Walk 

Parking: Hare & Hounds Pub, 400 Bolton Rd 
W, Holcombe Brook, Ramsbottom, Bury,  
BL0 9RY (NGR: 377976 415272) 

Distance: 2.9 kilometres (1.8 miles) 

Severity: Gentle
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As ancient semi-natural woodland, the area has been wooded or partially wooded for at least 400 years.  With oak, ash, birch, sycamore, 
lime, alder and beech, the woodland canopy is certainly varied and includes an understorey of bluebells in spring.  It is thought the name 
Redisher derives from the rusty-red deposits which seep out of the ground and into Holcombe Brook from naturally occurring iron within 
the bedrock.

Redisher Wood



2 3
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A historic map dating to 1850 indicates Ridge Cotton Mill, powered 
by a water supply from Bottom Simons Lodge reservoir which stood 
at this location. The origins of the mill need some investigation, but 
it is likely the site was developed as a cotton mill during the late 
1700s, at a time when the textile industry was expanding in the 
area as a whole. Although the buildings relating to the mill are no 
longer visible, the site of the reservoir is marked by a large hollow 
with a supporting wall on its eastern edge along the course of 
Holcombe Brook which meanders through it.

Located at the top of a low ridge at the foot of the valley are the 
remains of Lower Ridge, a farm which included a farmhouse 
surrounded by gardens and at least two barns. The farm was 
accessed by the well-used track you will have walked today, which 
beyond Lower Ridge also provided access around and onto the 
moors. The visible remains of the farm date to the 19th century, 
although an earlier settlement may exist beneath. Certainly, the 
fields around the farm site were not surveyed when they were 
established, and indicate a possible medieval pattern of enclosure.

Ridge Cotton Mill Lower Ridge Farm

The remains of Lower Ridge Farm.
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Powering the site of Redisher Bleach and Dye Works 
(now the site of a new housing development) required 
a regular and reliable source of water. Throughout 
this area of the woodland are the remains of Redisher 
Lodge reservoir located along Holcombe Brook, as 
well as a goit or water channel that carried water 
from the reservoir into the works. In addition multiple 
small ponds and filter beds survive in the area, each 
representing different phases in the bleach and dye 
works’ expansion between the 1840s and 1930s.

Just to the north of the footpath is a huge hollow in 
the hillside. It was from here that clay was quarried 
and used at a brick works that was located to the 
east of the bleach and dye works at the end of the 
19th century. A map dating to 1893 indicates the 
clay was transported using a light rail or tramline 
to the works. By 1910 the brick works had closed 
and been replaced by the bleach and dye works. 
The concrete platform located at the foot of the clay 
pit site is thought to relate to a heated greenhouse 
constructed during the mid-20th century.

Redisher Bleach & Dye Works

Brick Works

4

5

Remains of a goit that diverted water from 
Holcombe Brook into the bleach and dye works.
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H
irst Wood is an area of ancient semi-natural woodland located on a glacial moraine, a mound of millstone grit boulders deposited at 
the foot of the Aire Valley as glaciers retreated over 12,000 years ago. There has been woodland on the site for at least 800 years. 
Until the 19th century, the woodland was essential for providing materials for all kinds of everyday domestic and industrial activity. 

As such it was a highly valued resource and access was largely restricted.

Hirst Wood Heritage Trail 

Parking: Hirst Wood carpark, 
Hirst Lane, Shipley, BD18 4DD

(NGR: 413123 438206) 

Distance: 1.5 kilometres (0.8 
miles) 

Severity: Gentle
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Only 200 years ago the woodland would have been a hive of activity. The tree cover itself would have been different to that encountered 
today. There was no beech and sycamore, less holly, and alongside the oaks grew an understory of hazel. The trees were also managed 
as coppice with standards and the wood sold for building materials.

Offshoots from trees were also used for creating charcoal within the woodland as far back as the 14th century. This was then used to fuel 
the iron and textile industries.

Hirst Wood1
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Prehistoric Settlement
Some 3,000 years ago this area would have been relatively clear 
of woodland, and instead supported a small Bronze or Iron Age 
community and their fields. Within the area of young woodland, 
beyond the large beech tree to the north of the track is the site of 
a hut circle, visible as a low rubble filled drystone wall. This site is 
just one of many prehistoric hut circles, carved stones, enclosures 
and funerary monuments in the area. The hut likely supported a 
thatched roof with additional wattle and daub walls. Inside a family 
likely slept, ate, made clothes, created wood and stone tools, and 
sculpted ceramic pots.

Charcoal Production
Charcoal was essential for the iron industry. Within the woodlands 
3 charcoal production sites have been identified. Excavations in 
2017 showed that one charcoal site was in use as far back as 
the 13th century and continued to be used into the 19th century. 
It is likely the fuel was used at the site of New Hirst Mill and an 
earlier forge located at the same site during the 1500s. As you 
walk down the hill, the production site is visible as a circular flat 
platform constructed on the hillside to your right.

2 3

Volunteers excavating a charcoal platform in 2017.
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New Hirst Mill
In 1745 the Lords of the Manor, Cyril and 
Judith Jackson gave permission for New Hirst 
Mill to be established on the bank of the River 
Aire at the western end of the woodland. 
Initially a fulling mill, for the cleaning of cloth 
and wool to eliminate oils and dirt, the site 
was developed in 1814 to support two water 
wheels, one to power the fulling stocks and 
the other for scribbling engines (used for 
combining wool/cotton fibres to straighten 
them prior to spinning).

Mineral Extraction
People have been extracting stone and sand 
from Hirst Wood for generations. In 1745 
Samuel Denison was given the right to extract 
stone from the woodland to build New Hirst 
Mill. All across the woodland, evidence of this 
mining is in the form of shallow pits where 
gritstone boulders were readily available, 
along with a large sandstone quarry which lies 
next to the canal. One James Bairstow is also 
recorded as extracting sand from the woods 
in 1896. The site of this is thought to be the 
large hollow in the woodland located next to 
the carpark.

5

4

New Hirst Mill in 1890. Courtesy of Mike Short.
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M
uch of Roddlesworth Valley is owned and managed by 
United Utilities, following the purchase of the land in the mid 
19th century by the Liverpool Corporation Waterworks, in 

order to secure reliable supply of water to Liverpool. Following the 
construction of Upper Roddlesworth Reservoir in the 1860s, the 
woodland plantations we enjoy today were gradually introduced.

As you explore and enjoy the woodlands of the Roddlesworth Valley 
you are experiencing a landscape that was considerably different 150 
years ago. Until the construction of the reservoirs in the 1850s and 60s 
this whole area consisted of a patchwork of fields established since 
the medieval period on what was previously moorland. The boundaries 
continue to survive as a combination of neglected overgrown drystone 
walls and earthen banks and terraces. Scattered amongst the fields are 
the sites of farmsteads, linked by a network of well-worn tracks. These 
not only provided access to the fields and farms, but also to a corn mill 
located on the bank of the River Roddlesworth.

1

Roddlesworth Heritage Trail 

Carriage Ways and Fields

Parking: Roddlesworth Information Centre, 
Tockholes Rd, Tockholes, Darwen, BB3 0PA 
(NGR: 366544 421507) 

Distance: 4.6 kilometres (2.8 miles) 

Severity: Moderate
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Halliwell Fold represents the largest of four farmsteads located along this heritage trail through the Roddlesworth Valley. During the early 
19th century the site is recorded as serving as an ‘important printing establishment’ belonging to the Brock-Hollinshead family. It is difficult 
with the rubble, partially visible cobbled yard, standing gateposts and ruin walls to picture the site as a bustling farm and printing press. 
But it must certainly have been quite a busy site, which also included a fish pond located next to the bridge. Halliwell Fold was demolished 
along with the other farms in the valley at the turn of the 20th century.

2 Halliwell Fold, Bridge and Fish Pond

The remains of Halliwell Fold.
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The extensive ruins of Hollinshead 
Hall represent the manor house to 
the village of Tockholes. There is 
evidence to suggest the site dates 
back to the late 14th century when 
Tockholes was held by John de 
Radcliffe. In 1380 Le Holynhed is 
recorded as including 6 acres of 
arable land, 20 acres of meadow and 
60 acres of pasture. The remains you 
see today relate to a rebuilding of the 
hall and associated farmhouse by 
John Hollinshead in 1776. The rebuilt 
structure which encloses a well, along 
with two raised garden areas are also 
thought to date to this period. The 
hall was demolished in the 1920s.

3 Hollinshead Hall

Remains of the once enclosed  
landscape survive in the form of 
tracks, relict field boundaries and 
ruin farms.
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There has been a significant amount of new tree planting across Roddlesworth in recent years, particularly the planting of hazel and oak. 
Prior to the 19th century these were some of the most commonly found tree species in the South Pennines, but due to air pollution and 
exploitation they declined. Today they are being reintroduced to the valley and managed as coppice, not only to grow, but to provide a 
sustainable source of wood for construction, craft and for the production of charcoal.

Traditional Woodland Management4

Charcoal production and traditional methods of  
woodland management is underway at Roddlesworth.
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The well walked and explored woodlands of the 
South Pennines are loved and enjoyed by all for 
their plants and animals.  They are often seen as 
a place to escape from the hustle and bustle of 
everyday life.  Yet only 200 years ago woodlands 
were far from the quiet, peaceful landscapes we 
known today.  They were the centres of industrial 
activity, they supported agriculture, and have 
been used to provide everyday items and food 
since at least the last Ice Age.

Discover the historical role woodlands have 
played in human society over the last 12000 
years.


