
Mark has been running his small
sawmill at Exbourne since 1987 and
supplies a whole range of sawn 
material from large beams for 
restoration projects and barn repairs
to kiln dried flooring. He currently
cuts about 450 cubic metres of timber
each year, and this is mainly Oak but
includes other major species such as
Douglas Fir and Larch. Some of you
may know the sawmill from the large
redwood butts that overhang the
hedge on the road to
Monkokehampton. The butts serve
the useful dual purpose of waymarker
and discreet sign for the sawmill.

The redwood itself is a helpful clue to
Mark’s dual role as sawmiller and forester.
The redwood comes from the Tavistock
Estate, once owned by the Sixth Earl 
of Bradford, who was himself a keen
forester. The estate woodlands were 
managed by Phil Hutt, and between them
they devised an alternative continuous
cover silvicultural system. This well known
system is called the Bradford Hutt Plan. It
is one of the largest and longest running
examples of a group selection system in
the UK. The plan was to convert the even
aged crops of the estate over a period of
54 years. The work was started in 1959 by
Phil Hutt and continued by the late Tim
Timmis. The estate woodlands are now
managed by Mark under the same system
devised in the late 1960’s and is only now
after 45 years approaching “normality”.
Management of the site requires great skill
and a constancy of approach that only
comes with the experience and familiarity
of a well trained work force.  

Being both sawmiller and forester gives
Mark an unusual insight. Buying and 
selling timber, especially hardwoods, can
be baffling even to the initiated - a “dark
art” maybe. The skills of assessing timber
are not easily acquired by reading alone,
and experience gained by handling and
sawing timber is crucial. Regrettably this
experience is not often gained by many
foresters. Wood is not a uniform material
and can be unpredictable in its quality,
however, the vagaries of its structure pro-
vide its beauty, complex texture, and tac-
tile draw. Mark has a clear advantage over
many foresters, having benefited from 

the experience of growing, caring, 
and nurturing trees, to felling them 
and converting their timber.

Mark has recently acquired a 15 cubic
metre kiln which currently is mainly used
to dry flooring material. The timber takes
approximately 3 to 5 weeks to get down
to around 9-12% moisture content if it
has been sawn, stacked and pre dried in
the open, otherwise from green it is about
8 weeks minimum. 

All of the timber used in the sawmill is
locally grown. Mark’s philosophy is not 
to use any imported timber which is not
as easy as it might seem. The ready 
availability of quality French oak at very
competitive prices makes it the sensible 
economic option. The support for locally
grown timber is perhaps a feature of
wearing both the grower and processing
hats. Mark’s support for others working in
the industry also extends to buying parcels
of timber in co-operation with other local
sawmills, and on the day I met Mark, he
was working with Adrian Taylor, a fine 
furniture maker from Cornwall. Together
they were converting some Beech 
thinnings from Tavistock Estate
Woodlands. The Beech was perhaps more
spalted than Adrian wished. However,
some of the sawn boards showed “pippy”
markings similar to that resulting from 
epicormic growth, a feature not typical 
of Beech adding both character and 
perhaps value to the timber and clearly yet
another aspect of that “dark art”.    
Running a small sawmill at a profit is 
challenging, and balancing the need for
investment in large capital items, such as
three phase power and the upgrade of
milling equipment, is a problem Mark
shares with many other small sawmills. 

In recent years milling has been profitable
for Mark but he can remember difficult
times so any rush to invest is modified by
the belief that sawmilling is a precarious
profession and that developing the 
business slowly is a much wiser course.
However, standing still is not an option
and recent investments include the kiln,
and the erection of a small wind turbine
above the main timber shed to provide
lighting on short winter days.  

Mark works with an eclectic range of 
partners and has over a number of years
provided timber and an expert view on 
its utilisation.  He hopes to be doing so 
for many years to come.

The Hele Bridge Community
Woodland is about a mile from Bude
and is located where the Bude Canal
links with the River Neet and includes

a section of the
National Cycle
Network. The
woodland is some 
7 hectares in extent
and runs alongside
the River Neet. It is
part of a farm

owned and worked by Michael Grills.
For several years Mr Grills has had the
vision of creating a woodland that
could be enjoyed by the public.

The new Community Woodland allows the
public access to the whole woodland area,
but in particular it provides a safe and
accessible mile long walk alongside the
River Neet between Hele Bridge and Pinch
Bridge. The project has improved what
was an undesignated footpath to form 
a route suitable for the disabled and 
families with young children. Car parking
is provided at either end of the walk.  

The new woodland is planted with many
indigenous tree species to complement
those already growing in the area: Oak,
Ash, Wild Cherry, Rowan, Field Maple,
Crab Apple, Hazel, and Alder where wet. 

Small amounts of Sweet Chestnut, 
Red Oak and Holm Oak have also been 
included. Small areas of conifer, Japanese
Larch, Scots Pine and Monterey Pine have
been planted to give winter colour and 
alongside the River Neet, on pasture land,
Belgian clones of Poplar have been 
planted.

In addition to the areas of new planting
there are many areas of natural beauty
including conservation areas, an ancient
orchard, many mature Oaks, and 
exceptional views across the valley 
to the village of Marhamchurch.

Throughout the planning and 
development of the project support has
been received from the Marhamchurch
Parish Council, Bude Town Council, North
Cornwall District Council and the Heritage
Coast Service.  Particular mention must be
made of South West Forest, West Country
Rivers Trust, and Regeneration North
Cornwall, all of whose support was
backed up by practical aid on the ground.  

Financial help was received from the
Forestry Commission, West Country Rivers
Trust (who also provided information
boards, some intricately carved) and also
the Rotary Club of Bude whose help was
part of their 2005 Rotary Centenary 
celebrations.

The Hele Bridge Community Woodland 
is an excellent example of the multiple
uses that a woodland can be put to: 
recreation, conservation, landscape
enhancement and timber production. 
It is a good example of what can be
achieved when various bodies work
together.  In a few years, Hele Bridge will
be a showcase for what can be achieved
with even a small area of woodland, and
it will be available for local walkers and
visitors alike.

“The most wonderful country walk we have come across”
was the comment from two visitors after their visit

to the new woodland at Hele Bridge.
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Hele Bridge Community Wood
by Peter Webb

Wildlife can be seen in abundance: 

Badgers, foxes, 
and Roe deer. 

Birds include 
grey wagtails, 
chiffchaff, black cap, 
nuthatches
and buzzards.

Otters use the 
River Neet. 

Many species of butterfly 
include large and small skippers,
meadow brown, gate keeper, ringlets,
marbled white, common blue, 
and in the Spring, brimstone.  
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Mark will be demonstrating
how to make them at this
year’s Woodfair. So, if you
know, send a postcard with
your answer to David
Rickwood at South West
Forest by 30 June 2005. The
winner will be drawn from
the correct entries and 
presented with this special
gift at the Woodfair.

Do you know what this is?

Mark Snellgrove
Forester and Sawmiller 
A surprisingly unusual combination!
By David Rickwood


