Wrekin Forest Trees: A Pinsticker’s Guide

Most trees possess enough unique features to make identifying them possible at all times of the year but bear in mind no two of the same species will ever be quite alike! Location, climate, drainage and topography all affect the way a tree grows and in an area like the Wrekin Forest, with its rapidly changing terrain and varied geology, this is especially so. The activity of humankind has also played its part in shaping these woodlands. Working coppice trees that were cut back and re-grown for their timber over many centuries are numerous and often exhibit an appearance very different from the kind you might expect to find in a field guide. 

Where recent industrial disturbance has altered the landscape, such as on The Ercall or in Maddocks Hill Quarry, shorter-lived pioneering species like Silver Birch and Alder are more common than they might otherwise be. In fact, studying ground and light conditions, the type of insects, plants and birds present, and the lie of the land can be equally helpful in determining what is likely to be growing in any particular location. So, it’s definitely worth familiarising yourself with the types of habitat to which certain trees are best suited. 

Beech family (Fagaceae)

· Common Beech (Fagus sylvatica) 

ID: no matter what time of year it is in the Wrekin Forest, Beech can always be distinguished by its distinctive smooth grey bark. It is one of a very few species whose ‘skin’ maintains an unbroken appearance for life, a strategy that ensures it is extremely slow growing and very unlike the cracked surface of Oak. In late winter and early spring, you might also notice its copper-grey buds, which have a slender, cigar-shaped appearance. 

Habitat: beech rarely stands alone, frequently forming dense, shady stands characterised by thick litter layers of fallen, golden autumnal mast. The understorey of beech wood is rarely rich in plant life, and its smooth bark inhibits the mosses and lichens you might expect to find ‘greening-up’ Oak wood. However, many insects, fungi and small mammals do take advantage of the cover to be found within the woodland floor litter layer, while birds such as Nuthatch and summer-visiting Spotted Flycatcher actively seek out the open spaces beneath the canopy in which to hunt. 

Wrekin Field Notes: some of the best beech woodlands in the Wrekin Forest can be found on the northwest side of the hill, between the Halfway House and former Rifle Range. The acid soils overlying the deposits of volcanic bedrock and sandstone in this location are ideal growing agents for beech, while the well-draining slopes are equally essential for a species sensitive to waterlogging.  

· Pedunculate (English) Oak (Quercus robur) 

ID: gnarled, crooked and twisted, the character profile of this most English of woodland trees sounds more like a description of a pantomime villain than a cherished emblem of nationhood! Nevertheless, its uneven structure is what really sets the Pedunculate Oak apart, and also makes it easier to differentiate from its statelier sessile cousin. Its ragged appearance is essentially the product of the species leading shoots, which quickly die-off, leaving those at the side to grow out in many directions. Consequently, it is perhaps more variable in shape and size than any other tree. 

Habitat: a woodland-forming tree of heavy soils, and the most characteristic species of this type of habitat in the English Midlands and Welsh Marches.  

Wrekin Field Notes: littered across the slopes of The Wrekin are numerous old coke-hearths (or ‘cockarths’, as they were known locally). The remains of these primitive earthen ovens serve as fragmentary reminders of the area’s role in industrialisation of east Shropshire, during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century. The twigs and branches of English Oak were especially good for charcoal burning, a key component in iron production. However, the uses for this long-lived species have made it economically valuable for far longer than that. Its acorns would almost certainly have been used to fatten pigs in the Norman Royal forest, while Oak bark was a key ingredient in tanning leather, an important industry in Medieval Wellington. Indeed, it is probably the ability of these woodlands to pay their way that has ensured they still survive today!

· Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea)

ID: Sessile Oak is generally a more elegant tree than English Oak, with a straighter trunk extending high into the canopy and well-spaced branches that project diagonally upwards. However, some of the examples in the Wrekin Forest, especially atop The Ercall, appear far more weather-beaten and, depending on the season, may be easier to distinguish by their acorns. They are held in smaller fruit cups than English Oak and borne on greyish-purple twigs, rather than long stalks — the so-called peduncles by which its cousin is alternately named.   

Habitat: in western Britain, this species generally replaces Pedunculate Oak on the type of thin, acidic soils found on The Ercall, avoiding heavier, alkaline conditions of the type found in much of the woodland below.    

Wrekin Field Notes: despite an aversion to waterlogging, Sessile Oak wood is extremely water resistant and has been used in the manufacture of casks and barrels for many centuries. Until the 1940s, the woodlands around The Wrekin were coppiced by woodsman from Grooms timber mill in Wellington and it doesn’t require a great leap of imagination to suppose that some of that timber would later have been used to carry beverages made at the Wrekin Brewery (which, until 1969, was situated opposite the mill)! 

Ash family

· Common Ash (Fraxinus excelsior)

ID: with their serrated edges and paired oval leaflets, Ash leaves are among the most distinctive of any you might find in the Wrekin Forest. In autumn, they also turn a distinctive shade of pale yellow, a time when this tree dispenses of its fruit — carried in an equally noteworthy slender brown wing-like vessel known as a samara. Like Beech, Ash bark is also smooth and grey in colour. However, in later life it begins to crack, creating a latticed effect that is a very notable feature of trees in mature woodlands. 

Habitat: Ash is capable of growing in variety of conditions and situations but on calcareous soils overlying limestone, such as those found in Limekiln Wood, it can be become dominant, forming pure stands. 

Field Notes: unfurling in May, Ash is one of the last native trees to come into leaf. While the occasional dead branch is very much a characteristic of this species, it continues to be affected by the potentially fatal fungal disease ash dieback (Hymenoscyphus fraxineus), which appears to be spread on windblown spores. Symptoms include leaf loss, lesions in the bark and the characteristic dieback in the crown of the tree. 

Maple family

· Field Maple (Acer campestre)

ID: densely branched, with flaky grey-brown bark, the UK’s only native maple is probably most recognisable by its large, five-lobed leaves (which turn a deep golden-red in autumn). However, in the field, it could easily be confused with the more common Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus), a ubiquitous woodland tree first introduced here during the Middle Ages.  However, the two autumnal wings of its fruit (the famous Sycamore ‘helicopter’) are set almost at right angles, while those of Field Maple appear almost vertical. Its leaves are also more regularly afflicted by the dark blotches of the largely harmless Sycamore Tar Spot disease (Rhytisma acerinum) than other maples. 

Habitat: although Field Maple is tolerant of most conditions, and will readily grow as a shrub in hedgerows and scrub, it dislikes acidic soils. 

Field Notes: highly durable and rich in colour, Field Maple has long been a staple of wood turning, and a key material in musical instrument making (it’s a fantastically bright and resonant tone wood in electric guitars, for instance). This species would almost certainly have been a highly prized coppice tree in the Wrekin Forest and it would be well worth searching the Oak woodlands of Limekiln Wood, Gibbons Coppice and Wenlock Wood for standard trees. 

Elm family

· Wych Elm (Ulmus glabra) 

ID: despite its name, English Elm is far less common than its Wych cousin, which is our only truly native species of the family. Thankfully, the two are relatively easy to tell apart: lop-sided, with double-toothed serrated edges, the bright green leaves of Wych Elm are much larger, more pointed and oval-shaped than the English variety. Before they emerge, its twigs and buds are also covered in telltale orange hair, while its papery-thin samaras (flattened ‘wings’ to which the wind-dispersed seeds are attached) are typically longer and thinner looking. If anything, you are probably more likely to mistake Wych Elm for Hazel, especially in hedgerows. The fruits of both appear well before their leaves in spring but looking for the character traits described above should prove equally definitive in this case, too. 

Habitat: Wych Elm was once a common species of hilly, rocky woodlands of the type found around The Wrekin. Capable of growing in mildly acidic or alkaline conditions, this species is also tolerant of a degree of shade but tends to avoid poor quality and very dry or wet soils (although, conversely, it may be found growing alongside streams and ditches). 

Field Notes: before the onset of Dutch Elm disease Wych Elm was a prominent part of the Wrekin Forest landscape, frequenting the same loamy, damp spots inhabited by Ash in places like Limekiln Wood and Chermes Dingle. Nowadays, many of the trees surviving this half-Century onslaught do so in a moribund state and this species is more likely to be encountered as a hedgerow shrub. The larvae of at least 82 invertebrate species feed on the leaves of Wych Elm, including the caterpillars of many butterflies and moths. The White-letter Hairstreak, Clouded Magpie, Light Emerald, Peppered Moth and Hebrew Character are just a few Elm-reliant Ercall species that indicate the continued presence of Wych Elm in the area.

What’s In A Name? The term ‘Wych’ appears to be an old English word for ‘pliant’ and, fittingly, the timber of this elm was once a popular material for box and basket making. The ‘glabra’ part of its scientific name refers to the smoothness of its young bark. This turns from grey to brown with age and, in common with ash, becomes more deeply fissured over time. 

Rose family

· Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia)

ID: Rowan, or ‘mountain ash’ as it is also known, is equally capable of growing as a single-trunked tree or multi-stemmed shrub. Whatever the guise, it’s at its most conspicuous in autumn, when its densely clustered brilliant orangey-red fruits are often guarded jealously (and, it has to be said, pointlessly!) by the large, washed-out figures of bellicose Mistle Thrushes. Despite their best efforts, its bounty is devoured by many birds, which, after digestive passage, deposit its seeds far and wide! The stalkless, pinnate (meaning ‘feather-like’) paired leaflets of Rowan bear a resemblance to Ash but are more serrated and pointed. Its smooth and shiny silvery-brown bark and slender purple-grey twigs also help to set it apart. 

Habitat: Rowan is a classic upland tree of light acidic soils and very typical of the sloping woodlands of the Wrekin Forest (although it can also be seen in hedgerows on the eastern footpath around the base of the hill).

Field Notes: Two thousand years ago, The Wrekin was the principal hillfort of the Cornovii, a Celtic tribe whose lands stretched from the Wirral Peninsula to the modern day southern border of Shropshire. To the Celts, Rowan was deeply symbolic of spiritual enlightenment, intuitive power and the hidden mysteries of nature; indeed, its name is said to mean ‘a whisper’ or ‘a secret’. It seems likely, then, that this tree has been a long-revered part of the Wrekin landscape, particularly as it was also thought to offer protection against spells and enchantments, especially when tied with red thread into an equal-armed cross… ‘Rowan twigs and strings of red/ Deflect all harm, gossip and dread’.   

Pine family 

· European Larch (Larix decidua)

ID: notable as the UK’s only deciduous conifer, winter is probably the best time to distinguish Larch from its evergreen cousins. However, this tree has a very graceful and elegant form, with downward sweeping branches that turn up at the tips. Before falling, its needles also assume a glowing golden-brown autumnal hue but, conversely, the egg-shaped cones carrying its wind-dispersed seeds can cling on for dear life over the course of many years. 

Habitat: well-draining, neutral to acidic woodland soils with plenty of light Larch tends to grow well in areas with good air circulation; pure stands of the species are uncommon. 

Field Notes: when the Tudor antiquary John Leland visited The Wrekin, he found a barren landscape that was a pale shadow of its former medieval self. This was an era when woodlands up and down the country fell foul of the axe in order to meet the demand for ships from Britain’s growing Navy. It was also the time when, as a much-needed source of durable timber, Larch was first introduced to the UK. So, while we generally associate the rise of coniferous woodland with the national timber shortage following the Second World War, Larch has probably been part of the local picture for as long as nearly any tree species currently growing in the Wrekin Forest (although mature individual trees tend to live only to around 250 years). 

