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Preface

On 6th May 1882 Queen Victoria visited High Beach where she declared
““it gives me the greatest satisfaction to dedicate this beautiful Forest to the
use and enjoyment of my people for all time’’. This royal visit was greeted
with great enthusiasm by the thousands of people who came to see their
Queen when she passed by, as their forefathers had done for other
sovereigns down through the ages.

My purpose in writing this little book is to tell how the ordinary
people have used Epping Forest in the past, but came to enjoy it only in
more recent times. I hope to give the reader a glimpse of what life was like
for those who have lived here throughout the ages and how, by using the
Forest, they have physically changed it over the centuries. The Romans,
Saxons and Normans have each played their part, while the Forest we
know today is one of the few surviving examples of Medieval woodland
management. The Tudor monarchs and their courtiers frequently visited
the Forest, while in the 18th century the grandeur of Wanstead House
attracted sight-seers from far and wide. The common people, meanwhile,
were mostly poor farm labourers who were glad of the free produce they
could obtain from the Forest. None of the Forest ponds are natural, some
of them having been made accidentally when sand and gravel were
extracted, while others were made by Man for a variety of reasons. The
coming of stage-coaches and the consequent building of roads started a
process of dissecting the Forest which still continues today. Indeed the last
century has seen a great many changes, although my narrative finishes
with Queen Victoria’s visit in 1882.

This is not intended to be a scholarly work, nor do I claim that it is a
complete history. However, 1 hope that by researching as widely as
possible I have portrayed an accurate yet interesting picture. I would
particularly like to acknowledge use of the Victoria County History of
Essex and books by Kenneth Neale, Dr. Oliver Rackham and Sir William
Addison. My thanks go to Ken Hoy, the staff of the Epping Forest
Conservation Centre and other friends and relatives for their help and
advice; also to Joy Blake who edited the typescript and Alan Goldsmith
for his assistance in preparing it for printing.

A map is given on p.28-9 to help locate places mentioned in the text;
those who wish to explore the Forest further might like to obtain a larger
scale map. On p. 54-5 there is a list of books suggested for further reading,
and on p. 56 there is a list of museums and other relevant places of interest
in the Epping Forest area.
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The larger peat bog beside Lodge Road, near the gates of Copped Hall.

It was near here that several boreholes were made and the soil samples obtained were studied
by C. A. Baker, P. A. Moxey and P. M. Oxford. They were able to analyse the pollen
content of the samples and work out which species of trees were growing in the vicinity at
different points in time.

Epping Forest through
the Ages

Most people, if asked who were the earliest residents in the Epping Forest
area, would probably tell of the Iron Age earthworks at Ambresbury
Banks, and might also mention that here Queen Boadicea made her last
stand against the Roman army. But they would be wrong. There is
evidence of much earlier people who came to Epping Forest in Mesolithic
times, something like 8,000 B.C., and made a shelter near High Beach.

The last ice sheet which covered northern Europe reached its climax
around 18,000 B.C., stopping across England in the area of the Forest and
leaving many interesting geological formations which still affect the
contours of the land and the vegetation which it can support today. As the
ice receded the first plants re-colonised the area and soon birch, aspen and
probably sallow groves could be seen among the tundra. Gradually, as the
climate improved, the woods became continuous so that by Mesolithic, or
Middle Stone-Age, times birch and pine trees were abundant with some
hazel, aspen and alder, covering the whole area where the soil was
suitable. Later oak and elm trees started to appear in the woodland with
an increasing number of limes. (This was the small-leaved lime, not to be
confused with the hybrid common lime with which we are familiar today).

As the weather became warmer early Man began to spread from
Africa into Europe and some continued slowly northwards across the land
bridge linking England with the Continent. Groups of these early people
wandered around, hunting, fishing and gathering such vegetable food as
they could find. They had not yet discovered the secret of cultivating their
own crops and so had a nomadic existence, making a temporary shelter
when they found an abundance of food. Archaeological research has
uncovered evidence of such a site near High Beach. Many humanly
worked flints have been found with one or two fragments of pottery, and
the identification of stake holes in the ground suggests that some kind of
shelter was erected while the flint tools were being prepared. In fact there
is evidence of much earlier Man hunting similarly in both the Lea and
Roding valleys, where flint tools something like 150,000 years old have been
found. Then, in one of the sub-tropical phases between Ice Ages, animals
like the elephant, rhinoceros and hippopotamus would have been found,
but our Mesolithic group near High Beach would have hunted wild boar,
red and roe deer and the wild ancestors of our domestic cattle. They would
also have obtained food by fishing and wildfowling in the river valleys; the
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