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Wyeswood was one of a chain of huge wooded pastures that in the medieval period stretched along the Trelleck Plateau from near Caerwent to the high ground overlooking Monmouth. In order, these were Wentwood, Earlswood, Coed Llyfos, Chepstow Park, Fedw and Wyeswood. In recent centuries, these have gone their separate ways: Earlswood and Coed Llyfos became largely denuded of trees, then cleared for agriculture; Wyeswood likewise lost most of its tree cover, but substantial tracts were eventually turned into plantations; and the others became coppices and were eventually largely converted to conifer plantations.

Wyeswood occupied the plateau around Trelleck and formed a major part of the lordship of Trelleck, which, in broad terms, extended east to the Wye, north to the Trothy, south to the Angiddy and west to the Brownstone scarp and out towards Dingestow. Wyeswood could never have been an unbroken block of wood-pasture, but was punctuated by Trelleck and other settlements and their associated enclosed farmland and woodland. In fact, it occupied most of the ground from the highway leading from Devauden towards Monmouth to the river Wye under Penallt church to the highway leading from Tintern Abbey to Trelleck Grange. In 1307 about 20-25% of the lordship’s 16,000 acres was exploited intensively for agriculture as arable, pasture and meadow, the rest being woodland or ‘waste’.

The condition of Wyeswood changed over the centuries. In 1307 and 1314, Inquisitions refer to the Forest of Trelleck (which contained Wyeswood and Penallt Wood) which yielded substantial returns from the sale of charcoal and wood: in 1330, for example, £139 was received for charcoal made in Wyeswood and Penallt Wood, which seems a great deal. The records suggest that both were mixtures of oak and beech, but that Wysewood was mainly oak and Penallt Wood mainly beech: both had underwood (ie coppicing took place) and timber. Deer were also present: in 1382 Wyeswood Chase was recorded, and in 1576 and 1618 cases brought against deer poachers in the chase. The stock of timber evidently declined due to over-exploitation and presumably grazing. In 1583, William Probert claimed a right to take 12 seams [???] of wood every day from the chase, even though this was contested by the keeper, who said that Probert had spoiled the woods. The warning was not heeded, and by 1629 there was said to be no timber left, and in 1697 Wysewood was described as ‘formerly well-stocked with red deer and timber, but ‘wanting both’ at that time. However, in 1769, a survey records 1000 acres of underwood in Wysewood, suggesting a change of management (and therefore structure) rather than deforestation, which makes sense given the proximity of the Tintern  ironworks.

However, the district remained well-wooded outside Wyeswood. In 1676, the lordship of Trelleck contained other woodland, including 2206 acres of other common woodland and 1666 acres of the private Bargaines Wood. There was also 2493 acres of waste which had probably once been wooded. One can envisage the core of Wyeswood becoming ever more open and covered in heathy grassland, whilst the margins along the Wye and the Brownstone scarp remained well-wooded.

The precise extent of Wyeswood cannot be traced, partly because there are no early maps, and partly because, like other unenclosed commons, Wyeswood was steadily encroached by legal and illegal inclosures, presumably with a 150-year lull in the rate from the mid-14th century. In the early Middle Ages, a portion located around the modern Park House, Old Park and Wain-y-parc was evidently enclosed as a park, for in 1240 the earl of Pembroke granted the shoulders of deer taken in the park for the sick brethren of Tintern Abbey. By 1581 this was described as the old park. In 1670 it was a wood of 473 acres, but it may originally have been much larger, possibly up to 900 acres. Two centuries later, a survey of 1769 (GCRO MAN/K/130/0004) revealed an 11% loss of commons to encroachments in the Lordship of Trelleck.
	Parish
	Encloachments

number
	Encroachments, acres-rods-poles
	Clear Common, acres-rods-poles
	Total area, acres-rods-poles

	Penallt
	49
	141-0-25
	379-2-39
	1020-3-24

	Llandogo
	18
	34-3-24
	222-0-0
	276-3-24

	Tintern
	10
	7-3-0
	242-1-0
	250-0-0

	Trelleck
	55
	117-2-21
	1971-2-7
	2089-0-28

	Mitchell Troy
	29
	71-1-13
	256-2-0
	327-3-13

	Cwmcarvan
	7
	11-1-0
	50-0-0
	61-0-0 (sic)

	Llanishen Meend
	8
	15-2-22
	90-3-24
	106-2-6

	Craig Coed Garth
	8
	23-0-35
	?
	?


In the 1580s the earl of Pembroke attempted to enclose the chase of Wyeswood and the woods of Glascoed and Gwehelog, well to the west. near Usk, were also included. The decree awarded the wood and ground known as Old Parke to the earl of Pembroke, but 1800 acres of wood and wood ground was awarded to the Complainants [presumably representing the commoners], distributed as 603 acres in Glascoed, 1140 acres in Wyeswood and presumably 57 acres in Gwehelog Wood, the exact boundaries to be determined by negotiation and convenience. In these places they could enjoy firebote, ploughbote, housebote, hedgebote, pannage, herbage, limestone (for marling land), wall stones, slate stones and erect lime kilns. This land appears to have been apportioned between the parishes of the lordship. However, the 1580s dispute seems to have been inconclusive, for it resurfaced in 1708, when a Chancery decree decided that the tenants common rights be restricted to 1100 acres (cf 1140 acres in 1581). A series of bounds were specified by the Court in 1710, circumscribing a block of land between Trellech and Llandogo, Cat Brook to the south and Beacon Hill to the north, but between 1710 and 1714 a series of anti-inclosure riots reached a climax when hedges, walls and gates were pulled down and 200 acres of woodland burned, charcoal burners were attached in their cabins and charcoal pits were destroyed. 

Enclosure finally became effective in 1810, when an Enclosure Act covered 4200 acres of common and waste land that still remained unenclosed in Penallt, Trelleck, Mitchell Troy, Tintern, Cwmcarvan, Llandogo and Llanishen. Not all of this had been Wyeswood. Under this award, encroachments made before 1790 to become the property of the possessors; encroachments made 1790-1810 were allotted to freeholders as part of their entitlement; one seventh of the commons were allotted to the clerics: Says of Trelleck and Penallt; Tomkyns of Micheltroy and Cwmcarvan; Lisle of Llandogo; and Drape of Tintern; up to 100 acres were allotted to millstone manufacturers; some 17 acres were allotted to the overseers of poor houses (3ac in each of Trelleck, Micheltroy, Landogo, Penallt; 2 ac in each of Cwncarvan and Tintern; 1 ac in Llanishen); and the rights to mining were retained by the Duke of Beaufort, but not close to habitations.

The Award itself (GRO Inc. Aw. 2) is full of legal details and schedules of all parcels, but it gives almost no indication of the condition of the land. The colour-coded maps distinguish: 

Blue. Allotment to the Duke of Beaufort,lord of the Manor, for his right in the soil.

Black. Allotment to vicars and rectors in lieu of tithes.

Dark Blue. Allotment to persons who are entitled to raise mill stones.

Pink. Allotment to certain owners of encroachments.

No colour. Allotment to overseers of Poor Houses.

Yellow. Sale of waste lands to defray expenses.

No colour. Exchanges

Dark. Alloted to duke for digging peat for fuel.

Of these, the only lands where there is some indication of condition are the yellow lands, which were waste. Clearly most of this land must indeed have been waste, but some small enclosures are coloured yellow, including some that were isolated from the main yellow lands. In addition, there seems to be other lands that must have been waste, including the small patches left for limestone, the two patches left as tracts for digging peat for fuel (Cleddon Bog and Whytelye Common), some grounds for extracting millstones, but most notably some large tracts of black allotted to vicars, some of which were clearly also extensive wastes.

In an attempt to reconstruct the extent of open land in 1810, I have  mapped the yellow lands plus most of the tithe allotments, which were also obviously wild land. This is very approximate, but these are the main classes of land, and they must represent the principal tracts of “heathland” [probably semi-natural grassland and scrub, as well as dwarf-shrub heaths] at that time. My map does not extend south of Cleddon Bog, and it also excludes some common land on the Brownstone scarp to the west. The maps shows all types as orange, save for the blue showing the limestone marl area in Penallt and the dark green of the Cleddon peat bog.
The overall distribution is what one might expect from a long history of piecemeal enclosure: ragged remnants with concentrations remote from settlement. The concentrations around Trelleck would have been bilberry heaths, but the large block in Penallt must have been closer to limestone and neutral grassland, and likewise the peripheral commons (out of which the present-day New Grove meadows must have been formed). As a habitat network, the whole was “well-designed”, with large blocks, short separations between blocks and to most outliers, and good links along the scarp. 
Pentwyn farm and Glyn farm were not part of the commons by 1810, but they were bordered by the outliers and by private woods. They were not close to Wyeswood in its later, reduced, condition, but they were well-linked to the commons that in more distant times either made up the medieval Wyeswood or were closely associated with it.
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