
Brislington Meadows  Richard Bland  28/05/14

The Hedges

Age 
The Know your place website clearly shows all the present hedges in
the 1840 Tithe map, and the 1946 aerial shows all the big trees. The
1880s map shows a large number of trees many of which will have 
been elms and have gone. It is thus clear that, as was a very old 
tradition, the hedges combined the traditional hedge species, 
mainly hawthorn and hazel with large trees that would have been 
felled at need. The oldest trees in the hedges are at least 160 years 
old, and it is fair to assume that the shrubby species are the same 
age. Exactly when the area was enclosed, and divided between the 
farms is not clear, but is most likely to have been in the mid 18th 
century, the point in recent history when the population reached 
five million, which is the maximum number of people that could be 
sustained with the levels of agricultural productivity at the time. The
only way to increase output was to bring marginal land into active 
cultivation, and enclosure was the way this was done. The age of 
the farmsteads in the area would establish the date of the change. 
Once fields with boundary hedges were established their size and 
shape remained constant in most areas down to the mid 20th 
century. It is reasonable to assume that the hedges are around 250 
years old, and may be a century older, though the fact that the 
species mix is the same limited range of species in all the hedges 
carries an implication that they were all created at the same time 
and are relatively recent.
A very few of the species in the hedges show clear signs that they 
were formerly laid in the traditional manner, but many of them 
suggest that the hedges were simply maintained by clipping. If the 
fields were ever arable the hedges do not need to be stock proof. 
However the species composition of the fields, especially the 
presence of so much Pignut, suggests that they have always been 
grazed, or possibly treated as hay meadows, in which case 
stock-proof boundaries would be needed for only part of the year.

The Hedge species:

Hawthorn. (12/13) Hawthorn was the normal standard hedging 
species planted in a new enclosure and it was recorded in 11 of the 
12 hedges surveyed. Most of the individual plants were multi 
stemmed, implying that they had frequently been trimmed right 
back, but none showed signs of being laid. One multi stem was 
measured round at 300cm, which might imply an age of 200 years, 
as hawthorns grow much more slowly than trees. It provides both 
nectar and berries



Blackthorn.(10/13) This is now very dominant and, as it suckers, it
is expanding rapidly into the meadows. I measured an individual 
tree at 110cm, and like Hawthorn it grows very slowly and to find it 
as a tree is unusual.  It provides noth nectar and sloes

Elder (10/13) This is an invasive species in hedges, as it tends to 
create gaps in a stock proof hedge.  It is of course very valuable for 
nectar and berries

Holly (8/13) The individual trees were not very old, and this looks 
like a recent invader of the original hedge. Nectar and berries

Ash  (9/13).  Many young trees, invaders from the last 50 years. 
One or two multi stemmed from being cut down in the past and one 
was Y shaped indicating having been laid in the past. There were 
also two magnificent trees in ST625707 both with girths of 400 cm, 
implying a minimum age of 160 years and these are among the 
largest in Bristol

Hazel. (6/13).A common hedge plant as it lays easily, and produces
useful poles.  The hedge I did not check was  in ST625 710 where 
there are a large number that are multi stemmed, suggesting that 
perhaps they were used as coppice poles rather than as a hedge.

CommonElm (5/13). The presence in these hedges of young elms 
indicates the presence of large trees that died 40 years ago and in 
theory at least they can all be seen on the 1946 aerial photo. As the 
Dutch Elm disease is at a very low ebb there are now a large 
number of vigorous young elms which will soon dominate the hedge 
line as they did in the past, and should Ash die back happed they 
will be in a position to take over.

Common Oak (5/13)  I measured eight trees in hedges, the oldest 
at 580 on the NE park boundary, implying a minimum age of 250 
years. The majority were between 300 and 400 cm, implying an 
origin in the early to mid 19c. They are all maidens- they have not 
been pollarded, and were presumably planted as a potential timber 
source. There are at least the same number again of a similar age 
that I did not measure. The twin-trunk pair in the Park itself are 
stag-headed, but that is a normal part of the aging process. All 
should be preserved as valuable veterans, and are perhaps the best 
bargaining counter to use with the developers.

Field maple. (3/13)  This is a common small tree of hedges, but 
the trees here are strange as they are all multi trunked and very 
heavily burred. This implies that they have been cut back heavily in 
the past. I am uncertain of their normal growth rate, but they are 
certainly unusual in size



Other species:
 
A few small young cherries. One Crack Willow by the stream at 
ST626 708. One young Norway maple derived from the recently 
planted trees in the Park, one Holm oak, one Sycamore, (very 
surprising that more have not invaded), One young Wych Elm- I 
may easily have missed them. They grow from seed, not suckers, 
and when young are not always easy to distinguish from Common 
Elm. One Dog Rose- a common invader of hedges and may have 
been missed. 

There are two whole fields I failed to access so there is more to be 
done, but it will not change the basic pattern. One of them is almost 
completely scrubbed up, and has no obvious access- it might be 
interesting.

Victory Park itself.  
An eclectic collection of planted trees, the oldest the Common 
Limes abutting the cemetery wall which I take it were planted in 
1920, but seem to be older. A lot of recent planting has not taken 
well- but a combination of cold winters and wet summers has not 
been helpful.

NB the Squares on the map used by the BNHC are wrong. The park 
entrance square should be ST623 710  not ST623 711 Ie they are all 
right in an east west dimension but are all 100metres too far north 
in the north south dimension.
My references are taken from the Ordnance survey, not from  the 
BNHC map.

Note on the excel file. Three sheets- firstly the hedges, second the 
trees in the park and thirdly an analysis of the hedges. I have given 
6 figure refes for the hedges themselves- ie the hectare in which 
they are, and 8 figure for the measured trees. 

…....

Additional comments in email.
It is the great trees that really must be kept- they are magnificent 
specimens at their finest- they will move into middle age for the 
next century or so.

Oaks of their size are not uncommon in bristol, but the Ash trees are
the finest in the city, and the Multi trunk Field Maples are amazing.


