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My parents, Martin and Audrey,  

are the epitome of everything that  

is good about humankind. 
They are generous of spirit, of time, of resources, and ideas. 

They believe in giving back in multitudes that which they have 

benefitted from themselves. We often talk about networks, 

but rarely with the sense of a mesh that embraces and 

strengthens, reaching across many levels of society. That is what Martin and Audrey have 

created over more than sixty years together.

Through an amazing partnership that has always played to their strengths, they have 

created and nurtured not just a hugely successful commercial business in Oxford 

Instruments but also outstanding charities that reflect the interests and passions that have 

steered their lives.  

They have shared their love of nature, the countryside, forestry and environmental 

sustainability through the Earth Trust and the Sylva Foundation while actively supporting 

groups such as Wild Oxfordshire and the University of Oxford’s Department of Plant 

Sciences. The experience and insight gained from being entrepreneurs has been 

transposed into support of grassroots science innovation and science education 

programmes through The Oxford Trust and its Science Oxford team.  

Martin and Audrey have also committed their time, resources and indomitable energy 

to supporting other large projects here and abroad – such as investing in the University 

of Oxford’s Department of Physics, where Martin started his career, and developing a 

technical college as far away as Tanzania to foster the skills needed to maintain basic 

medical equipment in remote African hospitals. Where they have spotted a need 

or a challenge, Martin and Audrey have provided the resources – be that advice or 

philanthropy or just a listening ear – to help. And by helping the few, they have helped the 

many and so society as a whole.

As you’ll read in this booklet, their impact has been prodigious through the local 

organisations they have funded and supported over the years. I hope that, as the couple 

celebrate their 90th birthdays, this combined record will bring greater recognition of the  

philanthropic contribution that they have made to Oxfordshire and beyond.  

 

  

Martin and Audrey met while they were students at Cambridge and 

married in 1955. Shortly afterwards they moved to Oxford where 

Martin began work as a Senior Research Officer at the Department 

of Physics, Clarendon Laboratory, building some of the first 

superconducting magnets.

Realising the commercial potential of this, Martin and Audrey 

founded Oxford Instruments in 1959. The University of Oxford’s first 

spin-out company was established in the Woods’ garden shed and 

went on to become a huge commercial success. Superconducting 

magnets were in demand for MRI scanners all over the world, and 

in 1983 the company floated on the stock market. This enabled 

Martin and Audrey to found and support science and environmental 

organisations and projects across Oxfordshire which, as you will 

see, have had a huge impact locally and some nationally. 

A MAGNETIC VENTURE
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Robin Buxton, September 2017

Martin outside his 
garden shed, where 
Oxford Instruments 
was founded (top); 
Martin testing the 
first superconducting 
magnet (left); Martin 
and Audrey Wood 
(far left).



EARTH TRUST
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Earth Trust is an environmental 

learning charity which provides 

access and opportunities for 

people to discover, appreciate and 

respect the natural world via our 

fantastic natural classrooms: the 

iconic Oxfordshire landscapes we  

look after. 
The charity began in 1982 and was initially called the 

Northmoor Trust for Countryside Conservation, after 

Northmoor Road where Martin and Audrey lived.

Iconic landscapes, classrooms and 
playgrounds

Wittenham Clumps and Little Wittenham Wood were 

purchased by Martin and Audrey in the early 1980s; 

they recognised that, as well as being important wildlife 

habitats, this was a valuable opportunity to provide access 

to the countryside for local communities. Earth Trust is 

the proud guardian of this special landscape which is now 

1,200 acres of farmland, woodland and wetland on the 

bank of the Thames. We are now the most highly-visited 

free-to-access greenspace in the South East, with over 

150,000 visits every year. In particular, the Wittenham 

Clumps are close to many people’s hearts, holding fond 

memories of childhood picnics, den building, sledging 

and kite flying for those who now come with their own 

children and grandchildren. 

Exploring the web of life 

Earth Trust focus on three key themes that are integral to the 

web of life: food, trees and water, to help people understand 

how they can play their part.

Food

Our conservation farming initiative began thirty years ago and 

developed land management techniques that are now widely 

used, such as beetle banks and skylark plots. We continue 

to explore and develop methods to show that farming 

practices can be environmentally friendly and economically 

sustainable. Our Farm Step programme offers land to start-up 

green businesses and this thriving community is currently 

home to a range of farming entrepreneurs, including Emma’s 

Ewesful Acres, Norton and Yarrow Cheese, Brightwell Bees 

and Coopers Oxford Pork. The programme is also one of the 

ways we engage visitors in the ‘field to fork’ journey.

Trees

Our work with trees centres around our management of 

woodlands, including Little Wittenham Wood, which has 

SSSI status, and forestry research. Paradise Wood, located 

on the Earth Trust Farm near Long Wittenham, is the largest 

genetic collection of hardwood timber trees in the country. 

It’s a living library and crucial for researching diseases, pests 

and the effects of climate change. We’re championing a 

sustainable model for trees and forests, balancing their value 

for people, wildlife and timber production.

Water

Water is a vital resource and Earth Trust is protecting wetland 

habitats and showing that healthy lives, landscapes and 

ecosystems rely on the qualities and benefits of water. Our 

River of Life project has restored and recreated habitats on 

the banks of the Thames that are not only vital to wildlife but 

are also contributing to flood amelioration and providing an 

accessible wetland for visitors to explore and enjoy.

Building natural connections 

Engagement with the natural world is one of our priorities 

and we have extensive education, events and volunteering 

programmes that allow us to do this. Over 3,000 pupils 

attend our Earth School each year, learning outside the 

classroom about the countryside, the web of life and the 

sustainability choices that we can each make. Our unique 

Countryside Skills programme is designed specifically for 

children with special educational needs and those who 

struggle in the traditional classroom setting, offering the most 

vulnerable children a sense of achievement and accreditation 

through practical outdoor activities. 

Our events offer all ages a wide variety of opportunities, 

from exploring the farm at our incredibly popular Lambing 

Weekends to learning a new skill such as hedgelaying. We 

have hundreds of active volunteers, supporting all aspects 

of the organisation, who contribute time equivalent to 10 

full-time staff each year – we really couldn’t do what we do 

without them!

A Gateway to the future

Earth Trust is at a critical point in its development, preparing 

ambitious plans to increase the number of people we can 

reach with the message that their role in looking after the 

environment is possible, interesting and fulfilling. At the 

start of the year we received the good news that South 

Oxfordshire District Council Planning Committee has granted 

approval for our plans to improve the Earth Trust Centre, to 

establish a new ‘gateway’ with the facilities visitors need to 

access the countryside. This means developing the centre as 

the hub of the site, including a café, farm shop, performance 

area, and indoor and outdoor play spaces, plus interpretation 

around the whole farm. 

Wittenham Clumps (top); Countryside Skills programme (centre);  
Earth Trust engagement volunteers at event (below).

www.earthtrust.org.uk  

Earth Trust, Little Wittenham OX14 4QZ 

01865 407792

4



The Oxford Trust is an independent 

charitable trust that was founded by 

Martin and Audrey to encourage the 

pursuit of science and enterprise. 

Our three programmes

We run activities across three connected programmes: 

enterprise, education and engagement. While the Trust 

focuses on the enterprise strategy, our education and 

engagement programmes are delivered through  

Science Oxford.

An enterprising organisation

The Wood’s experience of creating Oxford Instruments 

enabled them to appreciate the challenges that face young 

entrepreneurs. They saw how hard it was for fledgling 

companies to get started and find suitable premises in Oxford. 

In 1986, they bought a builders’ yard in Osney Mead and 

opened the Science and Technology Enterprise Project 

(STEP) Centre for tech start-ups. It was the first innovation 

centre in the region and a catalyst for Oxfordshire’s 

ecosystem of innovation incubators and science parks that 

we see today.

We now own the Oxford Centre for Innovation (OCFI) in 

central Oxford, which provides flexible office and networking 

spaces for over 40 local science and tech start-ups at any 

one time. We also create and support projects that put 

science and enterprise at the heart of our region:

• Venturefest Oxford  • Enterprise Awards  

• Advanced Oxford  • Co-worker and

• Oxfordshire Science Festival   meet-up spaces

Cultivating a positive attitude to science 

As a school governor, Audrey had observed that too few 

students were opting to study science subjects and maths.  

She wanted young people to get switched on to science and 

to encourage them to consider careers in STEM. As a result, the 

Trust created an extensive schools programme which still  

runs today.

Through our Science Oxford education programmes, we show 

young people that science can be cool, can lead to an amazing 

career and can change lives. Annually we reach over 20,000 

pupils in primary and secondary schools and support 350 

teachers through CPD training.

Our World of Work programme creates links between secondary 

schools and the world of science-based employment, providing 

work experience, placements, business mentors and online 

support for young people to help them feel more inspired and 

engaged with science in school. 

Science comes alive

For the past thirty years, the Trust has encouraged people of all 

ages to engage with how science affects their lives. We continue 

to run a vibrant programme of family and adult events, including 

interactive workshops, theatre shows, talks and science camps, 

and we reach over 20,000 people every year.

www.scienceoxford.com 

www.theoxfordtrust.co.uk 

The Oxford Trust, Oxford Centre for Innovation,  

New Road, Oxford OX1 1BY    

01865 810 000

THE OXFORD TRUST
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Starting a new chapter

In late 2017, we will begin the development of our new 

science education centre and innovation centre at 

Stansfeld Park in Headington. The new Science Oxford 

Centre will be the UK’s first integrated indoor-outdoor 

science education centre dedicated to primary-aged 

children. The adjoining Wood Centre for Innovation – 

named after our patrons – will provide much-needed 

office space for start-up and grow-on companies 

working in science and technology. It will capitalise 

on the site’s proximity to the city’s fast-growing health 

and data sciences quarter. This will be an exciting new 

chapter for the Trust and will enable us to engage more 

young people in science; inspire more teachers; and add 

capacity to Oxfordshire’s dynamic innovation ecosystem. 

Oxford Centre for Innovation (top left); Science Oxford 
education programme (centre left); Science Oxford adult 
and family programme (below left); CGI of the Trust’s new 
development at Stansfeld Park (above).
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Sylva is an old English word from the 

Latin silva, meaning a wood, forest  

or woodland. The Sylva Foundation 

is a national charity helping trees and 

people grow together.

Our roots

In 2006, Martin and forest scientist and author Dr Gabriel 

Hemery began a review of the status of forestry in the UK: it 

was called Forestry Horizons. The project was founded on 

the simple belief that trees are important, that we should look 

after them better, and have more of them. Ultimately out of 

this report grew the Sylva Foundation, which was established 

as a charity in 2009. Martin and Audrey were trustees and 

financially supported much of its early work.

capture the voices of those caring for the majority of our 

woodlands, routinely engaging with more than 1,000 owners 

and professionals.

Part of our remit is to help children and young people 

understand the importance of trees and woodlands for 

sustainable living and how to manage them well. Our first 

education initiative was the OneOak project, which involved 

fifty craftspeople making fifty unique products from a single 

oak tree! Since then we have worked nationally to support the 

Forest Schools movement, sponsored an artist-in-residence, and 

supported an award-winning book about sustainable forestry, 

called The New Sylva.

Sylva Wood Centre

In 2015, Martin and Audrey donated twelve hectares at Long 

Wittenham in Oxfordshire to the Sylva Foundation, complete 

with several semi-derelict farm buildings. The first building was 

renovated to create the Sylva Wood Centre to provide work 

space, facilities and training for those designing and working in 

wood. In just three years the site has been transformed and now 

supports more than a dozen small businesses with more than 

thirty people working on the site. And, just last year, we planted 

7,500 trees to create the Future Forest and a nearby community 

orchard complete with an apiary, which is run by volunteers.

Next steps

Martin and Audrey stepped down as trustees in 2017 to become 

the charity’s first patrons. With some large buildings on-site 

requiring renovation, we still have work to do to complete the 

Sylva Wood Centre. Their conversion will provide valuable core 

income to the charity and underpin our work across Britain. 

Meanwhile, behind the scenes, we are working with many 

partners to develop some exciting new tools and services which 

we hope will help transform how society can care for trees and 

forests, and live sustainably.

www.sylva.org.uk 

Sylva Foundation, Sylva Wood Centre,  

Little Wittenham Road,  

Long Wittenham OX14 4QT      

01865 408018 

SYLVA FOUNDATION

Our growth

The Sylva Foundation aims to help Britain’s trees and 

woodlands thrive for people and for nature. We are 

motivated by a belief that a dynamic relationship between 

people and the natural environment is critically important 

for a sustainable future. We do this by demonstrating 

how woodlands are relevant to modern society as well as 

helping ensure they are resilient to environmental change.  

We provide up-to-date intelligence and online tools, 

such as the myForest service, to support the owners 

of the 72% of British woodlands held in private hands 

– helping owners manage their woodlands more 

sustainably for the benefit of everyone. Currently more 

than 3,500 woodland managers have mapped 50,000 

hectares of woodlands across the UK using our online 

tools. We also run the British Woodlands Survey to 
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Sylva Wood Centre (far left); Future Forest (left); business start-up,  
Sylva Wood Centre (above right); Martin and OneOak bench  
(below right).



WILD OXFORDSHIRE
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Wild Oxfordshire is a local 

conservation charity with a vision 

for Oxfordshire’s environment 

to be rich in nature, healthy and 

sustainable for the benefit and 

enjoyment of all.

People and nature, making connections 

Our focus is on bringing organisations and community 

groups together to work collaboratively and make this 

vision a reality. Since our establishment in 1997 Martin and 

Audrey have provided Wild Oxfordshire with offices and 

generous access to The Manor grounds that have been 

a wonderful resource for demonstrating good practice in 

land management.

Championing the natural environment

Oxfordshire is the most rural county in the South East. Over 

26% of the county is in an Area of Outstanding Beauty yet 

only 4% of the county is recognised as being of a high 

quality for wildlife. As Oxfordshire’s natural environment 

faces many new challenges from the fast-developing 

economy, the need for a strong voice championing 

the natural environment has never been greater. Wild 

Oxfordshire does just that.

Our founder, patron and passionate ecologist Dr Robin 

Buxton said, “Wild Oxfordshire’s job is to be the mortar 

between the bricks, to add value rather than duplicate 

work, and to encourage partners to work towards a shared 

vision for the county.”

Our projects

We have three key aims: to stimulate better land management 

for nature in Oxfordshire; to increase awareness and interest in 

enhancing Oxfordshire’s nature; and to foster a collaborative 

and strategic approach to nature conservation.

Our work involves sharing information and good practice 

through conferences, newsletters and email bulletins, 

influencing decision-makers and helping to initiate and 

drive forward new projects. We focus on areas where our 

conservation expertise can make a difference, such as 

community conservation and strategic biodiversity work. We 

are continually exploring new partnerships to broaden the 

diversity of community engagement and support the natural 

heritage of Oxfordshire.

We produced the State of Nature in Oxfordshire 2017 to highlight both 

the losses and successes across our county, and to increase engagement 

with the natural world. Martin and Audrey attended the launch of this 

report at Blenheim Palace. It is now being used by many conservation 

organisations across the county, calling for more action to better protect 

Oxfordshire’s landscapes and wildlife.

Community engagement has always been an important part of our 

work; we developed Oxfordshire Goes Wild, the Local Environment 

Groups Conference and more recently the Thames Water-Blitz. In 2002, 

we helped set up the county’s ten Jubilee Wildlife sites to celebrate the 

Queen’s Golden Jubilee, and today our Community Ecologist is helping 

community groups record and map their green space and to provide 

monitoring and management advice where needed.

Sharing information and ideas

We run workshops and training courses to promote new ideas, exchange 

knowledge and information and look at new opportunities. We connect 

policymakers, the public and researchers with local nature initiatives and 

the latest thinking on conservation strategies. 

We are also at the cutting-edge of collaborative partnerships involved in 

habitat restoration and natural flood management in local rivers. We have 

attracted over £250,000 to improve water quality, reduce flood risk and 

enhance West Oxfordshire’s landscapes. 

Bigger, better, joined-up

We recently embarked on an exciting new project, leading a partnership 

to deliver Oxfordshire’s first Natural Flood Management demonstration 

project. This sees us working with local communities, conservation 

organisations, landowners, researchers and local authorities to look 

after local natural resources. Other exciting projects are the developing 

‘Evenlode Catchment Laboratory’, bringing education and research 

together with citizen science; and a range of other projects will further 

strengthen the strategic biodiversity partnership in the county. All this has 

been made possible by Martin and Audrey’s nearly quarter-century of 

support for Wild Oxfordshire.

  

www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk

Wild Oxfordshire, Manor House,  

Little Wittenham OX14 4RA  

01865 407034

Common Blue butterfly, © Mike Wilkins (left); wild meadow walk with 
Community Ecologist at Bure Park (top right); Combe Mill, learning about 
the Evenlode Catchment (centre right); State of Nature in Oxfordshire 2017 
report (below right).
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The University of Oxford’s 

Department of Physics is one of  

the world’s leading centres for 

physics research, education  

and dissemination into the  

wider community.

The first superconducting magnet 

Martin was a Senior Research Officer in the post-war 

pinnacle of low temperature physics in the Clarendon 

Laboratory, University of Oxford. The physicist’s quest for 

ever higher fields and the increasing difficulty in delivering 

them with room temperature magnets led him in 1962 to 

build the first superconducting magnet outside the USA and 

the rest is history. The trail pioneered by Martin and Audrey 

is regularly followed as scientific developments made in the 

Department are pushed out to benefit the wider economy.

Addressing the foremost scientific 
problems of our age

The present Department of Physics was formed in 1990 

by amalgamating five separate departments engaged in 

various aspects of physics. The wisdom of the merger can 

be seen now in the way we think about physics. It is no 

longer defined in a rather rigid sense by a list of topics, or 

what can be read about in text books with ‘physics’ in the 

title. We are firmly of the view that the research role of a 

modern physics department is to address the foremost 

scientific problems of our age where the experience, skills 

and intuition of a physicist can make a difference. 

Our research

Our 120 permanent members of academic staff include 

experimentalists, observers, modellers and theoreticians 

working across our major themes of accelerator science, 

astrophysics, biophysics, physical climate science, fundamental 

particles, planetary science, plasmas, quantum materials, 

quantum information, and semiconductor devices and 

photovoltaics. We work in close collaboration with colleagues 

in many other departments in the University, and in many 

other institutions both nationally and internationally. To support 

this research, we have very substantial technical facilities and 

workshops, and many highly skilled technical staff.

Our first spin-out company

Oxford Instruments was the first, and definitely the most 

successful, spin-out company from the University of Oxford’s 

Department of Physics. We still work closely with Oxford 

Instruments, and have created many other spin-out companies 

to commercialise technology developed in the Department. 

Just two recent examples: Oxford Nanoimaging is 

commercialising a revolutionary single molecule fluorescence 

microscope and Oxford Quantum Circuits is exploiting recent 

work in superconducting quantum devices.  

Our undergraduate degree programme

We admit approximately 190 undergraduates to our degree 

programmes each year, recruit graduate students from all 

over the world, work with local schools, and run lecture 

series for the general public. Most of this takes place in 

the Martin Wood Lecture Theatre Complex, which was 

completed in 2000. The complex was generously funded 

by Martin and Audrey and is the focal point for all the 

Department’s educational activities.

Where now?

We have embarked upon a major infrastructure renewal 

programme. The first phase, the Beecroft Building, to 

which Martin and Audrey have made a vital contribution, 

will be completed early in 2018. It will provide world-class 

laboratories and extensive office and collaboration space. 

The laboratories have been designed to support the most 

demanding experimental work with very low vibration and 

precise temperature control environments, and will take 

us into a new era of quantum technologies and the ultra-

precision control of matter – very much the successor to 

the 1960s era of high magnetic field and low temperature 

physics that led Martin to create his first superconducting 

magnet and all that followed.

www.physics.ox.ac.uk 

Department of Physics, University of Oxford, 

Parks Road, Oxford OX1 3PJ     

01865 272200

Department of Physics

Martin and Audrey visiting the Department of Physics, 2017 (far 
left & left); Martin Wood Complex (top); Department of Physics 
alumni (above). © Department of Physics, University of Oxford.



DEPARTMENT OF PLANT SCIENCES
UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD
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At the University of Oxford’s 

Department of Plant Sciences,  

the visionary support of Martin  

and Audrey has created a legacy  

for research into trees and forests  

for the future.

Support and legacy

As well as supporting the early development of Paradise 

Wood at Long Wittenham and the Wood Professorship in 

Forest Science, they have nurtured and supported Oxford’s 

leadership in forest science.

Paradise Wood

In addition to world-leading fundamental research 

into plant biology and ecology, the Department of 

Plant Sciences has deep roots in forestry. One of the 

better-known examples is the Oxford Forestry Institute 

(established in 1921) which has left a global imprint on 

education and research on forests. More recently, Martin 

and Audrey supported research led by the Department of 

Plant Sciences on the native hardwoods of Britain. Land 

was provided at Little Wittenham in an area known as 

Paradise Wood to set up long-term studies of oak, ash, 

beech, cherry, birch, and lime populations from all over 

Britain and Europe. 

These activities led to the formation of The Future Trees 

Trust and diverse partnerships regionally, nationally and 

internationally. Paradise Wood – now managed by the 

Earth Trust – is a field site for teaching biology honours 

students at the University of Oxford. It is a remarkable legacy 

and represents the most significant collection of forest genetic 

resources in Britain.

Wood Professorship 

The ‘Wood Professorship in Forest Science’, created in 2013, 

is another lasting impact of the support given by Martin and 

Audrey. This is an endowed post held by Professor John 

MacKay. It is dedicated to education and research in three 

main themes: the adaptability and resilience to changing 

conditions such as climate change, forest health, and tree 

breeding using modern genomics technologies. 

Our research into adaptability and resilience in forest trees 

aims to understand the mechanisms that underpin adaptability 

to environmental conditions. Initial work is examining the 

interplay between responses to drought and naturally 

occurring diversity within tree species. 

Our work in forest health is investigating ‘sudden larch death’ 

(also known as larch ramorum disease) that has been linked 

to the death or preventive felling of three million trees in the 

UK since 2012. A DPhil student is studying how the disease 

progresses in infected stands and investigating the natural 

immunity that appears to be present in some trees. 

Professor MacKay has initiated a major project on genomic 

selection in 2017 with funding from the BBSRC (Biotechnology 

and Biological Sciences Research Council of the UK) and five 

industry partners. Genomic selection represents a new method 

recognised as the best opportunity to accelerate tree breeding 

by using DNA markers. 

The future of forests

Future research will build on the legacy and expertise 

in forestry at Oxford. It will address global challenges 

including conservation of biodiversity, restoration of 

forests as vital components of many different landscapes 

worldwide, in addition to sustainable intensification of 

forest production. One way to meet these objectives is 

to increase our ability to manage and use forest genetic 

resources especially in developing countries, several of 

which have undergone rapid deforestation, as a safeguard 

for adapting to environmental change.

www.plants.ox.ac.uk 

Department of Plant Sciences, University of Oxford, 

South Parks Road, Science Area, Oxford OX1 3RB 

01865 275000

Forest landscape (top left); data collection for genomic selection 
project (left); teaching biology honours students, Paradise Wood 
(top); visiting delegation of US and Canadian foresters (above).


