
Dartmoor woods and forests

Walk format: Walk of about 6 miles on forest tracks and open moorland. No stiles.

Locations to be seen: 
 

 
.

Meeting place: 

The area of woodland within Dartmoor is about 24,000
acres, roughly 10% of the total area; half is broadleaved,
and half coniferous. Currently, about 3,500 acres is
managed by Forestry England (formerly the Forestry
Commission). 3% of Dartmoor’s woodland (approx
107,000 trees) was destroyed by the great storm of January
1990.

Historical Background

During the Mesolithic period (10000 BC – 4000 BC), Dartmoor was covered with trees, providing 
opportunities for groups of hunter-gatherers, who gradually started making clearings in the woods 
to attract animals. Tree felling continued in the Neolithic period (4000 BC – 2500 BC) and open 
spaces for grazing began to appear. 

As communities became more settled during the Bronze Age (2500 BC – 0700 BC), more of 
Dartmoor’s trees were cleared and large areas of land were made available for domestic livestock 
and crops, supporting a greater population. However, during the Iron Age (0700 BC – 0043 AD) 
many communities moved down from the higher moorland, partly because of climate change. 

During the Middle Ages (1066 AD – 1500 AD) the climate warmed again and farming communities
settled in longhouses on the higher edges of the moor. Towns also prospered with the emergence of 
the lucrative tin and wool industries, which themselves created more demand for fuel, whether peat 
or wood. At this time the main tree species would have been oak, birch, alder, willow, rowan, hazel 
and holly. 

After the storm

Bellever forest and woodland.

Car park at Postbridge end of Bellever Woods SX646787
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In Norman times the whole of Devon was a Royal
Forest (hunting reserve). Although penalties for
transgressing ‘forest law’ were harsh, what made it
deeply unpopular was that it placed restrictions on
freeholders over enclosing, felling trees, and
cultivating within the forest. The forest was scaled
back following a petition to King John, who in
1204 disafforested the county except for Dartmoor
and Exmoor. After disputes with neighbouring
landowners, the limits of Dartmoor were set by the
‘perambulation’ of 1240. In 1337 the forest
became part of the Duchy of Cornwall.

Development of forestry

There is no record of any serious
tree planting on Dartmoor till the
end of the 18th century, when the
‘improvers’, such as Tyrwhitt at
Tor Royal and Buller at Prince
Hall, began creating shelterbelts
around their houses, farms and
newly cultivated fields. The harsh
environment limited the choice of
species to Scots pine, Norway
spruce and European larch among
the conifers, and to oak, beech and
sycamore among the broadleaved
species. Small scale planting continued, but apart from the conifer plantation established in 1862 at 
Brimpts, there was nothing on a large scale until after the 1914-18 war, when timber resources were
depleted.

After the war the Duchy of Cornwall developed a scheme to plant 5000 acres of woodland, intended
to replenish timber resources, alleviate unemployment, provide shelterbelts, and encourage the 
development of a road system for timber extraction. By 1930, 800 acres had been planted at 
Fernworthy, with smaller stands at Frenchbeer, Beardown, Brimpts and Bellever. 

In 1930, the Forestry Commission took
over management of almost 3,200 acres
of land for eventual afforestation. At first
the main work was replacing earlier
plantings of Douglas fir with Sitka
spruce, better suited to the conditions. In
1931 the Forestry Commission bought
Bellever farm and began planting mainly
Norway spruce, later building several
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houses here to house the forestry workers. Shortage of labour slowed progress during the war, but 
the western slopes of Bellever and Lakehead were planted between 1940 and 1943, and by 1947 the
whole of Soussons Down (leased from the Duchy in 1945) had been fenced, deep ploughed, and 
planted with conifers, with Beardown being completed by 1950.

The 20th century brought an increase in the number of visitors to Dartmoor, and a growing 
realisation of its value as one of the few remaining open spaces in southern England. In 1934 the 
Council for the Preservation of Rural England reached an agreement with the Forestry Commission 
that 250 acres of the land leased from the Duchy should be left unforested, to preserve both natural 
vistas and archaeological features. The need for open recreational spaces was further recognised in 
1949 by the National Parks and Access to the
Countryside Act, and in 1951 Dartmoor National
Park was created, extending well beyond the
limits of the ancient Forest of Dartmoor. Debate
continues, however, over the role of forest
plantation within Dartmoor, and many view the
1969 Voluntary Afforestation Agreement between
the Forestry Commission and the Dartmoor
National Park Authority, revised in 1983, as
providing insufficient protection. 

Woodlands

The swift-flowing rivers of Dartmoor have carved steep-sided valleys through the softer rocks that 
surround the granite batholith. At a lower elevation and with a more fertile soil, these valleys are 
well-suited to the growth of trees. Difficulties of transportation limited heavy timber production, but
woodlands traditionally played an important part in the economy of local communities. Oak was the
most valuable resource, providing fuel, charcoal, fencing, and bark (used in leather tanning), with 
some larger trees providing timber for construction. 

Many of the old trees were pollarded on a regular 
basis. Pollarding is the cutting back of branches and 
foliage to the main trunk above the height of grazing 
animals. After being cut back the tree will put out new
shoots which are left to grow until they are of a 
suitable size to be cut again. 

In woodlands and in hedgerows trees would be 
coppiced. Coppicing is the regular cutting of trees to 
ground level. As with pollarding, the trees put out new
shoots which can be cut again. 

Most Dartmoor woodland is upland oakwood, much of which has probably been in existence since 
before 1600. The main tree species are oaks, both the English oak and the sessile oak, but other 
common trees are birch, with rowan, hazel and holly in the under-storey. Beech is another frequent 
tree, but it is not thought to be native to Dartmoor, except perhaps at Dendles Wood. The ground 
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flora is characterised by mosses, ferns, bilberry, or on drier slopes, by bracken and bramble, with 
plants like bluebell, wild daffodil, dog's mercury or ramsons found where the soil is richer. The 
trunks and limbs of trees are often covered with mosses, ferns and lichens. Many rare lichens can be
found in Dartmoor's oakwoods, and the dormouse, which has become extinct over half its former 
range in Britain, is still fairly common within the National Park.

Where the ground is waterlogged, the main tree species are grey willow, goat willow and alder, 
often with downy birch or ash. Small areas of wet woodland occur within many of the oakwoods of 
Dartmoor.

Many valley woodlands are in steep, difficult-to-work locations, which has led to some neglect 
following the cessation of coppice management, leaving the woods dominated by relatively young 
coppice regrowth and a dearth of large veteran trees. Many woods have an abundance of non-native
trees such as sycamore. There is an ongoing challenge to develop appropriate management plans to 
maximise biodiversity and preserve the wooded valley landscapes. 

The 1988 Review of Forestry Act brought in greater safeguards to broadleaved woodland on 
Dartmoor. A large number of Dartmoor's oakwoods are now protected, with National Nature 
Reserves at Yarner Wood, Bovey Valley Woodlands, Dendles Wood, Wistman's Wood and Black Tor
Copse. Other woods are managed by the Devon Wildlife Trust, the National Trust, the Woodland 
Trust and the National Park Authority. Seventeen woods, together covering 6400 acres, have been 
notified as SSSIs.

Sources:

https://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/814490/lab-history.pdf

https://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/wildlife-and-heritage/habitats2/woodland/

https://www.dartmoorsociety.com/debates/2010

https://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/wildlife-explorer/trees-and-shrubs

https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/archive-the-new-forests-of-dartmoor/

https://www.visitdartmoor.co.uk/explore-dartmoor/landscape/archaeology

https://www.visitdartmoor.co.uk/explore-dartmoor/landscape/archaeology
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/archive-the-new-forests-of-dartmoor/
https://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/wildlife-explorer/trees-and-shrubs
https://www.dartmoorsociety.com/debates/2010
https://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/wildlife-and-heritage/habitats2/woodland/upland-oakwood
https://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/814490/lab-history.pdf


Alder Beech Birch

Douglas fir Hazel Holly

European larch English oak Sessile oak

Scots pine Rowan Norway spruce

Sitka spruce Sycamore Goat willow


	Plymouth U3A MUD Walks
	Dartmoor woods and forests
	5 March 2020
	Historical Background
	Development of forestry
	Woodlands
	Sources:





