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resh reports of new outbreaks of the potentially
devastating ash dieback disease have been
appearing around the country almost daily.
Incidences have been recorded in forests from the
south of England up into Scotland. It's no longer a
small, controllable thing.

The government has convened special meetings of its
Cobra action committee amid fears that not only the ash
could succumb but that some strains of oak may also be
facing attack from disease.

As forests loom large in our culture - through the dark
woods of our fairytales to the myths of King Arthur, folk
tales of Robin Hood, Chaucer's Canterbury Tales and
Milton'’s tree of life - losing vast numbers of trees will
undoubtedly have a deep effect.

“We might be looking at the biggest impact on the
British landscape since the enclosures in the {7th and
I18th centuries. For anyone who is passionate about the
British landscape that is a major concern,” says writer
and broadcaster Rob Penn, an amateur woodsman who
cares for his own forest in Monmouthshire.

Penn compares the ash dieback outbreak with Dutch
elm disease, which struck in the 1970s.

“There would be these big holes where you knew an
elm had stood and the sense that death was all around.
That is why the Dutch elm disease went ta the heart of
the British public = and why ash dieback can do the
same,” he recalls.

Despite industrialisation and urbanisation, forests
have remained with us: through AA Milne's Hundred Acre
Wood, Enid Blyton’s Faraway Tree and JK Rowling’s
Forbidden Forest. Trees inform who we are, defining our
connection with nature, the past and humanity itself.

“If you go into a wood and you lean against an
ancient tree, the past is at your back. | think that is
very significant, something we recognise but don't
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really understand,”
Penn says. “We are
just on the edge of the
Black Mountains.

“The forest here has
never been cleared for
agriculture: it has always been
covered in trees. So its nature
has not been changed for
8,000 years.

“So when you stand in it
you have a connection with the
human matrix that simply isn't
available in any other aspect of the
British landscape - because all of it has
changed except the woodland.

“I think that is at the heart of why we find woods so
enticing. Why our fairytales come from them. Why so
many of our children’s stories come from them. They are
an extraordinarily powerful connection to the entire
human matrix.” e

Rob Penn’s Tales from the Wildwood is on Wednesdays at
8.30pm on BBC Four
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