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Bere Copse Walk – Terry Smith & Hugh Milner 

On Friday 12th July, four tree wardens joined Pete Hodges of The Friends of Park Wood and Hugh 
Milner for a guided tour of Bere Copse, Soberton Heath, a 1.5 hectare remnant of the Forest of 
Bere that once covered much of the area.  We met at Soberton Heath pond and drove the short 
distance to Horns Hill where a fingerpost indicated a public footpath along a track which led uphill 
to a deer fence with a pedestrian gate. 
 
Bere Copse used to be known as Bere Row.  The main wood was grubbed out in the 1960s, but 
was re-growing until it was sold and grubbed out again for farmland.  A tithe map from the 1840s 
shows the land was part of the Holywell Estate, owned by Lord Clarendon.    
 
More recently, the wood was owned by three people: Dr Faye Stranack and Michael Bryant (who 
wrote books on Titchfield Haven and saved Farlington Marshes from development) jointly owned 
one section and Mr Crozier from Gosport owned the other part.  Dr Stranack and Michael Bryant 
were founder members of Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust (HIWWT) and Dr Stranack 
was also a former Director of the Trust.  On her death, about ten years ago, Dr Stranack left 
instructions and the wherewithal for Michael Bryant to buy the remaining section from Mr Crozier, 
who also died about this time.  Michael Bryant died in March this year and left the woodland to 
HIWWT.   
 
Grants have been received for fencing and a deer and rabbit fence has been installed encircling its 
boundary, where the wood borders farmland and a cutting of the old Meon Valley Railway.  
Coppicing grants have been received from the Forestry Commission. Volunteers with the South 
Downs National Park and HIWWT gave sterling help on clearing trees overhanging one field.  
 
Coppicing and thinning of the overstorey, in the last five years, has been carried out by members 
of the Hampshire Coppice Group, particularly Darren Hammerton, also a skilled greenwood 
worker, who has used some of the oak standards for new buildings at Butser Ancient Farm.  
Meanwhile, led by Nigel Johnson, general management has been undertaken by the Soberton and 
Newtown conservation group, known as the ‘Sober Newts’. 
 

 

The two trees on the left and the ‘telegraph pole’ 
behind Hugh are all part of the same stand of 
small-leaved lime. 

Dr Stranack believed in a non-intervention 
approach to management of the woodland, but 
was persuaded to allow some coppicing.  The 
previous lack of active management has 
resulted in crowding and some very tall trees, 
mainly ash with some oak.  Most, if not all, of 
the ash was suffering from varying degrees of 
dieback and some in the more advanced stages 
will need to be felled. 

A little way into the woodland, we moved off the 
path into a section with coppiced small-leaved 
lime and a very tall lime stand.  

The combined operations of coppicing and 
thinning have allowed light onto the ground and 
encouraged seedlings to grow.  In this section it 
was mainly hawthorn and hazel, but as we 
moved further along there was a multitude of 
small-leaved lime seedlings, all carefully marked 
for a regeneration project and to avoid 
accidental damage. 

 
There are six lime woods in the Meon Valley, four in this area, the best example being Great Lion 
Copse.  The woods were all part of Waltham Chase, historically gifted by the King in Anglo-Saxon 
times to the Bishop of Winchester. This link with religious houses may have spared the lime when 
other woodland was cleared to make room for more commercially viable hazel.  Monks kept bees 
to produce clean-burning beeswax candles, most important in their highly decorated abbeys and 
priories.  
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Additionally, honey from lime flowers would have been relished by monks and others for its mildly 
hallucinogenic effect, although it would probably be necessary to consume a large amount to 
notice.  The flowers of small-leaved lime appear above foliage, distinguishing it from common lime 
where the flowers hang below.   
 
During the reign of Elizabeth I, all woodland had to be protected against livestock eating young 
shoots, and banks with hedging were created. Nowadays, in large woodlands, the lime is all on the 
wood banks, having been removed from other areas.  In West Walk, between Wickham and 
Newtown, there are over 200 lime stools, mostly on wood banks. 
 
Lime leaves used to be eaten as a salad before lettuce became readily available.  We tried some 
and, after a bit of chewing, it has a sweet taste although it is understandable why lettuce became 
more popular. 

 

Small-leaved lime seedling. 
 

Marker used to avoid accidental damage. 
 
Bast, the inner bark of lime was used for cordage and rope-making until around 1700. In Shrawley 
Wood, near Worcester, the largest Limewood in England, a seventeen year coppice rotation was 
maintained for hundreds of years.  Lime was also used for hop poles in some places although 
sweet chestnut is more durable.  Until about 1850 hops were grown up tripods.  After that date it 
became usual to have poles at either end of a row with wires between them and string for hops to 
climb up, and the demand for hop poles declined significantly. 
 
Most woods in the country were cut in the 1940s for the war effort and were subsequently invaded 
by birch which has since died, having a life of only 60 to 70 years. This applied to Bere Copse. The 
southern end of the woodland has been left for ‘continuous cover’, to regenerate from natural 
seeding and so diversify the genepool, unlike coppice regrowth. 
 
Small leaved lime is thought to rarely regenerate from the base of a mature tree.  Some of the 
trees showed basal growth, although it was not nearly as prolific as on common lime which is a 
hybrid of large-leaved and small-leaved lime.  Where such growth arches over and touches the 
ground, small leaved lime is known to root. This is self-layering. If a lime falls over it commonly 
produces new growth along its length, known as ‘linear cloning’. 
 
Most common lime in the UK is not native, but was introduced by the Dutch for planting in grand 
avenues. Lime is really shade tolerant and is almost as good as beech in that respect, although it 
clearly responds well to light.  The lime in Bere Copse has been coppiced in three coupes.  The 
section coppiced one year ago showed vigorous growth; up to 3 metres growth in one year is 
considered good. This is only possible here because of the exclusion of deer by the fence. 
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Wild service seedling. 

Mixed in with the lime were seedlings of oak, 
hawthorn, holly, field maple and hazel with small 
wild currant bushes.  There was also blackthorn 
along the fence line, ash, wild privet, beech, 
rose and bramble with wild cherry seedlings and 
some larger crab apples.  There was no sign of 
fruit on that occasion, but crab apples were 
found on a diminutive bush during a subsequent 
visit. 
 
Treading carefully between the various 
seedlings, we reached the section with the wild 
service. These trees are rarely found, so it is 
unusual to find several in different stages of 
growth in the same woodland.  Wild Service 
appears not to respond well to coppicing when 
mature; one large stool had been coppiced and 
died.  Fortunately, there were plenty of 
seedlings and another tree of intermediate size, 
so there was no need to repeat the experiment. 

 
 
Despite the widespread honeysuckle, which 
was mainly young, there was no sign of dormice 
and this may be the reason for the unusually 
high germination rate for the wild service, 
although it is known that wild service seeds 
suffer from predation by a small insect, leaving 
only some 5% to grow. 
 
The far end of the footpath joins the Meon 
Valley Trail that follows the route of a disused 
railway line between Wickham and West Meon.  
The oak benches placed along the trail have 
been created from trees grown in this woodland. 

 

 

This image gives an idea of the size of the trunk 
on the largest wild service tree. 

 
We did not pay great attention to the wild flowers in the woodland, but those seen included St 
John’s wort, dog’s mercury, self-heal and Solomon’s seal.  Earlier in the year there was wild garlic, 
wood anemone, bluebell and early purple orchid. 
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