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Countryside History. the life and legacy of Oliver Rackham (Pelagic Publishing, 2024).
Edited by Ian D. Rotherham and Jennifer A. Moody. 438 pp. fully illustrated with colour
photographs, maps and plans. Hardback ISBN 9781784273163. Price £50. Ebook available.

This book, edited by lan Rotherham and Jennifer Moody, is a tribute to the work of Oliver
Rackham, who died in 2015. In this collection of twenty-four contributions from leading
global authorities on countryside and landscape history, many of whom were friends and
colleagues of Oliver Rackham, Oliver’s whole-life work is presented in new contexts that are
inspirational and educational.

As a student under Oliver, I learnt first-hand in the university and most importantly in
the field his own heady mix of archaeology, historical geography, ecology and natural history,
amongst other skills! Coppicing with Oliver in Hayley Wood was a massive compliment to
formal lectures on these subjects! Oliver showed me how to read the historical landscape
‘with my feet’ as much with my eyes and my archival research — a skill reinforced through
many site visits with Oliver across England and Wales almost up to his so untimely passing.

Rotherham and Moody have made major contributions in these fields in their own right,
which shows in their selection of authors to curate and present the expansive ‘diorama’ of
inquiry and analysis that is Oliver Rackham’s legacy. The book is presented in four main
Parts, topped by an Introduction to Oliver’s work and tailed by a presentation of his Legacy,
through an archive and a full bibliography of all Oliver’s writings, published and
unpublished. Such an invaluable achievement.

Part I presents five chapters on Oliver’s woodland studies in England, by George
Peterken, Della Hooke, Adrian Newton, Keith Kirby, and David Morfitt. These are developed
by their authors (as are all the chapters in this volume) as an up-to-date review of their
personal research work and of their interactions with Oliver’s research and thoughts. This
makes for a very readable reminder of the context through the past sixty years or more for
Oliver’s work; and demonstrates how collaboration and debate, involving these authors inter
alia as key actors, shaped our present understanding of trees and woodlands and the human
and natural landscapes of the past.

Part II extends this approach to the whole of Europe, with four chapters (by Frans Vera,
Tomasz Samojlik and Piotr Daszkiewicz and Aurika Rickieme, Elisabeth Johann, and Gloria
Pungetti) that may introduce many readers to Oliver’s work and influence across a surprising
range of research studies and places beyond Britain in Europe. This is an eye-opening Part in

many respects: it introduces and demonstrates the importance of ‘factoids’ in directing



Oliver’s research (i.e. his determination to root out and examine and then confirm/deny
them); and it concludes with a personal account of his genius as a teacher and demonstrator
and of his now-role for many people, young and old, across nations and cultures, as a
legendary Maestro whose work as a natural history sleuth can be adopted as exemplary.

Part III focuses on Oliver’s work specifically in the Mediterranean region. Five
chapters (by Donald Hughes, Thanasis Kizos, Jennifer Moody, Rigas Tsiakiris and Kalliopi
Stara and Valentino Marini Govigli and Jennifer Wong, Roberta Cevasco and Diego Moreno
and Charles Watkins) walk us in hand with Oliver through Mediterranean landscapes and in
detail through Greece, Crete, and Liguria. The overarching account of Oliver’s Mediterranean
studies is of course in that extraordinary collaboration with Dick Grove (my university
supervisor) The Nature of Mediterranean Europe: an ecological history. Dick could have
contributed a very revealing chapter to this Volume, but sadly he is passed away. The main
thing we learn from this Part is Oliver’s empathy for human relationships with trees and
woods and thereby, importantly, non-wooded landscapes. Oliver’s earliest interactions with
Mediterranean sacred landscapes were brought home to influence British research: indeed,
my own explorations with Oliver of a Bronze Age field system/ Iron Age hillfort at
Welshbury and the adjacent Chestnuts Wood in the Forest of Dean, England (Rackham &
Jarman 1995) led to exploding one factoid after another and eventually to my Ph.D. on sweet
chestnut in Britain, debunking the Roman introduction factoid! Oliver really does have a lot
to answer for! And he was very adept at asking and answering questions, in a surprising
number of languages! (see page 6).

Part IV explores Oliver’s work and influence on countryside research methods, both
theoretical and practical. Five chapters (by Melvyn Jones, Richard Hoftfmann, Peter Szabo,
Ian Rotherham, and Tom Williamson) outline a wide diversity of examples of Oliver’s
meticulous searches for, and studies of, archived information, of his critical interpretation
methods and of his ways of teasing out a solution through practical experiments and
observations. Some examples of his practical work were rescued from his workshop at his
home in Cambridge and are now curated and displayed at the Green Wood Centre,
Ironbridge, as described in Part VI.

Part V examines some wider perspectives of Oliver’s work, in five chapters (by Paul
Adam, Vikki Bengtsson, Katsue Fukamachi, Tohru Nakashizuka and Hideo Miguchi and
Tomohiko Kamitani, and Henry Art) from Australia, Japan, New England USA and Essex
England. Here he visited and inevitably walked, saw, picked apart and read and then applied

his observations in his usual way of lateral thinking to unexpected targets! We learn much



from these chapters about Oliver the person as well as the human and natural environments
being examined. His work on Hatfield Forest: his book The Last Forest: the story of Hatfield
Forest was a tipping point for many issues. One was the understanding of ancient pollards
(aka lapsed pollards) and appropriate techniques for their conservation, as subsequently
promoted by the Ancient Tree Forum; another was his relationship with the National Trust
(owners and managers of Hatfield Forest), which had been frosty but became cooperative and
fruitful after introducing Oliver to work at Hatfield (by myself inter alia).

Finally, Part VI concludes with a chapter on the Legacy of Oliver, by Jennifer Moody
and Ian Rotherham. I found this chapter made emotional reading, for it gives a factual
account of the resources that have been dedicated to preserving Oliver’s work as a living
archive, in virtual format as well as tangibly on display in various museums and collections.
It also bewails the loss of such a “Maestro’, such a peer above others, and of so much
unfinished business from his untimely passing ...

I only found one aspect of Oliver’s work under-represented in this Tribute: his studies
of wood and tree rings from ancient structures and buildings. His work in the 1970s with the
Somerset Levels Project, examining sections of worked wood from the Neolithic trackways
exposed by peat cutting, showed evidence for repeated coppicing of woodland, which
confirmed a long history of human intervention in British woodlands. In his house in
Cambridge there were many samples of pieces of wood rescued from medieval timber frame
structures across Britain, but notably East England, from which he had surmised the nature of
the trees or coppices they had been cut from, their ages, even the method of cutting and
converting to fit the building in question. A dendrochronologist’s contribution to this Volume
could have been informative...

The Volume is fully referenced and thankfully expertly indexed and is very usefully

illustrated throughout.
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