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Philippa Hall meets a man working to renew a historic 
wood in Dartmoor National Park

Revitalising ancient woodlands

It was only after I returned from myvisit to the Hillyfield in Devon that
I learnt about the ghost of a lady who
travels along the old Totnes road that
passes through the ancient woodland. 
I can now picture her carriage on

the same track I walked beside the
flowing River Harbourne, in a dip,
shaded by tall trees, with chinks of
sunlight radiating through the canopy.
In such places our history is acutely
tangible: over the years metal detec-
torists have discovered ancient coins, a
silver spoon and a Tudor buckle.
The Hillyfield hides in a steep valley

on the south-eastern corner of Dart-
moor National Park. It is owned and
managed by Doug King-Smith, and is
seen by many woodland champions as
a model for sustainable woodland
management and small woodland
regeneration.
For the past seven years Doug has

battled with diseased larch and Japan-
ese knotweed, and planted five acres of
mixed broadleaf trees. But now he
faces the biggest challenge yet for the
forty-five-acre site: a planning inquiry,
costing him over £30,000, will deter-
mine whether he has won or lost his

Larches waiting to be felled. Photo © Beki Strong.
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appeal to build two barns, which he
claims are integral to the survival of
the small woodland. 
“We need to have a wood-drying

barn so we can sell seasoned timber
and have a machinery store so we can
keep the equipment we’ve invested in
out of the rain,” says Doug. “The
Dartmoor National Park Authority
[DNPA] says the barns are not neces-
sary for forestry, and on top of that
they’ve served enforcement notices
demanding we remove all of the tem-
porary structures we need for the
essential purposes of managing this

land, things like the compost toilets,
workshop and tented kitchen.”
Doug’s aim is to revitalise a wood-

land culture on Dartmoor, and to pro-
vide timber for local residents and
businesses. He’s owned the site since
2010 and has received £80,000 of
grants from Forestry Commission
England to help implement his man-
agement plan. In 2016 the site made a
profit for the first time, but Doug esti-
mates it’s also taken £200,000-worth
of voluntary labour to reach this point.
“We might earn £25 to £30 per

cubic metre for trees as round wood.
When selling firewood we’ll be earn-
ing around £150 to £200 per cubic
metre. If I cut planks on the mobile
sawmill I’ll be earning £400 per cubic
metre. That’s how woodlands can sur-
vive. But if I’m selling wood that isn’t
properly seasoned I won’t survive.”
Doug says he needs two new barns

for drying wood and storing equip-
ment. But the DNPA has a different
opinion about what is necessary on
site for management and commercial
forestry to take place.
“Mr King-Smith is claiming the

buildings all relate to the management
of the woodlands. We see them as two
separate issues: the management plus
him running a forestry-type sawmill
business from the land,” says James
Aven from the DNPA. “Even if the
case was made that sawing wood 
on site was incidental to a forestry
operation, is it reasonably necessary
for the purpose of forestry to have 
permanent buildings on site in order
to facilitate those uses? Forestry tends

to be intensive, over a short period of
time, unlike agriculture.”
The DNPA wants Doug to apply

for planning permission for the barns,
but Doug believes he can build the
barns under permitted development
rights for forestry.
However, nowhere in the Town and

Country Planning, General Permitted
Development Order, does it state what
is reasonably necessary for the pur-
poses of forestry. There is also no
established definition for forestry. 
As a consequence, the result of this

appeal is being watched: future deci-
sions by the DNPA and other local
authorities will be guided by the out-
come; other woodland champions
who see Doug as forging a path will be
watching and then reacting; and the
result matters for ordinary folk, too,

because small woodlands are at risk.
“All woodlands are under threat

from lack of management, disease 
and climate change. But the smaller 
woodlands are even more vulnerable
because their size makes them less
resilient,” says Hamish Thomson of
the Woodland Trust. “They’re an inte-
gral part of the character of the Eng-
lish landscape, and they’re also good
stepping stones for mobile species.”
Most planning appeals like this are

resolved at local level between the par-
ties concerned rather than through the
Planning Inspectorate. The public
outcry over the attempted selling of
State-owned forests in 2011 proved
how emotive people can get when it
comes to England’s woodlands. The
case of Doug King-Smith and his small
wood is no less emotive for him. n

Doug King-Smith is seen by many as a
woodland champion. Photo © Beki Strong. Horse logging on the forty-five-acre Hillyfield site.


