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1. Version 
 
This version of the Piles Copse and Higher Piles Management Plan is the fifth and was created 
from a revision and updating of the previous version of November 2012.  It follows in sequence 
from the first Piles Copse Management Plan, which was disseminated in January 2003.  
 
 

2. Background 
 
Piles Copse is an ancient woodland of English oak, situated within the enclosed boundary of an 
ancient farm in the Erme valley of southern Dartmoor.  It is well known as one of few surviving 
such woods, and for its high scenic value.  It is listed as a site of special scientific interest, an 
environmentally sensitive area and part of a national park.  Yet despite these theoretical 
safeguards and management by the landowner, it continues to age and decline. 
 
There is now strong evidence that points to possibilities for rejuvenation of the woodland and 
opportunities to improve its long term sustainability as part of the wider landscape.  In this 
respect it is important to distinguish Piles Copse (the current extent of the oak wood), Higher 
Piles (the ancient farm in which the copse is situated) and Harford Moor (the surrounding 
commons).   
 
This document sets out the historical, silvicultural and regulatory settings as the basis for an 
updated management plan.  It is intended to help continue a long term approach to safeguard 
Piles Copse for future generations. 
 
 

3. Physical Geography  
 
As can be seen from Figure 1, Piles Copse is an isolated woodland in a south-draining valley that 
has cut into the granite dome of Dartmoor.  The higher dissected plateau of the bleak upper 
moorland lies to the north.  Away to the south, beyond the boundary of the granite intrusion, lies 
the lower, older landforms that are the populated landscape of the South Hams.  Other areas of 
woodland fringe into the moor, along the valleys.  These are a mixture of semi-natural woodland 
and plantations. 
 
Rainfall is quite high for Britain, and is thought to be in the range of 1500 to 2000 mm (60 to 80 
inches) per annum.  Temperature is relatively low for southern England on account of the 
elevated location: Higher Piles is between 250 and 400 metres (750 to 1200 feet) above sea 
level.  Much of the copse is in a sheltered location in the steeper part of the valley, but exposure 
to high winds is clearly visible in the shaping of thorn trees in the more exposed parts of the 
hillside to the south-east of the copse, which faces straight towards the Western Approaches. 
 
Piles Copse is mainly situated on a steep and rocky hillside on the left bank of the Erme.  It has a 
westerly aspect (see Figure 2).  Soils on the hillside are derived from the granite that forms their 
parent material, giving them a loamy texture and relatively free drainage.  They are well 
developed soils, but the acidic regolith and high rainfall, and lack of artificial liming, have led to a 
degree of podzolisation in most areas, making them podzolised brown earths.  This means that 
there is a well-developed topsoil, relatively rich in organic matter, and a deep, iron-rich subsoil.  
Although frequently formed in situ, there are also colluvial elements to the soils on steeper areas.  
In some places, particularly in the middle of the wood, the ground is excessively stony.  While 
many of these boulders are clitter, there also appear to be a few outcrops of bedrock, effectively 
forming small, lower valley slope tors.  Clitter represents large rock debris in slow transport down 
the slope, and to a large extent is a relict feature from the ice ages. 
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Figure 1: The general location of Piles Copse on southern Dartmoor. Copyright Google Earth. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: General location map (1:50,000) 
Crown Copyright 2003 Ordnance Survey 
 

 

On the gentle valley bottom slopes, soils tend to be 
coarse and are derived from alluvial flood sediments.  
Differential layering can be seen in these soils, as a 
result of deposits laid down by floods, but overlain by 
the effects of soil formation.  Periodic waterlogging 
(gleying) is sometimes a feature in these soils, but 
essentially within the copse they are also well 
drained.  Although many nearby parts of the valley 
bottom have been heavily disturbed by tin streaming, 
this has not been done in the area occupied by the 
copse, but only in the lower reaches of Higher Piles. 
 
It is the soils that explain why this location was 
chosen to be the site of an ancient farm.  On the 
steeper valley sides in many parts of the moor, these 
brown earths are common, though rarely covering 
such a large extent as in Higher Piles.  They are very 
distinct from the wetter, peaty soils found on gentler 
slopes and on the ridges.  As a result, they are more 
fertile and can support a better quality of pasture or 
woodland.  Higher Piles was therefore well chosen 
as an area for a farm, and for investment in a higher 
level of management than the surrounding land, 
which has remained as unimproved commons. 

Piles Copse 
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4. History 
 
It is currently understood that by about 2000 to 1500 BC most of the tree cover had been cleared 
and Dartmoor had become an important area for the grazing of sheep and cattle (Dartmoor 
National Park Authority, 1998).  The survival of small oak woods at Piles, Black Tor and 
Wistman’s, remains something of an enigma (see next section).   
 
From about 1,800 BC, there was increasing population on Dartmoor, so that slash and burn 
agriculture deforested the moor significantly after around 1000 BC.  By 500 BC, when the climate 
started to cool, moorland was in existence and woodland cover already limited.  The Roman and 
dark ages periods had little impact, but there were some high level Saxon settlements.   
 
Harford, the parish in which Piles lies, appears to have been a manor in Domesday, but at that 
time the moor may have been used mainly for hunting.  After that, tin streaming had a profound 
effect, with a boom in the 12

th
 century and a consequent increase in population on the moor for 

some time.  Marginal farms around the moor were deserted after the Black Death.  There was a 
further rise in tin exploitation in the 15

th
 and 16

th
 centuries.   

 
It seems most likely that the two Piles farms date from either of the boom periods around the 12

th
 

and the 15
th
 to 16

th
 centuries respectively.  Higher Piles is too big to have been a medieval 

newtake, of the sort most common in Dartmoor Forest.  In the late 18
th
 century a larger type of 

newtake emerged, and at this time and on into the 19
th
 century there was a strong movement 

towards enclosing very large areas of central Dartmoor in order to “improve” rough moorland to 
rich pasture. Between 1820 and 1898 it was estimated that more than 6,070 ha (15,000 acres) 
on Dartmoor had become newtakes.  But deeds exist of the Piles farms from before this period, 
and so it is clear that they were older establishments and not newtakes.  Also, the size of stone 
used in the construction of the massive wall around Higher Piles – in some cases not far short of 
the size used in the herculean walls of ancient Greece – required inputs of labour that could not 
have been affordable in this part of England even in the 18

th
 and 19

th
 centuries (except possibly 

by Napoleonic prisoners-of-war), and the decline of the walls seems to have started at least by 
the late 19

th
 century.  It seems most likely that Higher Piles was enclosed sometime in the middle 

ages, but by whom and exactly when, remains unknown. 
 
In this context, the oak copse in Higher Piles is most likely to have been planted around the 16

th
 

century, when there is known to have been a shortage of small oak coppice and underwood in 
south-west England, mainly as a result of heavy use in tin smelting. 
 
Deeds show that the Piles farms both had recorded common rights on the surrounding moors 
from at least the 1740s.  Following lengthy disputes, there was a redefinition of boundaries for 
Harford and its neighbouring moors in the 18

th
 century.  Stone pillars were erected that still define 

them physically.  The 1838 tithe map shows the two Piles farms as large fields, walled in like the 
other enclosed farmland.  Harford Moor was well defined by that time. 
 
In 1867 the Duchy of Cornwall sold Harford and Ugborough Moors, along with Higher and Lower 
Piles, to the Rivers family, who owned Stowford estate, which is the old manor of Harford.  
Grazing rights were explicitly transferred, and mineral rights excluded.  It is not clear from the 
1867 deed as to whether the Piles farms were inhabited at that time, but the implication is that 
they were not.  The Stowford estate and the moor were purchased by James MacAndrew in 
1878.  Lower Piles was sold off sometime between 1867 and 1929, and has remained in 
separate ownership. 
 
Howard Howell bought both Harford Moor and Higher Piles from the MacAndrew executors in 
1931, along with the Lukesland portion of the Harford estates.  By this time the Piles farms had 
long been abandoned and the Higher Piles boundaries were no longer stock proof.  Both Harford 
Moor and Higher Piles have remained in the family since, with Brian Howell the legal owner from 
1966 until his death in 2003, and then John Howell. 
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5. Vegetation and Ecology 
 
The copse is composed predominantly of English, common or pedunculate oak (Quercus robur).  
This tree is a native throughout southern Britain, and has a wide natural range across Europe 
and into south-west Asia.  Mitchell (1974) suggests that its occurrence up to 450 metres on 
Dartmoor is relatively high for this latitude.  Certainly it is more commonly associated with basic 
loams and clays than with acid upland soils.  As glacial conditions receded, much of Dartmoor 
was covered by an ericaceous heath, and later by forest; as the climate became warmer, this 
pine-birch-willow (Pinus-Betula-Salix) forest declined and hazel (Corylus avellana) colonised 
bare areas of heath.  Oak then followed, and hazel declined.  Pollen analyses show that oak was 
the dominant species of the original Dartmoor forest (the implication being that it had reached a 
post-glacial climax stage) before it was cleared, probably by human activities, starting from about 
5,000 years before the present (Simmons, 1964a); but sub-fossilised Quercus pollens are 
impossible to distinguish and so there is a large degree of hypothesis in Simmons’s suggestion 
that Q. robur was the prevalent species at that time.  More recent suppositions, based on limited 
climatic evidence during post-glacial colonisation, suggest that by about 9500 BP the forest in 
south-western England is more likely to have been of sessile oak (Q. petraea) (Harris et al, 2003, 
quoting various sources). 
 
Harris et al (2003) point out evidence that there was a general shortage of small oak (coppice 
and underwood) in south-west England by about the sixteenth century, mainly as a result of 
heavy use in tin smelting.  With extensive tin streaming in the Erme valley, this could certainly 
have been a particular local problem.  Oak may therefore have been planted at Piles, either to 
provide for this purpose or for pannage (feeding pigs) by other settlers.  As the historical 
assessment above shows, Higher Piles was an enclosed farm that must have been occupied and 
worked at least in the middle ages and possibly later, so the copse may have been partly for 
agricultural use.  In any event, Q. robur was the favoured oak for planting at that time (i.e. in the 
later medieval period).  But soon after that, tin streaming diminished and so it is less likely that an 
oak plantation would have been established here for smelting charcoal later than the 18

th
 

century. 
 
Simmons (1964b) made a comparison of the three main ancient oak copses on Dartmoor: Black 
Tor Copse on the West Okement, Wistman’s Wood on the West Dart, and Piles Copse.  Of the 
three, Piles has the best-formed trees, with deformation only occurring along the upper edge, 
although very few trees have the good form of lowland oaks with timber value.   
 
Ultimately, the question of their survival when the rest of the forest disappeared or the timing of a 
subsequent plantation, and the dominance of the single species (unlike in woods on the margins 
of the moor) still cannot be explained satisfactorily.  But while the origin of the copse remains 
uncertain, it is clear that the general biophysical conditions have given rise to moist oak 
woodland with luxuriant epiphytic

1
 growth and bryophytes

2
, that is thought to be unique in 

southern England.  A description of the most common plants is given in Appendix A, taken from 
the 1984 re-notification of Piles Copse SSSI (Nature Conservancy Council, 1984). 
 
The photographs in Figures 3 to 9 show views of the copse and examples of the trees and 
parasitic plants growing on them. 

                                                   
1
 Non-parasitic plants that grow on the stems and branches of other plants. 

2
 Mosses and liverworts. 
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Figures 3 and 4: Piles Copse from the west, April 2003.  The top wall of Higher Piles can be seen. 
 

    
 
Figure 5: Riverside trees at the northern end.            Figure 6: Relatively large trees near the southern end 
 

    
 

Figure 7: Lichens on a typical oak trunk. 
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Figure 8: The rocky interior of the copse 
 

 
 
 
Figure 9: Bryophytes growing on the bole of an oak tree in the copse. 
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6. Conservation Designation 
 
Piles Copse was first notified as a Site of Special Scientific 
Interest in 1952, and was re-notified again in 1984 under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.  The rationale for this 
listing is given in Appendix A, but provides a rather vague 
notion as to why it should be an SSSI.  The fact is that a 
combination of numerous factors contribute to its “importance”, 
and no single feature makes it so.  The copse is widely 
considered worthy of protection for the broad range of plants 
in its unusual habitat, and certainly not for the oak trees, which 
are common across northern Europe.  The combination also 
raises the important issue of the site’s aesthetic value, which 
extends beyond its scientific importance and might in itself 
provide a non-scientific justification for protection. 
 
The current extent of the copse is shown in Figures 10 and 11.  
It is not known whether this has changed much within the 
ancient Higher Piles farm enclosure, and there is no reason to 
suppose that the copse was ever much larger, although it may 
have extended southwards, close to the river, where a few 
outlying oaks are to be found. 

 Figure 10: Extent of the copse 
(1:25,000). Crown Copyright 
2001 Ordnance Survey. 
 

 
Note: the Ordnance Survey’s 
representation of the woodland on 
the 1:25,000 map is grossly 
inaccurate.  The approximate actual 
extent of the copse has therefore 
been added to this map. 

 
Figure 11: Higher Piles. Copyright Google Earth 
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The SSSI notification uses the Higher Piles boundary as a convenient administrative unit (see 
map in Figure 12).  There is no scientific logic in this: for example, neighbouring areas of Harford 
Moor to the north, and the western bank of the Erme on Stall Moor to the west, are more 
valuable in ecological terms than much of the southern end of the enclosed area.  Although the 
extreme northern corner of the Piles Copse SSSI borders on the very extensive South Dartmoor 
SSSI, which covers a large tract of open commons, many of the outlying clumps of trees outside 
the Higher Piles wall in fact fall between the two sites. 
 
Figure 12: The 1984 map showing the extent of 
Piles Copse SSSI (1:10,000). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
The consequence of this boundary delineation is that the copse forms only a small part of the 
designated site, which would therefore be better named “Higher Piles SSSI”.  There has never 
been an expectation that the copse should be extended to occupy the whole enclosed area, 
which would in any case not be possible: exposure would prevent satisfactory oak establishment 
over much of the eastern and southern parts of the site. 
 
 

7. Silviculture 
 
For many years the landowners have been concerned at the gradual decline of the oaks in the 
copse and the lack of new growth and regeneration.  Although English oak can live for 
remarkably long periods in lowland sites, its longevitude in upland locations is not necessarily 
assured; in any case the age profile of the trees is not known.   
 
Dieback in English or pedunculate oak is a relatively widespread problem recognised by the 
Forestry Commission (Gibbs, 1999).  In the 1920s it seems to have been associated with 
defoliation by caterpillars and mildew attack, but in recent decades drought and the killing of fine 
roots by fungi are implicated.  In the case of Piles, it is dubious as to whether the deterioration of 
the trees is linked to these effects.  It may simply be that the site is marginal for this species and 
there has always been an element of dieback, or that the trees are becoming over-mature.  
Certainly the deformation of trees on the higher part of the site (noted by Simmons in 1964) 
might well be a result of stress that leads eventually to early maturation and dieback.  The worst 
dieback in the wood is in the most stony, and therefore silviculturally poor, locations.  Elsewhere 
vandalism has caused a number of trees to die. 
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It is known that in the 1970s, the trees were regularly defoliated by a caterpillar, probably the 
green oak roller moth (Tortrix viridana).  Evidence since that time is patchy because of the need 
to make observations within a limited period of spring growth, but an inspection in early June 
2002 did not reveal signs of defoliation.  This sort of attack is common on oaks across Europe, 
and can take place for several years in succession.  The trees can have their first flush of leaves 
almost completely removed, but normally, and always in the case of Piles, put out a full and 
successful second flush.  Harding (2002) reported a decline in defoliating caterpillars since the 
early 1990s, and therefore in the instances of severe defoliation. 
 
Observations by the landowner’s family show that “mast years” occur from time to time, but not 
uncommonly.  A heavy crop of acorns leads to an apparently healthy germination and production 
of oak seedlings in the following summer.  But unless protected, these seedlings do not survive 
the subsequent autumn and winter, when they appear to be selectively grazed off by browsing 
animals. 
 
 

8. Grazing Issues 
 
As recounted above, Dartmoor was deforested by slash and burn agriculture in the thousand 
years before Christ, and thereafter has had a mixed history of settlement and use.  More 
recently, and for Dartmoor as a whole, it can be speculated that the moor was overgrazed before 
steam power and colonial development allowed the large scale import of cheap lamb from 
Australia and New Zealand in the 19

th
 century, and the resulting decline on Dartmoor allowed the 

vegetation to recover.  However, a more factual account of the issue is possible over the last 80 
years, since this corresponds to living memory. 
 
Before and during the second world war, it seems that there was a sustainable level of grazing.  
This was a period when the landowner’s father and uncle spent a lot of time on the moor.  The 
lower slopes had quite dense gorse.  Further up the valley, it was possible to pick large quantities 
of whortleberries.  The owner of the neighbouring Ugborough Moor also speaks of extensive 
heather cover on the hill tops at that time.  Certainly this was still the case in the 1960s, when the 
current landowner got to know the area. 
 
After the second world war, Britain had a major push to increase food production.  Subsidisation 
of upland livestock led to increasing pressure on the moors.  By the end of the 1950s, it was 
already clear that the grazing was not sustainable, and that in the long term this policy was 
flawed.  The Commons Registration Act 1965 appears to have been an attempt to rationalise 
this.  But Natural England have pointed out in recent years that it led to the formal registration of 
rights that are perhaps nine times greater than the common can support, at least for Harford 
Moor. 
 
Certainly the 1965 Act was a failure in controlling grazing, as the moors declined steadily through 
the 1970s and 1980s.  Over large areas, heather was grazed down to its roots.  Areas that still 
had significant whortleberries in the mid-1970s were seriously reduced by the late 1980s.  Some 
of the more sensitive peaty soils were also permanently altered during this time, probably 
exacerbated by the very dry periods of 1975 and 1976. 
 
The introduction of the Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) Scheme in the 1990s represented 
the first effective control on grazing levels.  Under the ESA, incentives were offered to 
Commoners Associations that limited their grazing to levels that appeared to be sustainable.  
Around Piles, the ESA Scheme was succeeded by the Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) Scheme 
in 2011.  Harford and Ugborough Moors were among the first to enter this, and are committed to 
it until 2020. 
 
It is clear that some of the vegetation on the commons surrounding Piles is now recovering under 
this strict management regime, although there is still much to be learnt about the managing of 
different habitat areas in different parts of the moor.  So far, heather and whortleberry are not 
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recovering, though grasses and gorse are thriving.  It is also clear that the Commons 
Registration Act 1965 did not resolve the overgrazing problem.  The subsequent Dartmoor 
Commons Act 1985 and the Commons Act 2006, which were further attempts to influence the 
situation, also failed to improve management because they did not address the fundamental 
problem: unsustainable numbers of grazing rights registered on the commons.  In practice it is 
the management agreements that control sustainability, not the laws. 
 
Within this overall context, the ancient farm walls of Higher Piles fell into disrepair.  This is 
presumed to have happened in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, since they are 
known to have changed little since 1930.  This allowed grazing animals to enter and for at least 
80 years the landowners have been unable to stop animals straying off the commons.  The sheer 
cost of rehabilitating the walls has always curtailed any moves to change the situation, 
contrasted with the low economic returns that might be derived. 
 
It is possible that the wood has suffered worse than the open moorland on account of animals 
seeking shade or shelter.  While this has meant that oak seedlings have been exclusively grazed 
off, it has nevertheless led to the lower storey being kept down and the habitat improved for 
mosses and lichens.  But while this has led to a better environment for lower plants, it has made 
the oak wood unsustainable in the long term. 
 
There are no studies of the extent of the grazing problem inside Higher Piles.  However, the 
situation is similar to that on the surrounding moor, which has been extensively studied (ADAS, 
1998; and FRCA Western, 1999).  These reports indicate that over-grazing continued to be 
serious in the early years of the ESA Scheme, but are inconclusive, especially in extrapolation to 
Piles.  This is partly because the monitoring period was too short and could have been influenced 
by one or two dry summers; it is also partly because of the heavy reliance on heather as an 
indicator species, especially in the 1999 FRCA report that focuses on the moorland surrounding 
Piles, since heather must always have been a very minor constituent of the plant communities on 
the brown earths of Higher Piles (the presence of these soils, of course, account for the choice of 
this location for an upland farm in the first place).  Nevertheless, grazing certainly appears to be 
the critical factor that is preventing the regeneration of oaks in the copse. 
 
Casual observations since 2001 suggest that the grazing pressure has reduced, at least on the 
eastern valley side of the Erme, and there is now more grass and a greater diversity of other 
plants.  However, this may itself partly be the result of an unusual spell of wet summers, and is 
not necessarily only a demonstration of the effectiveness of the ESA and HLS Schemes. 
 
By contract, Lower Piles, a somewhat smaller adjacent enclosed area of similar age and origin to 
Higher Piles, has been kept enclosed for many decades, and managed with more drainage and 
other treatments than Higher Piles.  Grazing has been regulated through its use as an extension 
of the owner’s in-bye farms down the valley.  The result has been the development of a better 
grazing sward and, along the low-lying land close to the river, of dense thickets of thorn trees.  
However, there is no evidence of thorn tree regeneration on the higher slopes. 
 
 

9. Regeneration of Oaks 
 
Harris et al (2003) give a general account of the difficulties experienced by foresters in 
engineering the regeneration of oak woodland.  They describe it as “a silvicultural challenge” and 
quote Savill (1991) as writing: “Natural regeneration of oak is usually accomplished in Britain with 
difficulty, when it is accomplished at all”; and Harley (1982): “Oak is a light demanding species 
which does not tolerate shade at any stage of its development, so satisfactory restocking with 
oak is not likely to be achieved except in the centre of gaps”. 
 
Historical silvicultural experience shows that numerous problems are faced.  Acorns are often 
predated by birds and small mammals; those that remain often do not establish viable seedlings 
on strong turf; and if they do establish, seedlings defoliated by Tortrix are unable to survive.  
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Light soil working is a great advantage, but this is often neglected in cases where “natural” 
regeneration is looked for.  But the biggest problems are with light conditions: all oaks are light 
demanding when young, but especially English oak.  Seedlings need full overhead light but 
benefit from side shade.  This means that, while in silvicultural terms it is necessary to remove a 
canopy of seed trees a few years after seedlings establish, there is a wide acceptance that the 
shelter provided by small but growing nurse crops is valuable, if not essential, for reliable oak 
establishment.  Early foresters particularly recommended this in poor and exposed sites, and 
modern oak silviculture reiterates it strongly.  Conifers are often favoured, although in 1803 Nicol 
mentioned the use of mountain ash or rowan (Sorbus aucuparia) for this purpose.  Beyond 
shelter and the suppression of competing vegetation, much of the importance of nurse crops 
comes later and is connected with the formation of straight boles with little epicormic growth, and 
is not relevant for silviculture at Piles. Weeding, however, is always considered necessary and 
the problem of bracken falling on to young trees has often been noted; an example of this was 
made by Billington in 1825. 
 
While unassisted regeneration has not established new trees at Piles, the next section shows 
that there has been success.  Despite the problems, it is well known that oak woods can be 
rejuvenated using local seed provenances, albeit with difficulty.  Often this appears to need more 
than just the exclusion of grazing: for example, Sorensen and Cahalan (2003) describe a method 
of direct sowing in tree shelters.  In addition to this, tree shelters offer protection against grazing 
and the provision of a micro-climate to enhance early stem growth (Mojeremane and Cahalan, 
2004), which in the Piles context would help trees to get beyond browsing height relatively 
quickly.  As Harris et al (2003) illustrate, the lack of apical dominance in oaks frequently leads to 
the formation of bushy growth above tree shelters, and so this might be an appropriate strategy 
in certain locations. 
 
 

10. Regeneration at Piles 
 
At Piles there is direct experience of natural regeneration in areas where grazing has been 
excluded.  Two trial enclosures were established by the Dartmoor National Park Department in 
1979.  They were fenced with barbed wire and pig netting and each cover 0.09 ha (about ¼ 
acre), being 30 x 30 metres in size.  The general locations of the trial sites are shown in Figure 
13.  Monitoring of the success of regeneration within the plots was first carried out by the 
Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA, as it became) and latterly by the landowner.  The 
location of a number of additional ecological monitoring sites is now unknown.  Results of 
regeneration up to 2007 are shown in the table in Figure 14. 
 
Figure 13: General locations of the regeneration trials and monitoring sites set up in 1979 
 

  
 
Bracken remains the dominant ground cover in both enclosures, but brambles have also become 
common.  Whortleberry, various grasses and foxglove are also present.  Heather is also present 
in the southern enclosure (on the edge of the wood).  The fences are still largely intact in both 
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enclosures.  The northern one was apparently broken before, but was mended and 
encroachment by domesticated animals is not now restricting regeneration (although rabbits 
might be).   
 
Reasons for the differences of success between the two enclosures might be: 

 the southern one is open to the south and gets far more sunlight; the northern one remains 
shaded for most of the day by the large trees in its southern side: most of the new seedlings 
observed in 2002 are growing outside the shade of other trees; 

 the soil in the southern enclosure is relatively deep and free of stones; the northern enclosure 
is in much more rocky ground; 

 the northern enclosure, being more sheltered, had a denser growth of bracken and brambles 
that throttled almost all of the seedlings: this is plausible, but the bracken is unlikely to be 
significantly denser than in the southern enclosure; 

 the trees in the middle of the wood, around the northern enclosure, may be less vigorous 
(either because they are older or growing on poorer ground) and producing less seed. 

 
 
Figure 14: Tree regeneration in the 1997 trial plots as at 2007 
 

Edge of wood (southern end) 

Tree 
Plot 1: unfenced  Plot 2: fenced 

1979 1985  1979 1985 1997 2002 2007 

Oak: seedlings Present 17 9 7 Numerous Numerous Present 

Oak: saplings - - - 11 29 36 58 

Rowan seedlings Present 2 - 3 Present Present Present 

Rowan: saplings - 1 - - 13 13 23 

Holly: saplings - 2 - - 1 6 4 

Thorn: saplings - - - - - 1 1 

 

Large gap in wood (centre) 

Tree 
Plot 5A: unfenced  Plot 5: fenced 

1979 1985  1979 1985 1997 2002 2007 

Oak: seedlings - - - 8 2 -  

Oak: saplings - - - 3 - 1  

Rowan seedlings - 8 - 3 - -  

Rowan: saplings - - - 7 13 29  

Holly: saplings - - - - - -  

Thorn: saplings - - - - - -  
 

Note: the locations of the unfenced plots have not been known for enumerations after 1985. 

 
 
Following an extensive assessment of the situation by the current landowner in 2004 and the 
drafting of a management plan, a number of further enclosures were made.  Three of the largest 
of these were supported by Natural England through an ESA Scheme agreed with a farmer who 
was tenant of Higher Piles for approximately twelve years until the end of 2012, and were 
constructed at high expense in 2006 by a fencing contractor with a specialist tracked, all-terrain 
post driver.  A further large enclosure was installed by the landowner at his own expense using 
only hand labour in 2010 and 2011.  The four larger enclosures are shown in Figure 15.  In 
addition, a number of self-sown trees were protected by the landowner at the southern edge of 
the copse, around the site used for camping by the landowner, at different times from 2004 to 
2011.  Fearing vandalism, and therefore reluctant to risk losing personal investment, these were 
done using reclaimed materials.  In fact there has so far been no vandalism and the landowner is 
gradually replacing the reclaimed materials with new posts that ensure better protection for the 
growing trees from browsing by cattle.  
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Figure 15: Locations of the 2006 and 2011 larger enclosures on the southern edge of Piles Copse. Those 
supported by the ESA Scheme (2006) are shown in red, and the landowner’s enclosure (2011) in yellow. 
The main image is copyright Google Earth. 
 

 
 
 
Bracken control was undertaken using Asulox herbicide in the 2006 enclosures.  This was highly 
effective in eliminating the great majority of the bracken in one application.  Since then, there has 
been an increase in the density of grass in all of the enclosures.  In the southern-most area, 
existing gorse bushes have grown well and may become a hazard in restricting space for oak 
regeneration, but until that time provide cover for birds and small rodents.  The middle enclosure 
incorporated the successful 1979 enclosure because the fence of that was starting to deteriorate.  
Brambles have moved outwards from that, and are now quite extensive throughout the larger 
area.  The vegetation has not yet changed significantly in the landowner’s 2010-11 enclosure, 
which is on the flat former floodplain of the river, but by the autumn of 2013 it contained well over 
a hundred seedlings. 
 
While a considerable number of self-sown seedling have emerged, the initial stocking of the two 
enclosures further from the existing copse have been enhanced by the landowner’s family 
sowing acorns collected from the copse, and transplanting seedlings.  These seedlings have 
been either raised from Piles acorns in pots and then brought back for planting out, or moved 
from locations outside the enclosures, where they have grown naturally (but are either under 
dense shade or prey to grazing sheep, or both).  Although no formal enumeration of the 
seedlings has been attempted since the year after the plots were established, it is clear from 
casual observation that the new enclosures are showing excellent early success. 



Piles Copse and Higher Piles Management Plan  December 2013 
 

 
VERSION 5:  1 DECEMBER 2013 16 

11. Conclusions on Silvicultural Issues 
 
From the evidence discussed above, the following conclusions may be drawn. 

 The condition of the oaks is declining, but perhaps only because of ageing, particularly in 
areas of relatively poor, rocky soils.  There is consequently a need for the rejuvenation of the 
wood. 

 Grazing is a severe problem, and at present only total exclusion of domesticated animals will 
allow the oaks to re-grow. 

 Grazing alone may not account for the complete failure of regenerating oaks.  It is likely that 
excessive shade or bracken growth, or a combination of these, can also cause seedling 
mortality. 

 Some of the combined wisdom of centuries of silvicultural experience needs to be applied if 
better success is to be achieved in regenerating oaks at Piles. 

 
 

12. Recreational Pressures 
 
There appears to have been no recreation at Piles before the 1930s, except hunting.  In 1936, 
the landowner’s wife, Muriel Howell, started bringing the family here for camping holidays each 
summer.  The family found that they were the only people using the moor for recreation.  Up until 
the 1950s, if they saw anyone on the moor who was not a farmer tending stock, they would 
report them to the police.  This was because they would invariably be a wandering patient from 
the mental hospital at Moorhaven, near Bittaford; and the police would ask the hunt to ride out 
and find them. 
 
The uninterrupted annual camps by the landowner’s family mean that they have directly 
monitored the use and condition of Piles for almost 80 years.  From the 1950s there was a 
gradual increase in leisure camping in many parts of the southern moor.  This was promoted by 
the DNPA under its remit to encourage leisure, and was eventually formalised through the 
byelaws for most areas where people were given right of access to walk.  Although the extent of 
camping in any one year has always depended on weather, trends to increases were discernable 
with the rise of lightweight camping equipment in the 1960s, further improvements from the late 
1970s, and the advent of very low cost, Chinese-made camping equipment in the early 2000s.  
Among the people camping around Piles, what might be described as “rowdy elements” have 
caused minor damage on many occasions.  Since the 1980s, the advisory documents for the 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme have required groups to request the permission of the 
landowner to camp in the copse, and this has worked well.  In the last decade the landowner has 
attempted to organise camping groups to concentrate in two main locations (at the southern 
edge of the wood, and at the northern end of the large clearing).  This has meant that the main 
disturbance to the wood has been restricted to these areas.   
 
Opening of the adjacent commons to public access has certainly made it harder to control casual 
campers, who assume that they are allowed to camp overnight in Higher Piles without 
permission (and this is also implied by the Dartmoor Byelaws).  These casual campers probably 
cause the worst damage to trees and the ground, but are very difficult to identify and manage.  
Care has been taken to keep management as low-key as possible and avoid the use of notices, 
so that the aesthetic appeal of the area is not reduced. 
 
More of a concern is the proliferation of promotion in national press and internet-based media in 
recent years (Twitter, Facebook and other sites).  In 2013, The Times named Piles as one of the 
top twenty best “wild swimming” sites in Britain.  Photographs and video clips now abound on the 
internet, that show Piles to be a desirable place for camping.  This may explain the apparent 
recent increase in camping despite a succession of wet summers.   
 
The reduction of the DNPA’s ranger services since about 2010 means that it is now very 
uncommon for rangers to visit Piles.  As a result, it is left to the landowner’s family to make visits 
to clear litter left by picnickers and campers.  However, this has not really increased in the last 40 
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years and, while disheartening and unpleasant, remains manageable.  Yet it is clear that 
recreational use is leading to a gradual decline in the condition of the wood, with incremental 
damage to trees leading to their eventual deaths, and the gradual thinning of some areas. 
 
 

13. Other Management Operations 
 
Over the last few decades, the landowner has entered into several arrangements with local 
farmers who have leased Higher Piles for controlled grazing.  One of these, in the 1970s, 
involved the erection of temporary fencing along the riverbank: this was unpopular with other 
users, and in the end also proved inadequate to stop the movement of Scottish Blackface sheep.  
The most recent leasing arrangement, which is linked to an ESA Scheme, is described below. 
 
In the early 1980s, the rise of pony trekking led to damage to trees near the ford at the southern 
end of the copse.  The landowner entered into a voluntary agreement with the stables involved, 
and effectively resolved the problem by this means. 
 
Vermin control, mainly of grey squirrels and mink, has been undertaken by the landowner on an 
occasional basis since the 1960s in the case of squirrels, and for mink was also carried out 
during the 1970s and 1980s.  Several hunts have been allowed free access for the control of 
foxes. 
 
The Dartmoor National Park Authority took action in 1996 to control “letterboxing” activities in 
Piles Copse (as at Black Tor Copse and Wistman’s Wood).  This will certainly have limited 
disturbance to many parts of the wood, and avoided the need for people to roam through the less 
disturbed areas and delve into cavities between rocks. 
 
English Nature sent a draft Site Management Statement, dated 18 July 1997, to the landowner, 
requesting him to complete certain sections.  There is no record that this was done, although the 
landowner has subsequently investigated the feasibility of some of English Nature’s 
recommendations, and implemented others.  In the statement, English Nature listed its own 
conservation objectives as follows. 
1. To maintain Piles Copse as a fine example of upland oak woodland, rich in character plants. 
2. Maintain the diversity and richness of the mosses and liverworts, and also lichens. 
3. Encourage further biological survey, especially of mosses, liverworts and lichens. 
4. Ensure that public enjoyment of the site is achieved in a way that does not damage it. 
5. To maintain and enhance the flora and fauna of the stream, valley bog and acidic flushes. 
6. To maintain and enhance the moorland and its associated flora and fauna.  In particular to 

increase the area of heather by reducing the level of grazing. 
7. To encourage better control of grazing in the woodland and moorland, through the 

management of grazing levels. 
 
These are clearly good ideals, but no formal agreement was reached with the landowner and 
there is no record of English Nature having carried out any action to fulfil the objectives.  Whether 
the agency had any resources to contribute to maintenance in a meaningful way is also not clear. 
 
From 1996 until 2004, the area of Higher Piles excluding the copse was the subject of an ESA 
agreement between the landowner’s tenant and the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food.  
At that time the land was classified as Tier 1D, unimproved pasture and enclosed rough land.  In 
that context it was covered by the Dartmoor ESA Guidelines (MAFF, 1996), and the copse itself 
should have benefited from the control of grazing that was to be part of it. 
 
From 2004, the tenant entered into a new, ten-year ESA agreement.  This recognised the copse 
specifically, with an area of 7.67 ha being designated as Tier 1AW, for woodland maintenance.  
The remainder was designated for two Tiers and a Supplement: 1C, low-input permanent 
grassland; 1E, moorland; and winter livestock removal supplement.  This scheme remains in 
place until 31 August 2014, and some of the work described in this Management Plan has been 
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undertaken in conjunction with it.  From the beginning of 2013, the ESA was transferred to the 
landowner, with the termination of the tenancy agreement. 
 
 

14. Repair of the Boundary Walls 
 
As part of the planning for the ESA agreements, detailed consideration was given to the 
possibility of re-instating the boundary walls, which have collapsed in places.  In 1996 and 2004, 
the conclusion was the same, that it is impractical for several reasons: 

 the areas that require the most work are high on the steep slopes of Sharpitor, making it 
impossible to operate machinery for the lifting of large stones; 

 the walls would have to be rebuilt using the same large stones, some of which are genuinely 
cyclopean, in order to retain their historical and aesthetic values; in the absence of lifting 
machinery, this gives rise to an enormous labour requirement;  

 no reliable contractors were known who would be willing to work in such a remote and 
exposed location; 

 the expected cost of reconstructing the walls was beyond the financial resources of any of 
the current stakeholders; 

 re-instatement of the higher walls would exclude many straying animals, but sheep and cattle 
both cross the river to graze in the wood; reinstatement of a stock-proof boundary along the 
river, particularly around the ford at the southern end of the wood, would detract from the 
high recreational value of this part of the site. 

 
Observations of the state of tree regeneration in the copse since the ESA agreements came into 
effect demonstrate that it is not having an adequate impact on grazing control to allow the wood 
to regenerate on its own.  In some respects it may have improved the quality of the pasture 
outside the copse, which was its intention, but oak seedlings are still unable to survive outside 
the stock-fenced exclusion plots. 
 
Some trial wall repair work was undertaken in late 2011.  This was to assess whether the long-
neglected wall could be repaired, whether the stones could still be found where they had fallen 
out and gradually been subsumed into the turf, and whether the larger stones used in its 
construction would be replaceable without a large, experienced work force.  The work was 
focussed on a collapsed gateway on the northern wall, which was found to be duly repairable by 
one middle-aged office worker in two days of dismal December weather (see Figure 16).  This 
suggested that, given a reasonable amount of work time, the damaged sections of the wall could 
be made stockproof, though some of the worse sections, on the steeper slopes and with larger 
rocks, might still not be repairable. 
 
While this showed that repair of the wall was technically possible (the fallen stones were 
retrievable from the surrounding area and were movable by hand), the issue of finding someone 
to do the work remained, and how they could be paid.  Who would be prepared to walk up to 
Piles day after day and labour alone at a very hard physical job, for not a very high wage?  The 
answer came in 2013, when Ethan Parsons undertook to spend four months doing just that, and 
the landowner agreed to pay him to do it using the annual ESA grant and some personal money.  
This labour of love proved remarkable.  Through the spring and summer of 2013, a considerable 
length of wall was repaired (see Figures 17 and 18).  The quality of stone for wall building varied 
along the length repaired, and this gave rise to variations in the quality of the repairs themselves.  
However, a close examination shows a range of different styles in the intact sections of wall, 
presumably related to both the original builders and the quality of stones found close to each 
section (these vary according to the terrain and localised differences in the weathering of the 
granite). 
 
The remarkable feat undertaken by Ethan Parsons was to show that, although unmaintained for 
at least 100 years, the great boundary wall was repairable.  In the 2013 work, he repaired about 
a third of the wall on the three sides away from the river.  Given his availability over the next few 
years, and the resources to pay him, it is hoped that the wall can be completed.  The gateway in 
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the south-east corner, plus a new gateway that will be needed in the southern wall, will require 
an excavator to move some massive stones back into position, but these are locations where a 
machine can be brought.  Otherwise he has shown that the wall really is repairable by hand. 
 
 
Figure 16: Gateway repaired in December 2011, in the northern wall of Higher Piles, above the copse. 
 

 
 
Figure 17: The northern wall of Higher Piles in August 2013, by which time the first season of walling was 
substantially complete. 
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Figure 18: Nearing completion of a section of repaired wall, August 2013. 
 

 
 
 

15. Ancient Monuments 
 
There are two scheduled monuments in Higher Piles, according to the listing of English Heritage, 
though neither is within the current boundaries of the copse (see Figure 19).  They are both listed 
as enclosures with integral hut circles, thought to date from the Bronze Age (ca. 2500 to 500 
BC), “though earlier and later ones also exist” (English Heritage, 1991).  Obviously, without 
detailed excavation and investigation, it is impossible to be more precise about these features.  
However, a careful examination of the southern of the two, labelled as “Homestead” by the 
Ordnance Survey, reveals the rectilinear remains of an ancient house which is quite different 
from the generally circular huts of the Bronze Age.  This is clearly a much later feature, and is 
presumably the ancient farm of Higher Piles.  Also, some of the walls around the adjacent 
enclosure are relatively high, suggesting that it was used at least through the middle ages.   Both 
may well have originated as small farmsteads from the Bronze Age, when climatic conditions 
were warmer and the upper valleys of the moor were more densely populated, but if so only the 
southern and more sheltered of the two was used more recently. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food ESA agreement map of 1996 for Higher Piles 
shows the following additional “features of historic or archaeological importance”: 

 a cairn near the middle of the eastern boundary wall, mid way between Piles Corner and 
Piles Gate; 

 two “moor stone splitting” sites near the eastern boundary wall, of which one is about 100 
metres south of the cairn and the other about 100 metres north-west of Piles Gate; 

 open tin works along the right bank of the Piles Brook, for most of the lower half of its course; 
and 

 “stream works”, presumably the disturbance from medieval tin streaming, along the left bank 
of the Erme for most of its course between the copse and the southern boundary. 
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Figure 19: Locations of the two scheduled monuments in Higher Piles. 

 

 
 
The age of the “moor stone splitting” sites is not known, but they are likely to date from the 
nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.  The practice of splitting large slabs to make gateposts 
was continued until rising labour costs made it uneconomic in the late 1930s. 
 
The feature known as “The Dungeon”, shown for many years by the Ordnance Survey on all its 
larger scale maps, has never been positively identified in living memory.  It is thought to be a 
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natural chasm among large rocks, where a lower valley side outcrop and large clitter coincide.  It 
is therefore not a monument as such. 
 
 

16. Future Management of Higher Piles 
 
It is recognised that Piles Copse cannot be conserved in isolation, but its management needs to 
be linked to bigger areas.  Ideally this would be in the broader agricultural landscape of Higher 
Piles and the surrounding commons.  This may yet be possible, but at the time of writing this 
version of the management plan, the landowner is restricted to management within Higher Piles. 
 
Objectives 
 
The landowner’s management objectives that underlie this plan are given in the box below. 
 

 
Management Objectives for Higher Piles 

 
The following management objectives are adopted by the landowner. 

 
1. To maintain Piles Copse as a fine example of upland oak woodland, rich in character 

plants; and to maintain the diversity and richness of the mosses, liverworts, and lichens. 
 

2. To rejuvenate the copse by creating conditions in which oak trees can regenerate and 
thrive. 

 
3. To continue to extract elements of a livelihood from the site in a way that accords with 

the conservation requirements. 
 

4. To encourage public enjoyment of the site in a way that does not damage it. 
 

5. To secure management control of the site through reinstatement of the boundaries 
using the most sensitive means possible. 

 
6. Within the enclosed area of Higher Piles, but outside the copse, to maintain and 

enhance the flora and fauna of the moorland, and of the stream, valley bog and acidic 
flushes. 
 

7. Within the enclosed area of Higher Piles, but outside the copse and away from areas of 
ecological importance, to reinstate ancient drainage systems so as to improve grazing 
in ways that provide alternatives to the actual copse. 

 
Implicit in these aims are the needs for: 

 control of grazing; 

 rigorous controls (but possibly not complete exclusion) of grazing animals from larger 
areas than at present;  

 continued low-key management of access, camping and picnicking;  

 agreement for environmentally appropriate methods of drainage, weed and vermin 
control; and 

 continuation of support in conservation management funding (ESA or equivalent). 
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Constraints 
 
It is clear that all management operations must comply with the requirements of the SSSI 
notification, the ESA scheme and the national park regulations.  They must also comply with the 
UK Forestry Standard (Forestry Commission, 1998), and in particular with Standard Note 5, 
“Managing semi-natural woodland”.  Care must also be taken to avoid disturbance to the 
scheduled ancient monuments in the area. 
 
It is not environmentally possible to extend the copse greatly beyond its current boundaries.  
Trees will be very slow to establish far above the current upper, eastern edge, and would be 
deformed due to increased exposure.  The best areas for expansion appear to be in the large 
clearing and on the slopes to the south of the main copse, above the outlying valley-bottom 
glade. 
 
Stakeholders 
 
The requirements of a large number of stakeholders must be taken into consideration as far as 
possible.  The main stakeholder groups and their presumed interests are summarised in the 
table in Figure 20.  The objectives described in this section are intended to fall in with these as 
far as they are understood. 
 
Challenges 
 
It is clear that to achieve a truly sustainable management system for Piles Copse will require a 
long term strategy that is (a) agreed on by all key stakeholders, (b) can attract adequate funding, 
and (c) can then be implemented over an adequate timeframe. 
 
One of the implications of previous oak silviculture and supported by the studies undertaken at 
Piles is that it is not feasible to achieve adequate natural regeneration under the existing oak 
canopy.  This means that, in the longer term, the copse must be permitted to migrate within the 
environmental limits that will permit it to continue in its present form.  There must also be the 
flexibility to exploit gaps that appear in the wood, so that they can be allowed to recolonise. 
 
In the regeneration trial enclosures, rowan is the main colonising species unless managed.  
Since this is present in the main copse only in very small numbers, it must be thinned to make 
way for oaks to develop, and also to ensure that the dominance of the oaks remains a feature of 
the copse.  Nevertheless, its importance as a nurse crop may be considerable, and for this 
reason thinning must only take place once oak saplings are fully established. 
 
Grazing is clearly a major factor limiting regeneration, but it is very important in keeping weeds 
down and encouraging the growth of the bryophytes that are such an important part of the 
ecosystem.  The need to manage grazing for maximum benefit is described by English Nature 
(1996), and the management plan must take this as part of its strategy. 
 
The length of time for which total grazing exclusion is required, for oaks to establish, remains 
unknown.  The trial enclosures demonstrate that 40 years is not enough (i.e. from their 
establishment in 1979 until the present) since many of the oaks would still be susceptible to 
grazing damage.  For the purposes of future management, a tentative period of 60 years should 
therefore be used in planning. 
 
The role of bracken in suppressing early seedling establishment is unknown but is generally 
thought to be significant.  English Nature (undated) records experience in bracken control in 
lowland heath sites, the herbicide methods of which would appear to be applicable in selected 
limited areas of Piles Copse. 
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Figure 20: Summary of current stakeholders 

 

Stakeholder Interest in Piles Copse or surroundings 

England Rural Development Programme 
(part of the Department of Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs, whose aim is 
sustainable development, including a 
better environment and sustainable use of 
natural resources). 

Administration of the Environmentally Sensitive Areas Scheme on 
behalf of government.  The scheme was introduced in 1987 to offer 
incentives to encourage farmers to adopt agricultural practices which 
would safeguard and enhance parts of the country of particularly high 
landscape, wildlife or historic value. There are now 22 ESAs in 
England, covering some 10% of agricultural land (including 
Dartmoor).  Part of Higher Piles is under an ESA agreement.  The 
ERDP also administers the Countryside Stewardship Scheme. 

ADAS (a privatised wing of the former 
MAFF that now provides research and 
consultancy to land-based industries) 

Two Moorland Monitoring Sites for the Environmentally Sensitive 
Area Scheme are sited in Harford Parish (30 and 46) but precise 
locations unknown, according to a 1997 ADAS map. 

Natural England (the government’s 
agency with a remit “to ensure 
sustainable stewardship of the land and 
sea so that people and nature can 
thrive…[and with a] responsibility to see 
that England’s rich natural environment 
can adapt and survive intact for future 
generations to enjoy, which in 2006 
subsumed the Countryside Agency (a 
statutory body working to: make life better 
for people in the countryside; and improve 
the quality of the countryside for 
everyone).  The Countryside Agency 
resulted from the merger of the 
Countryside Commission and the Rural 
Development Commission. 
 
In 2006, Natural England also replaced 
English Nature (“the government agency 
that champions the conservation of 
wildlife and natural features throughout 
England”), that had in turn subsumed the 
Nature Conservancy Council. 

Countryside access rights for walking only, under the Countryside 
and Rights of Way Act 2000: Higher Piles is excluded from this, but 
the surrounding Harford Moor and Stall Moor are likely to be included 
as access land (since the Act specifically includes registered 
commons and the Dartmoor Commons Act 1985 already gives the 
public right of access to the commons on foot and horseback).  
Lower Piles is also likely to continue to be included under an 
agreement with the landowner.  Access maps are being revised and 
were not available for south-west England in January 2003.  For the 
time being, a preliminary representation of access land is shown in 
the latest 1:25,000 Ordnance Survey maps (Crown Copyright 2001) 
as “land open to the public by permission of the owners; the 
agreement may be withdrawn”.  Higher Piles is excluded from this, 
but all the surrounding land is included. Later maps show Higher 
Piles as access land, though it is not understood as to which act this 
is covered by, or as to which agency requested the Ordnance Survey 
to map it as such. 

Administration of the Piles Copse SSSI, which covers the whole of 
Higher Piles, under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, and the 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000.  Promotion of management 
agreements, disbursing of conservation grants and regulation of 
activities in notified sites. 

Administration of the South Dartmoor SSSI, under the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981, and the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
2000. Higher Piles is excluded from this, but areas of Harford Moor to 
the north, and Stall Moor immediately to the west, are included. 

Administration of the Special Area of Conservation scheme under the 
Conservation (Natural Habitats etc) Regulations 1994 as amended, 
which implements the European Commission Habitats Directive 
92/43/EEC under the Natura 2000 initiative.  In practice the SAC 
covers the same area as the South Dartmoor SSSI, from which 
Higher Piles is excluded. 

English Heritage (a government agency 
“to increase the understanding of the 
past, conserve and enhance the historic 
environment, and broaden access and 
appreciation of the heritage”). 

Responsible for the scheduling and monitoring of national 
monuments, including two in Higher Piles (and numerous on the 
surrounding commons).  Interest is restricted to the scheduled 
monument areas, on which there are limitations on potentially 
damaging activities. 

Dartmoor National Park Authority (which 
pursues the statutory purposes of 
National Parks: to conserve and enhance 
the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural 
heritage of the area, and to promote 
opportunities for the understanding and 
enjoyment of the area's special qualities 
by the public). 

The DNPA has a self-stated duty “to seek to foster the economic and 
social well-being of the communities within the National Park, but 
without incurring significant expenditure in doing so”.  It assists 
landowners, commoners and the general public in the smooth 
management of land within the national park boundary, but 
particularly areas used heavily for recreation.  In the case of Piles, 
monitoring of recreational activities and litter control to an extent now 
limited by a reduced ranger service.  Previously also involved in the 
establishment and observation of oak regeneration trials. 

 
  



Piles Copse and Higher Piles Management Plan  December 2013 
 

 
VERSION 5:  1 DECEMBER 2013 25 

Figure 20: Summary of current stakeholders (continued) 

 

Stakeholder Interest in Piles Copse or surroundings 

Forestry Commission (the government 
agency responsible for protection and 
expansion of Britain’s forests and 
woodlands and the increasing of their 
value to society and the environment). 

No recorded involvement in Piles Copse to date.  Its objectives 
include the following: to protect Britain’s forests and woodlands; to 
expand Britain’s forest area; to conserve and improve the 
biodiversity, landscape and cultural heritage of our forests and 
woodlands; and develop opportunities for woodland recreation.  
Responsible for administration of the Woodland Grants Scheme, for 
the management of new and existing woodlands.   

Harford Commoners Association, and 
Harford and Ugborough Commoners 
Association 

No formal stake, but since the partial collapse of the enclosing walls 
(many years ago), a de facto interest in the additional grazing offered 
to straying animals.  These stakeholders exercise formal rights in the 
grazing of the surrounding commons. 

General Public (e.g. vide communications 
from: Scout Association; Ten Tors 
Expedition; Duke of Edinburgh’s Award 
Scheme). 

Use of Piles Copse for camping, picnicking and bathing.  Walking 
and riding throughout Higher Piles.  Visits by amateur naturalists and 
archaeologists.  Access for safety and rescue. 

The Landowner  Husbandry of Piles Copse and Higher Piles, including general 
management and vermin control.  Derivation of livelihoods.  
Recreational use. 

 
 
Grey squirrel control may also become necessary once saplings reach a susceptible size.  The 
Forestry Commission has well accepted and effective methods of undertaking this operation 
(Pepper and Currie, 1998), and these may well need to be followed.  Certainly there is a sizeable 
squirrel population in the copse and, as elsewhere, previous control operations have failed to 
eliminate them entirely. 
 
In practice, most regeneration will have to be achieved through the setting up of a series of 
different enclosures to manage grazing at different levels.  These will be accepted by the more 
informed members of the public away from the river bank, but some types of enclosure might 
well be considered unsightly or undesirable close to the river.  However, it is the riverside trees 
that help to create some of the most attractive areas of landscape, and so an attempt must be 
made to ensure that this feature of the copse can be sustained.  Because of the sensitive nature 
of the location, however, a more complex strategy will be necessary for these parts of the site.  
The aim must be to achieve control on grazing through the most limited use of fencing that is 
feasible. 
 
Management through economic agriculture 
 
In 2010, following considerable research and thought for the most sustainable long term solution, 
the landowner determined on a strategy of conservation for Higher Piles that would be based on 
self-financing through economic agriculture.  This would only be possible if the ancient common 
rights on the neighbouring Harford Moor could be reclaimed, allowing stock to be rotated 
between Higher Piles and the surrounding common moorland.  These rights are shown in deeds 
as having belonged to Higher Piles in the past, but were not registered under the Commons 
Registration Act 1965.  However, the owner of Lower Piles did register rights on that ancient farm 
of similar origin and since then has exercised them productively.  Under Section 6 of the 
Commons Act 2006, an application for issuance of the rights was made to Devon County Council 
(DCC) in December 2010.  Through protracted correspondence and meetings the matter was 
discussed at considerable length but eventually the DCC indicated its intent to refuse the rights.  
This was principally on the grounds that Natural England had informed it that the common rights 
already registered on Harford Moor are about nine times more than the common can sustain. 
 
The implication of this is that the administering authorities, unable to resolve the unsustainable 
situation, intend to control it through the use of government grants.  Although the DCC still has 
not made a formal decision after three years, the illogical indication of rejection and unwillingness 
to discuss the matter further with the landowner have been bitter discouragements.  This was 
made the more so on account of the landowner’s active role in ensuring that Harford Moor was 
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entered into a ten-year Higher Level Stewardship scheme from January 2010, to ensure that its 
management was sustainable. 
 
The challenge faced by this Management Plan, therefore, is to find a way to ensure long term – 
at least 50 years – conservation management of a remote and uneconomic plot of land, through 
short term – a maximum of 10 years at a time – grants dictated by changing government and 
European policies. 
 
Other funding mechanisms 
 
If the economic agriculture option proves not to be viable owing to the stances of Natural 
England and Devon County Council, then other sources of support will need to be found.  How 
these can be made sustainable is not currently known. 
 
With the current ESA expiring in 2014, Natural England state that the option for September 2014 
is to go into the Uplands Entry Level Scheme (UELS) which gives a base payment similar to ESA 
but does not have the availability of capital works.  This is disappointing since, if the ESA had 
expired earlier, Higher Piles as an SSSI would have qualified for the Higher Level Stewardship 
(HLS) scheme, which did include capital works but which has itself expired.  From 2016, Natural 
England will be working with a new scheme, the details of which are not yet finalised.  This may 
have the option of bidding for capital works money, but there is no certainty of this at the 
moment.  The implication is that there will be no capital works grants for at least the next three 
years, although there should be a base grant.  This is supposed to pay the landowner’s general 
management cost, but is what was used in 2013 to pay for the repair of the wall (and the 
landowner paid all the other costs from his own pocket). 
 
In 2007 and 2008, the landowner discussed in detail with an organisation called Moor Trees the 
possibility of joint work on the conservation of Piles Copse.  Moor Trees was keen to apply for 
various grants for this, but could not agree to allow the landowner to receive any income or other 
financial support from the scheme.  This left the landowner unable to participate since at that 
time he could not spare time for activities that would not provide any form of income. 
 
An application was made to the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2013 for financial support for wall 
repairs.  Piles emerged as a prime candidate for several categories, but was rejected mainly on 
the grounds that there is no formal listing of the walls, and therefore the landowner’s claim to 
their historical status was unsubstantiated. 
 
A further option is to attempt to link with an industrial concern that is looking for an environmental 
offsetting opportunity.  DEFRA has a remit to organise environmental offsetting schemes in a 
number of areas, including Devon, but so far has made little progress in this work. 
 
Support for the landowner 
 
Despite the many stakeholders listed in Figure 20, private ownership of Higher Piles means that 
the bulk of the burden for its management will continue to fall on the landowner.  The other two 
comparable Dartmoor oak copses – Wistman’s Wood and Black Tor Copse – are owned by the 
Duchy of Cornwall and leased by Natural England for management and conservation.  It seems 
that because Piles Copse has been retained in better condition and has active management by 
the landowner, it does not attract the same level of attention and support.  Natural England 
specialists stated in 2013 that, although they could see that the copse was declining over a long 
period, they had other sites with more pressing conservation problems to address before Piles 
could be considered. 
 
Given this picture of poor institutional management of land and the relative health of Piles under 
private ownership, a responsible landowner seems to have no choice but to continue to do his 
best with limited resources, rather than to throw the area on to the mercy of the state. 
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17. Management Activities Proposed to be Undertaken 
 
It is proposed that Higher Piles will be actively managed with three different levels of grazing. 

a) The existing enclosed plots will be maintained as areas of total exclusion from grazing. 

b) The copse will have the grazing reduced to a much lower level, with the intention of no 
grazing at all in the winter.  To achieve this, a fence will be erected to separate the copse 
from the rest of the Higher Piles enclosed land.  The area to be fenced off in this way will be 
considerably larger than the current copse, in order to allow natural regeneration in unshaded 
areas.   

c) The remainder of Higher Piles will be managed more proactively, with better control of stock 
numbers through improvements to the perimeter walls.  In addition, ancient drains will be re-
excavated to reduce the poaching by cattle on the wet soils of the south-western quadrant.  
All or virtually all of the stock will probably be removed during the winter. 

 
To achieve this, the following main interventions are required, as illustrated in Figure 21. 
 

No. Action Approx. timing 

Administrative actions 

1.1 Circulate this Management Plan for comment, negotiate and revise as 
necessary. 

2013 to 2014 

1.2 Establish a website or Facebook page for Piles and find someone to keep 
it up to date. 

2014 

1.3 Erect discreet signs at key picnicking and camping locations to explain the 
need for care of the copse. 

 

1.4 Re-engage with Devon County Council to attempt once more to get a 
decision on the common rights associated with Higher Piles.  

2014 

1.5 If the decision on common rights is, eventually, a rejection, then a judicial 
review must be considered since the grounds for rejection are weak 
(especially with the conditions suggested by the landowner). 

2014 

1.6 Engage with the Harford and Ugborough Commoners and the owner of 
Lower Piles regarding improved management of grazing in Higher Piles. 

2014 

1.7 Request DNPA to add Higher Piles to Schedule 2 of the Dartmoor 
Byelaws, so that camping can be more easily controlled. 

2014 

1.8 Engage with other stakeholders regarding acceptance of the internal fence 
above the copse. 

2015 

1.9 With the Harford and Ugborough Commoners and the owner of Lower 
Piles, devise a grazing regime for Higher Piles that is optimal from the 
perspectives of conservation and sustainability. 

2016 

Physical works actions 

2.1 Repair the wall down the steep northern end of the enclosed land. Done 

2.2 Install a stile and “bridge” at the river end of the wall in the north-west 
corner. 

2014 

2.3 Install posts and a new gate in the old northern gateway. 2014 

2.4 Repair the wall along the upper slopes below Sharpitor. 2014 

2.5 Repair the old gateway in the south-east corner (requires a machine). 2014 

2.6 Construct a new gateway (5’ hunting gate) in the southern wall, a little 
above the corner of Lower Piles, where there is a frequently used de facto 
path (requires a machine). 

2014 

2.7 Repair the remaining sections of the upper wall, to join the Lower Piles 
corner. 

2015 

2.8 Install new gates in the old gateways high on the eastern side and in the 
south-east corner, and in the new southern gateway. 

2015 

2.9 Repair the wall and reinstate the gateway by the natural ford. 2016 

2.10 Erect approximately 800 metres of internal stock fencing to separate the 
copse and surrounding area to the east and south from the remainder of 
Higher Piles. In effect this will designate around a third of the ancient farm 
to be woodland. 

2017 
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No. Action Approx. timing 

2.11 Install gates and stiles at strategic locations along the internal fence line. 
This does not need to be many, since it is mostly across land where no 
one walks. 

2017 

Management actions 

3.1 Collect acorns from the copse and sow them in the enclosures until there 
is a good take of young trees. 

2013 to 2015 

3.2 Upgrade the small tree guards at the southern end of the copse. 2013 to 2014 

3.3 Transplant seedlings into the northern 1979 enclosure. 2014 to 2016 

3.4 Erect small enclosures around relict thorn trees on the higher slopes, to 
allow their protection from stock, and eventual regeneration. 

2015 to 2016 

3.5 Re-excavate the ancient drains to improve the condition of the soils in the 
south-eastern quadrant, around the ancient homestead and in the best 
area of pasture. 

2017 

3.6 Erect fences around wet flushes to improve sphagnum regeneration and 
protect deeper peaty soil areas by complete exclusion of stock. 

2017 

3.7 Consider special small enclosures for riverside oak trees as openings 
allow. 

From 2018 

3.8 Remove the fences of the existing enclosures. 2040 to 2060 

3.9 Undertake bracken and bramble control in enclosures. As required 

3.10 Remove non-oak tree species if they threaten to shade the oaks. As required 

3.11 Undertake grey squirrel control. As required 

 
Figure 22 shows an estimation of the area of copse that will be rejuvenated as a result of this 
plan, by about 2040.  Within the full enclosures there will be dense thickets of trees.  The trees 
will be less dense within the main fenced area of the copse and along the top (the eastern side), 
exposure will give a natural edge effect.  The current main part of the copse will be thinner, and 
perhaps regeneration will also be starting in clearings. 
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Figure 21: Layout of the main management interventions proposed. Lines are approximate only and need 
field verification. The main image is copyright Google Earth. 
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Figure 22: Estimation of the area of rejuvenated copse that it is hoped will emerge as a result of this 
Management Plan: by 2060, the copse will be larger, but the old part will be much thinner. 
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Piles Copse and Higher Piles from the west, September 2011.  The top wall of the Higher Piles can be seen below the tor.  Beyond that is the open land of Harford Moor. 

 
 

Looking northwards up the Erme valley from the tor in the picture above.  Harford  
Moor is on the right hand side.  In the left foreground is the upper wall of Higher Piles. 

 

The rocky interior of Piles Copse, .showing some of the bryophytes and epiphytes  
for which it is an SSSI.  The open canopy of the declining oaks can also be seen. 
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Relevant Acts 

The following legislation may have a bearing on the regulation of management operations at 
Piles Copse and Higher Piles, or on the land immediately surrounding them: 

 National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949; 

 Commons Registration Act 1965; 

 Countryside Act 1968; 

 Nature Conservancy Council Act 1973; 

 Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (amended 1985); 

 Dartmoor Commons Act 1985; 

 Environmental Protection Act 1990; 

 Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000; 

 Commons Act 2006; 

 Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. 



Piles Copse and Higher Piles Management Plan  December 2013 
 

 
VERSION 5:  1 DECEMBER 2013 33 

Appendix A.  Justification for Listing as an SSSI (1984) 
 

 


