THE HISTORY OF GRETTON’S WOODLAND

The panoramic landscape painted 300 years ago from a position looking east from Dixton Hill provides evidence that for hundreds of years the land below the Cotswold escarpment to the north, east, and west of Gretton was predominantly farmed as pasture for animals such as sheep and dairy cows.  South of the village, however, on the steep slopes of the escarpment the woodland was sustained; first to provide building materials and fuel and then in much more recent times to help maintain a diversified environment.
Thirteen thousand years ago as the glaciers from the last ice age receded, the climate warmed to a point conducive with the growth of deciduous woodland.  At this time the area where Gretton now stands would have been gradually transformed from open grassland to predominantly layers of oak, hazel, and elm trees.  By 6,000 years ago, during the Early Neolithic period, this transformation had been completed. The landscape was fully ‘wild-wooded’ albeit with some areas in the valley naturally fen-like due to the number of water courses which existed there.  Wildlife would have included species that we are still familiar with today such as shrews, voles, weasels and mice as well as badgers, foxes, and deer.  However, it would also have been possible to have spotted brown bears, wild boar and lynx roaming at will.
The growing emergence of human activity in the area resulted in a steady clearance of woodland to make way for pasture as people settled into a less nomadic more sedentary farming existence.  The trees that were felled provided a life sustaining resource in terms of fuel and building materials, and the open pasture that this process created in turn becoming essential spaces for farm animals to graze upon and crops to be grown.  Oak trees, a ‘keystone species’ with the properties of strength and hardness, were felled for use as timber framing although, given these properties, must have been used sparingly at first.  Through coppicing, hazel provided hurdles, and spars used in thatching and hedge-laying.  Elm with its resistance to decay and pliant properties was used in bow making, its leaves providing fodder for livestock.
It is reckoned that by the time of the Norman invasion much of the landscape around Gretton would have, in general, resembled that which we see today, the main stretches of woodland confined to the slopes of the escarpment.   Later, the use of stone created a need for this material in order to build houses and create boundaries of dry stone walling.  This led to quarrying on the edge of the escarpment and a further reduction of woodland.  
Although some orchards had existed within Gretton for centuries the import of cheap grain and conducive local climatic conditions persuaded local farmers in the late nineteenth century that in order to make a profit they would need to diversify in their choice of agriculture.  Consequently, many more fruit orchards were planted and Gretton became swathed in a blanket of apple and pear trees.  Unfortunately, pressure to provide houses for the expanding population in the late 20th century gave rise to ‘garden grabbing’ and many of these orchards were lost to housing developments.
One historical event that refers to an orchard within Gretton occurred in 1779.  The story goes that John Wesley had been given permission by the local vicar to preach within the parish church.  However, as the day dawned the vicar got cold feet having been made aware of how unpopular this sermon by a Methodist would be if the Anglican Bishop got to hear about it.  Arriving in the early evening, having travelled all the way from Gloucester, John Wesley found the church door firmly closed but, undaunted, preached in an orchard nearby where the war memorial now stands despite it being March and in fading light.
During World War II local children were warned by their parents not to venture up into the woodland.  They were told that prisoners of war housed in the grounds of Sudeley Castle and put to work on local farms could well hideout in the woods if the opportunity arose for them to attempt an escape.
Today, the deciduous woodland still nestling high above the village helps to enhance the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in which it stands.  A designated walk, the Winchcombe Way, passes through the woodland as part of a 42 mile circuit.  The ramblers pass along a track which is shaded on both sides by a variety of tree that includes ash, sycamore, hawthorn, oak, and beech.  Layer upon layer, these trees which have grown throughout the ages of history have created the green haven that this woodland is today.
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