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‘You Should Hate Young Oaks and Young Noblemen’
The Environmental History of Oaks in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-

Century Sweden

Per Eliasson and Sven G. Nilsson

The oak was especially important in the cconomies of preindustrial Furope. In
many Furopean nations, however, oak stands declined sharply during the cigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. A scholarly debate over the scarcity of wood in
preindustrial Furopean countries has dealt with wood as a fuel and its substitulion
with a fossil energy-source as coal.' But the history of oak stands in Sweden suggests
that the burning of wood was only one factor in deforestation.

In Sweden, oaks became the focus of a bitler struggle between the state and the
peasantry. To understand that struggle, scholars need o consider ecological factors,
not just the traditional cconomic, social, and political forces. Hard and tall stands
of oak were a vilal resouree, because oak imber was essential in the construction of
naval ships. To ensure an adequate supply of suitable timber, the state sought to
protect oak lrees. lor the increasingly powerlul peasants, however, oaks were ob-
stacles to agricultural improvement. The trees inhibited the growth of fodder for
livestock, and many peasants destroyed or crippled the oaks in their fields. By the
end of the cighteentl century, indeed, “oak hatred” was widespread. The use of
wood as a raw material and the attacks ou trees by lindowners cach had dramatic
effects on both the quantity and quality of Sweden’s oak stands. ‘The changes in the
forest were significant not only for the people of Sweden. There is growing cvi-
dence that the long-term continuily of certain species of trees with particular quali-
lies is crucial for a high level of biodiversity with many specialized species.® Fully
sun-cxposed old oaks with partly rolten and hollow stems are among the most
important trees for biodiversity in northern Europe.t The story of the decline of the
oak in Sweden thus sheds light on the ccological history of the continent.

Early-Modern Sweden-At the Periphery of Europe

The kingdom of Sweden was formed during the sisteenth and seventeenth centu-
rics as an carly modem state that succeeded in hamessing the country’s resources in
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gure 1. Sweden conquered the shaded area in the middle of the seventeenth
cenlury.,
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had representation in the Swedish parliament. Swedish laws were introduced by
roval decrees but onlv alter discussions i parliament where the nobles were most
po\\‘crful. in the last decade, a new view of cig]llccnlh-cc‘lllury Swedish po\ilic;\\
and social history has emerged. Scholars now emphasize the increasing political
power of the peasants. Stadics of their actions in the parliament and their local
exercise of power in parish imeelings have shown how a new, scll-conscious, politi-
cally mature class of frechold peasant farners cvolved who set out to dilfeventiale
themiselves both from the nobles and state officials above them and the kandless
below.® Vhe royal decree of 1789 was a ilestone in this development, giving the
Swedish peasanl farner the same righls o his Tand as ihe nobility.

In the end of the ciglllccnlll century the raral Swedish cconomy saw sighs ol an
ceological crisis caused by overuse of scarce land resources. The extension of arable
ficlds, primarily from meadows, worsened the situation because it hammpered the
pr()dncli()n of livestock winter fodder which, in turn, led o declines in livestock,
shorlage of manure, and diminished crops.7A doubling ol the population and rising
political aspirations of the peasants put pressure on the Swedish state to abolish the
last renmants of feudal land rights, which limited food production. Among those
fendal remmants was the regal right to the navy's precions oak trees, mainly growing
in meadows.

Royal Oaks for the Royal Navy, 1558-1789

As carly as 1558, oak, beeeh, and other so-called “fruil-hearing trees” were declared
by King Gustav Vasa lo be the property of the Swedish state. They were not o be
felled or damaged because acorns and beechnuls were important pig fodder. and
therefore constituted a souree of income for the state. But of far greater concernwas
the oak's importinee as imber [or warships.

1 the sixteenth century, luropean states began to equip perntanent naval forees.
‘e need for ship-borne artillery became the determining factor in ship design,
which began to cmphasize durability nd resistinee to enemy fire® From the middle
of the seventeenth century, these states busill karge battle flects. conmmanded Dy
professional officer corps and supported by an exltensive burcaucracy responsible
for construction andmaintenance. Forthe burcaucracy, provision of limber wasa
central issue. Sinee only oak met the high requirements of strength and durability,
oak timber became a strategic raw material. Yet the production of oak suitable for
naval use required specific ccological conditions. Good oak could not be pro-
duced regardless. Most deciduous trees, anlike coniferous trees, become harder the
faster they grow, so that an oak growing in good soil with a favorable climate will be
harder than one growing in poor soil and a colder climate. For Sweden, this meant
that the capture of the southern provinces gave the navya great advantage, as it had
access to significantly larger numbers of good oaks than before. This and the prov-
inces’ proximity to Sweden’s archenemy Denmark were telling reasons for the
move south of Swedish naval headquarters in 1650 to the newly founded town of
Karlskrona in one of the conquered provinees.” e loss lo Russia in 1721 of the
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gurc 2. The number of good timber-oaks (1732-1821) and the number of all vaks

(1832) in five parishes in the provinee of Kronoberg.
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Figure 3. Oak quality in the provinees of Kronoberg and Kalmar as judged inthe
lily (mogia. mature, but
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caused this difference. But if the navy's culling during the seventeenth and cigh-
teenth centuries changed the proportions of good timber-oaks, the impact of the
peasants on the whole oak stand during the same period was far greater. And the

])(.“dS'dlltS l]'(l(l g()()d reasons for culling SO many trees.

Royal Oaks in the Peasants Meadows, 1558-1789

After the royal decree of 1558, Sywedish oak thus becamie stillimore impaovtant to the
state during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Butoak was equally important
“Thevalue of acorns as fodder and the tree as timber was significant
conomy. On the other hand, oaks thal grew in tillage and mcadows,
and hay, were viewed with dislike. This
Cand led to a dra-

to the peasantry.
m the agrarian ¢
where they reduced the production of grain
created a deep antagonisim between the state and the peasanlry
matic dectine in the nambers of useful oaks in the cighteenthand carly nincteenth
centuries. What were the ecological conditions that ereated this contlictover land-
use?

From the carly Middle Ages, Swedish village Lands were divided nto bwo parts.
Nearcst to the village's armsteads lay the inner fields, or inmarken, with a small
arca of tillage for grain and turnip production and a larger arca of hay meadows for

winter fodder production for the domestic animals. fmarken was enclosed o

protect the growing crops and grasses from the grazing animals that were pastured
on the surrounding arca, ot utmarken, outside the village enclosure. Utinarken was
often, but not always, wooded, and was used collectively by the villagers as pasture.
In general, utmarken was several times the arca of inmarken.
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Figurce 4. The difference between the shadow cast by an untouched oak and a
branch-cut oak. Full sun means that at lcast so pereent of the possible sunlight
rcaches the plants on the ground. 1ull shade mcans that less than o pereent of

the light reaches the ground.
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' At the start of the nincleenth cenlury, various sources note that oaks scldom grew
in utmarken. Animal grazing had held back their growth, while the felling of older
ll'CCST a0y, \ OV e T » (0 W - et M
I mcjl]lud l/l\l(ll:()\ crall nulfnl)us.. 1 l.’.“ greatest number of surviving oaks grew in
) Y 20t , ke doroiH: 1
! IL dows. Aninventory o f)d'\h in Ostergottand in the castern part of southern
Sweden, onc of the provinees richest in oaks, shows that over So percent of the oaks
grew in enclosed meadows on fmmarken. 'The meadows were a sensitive ecologi-
v Y ~ . YAl Yy '.> H N ' b
cal system where the variation between sunlightand shade was crucial. "Phe produe-
onk(l)f hay for winter fodder was encouraged by a certain amount of shade that
cou prevent the ground from drying out during warnm swmmers, but it also re-
(!ller(l cnough light for the crop to grow and become nutritious. The mmount of
:lght could be regulated by cutting back e trees’ branches to give the right balance
)c.t\\'ccn lightand sha(!c, and the twigs and feaves themselves could then be used as
winter fodder for the livestock. FFurthermore, the tree's deep roots collected mutri-
clnts from soil laycrs below those the grasses could reach, and those nutrients could
then be released to the grasses in bwvo ways: A number of the tree’s fine roots died and
iollcd when the tree’s crown was pruncd, thereby releasing nutrients into the upper
a{crs of the soil; and the leaves that remained on the tree and fell in autumn were
raked up and burnt every spring, and the ash spread on the soil surface.”

[ such an ccological system the royal oaks were unwelcome guests. Large, full-
crowned oak{s retarded the grass growth and dried out the carth round aboul. In
ordgr to get rid of the tree’s shade, thie ouks were treated to heavy-handed branch-
cutting : i

! tting along the lrunl\,..s{lrul(/mg." I'he greatagrarian changes of the period mercly
sharpenced the competition between fodder production and oaks inincadows in
two ways. First, it was the better meadow soils, where the oak fared best, that came
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ander the plow, diminishing both oak stands and fodder production. Sceond. this
change from fodder-producing meadows to tillage ereated a greater need for winter
fodder from the retaining meadows, taking their oaks still more distiked by the
peasants. ) '

in the cighteenth century the Swedish government fook an equivocal posilion

on branch-cuiting oak trees.'The pollarding of oaks was in principle forbidden. At
lhe same time, branch-cutling was enconraged o get the tree o grow asingle. thain
trunk. Hwas even deereed that voung trees should be branch-cut hecause the prac-
lice was scen as i way to improve growth. This ambiguily opened the way for
extensive entting of branches lionboth voung and old hices. Linnacus noted on his
teavels in western Sweden in 1747 that branchi-culting ol oaks wits cotmon: “The
meadows were splendidly ornamented with much lazel aud oak, which oaks, as
their sides hiad been shredded, had pul oul small twigs i profusion the whole
length of the trunk aud all around, over which the proper limbs branched out into
the crown.™

The drastic branch-cutling of oaks, with or without the state’s encouragement,
liad serious consequences for the oak stands, a fact that Linnacus also noted on his
travels in Ostergotland iz “Hhe oaks liereabouts are many butare il managed
and in poor condition. The thick boughs were hacked ol 2 hamdbreadth from the
ok, but far too Tate, Simall twigs spring out round the stamps of the cut branches.
Altogether too small crown, insulficient for sucha tall tree, was leftright at the top.
For this reason, many oaks are quite decayed and dried up.™

By the end of the cighteenth century the damage was obvious to many obscrvers.
The forestry commission that was working on a new forest ordinance requested
opinions on the problem from people with knowledge. I his answer the nawy’s
timber survevor drew attention to the deeree that young oaks should be branch-cut,
but from the navy's own felling it was apparent that branch-cutting, and especially
the cutting ofl of larger branches from growing oaks, had introduced rot that spread
into the trunk and destroved the timber. The branchi-culting of oaks that was com-
mon evervwhere meant that good timber was ruined. Those oaks tat had been Teft
alone gave good ship timber.”

The peasants” branch-culting of larger oaks, to fulfill the states request to pro-
mote the growth of the trees or their own needs 1o reduce shade, meant that the
trunks rotted and oak stocks worsened. This was the peasants impact on the whole
oak stand in their meadows. Here was e most important reason why the number of
oaks the navy could find for its use shrank during the cightcenth century.

Struggles Over the Right to Dispose of Oak, 1789-1819

1he roval decree of 1789 gave the Swedish peasant farmer the same rights to hiis fand
as the nobility had before. But there was one important exceplion. As oak and
beeeh were important for the navy, the deeree exempled the right to disposc of
these species from the peasants” new rights. In answer, the peasantry immediately
called for a nationwide survey of oak and beeeh to determine which trees were it
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for the navy’s purposes, the remainder to be released from stale control. "Their

demands were met, and during the 1790s provinee after provinee was surveyed by

the navy’s officers, and the good trees were marked twice with a crown stamped into
the tree trunk near the root. Beech trees were released from state control in the new
forest ordinance of1793, but the right to the free disposal of oak was postponed, and
the peasantry’s impatience grew. 'I'he idea that those trees that had not been stamped
by the navy’s officers were the peasants’ properly spread, creating a degree of uncer-
tainly even among the authorities. The result in many provinees was that requcsts lo
fell trees were extensively sanctioned by the provincial governors. But, ina new
forest ordinance ol 180s, the state went back onils proniise to release oak from ils
control. Instead, a complicated procedure for secking permission to fell oak trees
legally were introduced. "This new ordinance was the start of the last battle over the
right lo the Swedish oak.

The proposal to relinquish the royal oaks was first presented in the Fslate of
Nobles at the parliamient of 1809, butit received ils greatest support in the Istale of
Peasants. "T'he proposal failed, but it was reintroduced in ensuing parliaments; the
main argument given was the damage the trees inflicted on agriculture. In addition
to the claim that oaks were destructive, the principle was brought forward that there
should be private rights of possession. Free title, i applicd to oak forest, would
mean that many “old and damaging trees” would be felled. Corruption was wide-
spread. By paying large bribes, a peasant could get permission to fell the best, most
valuable trees instead of the old, worthless trees that the forest ordinance had envis-
aged. The Estale of Peasants argued in parliament that this corruption was a signifi-
cant reason for the decrease in numbers of good oak trees.

To this picture of mismanagement and corruption we must add the impact of
marking the royal oaks. 'The officers of the 17gos survey had stamped the best oaks
with the crown stamp on the basal trunk and also higher on the trunk, indicaling
that they were reserved for the navy. In the 1810, the provincial governors and forest
officers began to report that the royal vaks were rotting because of damage caused
by the stamp.™ The matter was taken up in parliament, and several members at-
tested to the fact that royal oaks had indeed rotted. The damage had not only
ruined many oaks by leaving them vulnerable to rot, but it also had diminished
what little respect the peasants had for the trees that now stood rotting in their
tillage and mcadows, of no usc to anyone.™

The peasantry’s argument in parliament had consequences for atitudes toward
oak trees in general. At the patliament of 1815, for example, the peasant Anders
Daniclsson stated that uscless oaks existed only to the detriment of the landowner,
and that from this stemimied such hatred against them that the trees were rooted up
“from the very first.” The use of word “hate” was virtually universal in describing
the peasants’ views not only on the trees that causcd damage to their tillage and
mcadows, but of all oak trees.

The central authoritics” answer to local resistance to their policy on oak took its
time in coming. The 179os, which saw doubt caused by the delay and then the
retraction of the pr()misc to waive the state's righl.s to r())'ul oiks, were a lurning
point for the wealthicr peasantry. In provincial governors” reports, navy statements,
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Luble 12 The naber of oaks fit for naval use onstate land and taxable land in
the sunveys of the 17gos and 1825, artanged by provinee.

Province 179058 1825 Pcrcentage reduction

Blckinge 10,209 4480 ;(:

Kristianstad 15,909 4,302 Zc),

Matmohus 3,207 1,021 .

Kalmar and Oland 065.298 5.074 by

Kronoberg 8,408 8o o
Ostergotiand 38,922 7,038 5
Joukoping 13,007 1952 "
Sodermanland 228 030 ;1
Vistmanland 5,053 190 :)q
Orehio 6,041 142 ;__
Skaraborg 2,353 3<§5 9;
Alvsborg 7,037 385 5
Gotland 1,479 11,290 N
Halland 9,751 793 ‘:7
Goteborg and Bohuskin 2,510 7 7
Stockholin 9,753 61? %
Uppsala 7.407 140 ?
Total 229,508 40,841
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and parliamentary debates, the situation was described as I)cing-.cjmnpl’gl‘glclz\- ;;li
tered; among the peasantry, respect for oak trees was now non-'c,\lslcnt.l & (; q
policies had lost their legitimacy for peasants, and the penaltics mch(l .(‘)l-ll- ‘or‘
critnes against thestate's rights were n(-)l seen as sh;.nn.cful. Instead thc.licnfu ]h‘:.\l\.\tfkl
looked upon as a necessary evil, a price lo be paid in order to get rid o t 1(“ 1-‘1 L‘(.
oaks. The damage thal royal oaks caused to the meadows, the p()hhc;}l MCAsures
that the central authorities used lo maintain the trees at the expense of local cmni
munitics, the severe punis]nncnls inflicted on those who damaged oak lrees., Lllll(‘
the methods that the peasants developed to dispose of the trees zlnd clude t u‘
central anthoritics” decisions cubminated ina cultural view of the S.PCC‘I‘CS ataloca
Jevel that can be summed up in the term oak-hatred. '”']C expression vou sh()ul(.l
hate young oaks and young noblemen” was first coined in the clghlcc‘n-lllj cu‘mll‘r.\v.‘
and caplured the new atlitude toward oaks that was revealed v parlimentary

debates.®

The Last Survey and Struggle, 1819-1830

I'he Napoleonic Wars brought great {crritorial ch;mgcs lo’S\\'cdcn.. Six '\'Cl;l‘rT ;'lll‘llm;
the loss of Finland to Russia in 1809, the German province Pomerania scceded. 1c.
loss of Pomerania was insignificant in all but one respect: the provision of oak
timber for the navy. Much of the timber that was uscd at lhc. naval base in }\’ill'\.hkf(')llll
came from the Pomeranian oak woods. The perennial problem of finding
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sufficient oak now became acute, and a naval commitlee was direcled by the
government to study the matler. After making inquiries among the provinetal gov-
ernors and the navy's construction ofticers, the commilice suggested i iSig that the
whole arca of Sweden where oak grew should be surveved, both to lear the extent
of the nation's timiber supply and to find places where royal oak plantations could
be established.?

"The results, which were ready 11825, were disappointing. 'The nanbers of sound
oaks had shrunk by over 8o percent in thirty years, and the navy's officers could find
only about g4o,000 uscful timber oaks inall. The reasons for the oak’s decline were
explained by the officer i charge, the chict ship-builder ab Borenan, who re-
corded that the tillage and meadows were overgrown with oaks whose shade and
thirst destroyed lhe grain and grass growing round aboul. [twas for this reason that
the peasants cut back the branches to reduce the shade, and made bonfires of the
lcaves around the trunks in a deliberale attempt to damage the trees: the 0ak’s
competition with fodder production in the meadow was the greatest problem,
Thercfore af Borneman suggested thal peasants should be allowed 1o buy the roval
oaks, surrendering them to private ownership, and that new state oak plantations
should be established. ™

The results of the survey had been reported to the government as work pro-
gressed, and in 1823 officials considered what should be done abouta situation that
clearly verged on catastrophe. af Borneman’s suggestion met with greatapproval by
all the parlizmentary estates, and al the parlizments of 1823 and 1830 proposals were
worked out on how the redemption should be arranged. 'The commmittees that dealt
with the question were sympathetic to the tax-paving peasants” problems with the
oaks, and spoke with understanding of “the Ouk tree hater.” Fiven if the Taw could
stop the felling of full-grown ouks, it could never prevent “rooling up, hewing
down, or trampling the young plant.”™s Quak-hatred lay behind the rool pruning,
boring, leaf burming around the trunk, and plain illegal felling lo reduce the nun-
ber of oaks in the tillage and incadows, and belind the general attempt Lo prevent
renewal by rooting up, trampling, or culling down oak saplings. Indeed, vak-hatred
appears lo have been universal in the Ustate of Peasants in parliament. A picture of
a resistance culture emerges where local social norms diverged strongly from those
of the central authoritics. Alexis de Tocqueville's grand formulation of the shatter-
ing of feudal oppression in contemporary Frafice can be said to be valid, if on a
much more modest scale, for the Swedish peasants” relationship to oaks that grew in
their meadows: “I'he evil that you bear with patiently when itappears unavoidable
becomes unbearable as soon as vou believe that it is possible to escape it.™

"The peasants madc oak a political issue in partiament, but even more they miade
it a political issuc out in the meadows, where, anned with axes, billhooks, hatchets,
and adzes, they deficd the mode of nimagement imposed by the central anthori-
tics. The methods used by peasants in these fights were not only instrumental but
also had an expressive and ideological dimension. In this sense they expressed their
understanding of trees in meadows, saving in a different way: “What are these trees
for?"s
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As Tong as timber production was parl of agrarian production. the oak as h.u.v
tage Lo the Swedish peasant, When the peasants no longer accepted an explottation
above and used their power. the central anthorities wewe

of nalure impo.\cd from _ Lau -
limitation for the prc-lmlu.\ln.ll Swedndostate’s

forced lo give in. Phis was asevere A
access Lo a strategic organic malerial-high-quality oak-timber.

As a resull, parliament decided in 1830 to rccnn}nnc:ml that the government
sarrender the roval oaks againsta small redemption lee for cach Limn, lh.n‘ Jhounld
be collected and paid collectively by cach parish lo the sl;llc:'l lTu‘s, in the i8zos, the
majorily of oaks in Sweden were bought from the stale by individual l;m(lm\'“crs.
The nias fulure need for oak limber was 1o he et by stale oak pladations
establishied onan iskind inone ol Sweden's fargest lakes. Justbetore Christinas i53i,
the first 25.000 voung vaks were planted, and almost 150 years later, the head of ll_\c
Swedish state forests finally reported to the navy that the first oaks were ready for
delivery. The navy refused the offer polilely but firmiy.*

Ecological Consequences—Changes in Landscape

What changes to the landscape caused the long struggle l)cl\\'cAcn the peasantry ‘Jl.l(l
the state over the rights over oak trees? Inﬂ)rm;_lli(m [l'()ll.l the clghl'ccnlh_;n’ul begin-
ning of the nincteenth centuries fora number of parishes in the |)r()\'n’1c"c.0t l\mn.()l)crg
Jhows a steep decline in the mimber of trees fit for naval use. This was finked
direetly to the improvements in transport in the region. Onee l_llc admiradty had
opened up the rivers for navigation, the felling of the best trees for th: navy cou_](l
begin. Much as in the nincteenth century in Nnrll_l America and Scandinavia,
where one can see a “timber frontier” where felling followed the watercourses, so
one can talk of an “oak frontier” in cighteenth-century Sweden. ‘ -
Sclective felling affected the composition of the ()uk_\\'()odlund, as is shown it
one uses the 172g-1732 survey Lo compare the older areas of prnduclinn near lhic L'U;I..\l
with the new inland arcas. Older trees that were oo decayed to be used as .s'lnp
timber and gnarled trees dominated in the older arcas, and rol rc.su]lin’,t_;‘l'r(nn wide-
spread branch-culting and the stamping of the besl trees wals Cotnmon. I'he nunﬂ)u
of older. tolten oaks was probably significantly greater in cighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries in southern Sweden than in today’s Swedish forests. Furthermore,
thev were coneentrated in the meadows nearest o the villages which, like l_hc better
soil of utmarken, came under cultivation in the population explosion of the cen-
turv. This meant that it was the older, rotlen trees that disap])c;}rcd when the state
g;l\"c up its rights, and the peasantry could finally free their land from the hated ll'L,‘C.
The great decline in good oak fit for the navy’s purposes belween 1790 and 1823
also was conneeled to the extensive, legal felling to meet the peasants needs that
began after 1505, During thie18ios anaverage ot 70,000 ();IL.\J)C!' A were fclvlcd‘
legally, and between 1806 and 1835 more than one and hall m.ﬂh(m oak trees w crn-
cul altogether. The mavy's officers judged that at the same time at \cj';lsl as 1nany
were felled illegally. Widespread cormplion, which was itsell the subject of much
comment, scems to have ensured that it was the best, and not the worst, trees that
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were felled. In the province of Kalmar, where legal felling was greatest, surviving
cvldc.nc.'c from the local redemption of oaks in 1831 shows that ;II'()l‘lIl(‘I il“lll-(:(}:;]b‘
remaining trees were small and gnarled. Only 5 percent were deeimed "("u(xl ~mKl
massive " yet unfit for navy use, and the rest were cither wholly or parlly rb()ltu; “"(
I'his change in the landscape, first with the sclective (c”in'g of the largest l. sl
lrcjcs and then with the successive decline in the trees” dimensions and (‘11?Ii‘l , K"h
mirrored i the boreal woodlands in northern Sweden a lnln(lrc;ll\'mrsl I“Il ‘ I“I“
extensive felling from the 1830s onwards took the large, old trees fir'st‘l i I; ,
to those of increasingly small dimensions.® T i fuming fler

Consequences for Biodiversity

l"hc dramatic changes in landscape had an impact on biodiversity. In southe
Sweden, the highest level of biodiversity is associated with inmnrk‘(w'—.lhc ;)I li ufl
ficlds, the extensive hay meadows, and the enclosed pastures near the \'i”'l(' l-““'LI;
forms of land use that today have nearly vanished. 'The lr;lnsf()nln'llion nf‘tﬁ-hn"lk
stands, wilh a rapid decline in density during the eighteenth ccnl;lr mand ¥ lm'
qucn.t increase in old, hollow, and rolten oaks, lm(l”il.s cffect on I)i()fli‘\'('l'\;]l ml);b
opening up of the forests in the cential region of southern Sweden (ll;l'i;\;' IIK'
Middle Ages increased the richness of the vascular plant flora s With the ¢ 'l]b' IL
of the woodbands in the last hundred years, the diversity nflh. svascular l]'lc ()““"L
has returned to a lower level. / ‘ e plant flor
i} But it would be wrong to equate vascular plant diversity with total diversity
First, vascula.r plants constitute only a small percentage of the tolal‘numl)c‘k)rI (\)f
macro organisins.® Sccond, in the case of Sweden, several thousand species are
d.cpcndcnton dead wood, and their presence cannol be inferred from )(;l]lc11' ‘ "l L
sis. Very old living and large dead trees are crucial for the diversity ()fl-ﬁ )ccikil—:'(il :\l-
groups isuch as insects and fungi.» The most important cmnponcni for.': hi 'h. le L ;
of I)Ithvcrsity in northern Lurope is hollow, ancient oaks. Some of tl‘|c n%ost \IL'
n'landmg species need large concentrations of such trees. FFurthermore m()s‘t s()z:
cics f]?l,)cf‘(lcnt on old oaks fare best in open woodland where the oaks «',ro\v inil!ull
sun.* Twice as many beetle species dependent on dead, deciduous lrcés‘b'l > favored
l)yrwcl]-]it substrates than by shaded substrates.¥ Y ‘ T T
Phus, it can be argued that the opening up of the landscape and the presence of
!arg? numbers of oaks with rotten trunks between 1700 and 1850 )I’()])‘ll[)l "r i LlLl f)l
in h'lgh biodiversity in southern Sweden. Two detailed beetle in\'lnlmficsyth‘cli‘\l\' 'Lr('
rediscovered as manuscripts in Muscum of Natural History in ()othcnl)lirv -;ll(lh L
Muscum. of Natural History in Stockholim give support to this h\v'p()thcsi?;‘ l\/l'n:c'
rare species (I]f]fi]l’(? usually Laken to have been relicets from \'irgin'forcsts« i‘l;Clll(]‘ill;\'
s0ImC now extinct in Sweden, were found in the cultural landscapes ()fy s()ulh\\'c:[)
Sweden between 1770 and 1840.% When the felling of aucient oaks ’lL:CC]CFLll -‘l
l)ctw'ccn 1810 and 1850, the total biodiversity of the cultural lumlsc;;p; ey II'I(\-’(C
declined markedly. Indeed, it is possible that we now are witnessing the S;l(lll(,‘

You Shouid Hare yaurg Jass 601

process of extinction, since there is evidence that some species are eyperiencing

delaved local extinel oY

A Comparative Perspective on Oaks in Europe

Was this battle over rights o brees a p;n'licuhul_\' Swedish phenomenon, o does it
help explain the changes in landscape experienced in other Furopean countrics
during the cighteenth and carly nincteenth centuries?

In Ieranee, the stricl control ol ok trees embodicd in Colbert's forest ordinance
of 166y could not preventa decline in the amount of timber avaifable for the navy's
use during the cighteenth century. ‘The timber cycle in the royal forests in the
seventeenth century was from one to two hundred vears in the cighteenth century,
mirroring the IFrench state’s ever deepening financial crisis, the tine between culs
dropped lo twenty-five Lo sixty years, giving a significantly belter cconomic relurn.
The extensive sale of roval forests and Eaind clearance for agriculture also had their
cffect on the oaks. The result was noticeable as carly as the start of the cighteenth
century, when the Mediterrancan feet's dockyards in Marseilles and Toulon began
lo import dian and Balkan oak 1o meet the demand for new construction and
repairs. Fhose arcas in the south and cast of France that hitherto had been the main
source no longer could produce timber of the right quality, and toward the end of
the cighlccnlll cenlury imporls were .\is;nific;lnlly grealer than domestic prodie-
tion. Likewisc, the lack of curved oak, so-called compass timber, for the dochyards
along the Allantic coast had become a problem by the end of the cighteenth
century, when the import of oak from the Baltic arca began ¥

Fngland had no cquivalent to the royal ordinances that in I'rance gave the stale
the right to oak timber. The navy’s provision of timber came from the open market
where it was above all the gentry who traded oak timber. Robert Albion’s classic
study of the British navy's timber supply asserts that, from the end of the cighteenth
century, the lack of larger oaks and compass timber was a serious problem. Char-
coal burning, the growth of the merchant flect, the effect of enclosures—where
large hedges with their bowed oaks were ripped out—and industry’s need for timber
for construction contributed to the reduction in the navy’s timber asscts. Surveys of
oak in the royal forests showed that their numbers shrank from the begining of the
seventeenth century to the end of the cighteenth by more than thrce-quartess. Fhis
forced Britain in the second half of the cighteenth century o begin to import oak

timber. During the Napoleonic Wars, the British navy became dependent on oak
timber imports from the Baltic region, which led to a crisis when the Continental
Blockade began in 1807 Salvation came in the form of Canadian oak timber which
met 4o pereent of the navy’s needs by 1812. For the remainder of the wooden ship
crat, until the middle of the nineteenth centary, imports were essential, and at fast
British oak was sufficient to meet only a quarter of the naw’s needs. ¥

Albion's picturc of the aceelerating decline of British oak in the cighteenth and
nineteenth centuries is both confinmed and claborated on by later rescareh A ).
Holland has pointed to the attempt to spare timber by using new construction
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methods and replacing oak with other kinds of timber and with iron.# Cyril Harl
documents the reduced supply of vak caused by the conflict of interests between
different users of the forest of Dean during the seventeenth century. Coppice own-
erswere keen that no large timber trees should shade their defiberately stunted trees
or compele for space. Tn this way traditional rights 1o the underwood enjoyed by
certain inhabitants of the forest prevented the growth of larger oaks.# Charles
Watkins describes developments in cighteenth century Sherwood ForestUin a way
that not only reflects quantitative but also qualitative changes. The traditional
rights to pasture in the royal forests prevented the growth of young oaks, while the
older trees were often of poor quality. Pollarding and damage meant that most brees
were Loo rolten o pass muster as timber. To this problem was added both the
forestry officials” habit of boring healthy trees to establish the timber quality and
the procedure of stamping the trunk of good trees with a crown, mimber, and
forest’s name. This stamping method was later replaced with a marking on the outer
bark that was less damaging. Ina parliamentary report of 1790, the renaining ouks
were deseribed as hollowed, withered, decaved, misshapen, or scared
It Denmark, oak constituted a large part of the so-called overskov, the large
timber trees that grew on the main farms and were owned by the estates themselves.
Bo Fritzboger has shown that the number of larger timber trees shrank during the
sixleenth and seventeenth centuries, and that oak was replaced by beeeh as aresull
of the overuse of timber. Here the navy’s demand for timber plaved an important
role when taken in coujunction with other significant users such as the building
trade. ‘This did not mcan that the woodland shrank; rather it changed character.
The total forested arca in Denmark was almost constant between 1660 and 1760,
but the forest’s composition altered dramatically. The overskov, with its wature,
large oaks, dwindled as the forested arca went over lo underskoy, low-growing
young woodland of oak and beech.#The cause was the felling of timber trees and
the competition posed by the peasants’ need for wood from the imderskoy. lo
obtain wood, the peasants branch-cut the timber trees: the larger ones hecause they
otherwise shaded and held back the underskov; the smaller ones so that they would
never grow into full, standard trees.¥ The result of this change in forest composition
meant that the Danish state began 1o have problems in obtaining oak timber for the
construction and maintenance of its navy
A decline in the number of oak trees was noticeable in France, lingland, and
Denmark during the cighteenth and beginning of the nincteenth centuries. An
important cause of this decline in I'rance and Denmark was the transition from
woodland with mixed underwood and timber trees o woodland where underwood
predominaled. ‘The competition between underwood and timber trees also was
important in the British royal forests. In Sweden, there were no coppices with fixed
cycles as in Lngland or France.# What distinguished Sweden above all else from
the other countries was that the need for winter fodder for animals was significamtly
grealer because winter pasture was only to be found in the southermmost and
westernmost arcas of the country. Winter fodder was produced in the meadows on
inmarken where maost oaks grew. Wood for tools and fuel often could be got from
trees on ulmarken, outside the enclosure. This meant that the antagonism in Swe-
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den was not one of imber trees versus underwood, but rather timber trees versus
winter fodder. From this perspective, Swedish developments fallwto a lareer Faro-
pean patlem, wilh the same ullinate cause. The compelition was over sunlicht

reaching the ground.

Conclusions

‘e battle in Sweden between the navy and peasantry over oak trees was notonlya
alter of ownership nghts and timber values, bt also the oak’s ceological tole in
damaging crops in the village tillage and meadows. The struggle led o extensive
branch-cutting to reduce leal mass, and to an oak-hatred cmbodicd in the deliber-
ate destruction of royal oaks. The result was firsta rapid reductionin the number of
trees fit for the navy's use, and in the end a professional, state-run, oak forestry
svstem, separate from agrarnan production.

Br;nlcll—culling. oak-hatred, and the n;l\'_\"s own stamps ruined the timber trees.
The nawy's selective felling of better trees and the extensive, legal felling for clear-
ance at the start of the nineteenth century contributed further to landscape that
was dolled with Large numbers of dead, decaving, and hollow trees. These Tand-
scape changes initially were positive for biodiversity, because thev maintaied
habilats for species-rich groups such as inscets and fungi. Towever, later cutting of
more than o milion old vaks destroved much habital.

By rephirasing the problem of deforestation more exactly as a lack of timber ofa

particular quality, it becomes possible to reflect on pre-industrial society’s multiple
uses for wood. Fnergy resources were a severe limitation in some regions.® But the
dependencey on wood as a material was a severe limilation as well. Because of the
long growing time and the difficulty in obtaining big dimensions and certain
shapes, high quality wood for building inaterials in reality was a rencewsible resource
to a lesser degree than wood for fucl. This became obvious in Sweden in the
beginning of the nincteenth century when the competition for land between an
increasing population’s demand for food, fodder for animals and the state’s de-
mand for higl qualily timber intensified. ‘The solution was Lo separate agrarian and
silvicultural production. The debate over this separation spurred the introduction
of forestry in Sweden. The supervisor of the first oak plantation and chiet forester
Isracl af Strom exceuted, between 1825 and 1832, the separation of the Swedish stale
forests from traditional use-rights, in the same way as were done in other Furopean
countrics at the same time. The result was thata third, or 25 000 heetare, of the royal
forests were reserved only for imber-production for the state’s own needs of oaks
and other trees.s In Sweden, state forestry has its roots, not in the industrial defores-
tation of the late nincteenth century, but in a pre-industrial socicty’s efort to escape
e Timitations of nature. In the smne way as agriculture replaces gathering of food
where it can be found, silviculture replaces the gathering of wood where it canbe
found, Thus, we can speak of a silvicultural revolution s And i Sweden it started
with the oak.
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