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Langton West Wood Spirit of Place 

 
Along with the Wilderness, and Talbot’s Wood (or East Wood) Langton West Wood is a 

magical, quiet place, almost hidden within the landscape. Langton residents walk there, 

leaving the crowds and signage behind they cross the fields to gain sanctuary within its quiet 

majesty. Many have childhood memories of it as a wild adventure playground - whilst others 

are discovering for themselves and making their own memories:  swinging on ropes and 

making dens.  A network of paths, rides and quarrymen’s trackways – one a solitary 

bridleway passing through - create a choice of many routes in which to lose oneself, and 

also to find oneself.  

In the heart of the wood, connected by a stream, lies a series of ponds – if they were once 

fish ponds when Wilkswood was a priory that was long ago. Scattered on the slopes either 

side are ancient gnarled oaks, some with buttresses you can hide in, or fern and moss 

draped branches that reach out over you. Perhaps planted with an eye to their timber use, 

each one has its own personality and story. Between these great veterans, are hazels that 

were worked as coppice for perhaps 400 years or more, and veteran coppiced ash stools.  

Around every turn there is something different – here a small clearing abounding with 

butterflies (perhaps silver washed fritillaries or ringlets: the purple emperors sticking to the 

tops of trees are rarely seen). Beyond the dappled shade is the dark home for red berried 

butcher’s broom or stinking iris. Occasionally noises off - a tractor or traffic - remind you 

that there is another world outside, but you are in the wood’s protection.  

Many will visit just to be lifted by the wood’s bluebells, whilst others love to watch or hear 

its birds. Lost in the wood, or perhaps lost from the wood, are the rarities that few know 

or recognise – the true fox-sedge, the slow growing lichens on the bark of old trees, the 

bark flies and fungus weevils. Suitably equipped, you can discover so many different bats, 
each with a different niche in the woods, but all needing our help. 

It’s a place to connect with time – the seasons: the renewal of spring, the death in autumn. 

The seemingly unchanging oaks gradually growing old and dying more slowly than we can 

see, or the abandoned coppice stools that are gradually falling apart. In some places, there 

are seedlings that hint at the future, but alas, few reach adolescence. A reminder of what 

was commonplace in the 1960’s rural landscape still survives at the Wilderness. A 

miraculous clutch of mature Elm trees mark its entrance. Not surprisingly elm specialists like 

the white-letter hairstreak butterfly are flourishing. These few trees could have importance 

well beyond Purbeck as they appear to have survived the ravages of Dutch elm disease. 

The lumps and bumps of forgotten mediaeval marble quarries and broken moss-covered 

stone walls hint but don’t tell what the place meant to Langton’s residents so long ago, 

whilst in the ground, here and there are further mysteries – Roman era pottery, a mediaeval 

coffin or a scatter of stone age flints. The Saxon-era boundary wall that envelopes the wood 

implies a stability that is misleading. As repair after repair gave the walls a wobble, so the 

extent of the wood has changed too. Just 70 years ago the younger bank below “The Lynch” 

(where the bridleway is) was a field. Perhaps the wood will see new ground joining it too 

one day. People have always shaped Langton West Wood to their needs, but at a pace that 

fits with its residents and visitors. 
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Rationale behind the Spirit of place 

In conservation terms, the Spirit of Place concept was established at the Quebec conference of the 

International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) in 20081. Spirit of place is defined as “the 

tangible (buildings, sites, landscapes, routes, objects) and the intangible elements (memories, 

narratives, written documents, rituals, festivals, traditional knowledge, values, textures, colours, 

odours, etc.). Spirit of place is the physical and the spiritual elements that give meaning, value, 

emotion and mystery to place. 

Spirit of place is a critical tool for identifying conservation priorities for cultural heritage, but is also 

applicable for conserving natural sites which have a meaning to communities.  

 

National Trust methodology 

In order to build on its existing methodologies for establishing conservation priorities, the Trust 

have defined two areas of work – Statements of Significance and Spirit of Place. 

Spirit of Place is a short statement that expresses what is unique, distinctive and cherished about a 

particular place; and which guides all activities to improve the quality of everything that we do at that 

place 

Statement of Significance – a statement of the tangible and intangible special qualities of a place, 

providing a framework for conservation and management 

 

Articulating the Spirit of Place statement 

According to National Trust Guidance2, there are four stages in the preparation of a spirit of place 

statement: 

1. Review and update statement of significance 

2. Carry out audience insight and identify stakeholders 

3. Bring together as broad a group of staff, volunteers and stakeholders as possible to 

agree what is unique, distinctive and cherished about the property 

4. Summarise and write spirit of place statement 

Generally speaking this methodology is applied to whole properties, but can be applied to elements 

within the property portfolio.  

 

Review of Statement of Significance for Langton West Wood 

No current statement of significance exists for Langton West Wood. However a statement of 

significant was prepared  for National Trust holdings in Langton Matravers in 2002, and forms 

Appendix 1. The statement makes brief mention of the coppice woodland, and the transition to a 

softer more wooded landscape as you travel inland away from the plateau. 

A review of significant features of Langton West Wood was compiled from Biological Surveys, 

Archaeological Survey, Dorset AONB Landscape Character Assessment, and access provision from 

Dorset County Council’s Rights of Way map, and from reports from a visit by the Trust’s Head of 

Forestry, Ray Hawes.  

Figure 1 shows the significant features obtained from this review. 

                                                      
1ICOMOS (2008) Québec Declaration On the Preservation of the Spirit of Place 

http://www.international.icomos.org/quebec2008/quebec_declaration/pdf/GA16_Quebec_Declaration_Final_E

N.pdf 
2 Staniforth, S (2013) National Trust Guidance: Spirit of Place 

http://www.international.icomos.org/quebec2008/quebec_declaration/pdf/GA16_Quebec_Declaration_Final_EN.pdf
http://www.international.icomos.org/quebec2008/quebec_declaration/pdf/GA16_Quebec_Declaration_Final_EN.pdf


David Hodd Associates 

National Trust: Langton West Wood Spirit of Place   

 

5 

 

 

 

Figure  Significant Features (red bullets denote nationally significant, amber regionally significant) 

 

Figure  Significant Features (red bullets denote nationally significant, amber regionally significant) 
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Audience Insight and Stakeholders 

Although no formal visitor survey has been carried out, it is understood that Langton West Wood is 

primarily used by local people, i.e. from Langton Matravers area, and perhaps to a lesser degree from 

Harman’s Cross. Other visitors are likely to have a connection with the area. 

An open day was held on November 24th 2012, to which local people were invited. People were 

asked what they valued about the wood, what their memories are of the wood, and how they would 

like to get involved. These are listed in Appendix 2. The values people have of the wood were 

sorted and clustered into similar comments, to see what similar themes keep recurring, and these 

clusters were then ranked. They are summarised in Table 1, note that in most cases, each valued 

feature was phrased directly from the respondents. 

Valued Feature 
Number of people 

who value this 

The tranquility 11 

The lack of bridleway 7 

Spirit of place 7 

For play / learning 7 

The wildlife 7 

The wood needs active looking after 6 

Access on foot 5 

Sense of Time 4 

Freedom from signs and marketing 4 

Features within the wood 3 

A natural environment! 2 

It is a place of the community, 

rather than just for it 

2 

Sensory experience 2 

It is some people’s sanctuary instead 

of church 

1 

Use what it makes 1 

Table  What local people value about Langton West Wood 

Unique, Distinctive and Cherished 

By definition, all the features valued by local people are cherished, and so these comments have been 

incorporated into the spirit of place statement. Those features of conservation significance are 

distinctive, along with the aesthetic qualities of veteran trees, over- stood coppice and variations in 

shade across the wood. The experience of different scales of time is apparent (seasons, years, 

decades, generations, deep time, here and now past and future) and contributes greatly to individual 

visits and to the collected memories of the wood. It is reflected in some of the cherished values of 

the wood. Some features are thought to be unique or nearly so on a UK scale – the elm trees at 

Wilderness.  Agreeing the unique and distinctive features of the wood was completed as part of the 

consultation on drafts of this document, having already drawn on the insights of a range of property 

staff and NT consultants. 

Drafting the Spirit of Place 

In articulating the spirit of place, there is a lot of merit in acknowledging the property’s theme, which 

is relevant to many features that distinctive and cherished. The theme is 
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“Come and explore an isle of colour and light and escape to a landscape where 

time is made visible” 

Having captured the audience insight and the significant features, the spirit of place statement was 

then drafted.  
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Appendix 1 – Langton Matravers Management Plan 2002 Statement of Significance 

 

The Statement Of Significance 

 

The Lands Concentrated On Langton Matravers Parish 

 

Introduction 

 

This magnificent English landscape of farmed limestone grassland surrounding the stone village of 

Langton Matravers, stretches from the edge of Durlston Country Park to Seacombe Valley.  This 

diverse area includes world-famous geology, rich botanical interest, stunning coastal scenery, 

Britain’s largest dinosaur track-way, mediaeval strip lynchetts, working limestone quarries, stone wall 

boundaries, excavated caves, coppiced woodland, and over three-quarters of the country’s butterfly 

species.   Regular glimpses of peregrine falcons, puffins, ravens and a resident herd of wild Exmoor 

ponies, help make this stretch of heritage coastline one of the most attractive and diverse in Britain. 

 

1  Statutory designations of significance 

 

The following protective legislation covers the area. 

 

 World Heritage site. 

 Purbeck Heritage Coast. 

 South Dorset Coast Site of Special Scientific Interest. 

 Proposed National Nature Reserve  (Durlston to Seacombe.) 

 Geological conservation review site. 

 4 Regional Important Geological Sites. (RIGS) 

 Durlston to Aldhelms Special Area of Conservation. 

 Isle of Portland and Purbeck Nature Area. 

 

2  Geology 

The geology of the south Purbeck coast gives it its unique character in terms of its geomorphology, 

natural history, settlement and land use. 

 

The Upper Jurassic sedimentary limestone sequences from the Portland Beds to the Upper Purbeck 

Beds are complete.  Much of this Jurassic sequence is exposed on the coast between Durlston and St 

Aldhelms Head, with the massive Portland Beds forming cliffs up to 200 feet in height. Rapid changes 

in sea level resulted in the area alternating between shallow seas allowing limestone deposition, and 

a land surface covered by swamps, freshwater lakes, brackish water and mud flats. 

 

The limestone is rich in fossils and the UK’s largest set of exposed dinosaur footprints (over 140) 

was discovered at Keate's Quarry. 

 

3  Landscape 

 

Limestone provides distinctive scenery and vegetation.  Lack of tree cover, windswept  hedges, the 

isolated stone farmsteads of Spyway and Eastington and extensive stone walling create an austere 

landscape.  Travelling inland towards Wilkswood Farm and Langton West Wood, the scenery softens and 

trees become more dominant in the landscape. 

 

Some of the most stunning views are from the escarpment looking 400 feet down across the 

limestone pastures to the intricate cliff structures and caves. These were created by the sea cutting 

into the rocks, limestone weathering and earlier quarrying activities. 
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Stone wall field boundaries. 

The drystone walls are immensely important within the landscape and this is one of few areas on the 

south coast where stone walls are present.  Not only do they provide field boundaries and make a 

major visual contribution to the area but they are also important for historical and cultural reasons.  

The Estate map made by Treswell (1585) shows many of the stone wall boundaries have remained 

unchanged since that date. 

 

The walls emphasise the strong bond with the quarrying industry and the stone cottages in Acton 

and Langton Matravers.  The “winter work” practice of farm labourers repairing the walls was 

common place until 1950s. When labour became scarce and expensive many of the walls fell into 

disrepair and remain so. 

 

4  Nature Conservation 

 

a)  Limestone grassland 

The uninterrupted limestone pastures stretching from Durlston Castle to Seacombe are of national 

and international importance, owing to their size and botanical diversity.  It is the largest tract of 

continuous limestone pasture in England and supports many rare and scarce species.  Those of note 

that are regularly seen are the early spider orchid (70% of United Kingdoms population on this site) 

early gentian, sea kale, bastard toad flax and cowslips. 

 

b)  Bird life 

The cliffs above Dancing Ledge are home to the most easterly colony of puffins.  Once described at 

the beginning of the 20th Century as being “thick as grass in Purbeck”, the colony is currently very 

small and is now significant on the Dorset Coast.  Ravens and peregrines have re-colonised the area 

and nest on the cliffs and can be regularly seen.   There is a lone colony of kittewakes on the 

Blackers Hole cliffs and there are also colonies of shags, guillemots and razor bills. 

 

The scrubby bushes, combined with the high levels of invertebrate life provide good cover and food 

for many smaller birds and the area is particularly important for migrating birds. 

 

c)  Greater Horseshoe Bat 

Only 3,000 of the UKs largest bat (40cm wingspan) remain in the UK.  The Purbeck Coast is a vital 

area for them particularly in providing roosting areas in the caves and old quarry tunnels. 

 

d)  Insects 

As a result of the rich botanical interest the area is a good habitat for insects.  The grassland is home 

to such rarities as the Lulworth skipper and Adonis blue butterflies - both of which are seen in large 

numbers here.  Thirty one of the 54 UK species can be found locally, with the ancient coppiced 

woodland of Langton West Wood being a favoured area. 

 

e)  National Nature Reserve. 

The limestone pastures are of such significance that a proposal has been made by English Nature and 

the National Trust to designate them as a National Nature Reserve. (2002) 

 

5  Farming 

 

The landscape and nature conservation interest has been heavily influenced through past farming 

practices.  Today, agriculture remains just as relevant in maintaining the landscape although 

economies of scale have meant over the years the agricultural work force has diminished and only 

Wilkswood and Spyway remain viable economic units. 
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6  The Quarry Industry 

 

 Purbeck stone has been worked continuously since the Roman occupation.  Many of the local 

houses and churches are built of Purbeck limestone.  Corfe Castle was constructed from the Burr 

stone outcrop below Langton Matravers.  Purbeck Marble was highly prized and the pillars in 

Westminster Cathedral are constructed with this stone. 

Purbeck stone was previously quarried through underground operations and the remaining open 

tunnels with adjoining stone workers huts form a significant part of the local heritage and history.  

Portland stone was extracted from the sea cliffs and the caves and ledges at Seacombe, Hedbury and 

Dancing Ledge were formed as a consequence. 

Open cast quarrying continues today and the small-scale scattered quarry operations both add to 

this working landscape and demonstrate the strong links between the local community and the 

stone. 

 

7  Visitors 

 

Tranquillity 

Whilst the area is well visited, particularly by walkers, climbers and naturalists, visitors and locals 

alike can maintain the feeling of  remoteness and tranquillity which is now a very special quality in 

Southern England. 

 

Education 

A  large number of school visits  (approximately 10,000) are made each year, attracted by the  

educational potential to study the geology, land use and outstanding landscape. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The traditional businesses of farming and quarrying have shaped the landscape and it is important to 

ensure these local industries continue to play their part.  Future management should aim at 

monitoring (and enhancing) those special qualities and significant features and at the same time 

balance these against the needs of the local community,  visitors and  wildlife. 
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Appendix 2 

Feedback received from Nov 24th 2012 Open Day 

What do you value about the woods? 

 I am in favour of woodland maintenance but very worried about opening up and 
publicising the wood for recreational pursuits. 

 The wildlife. The Tranquility. The Mystery. The Lack of bridleway. The Variety. 

 Peace, quiet, wildlife, away from the crowds, interesting walking.  

 A place for our local Scout group (1
st
 Langton Matravers) to make use of . We have 

60 young people between the age of 6 - 18 yrs. 

 A place for ‘Wild play’ for children. 

 Its wood & old stalls which are overgrown, to see the wood managed properly again 
– for local people to use & have access to play. 

 The fact that VERY few people walk there and there is no access for cyclists or 
horseriders. 

 The natural aspects that would be spoilt by bicycle routes. Keep and maintain 
designated footpaths.  

 Its quiet majesty – silence, fauna. Not to be spoiled. 

 Wildlife information areas for learning for adults and children. Tasks and quests. 
Small ‘natural’ play area to encourage exercise, maybe staggered to get children to 
walk between areas. 

 A nice quiet place to walk! No mountain bikes! A natural environment! 

 Butterflies. Birds. Bluebells. Oak trees & all the ancient woodland.  

 The quiet and secret atmosphere of the wood, and the wildlife. 

 Keep the wood peaceful and quiet, i.e. no cycle paths. Open up the main paths to 
allow wild flowers, butterflies to flourish. Save mosaic (?) coppicing. Engage local 
people to help manage the wood. Don’t put in signage, information boards etc. 

 Keep the mystical shading of the wood but coppicing should be done.  

 Magical, quiet place for enjoyment of walking. Encourage local children (school, 
scouts) to visit & play & learn. 

 Appreciate the fact that there are no signs there. 

 It is some people’s sanctuary instead of church. 

 What we would value would be not being ‘threatened’ by cyclist – what happened to 
bike bell? 

 Peace & Quiet. Flora & fauna. Sense of history. Special place. 

 Magical nature trail for the children – ever-changing with the seasons. We collect 
things for nature pictures, enjoying the colours & the stream. It’s an adventure 
playground for children – peace & tranquillity for me!   

 Please remember this is an ancient and peaceful spiritual wood. Respect, not top 
down approach but working with. 

 Peace & Quiet – watching birds and animals. 

 Please no boards with obvious statement. 
 
How would you like to get involved? 

 Very interested in ideas. Keep me informed.   

 Children’s play in the woods. 

 Scouts – Creative work, forestry work, practical skills. St.Georges Primary School, 
Langton Scouts. 

 Volunteer time in exchange for learning new skills. 

 To be involved in practical conservation & woodland skills.  

 Start to use the wood. Help clear paths. Use the coppice wood. 

 Support children (create a ‘children’s fire council’) 
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 Good idea for Forest Schools so kids can ‘play wildly’ in the West Wood. 

 Get sixth form students involved in woodland conservation on a voluntary basis. 

 I am involved with the butterfly transect on weekly basis – I would open the glades. 

 Help to source funding, e.g. from intergenerational POPPS (?) groups.  

 Apprenticeship scheme? 

 I would like to see a management plan in place. What is the next stage? 

 Horse logging. 

 Planning children’s play area. 

 Please, NT, get in touch with the Swanage school head teacher Tristram (?) Hobson. 

 Charcoal burning, coppicing, help protect coppiced trees. 

 Willing to help clear eg. Ponds & act as ‘wood warden’. 
 
What do you remember about the wood? 

 Mysterious walks and getting lost with small children. 

 Beautiful bluebells. 

 Primroses, orchids, bluebells. Swinging in the ropes at our children’s secret parties. 

 I remember my brother & his wife getting bean & pea sticks from the wood in the 
1970’s when they lived in Acton. 

 Purple Emperor. A hare boxing a roe fawn. Garden Warbler. Buzzard’s nest. Lesser 
speckled woodpecker. Butterfly Orchids. March arrival of Chiffchaffs. Wood Warbler.  

 Back on Wilkswood lot less deer. Best if I come down when more mobile and walk 
round in spring. 


