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Newsletter No 34 (February 2014)

Dear Members and Supporters
Welcome to this extended newsletter which I hope you read and enjoy.  With your support we now have the legal right to enjoy Coombe wood and have protected it from future development.  Village Green status gives us the protection we need.  However we cannot rest on our laurels and we need to keep a close eye on things to ensure our hard won rights are not lost.

We ask that those of you who have supported us in the past, who have not renewed their membership for 2014, take this opportunity to renew or join Friends of Coombe Wood.  It’s only £5 per year per household and the more members we have the stronger the voice we have when consulting with bodies like Councils.

Just to show why we still have to be diligent, the boundaries of the Village Greens were incorrectly shown on the recent Castle Point Plan for the future and the category of the land was incorrect.  Following representation the Council have agreed the error and are correcting it.  Even then we have to make sure they have corrected it correctly.
FOC are taking legal advice on how to get the remainder of the fencing in the northern part of the woods, which is spoiling our enjoyment of, and access to the woods, removed.  I know that this is a matter dear to a lot of you but legal advice does not come cheap.  In the past we have had invaluable assistance from the Open Spaces Society (of which we are a member) and the Environmental Law Foundation with whom we are consulting.
We also keep the bridle ways clear and safe at the request of Essex County Council as we know that a lot of you use these as a way into the woods.

John has written on the natural history of Coombe Wood and Gwyn Jordan has written on the history of Coombe Wood.  We hope you find them interesting and if anyone has any reminiscences of Coombe Wood and would like to share them please send then to our secretary.

John, our secretary keeps our web site up to date, please visit it at http://www.friendsofcoombewood.org.uk/Home/Home.php 
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A brief history of Coombe Wood by Gwyn Jordan – one of our members
Coombe Wood is named from the deep valley that runs out from the side of the hill like the Welsh Cwm in the famous hymn tune Cwm Rhondda or Valley Rhondda. There are two valleys, one through the centre of the wood and a smaller steeper one by the side of the Bread and Cheese Hill near its summit. This smaller valley is the site of a dense stand of wild English bluebells and well worth a visit in late April and early May. The wood is ancient and is shown on the ordnance survey map of 1863. Oliver Rackham in his book on the ancient woods of South East Essex says that ‘Coombe Hill Wood’ was unchanged in outline from the 1780s until 1910. In 1890 it formed part of the land known as Thundersley Park Farm which was purchased in its entirety by the Rev. William Wordsworth Talfourd, the local incumbent of St Peters church who was already a tenant on nearly half of it. The map shows the details of this farm and wood in 1900 when the wood itself was sold on and divided up into plots for auction. Auctions were held every fortnight in the “season” of 1900 and the site was called “Coombe Wood Estate” The wood was divided into over 500 small plots around 20 by 140 feet. Purchasers were encouraged by free lunches and ‘break drives.’ The auctioneer was Iles, Sons & Co, Southend-on-Sea. In the advertising for these plots they were described as being on the highest range of Thundersley Hills. The description continued: It is elevated 276 feet above sea level, commands most extensive and magnificent views in all directions and is admitted to be the gem of this lovely district now known to many as the “Switzerland of Essex.” The renowned “Coombe Wood” with its central ornamental lake and lofty observatory has for many years been the favourite resort of picnic parties, holiday makers and others. Its natural beauty, its wild rough and tumble character undulating from heights to valleys and rising in one part to an eminence known as “Coombe Kop” (Kop is a hill) renders it unique for residential purposes. One cannot help feeling there may have been a little exaggeration in these particulars!!

Although the eastern part of the wood is now mostly the houses of Kenneth Road, Thundersley Grove and Coombewood Drive the western area is still ancient woodland. The woodland has been left unmanaged for the last 100 years and some of the older trees have fallen. The central area has changed over the last fifty years and is much less overgrown and beginning to look like a forest with a high canopy. The fields of the farm which once were grassland have almost all gone excepting for the church field in the north and some areas of garden. The two fields on the west numbered 175 and 176 returned to woodland after 1940. The northern one, 175 on the map, is now divided into a northern field, the Church Field, and a southern part which is woodland. 

Attempts to take the wood over for a caravan park in the 60s and a fishing club in the area of the so called lake just over 10 years ago both failed and the last suggestion led to the formation of Friends of Coombe Wood and efforts were made to secure the wood as land open to the neighbourhood through Village Green registration. All the woodland including the recent woodland to the north of the older wood has now been registered as Village Green, the southern part as Village Green 1 and the Northern part as Village Green 2. The wood still belongs to the holders of the deeds.

The Natural History of Coombe Wood
This article is intended as the first of three on the Natural History of Coombe Wood by John Rostron, our secretary. This one will focus on what you can see in Spring. Later ones will look at the wood in Summer and Autumn.

Much of Coombe Wood is an Ancient Woodland. This does not mean that it has been there for ever, it just means that it has been in existence since the first reliable maps in around 1770. An important consequence of this ancient status is that animals and plants have had centuries to colonise and establish themselves. Thus ancient woodlands tend to have a greater diversity of plants and fungi than later (or secondary) woodlands. This is true to a lesser extent for animals because animals are better at spreading from place to place as compared with plants.

Although the dominant trees in Coombe Wood, Common Oak, Hornbeam and the introduced Chestnut are the same as most other woods in the area, Coombe Wood has about twenty species of trees and shrubs. Many of these are common and widespread, but the Woodland Hawthorn is largely found only in Ancient Woodlands.
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In the Spring, the two hawthorns can be distinguished by their leaves. In the Common Hawthorn the leaves are much more deeply lobed and spread out. In the Woodland Hawthorn, the lobes are shallower and confined to the far side of the leaf.

Coombe Wood has a number of Spring and early Summer flowers. The most obvious of these are Wood Anemones, Bluebells and Lesser Celandines which carpet parts of the wood. However, there are two less obvious species that are unusual. The Moschatel or Town Hall Clock, and the Goldilocks; both flower in late April and May.
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The flower heads of Moschatel are less than half an inch across (about one cm), but four flowers each face a different way – hence the name Town Hall Clock. Goldilocks looks like any other buttercup, but on each flower, one petal is usually distorted or even lost, giving it a lop-sided appearance.
If you are interested in supporting us please complete the slip below and return with your membership subscription to the secretary whose address is shown above, or to your local committee member at the following addresses:

Terry Isherwood


Terry Tokeley


John Rostron

28 Thundersley Grove

22 Coombewood Drive

431 Kents Hill Road

Benfleet



Benfleet



Benfleet

Essex
SS7 3EB 

Essex
SS7 3EA

Essex
SS7 4AD

Tel: 01268 757945

Tel: 01268 753302

Tel: 01268 757984

terry.isherwood@talktalk.net
ttokley@aol.com

johnmargaret@tiscali.co.uk
Please make cheques payable to:
Friends of Coombe Wood

 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Enrolment/Renewal for_{name }_________________________________________

{address}_____________________________________________________________
{email and Tel No}___________________________/____________________________________

Please enrol /renew my membership of Friends of Coombe wood for 2013/14.  (£5 per household).

Signed _____________________________________

 (Receipts will be given)

Best wishes and thank you for your continuing support,

From your Committee. 
Affiliated to Open Spaces Society (OSS)

                     Castle Point Association of Voluntary Services (CAVS)


