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 Life in the 
WILDWOOD
From artistic mushrooms and rights 
for ponies to beech-leaf liqueur and 
the laziness fairy: welcome to  
a short walk in the New Forest…
W O R D S :  N I C K  H A L L I S S E Y   P H O T O S :  T O M  B A I L E Y

PLEASE FIND INCLOSED
New Forest land was first ‘inclosed’ 
for timber production in 1698. Today 
the Inclosures balance commercial 
activity with wildlife conservation. 
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THINK I’VE HAD a touch of Old Laurence. 
That might mean nothing to you, but in 

certain quarters of Hampshire, they know 
all about Old Laurence. Laurence, you see, 
is a fairy; one who makes you feel idle. The 
bringer of indolence. The soporific sprite. 

It sounds terribly suave and modern, the name 
‘Laurence’.  But in fact the concept of being touched 
by this enigmatic fellow goes right back to Anglo-
Saxon antiquity, and nowhere was it more prevalent 
than here, in the New Forest. And Laurence wasn’t 
the only otherworld character lurking in these 
woods: it’s often claimed that Robin Goodfellow  
– Shakespeare’s Puck – was a local boy, too.

So, lying contentedly in a little glade just outside 
Brockenhurst, scenting berries in the air and 
watching laser beams of spring sunlight lancing 
through the canopy, I’m more than ready to  
believe that Laurence is about.

But it’s a kick from Tom the photographic sprite 
that wakes me up and reminds me I’ve a walk to do. 
Especially as we’re being joined by someone who 
knows an awful lot about the forest – and in 
particular, its more reliably real wildlife. 

Eleanor Foster was born and raised on the edge  
of the New Forest, and grew up climbing its oak 
trees and building dams in its rivers. Today she’s  
a globally-travelled conservation expert, but she 
returns each spring to lead foraging walks in  
her beloved back garden. 

And right now, she’s drawing on a mushroom.
“Ganoderma applanatum, aka the artist’s 

bracket,” she says with delight.
“Scratch the surface and it reveals the underlying 

brown tissue, so it works like a pencil line. It gives  
a beautiful texture and shading. If I dried it out, 
whatever I drew would stay on it forever.”

Eleanor’s natural knowledge is immense,  

and that’s partly because the New Forest is such  
a perfect schoolroom. Technically it is one of the 
largest remaining wildwoods in western Europe  
– but 3000 years of management have made it  
a unique hybrid of wildness and human resource.

And it has a special relationship with animals. 
Thanks to some arcane medieval laws, animals had 
rights here centuries before ‘animal rights’ became 
a thing. There are over 9000 native ponies, donkeys, 
pigs, cattle, wild boar and deer wandering free in 
the 219 square miles between Lymington in the 
south and Redlynch in the north. You can also find 
55% of the UK-native species of butterflies here, 
and 74% of the nation’s dragonfly species. And  
that artist’s bracket is one of over 2700 species  
of fungus to be found in these woods.

Of course, it’s no longer a ‘new forest’. It got the 
name Nova Foresta from William the Conqueror, 
who declared it his personal hunting ground in  
1079 – nine centuries ago.

“His troops destroyed 20 villages and 12 hamlets 
to make it,” says Eleanor. “No wonder the locals 
called him William the Bastard.”

Deer were strictly protected for the king’s benefit. 
If you were caught stalking, you’d be blinded. If you 
fired an arrow at one, you’d get your arm chopped 
off. And if you actually killed one – execution, in as 
brutal and public a fashion as the local magistrate 
could think of.

But the forest provided a twist of fate in August  
of 1100, when William II – son and successor to the 
Conqueror – was (allegedly) shot with an arrow 
while hunting in Canterton Glen near Minstead. 
Whether accident or plot is the subject of much 
discussion (as is whether it even actually happened) 
but stroll to the memorial column at the glen, on 
what is allegedly the site of the oak tree where  
he fell, and you’ll see it presented as solid fact.  
Kingslayings always do wonders for tourism.

But after Magna Carta, things started to change. 
In 1217, the rights of commoners to roam their 
animals in the forest were enshrined in the Forest 
Charter, a sort of rewrite-cum-upgrade of  Magna 
Carta. And over time, the trees became a more 
precious resource than the animals. In 1379, a few 
thousand oaks were felled to create new defences 
for Southampton. In 1611, hunting ended as timber 
from the forest was farmed and felled for new navy 
vessels for the first time. In 1698, William III 
enclosed a whopping 6000 acres of the forest for  
the express purpose of providing timber for ships. 

And by 1745, the forest was England’s primary 
shipbuilding powerhouse. Lord Nelson’s favourite 
vessel – the Agamemnon – was built that year just 
down the road at Buckler’s Hard, using 3000 trees 
from the forest, at a cost of £24,000. u

 GREEN MAN
In the New Forest, 
even the beer is 
green; in this case, 
a pint of Sign of 
Spring at the Royal 
Oak in Fritham.

u ARBORING 
FUGITIVES
Eleanor and Nick 
wandering among 
young birch trees in 
Pignal Inclosure. 

u NATURAL ART
Eleanor wonders if 
her artist’s bracket 
fungus masterpiece 
might be in with a 
shout for the Turner.

t HEART OF OAK
This magnificent oak 
at Balmer Lawn has 
witnessed kings of 
England at play.

t WASP CRIB
An oak apple gall, 
formed by the tiny 
gall wasp on oak 
leaves as a nursery 
for its larvae.

 CAN’T SEE 
THE WOOD…
Huge tracts of 
heathland survive in 
the forest, especially 
north of the A31, 
such as here at 
Hampton Ridge.

“There are over 9000 
native ponies, donkeys, 
pigs, cattle, wild boar and 
deer wandering free 
among the trees.”

ANCIENT NAMES
There are six forms of commoner’s 
rights in the New Forest.

Agistment: to graze ponies and 
donkeys

Mast: to let pigs out in autumn  
to feed on chestnuts and acorns  
(a practice known as pannage)

Pasture: to graze sheep

Turbary: to dig turf

Estovers: to collect firewood

Marl: to dig clay

The rights come with land 
ownership, and traditionally only 700 
landowners exercise those rights. If 

you don’t have the rights, doing any 
of the above is strictly prohibited.

Commoning is regulated by the 
Verderers’ Court (www.verderers.
org.uk), which has representatives  
from the Forestry Commission, the 
national park, Defra and Natural 
England, plus five elected verderers 
who must all be common 
landowners. 

There are also the Agisters: an 
expert group dedicated to the care 
and proper treatment of New Forest 
ponies. Each year they check the 
ponies in surveys known as drifts. 
www.newforestpony.com

ANCIENT NAMES
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Their wandering nature poses dangers. In 2015 
there were 127 road accidents involving ponies, in 
which 76 animals were killed or seriously injured. 
But the roaming tradition is so firmly entrenched 
that there’s no changing it. The only hope is 
awareness; hence the copious roadside warning 
signs you’ll pass on any drive through the forest.

Eleanor is now crouching over a mound of 
spongey, squidgy sphagnum moss – one of  
hundreds of similar tuffets all around us. 

“In the First World War, local kids could  
earn their keep collecting sphagnum,” she says.

“It contains iodine, which made it an effective 
wound dressing, so the local hospitals would pay  
for it. This stuff probably saved a lot of soldiers  
who came back from the frontline.”

Eleanor tells me many more curious and 
fascinating facts of the forest. Both of Britain’s 
rarest species – the sand lizard and smooth snake 
– are found here in healthy numbers. Outside the  
New Forest, 90% of Hampshire’s heathland has 
disappeared. Only ten stallions are let out to breed 
in the forest each year. In 1873 a bizarre ecstatic 
sect known as the New Forest Shakers was 
established in Hordle by Mary Anne Girling; they 
farmed the land but she barred them from selling 
their produce, and they died out in penury. The 
tallest tree in the forest is a giant sequoia on 
Rhinestone Drive: 178ft at last measurement.  
And gorse makes a nice wine, apparently.

My head spinning slightly, we adjourn to the 
handsome Balmer Lawn hotel to take stock of 
everything this magnificent forest is. Eleanor,  
I realise, is the anti-Laurence, a person so enthused 
and excited by the forest that you can’t help but feel 
fired up to learn more, explore more, see more. 

Walking in the New Forest is pretty special any 
old day. But actually getting to know it, with its 
secrets, its history and its weirdness, is even better.  

Else the Puck a liar call,
And so goodnight unto you all.  

At this point, I’m distracted by the sight  
of Eleanor licking a beech leaf.

“Ever tried noyau?” she asks. 
“Beech leaf liqueur, made with gin and brandy. 

Lovely nutty taste. Richard Mabey gives you  
the recipe in Food for Free.” 

Trees are Eleanor’s greatest passion. Oaks are 
her favourite, but she’s in love with all of them.

“I love how they grow, where they grow, and  
why they grow,” she says.

“Look at the oaks around us. Most of them  
have a holly tree growing right next to them.  
That’s because birds grab holly berries then sit  
in the oaks to eat them. When they poo, out come 
the holly seeds. They land all around the oak and  
– hey presto – new holly trees. So holly and oak  
have this strange cohabitation thing going on.”

Much about the New Forest is ‘strange’, either in 
the peculiar sense or the medieval sense – weird 
and otherworldly. Quite aside from Laurence 
making people feel lazy, the locals had Puck to 
worry about. According to an 1883 travelogue  
by John Wise: “This tricksy fairy, so the Forest 
peasant to this hour firmly believes, inhabits bogs, 
and draws people into them, making merry and 
laughing at their misfortunes.”

And the forest is replete with tales of witchcraft, 
from Mary Dore, an 18th-century witch who could 
turn herself into a hare, to the latter-day occultist 
Sybil Leek, who owned a trio of shops around the 
forest and was Britain’s first TV psychic.

Then there’s Alice. Yes, the one from Wonderland. 
Alice Pleasance Hargreaves, née Liddell – for whom 
Lewis Carroll invented his timeless fantasy – lived 
in the Forest for more than 50 years, and is buried  
in St Michael and All Angels Church in Lyndhurst. 

She was fond of walking in the forest; it’s not hard  
to imagine a 30-year-old Alice wandering the woods 
in search of a brief glimpse of an old friend like the 
Mad Hatter or March Hare. Other literary fans of 

the forest include Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Roald 
Dahl – neither of them strangers to strangeness.

But the forest isn’t just trees. It’s also one of the 
largest repositories of undeveloped heathland  
in southern England. There are pockets of it 
everywhere, from small enclaves near the towns  
of Lyndhurst and Brockenhurst up to the much 
larger swathes north of the A31 around Fritham.

As we wander into a local snippet of heathland  
we sight our first wild ponies of the day. They’re 
shaggy, a tad haughty, and utterly unbothered by us. 
They’re not bothered by much at all, in fact; I’ve 
walked through villages where they’ve been 
ambling at their own pace along the main road, 
staring down oncoming cars with an expression 
that says, “yes… and?”

Plan your trip
WALK HERE
See Walk 5 in this issue.  

And we’ve put some of our other 
favourite New Forest walks online 
at www.lfto.com/bonusroutes

WHERE TO STAY
Country Walking stayed  

at the magnificent Balmer Lawn 
Hotel, a former hunting lodge in 
Brockenhurst – the perfect base for 
this walk and many more (01590 
623116, www.balmerlawnhotel.
com). Beautiful rooms with 
breakfast from £99, exquisite  
food (2 AA rosettes for fine dining) 
and spa facilities for guests, with 
heath and woodland close at hand. 

You can even hire electric bikes  
or a Twizy (two-seater electric car)  
to help you get around the area.

WHERE TO EAT
You’re spoiled for choice in 

Brockenhurst, but try Brusher Mills’ 
old haunt The Snakecatcher (01590 
622348, www.thesnakecatcher.
co.uk); great pub meals around the 
£14 mark, or sample the cook-it-
yourself hot stones for fish and 
steak (£17-£30). Or try Rosie Lea’s 
tearoom (01590 622797,  
www.rosielea.co.uk) which offers 
afternoon tea and scone for a fiver.

GUIDED WALKS
Eleanor works at the New 

Forest Activities centre in Beaulieu, 
which runs guided walks and 
foraging strolls in the forest 
throughout the year. Find out more 
at www.newforestactivities.co.uk

i MORE INFORMATION
For tourist info, go to  

www.thenewforest.co.uk

The Snakecatcher
The Snakecatcher 
pub in Brockenhurst 
is named after Harry 
‘Brusher’ Mills, who 
lived from 1840 to 
1905 and barely left 
the forest in that 
time. He lived in a 
charcoal burner’s hut 
in the forest, his few 
home comforts 
being a bed of  
dry bracken, a 
homemade spoon 
and a tobacco tin.

He earned his 
keep by catching 
snakes – mainly 
grass snakes and adders – partly as pest 
control, but also to sell to zoos and museums. 
It’s thought he caught more than 3000 in his 
lifetime. He loved the creatures, even claiming 
that the fluids of a baked adder could cure 
rheumatism. 

He spent a lot of time in the pub (then 
known as the Railway Inn) – and he even 
breathed his last in it. On July 1905, at the age 
of 65, after a tipple of rum and some pickles, 
he walked out the door and collapsed in an 
outhouse. Lord and commoner alike mourned.

 THIS WAY
The Ashley Walk 
bombing range near 
Fritham was the 
RAF’s key test site 
during World War 
Two. Bombs tested 
here included the 
22,000lb Grand Slam 
‘earthquake bomb’.

 TUSSOCKS
Exploring a  
mini-mountain 
range of sphagnum 
moss heaps near 
Brockenhurst.

 FORGET 
PROSECCO!
Sizing up a beech 
leaf with a view to 
distilling a light, 
nutty noyau.

u SUSTENANCE
This holly tree has 
had its bark nibbled 
by a forest pony.

“Sphagnum moss  
contains iodine, which  
made it an effective wound 
dressing. This stuff probably 
saved a lot of soldiers who came 
back from the frontline.”


