The Gardens of Heligan fact sheets

Wildwoods appeared in Britain after the last ice-age. Cornwall – lime, oak, elm & hazel.

Introduced species included conifer, sycamore and sweet chestnut.

When land was cleared for grazing woods needed to be managed. 

Since the industrial Revolution sustainable management began to falter.

Local dependency on wood and charcoal diminished with the transportation of coal by rail.

Small areas remained producing tool handles and posts.

Conifer plantations after the 2nd World War produced a quicker turnover of wood for timber.

Flora & fauna declined e.g. the dormouse relied on coppiced trees for food and shelter.

Traditional coppiced woodland involved:-


Standards – large timber for building.


The understorey – 7/8 yr. coppicing rotation. All broad-leaved trees can be so; hazel and willow the most common. 

Coppicing is best done in winter during dormancy.


Pollarding, where the tree re-sprouts from the crown instead; prevents browsing.

Products include poles, firewood, charcoal, handles (axe, hammer, broom etc.), furniture, fencing, fodder, baskets, wattle hurdles, thatching, spars, walking sticks, bean & pea sticks, besom brooms, crab & lobster pots, race course jumps.

Managed coppiced is not as shady or damp, or hold many dead trees. Consequently not as diverse as wildwood. 


Beech and hazel for furniture, bean sticks and pea sticks.


Hazel, for wattle fencing.


Willow, ash & chestnut for fencing.

Larger timber is kiln-dried on site.

Heligan woods – silviculture technique. 

Heligan means “the willows”.  Coppiced willow is not much produced anymore but was traditional for lobster pots, baskets and hurdles. 

Exotics were also planted; London plane, Western red cedar, silver fir and weeping holm oak.

Periodic cutting will boost the growth in general of many plants.

Hardwood is produced locally using a bandsaw with a vertical blade capable of cutting up to 34”. The wood from the timber is then returned to be kiln-dried.

Dehumidification reaches temperatures between 35-45​​​oC.  Hot, moist air is fan-circulated around the tightly, sealed unit of carefully stacked timber extracting further moisture before condensing into an over-flow pipe.

This process only takes 4-6 weeks to kiln-dry 1” timber; air-drying normally takes 6-18 months.

Charcoal production

The energy in a bag is twice that in equal weight of wood.

Carbonisation is a process of partial combustion. Traditionally a kiln was made on a levelled hearth with an earth or ash floor.

Around a central stake was built a chimney of split logs surrounded by careful layers of round logs, which were built up into a flatfish dome. Then straw, bracken and sods were packed around to exclude the air and the stake removed to make a flue. Charcoal and kindling would be inserted here.

Steam must be allowed to escape without letting air in. After combustion gets going the flue can be sealed with sods. When the temperature rises to over 270o ​​​C it begins to gasify and the heap burn for weeks. Some heaps reach between 400 and 600oC.

Any air holes must be quickly plugged. When the smoke becomes thin and blue or transparent, rather than grey, most of the volatiles have been burnt off and the charcoal is formed.

To stop the carbonisation process the air vents at the bottom are plugged with sand. The charcoal is then allowed to cool.

Cheap, very efficient, easy to ignite and store, virtually smokeless, and easy to control. The sulphur and phosphorous is low in content, and also leaves no tarry deposits.

Essential in the glass, iron and brick making industries. The Cornish mining industry would also have used it in making gunpowder necessary of the blasting process.

The itinerant (collier) would live in a tent made of poles and sods next to the charcoal pit.

Oak, birch and hazel were the main woods used. Though any can carbonised.

Sold as horse loads (=one packe) at five pence  each during the 1600’s.

Fine, even grade charcoals produced low ash content and hard, large chunks. Include beech, birch, oak, ash and elm (order of preference).

Conifer charcoal is easy to ignite but burns quickly.

Shelter belts

Ideally 50-100m wide, its highest temperatures are on the northern side due to the south-westerlies.

Classically made up of a mix of evergreen & deciduous 

The canopy: Holm oak, Monterrey pine, beech, English oak
The understorey: Laurel and Rhododendron penticum
Self-seeders: Ash and Sycamore
Other species include southern beech, larch and quick growing Italian alder.

25,000 species are globally associated with dead wood; Britain has 661.

Oak and hawthorn provide for about 200; sycamore, 100.

Woodlouse is the most common.

Fungi and lichen also provide a food source.

In tropical South America they practice shifting cultivation in which a new plot will move around the house each year; 14-20yr rotation.

An acre is cut, burnt and left to dry to provide fertility.

Staple crops such as sweet potatoes (7th in the world) and cassava are then planted. 

Sweet potato is a relative of the ‘Morning Glory’ plant in the UK. It is cultivated in over 100 countries.

After harvesting the land is soon reclaimed.

The Taungya system in Africa grew coffee, banana, papaya etc. beneath mango, kapok and ricinodendron. Vegetables formed the lower storey.

In Malaysia the Kebun is the equivalent of the home garden.

Fruits: star fruit, jack fruit, mango, guava, banana, mangosteen, rambutan and bread fruit.

Herbs: Curry leaf, lemon grass, cinnamon, cumin, ginger, pepper and chilli.

Vegetables: Okra, sweet potato, yard-long beans, red onions, pak-choi and eggplant.

Neem (many uses), citronella (diarrhoea), Morinda (insect repellent) and bitter gourd (gastric problems and diabetes) are natural medicines.

Ancient S. American Indians painted the milky latex of rubber, chicle, on their feet. It is harvested from the sapodilla tree.

It does not harm the tree and creates industry.

When it is boiled in order to refine it, if not stirred it will explode.

It was the chicleros, the workers, who found the lost Mayan cities of the Peten jungles like Tikal in Guatamala. Their dominance is probably a factor of their preservation by Mayans when clearing the jungle.

With the invention of the rubber tyre thousands of Indians died. Plantation rubber ensued.

Trade wars and shooting wars restricted supply. Artificial rubber from crude oil unsued. Natural rubber is returning with rising crude oil prices.

Bamboo – green gold of the East.

Half the world’s people use it for house and furniture, food and fuel, music, medicine, paper, poles, toys, tools, scaffolding and bridges.

Light and hollow. Short tough fibres sit in a resilient softer matrix. Nature’s version of fibre glass.

Bam….boo – the noise it makes when it burns.

Banana – a herb up to 15m high. Largest in the world. 1000 varieites.

A pseudostem – leaves cover one over the other.

Contains no wood. 80% water.

When harvesting, the pseudostem is cut, not just the flowering stem.

Ramifications occur just before harvesting – side shorts on the mother plant. The bulb, stump or rhizome puts out new shoots.

