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ESTATE HISTORY, PROGRESS AND PLANS 

 

WADHURST PARK 

Our family are newcomers in the Sussex Weald. We bought Wadhurst Park in 1975. 

We created the deer park in 1976 and completed the New House in 1985, on the site 

of the Victorian Wadhurst Hall. We bought Rolf’s Farm in 1999.  
 

 

 

Wadhurst Park owns 700 hectares (1,730 acres) of ancient Sussex landscape – small 

fields and old woods, deeply cut by streams. It is within the High Weald Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty. The soil is mostly heavy Wadhurst clay, with some 

Tunbridge Wells sand and sandy loam. At its highest point, the land is 145 metres 

(476 feet) above sea level. 

Local Wildlife Sites cover 26.6 hectares (65.7 acres) of grassland and 35 hectares 

(86.5 acres) of woods. Our ghyll woods support locally uncommon plants typical to 

the damper oceanic woods of the West of England. We also have the nationally rare 

coralroot bittercress (Cardamine bulbifera). 

We have rare dingy and grizzled skipper butterflies, spotted flycatchers, nightingales, 

turtle doves, lesser spotted woodpeckers and hazel dormice. We also have seven 

species of bat.  

We welcome visitors and neighbours. Sussex Wildlife Trust runs a dormouse ecology 

course on the estate. The High Weald Meadow Group visit our meadows for their 

courses on meadow creation and management. Local schools and clubs visit, as do 

walkers. We have created 10.6km (6.6 miles) of permissive paths that link a further 

15.8km (9.8 miles) of bridleways and public footpaths.  
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Policy 

We follow best practice guidelines for low-intensity farming and semi-natural habitat 

restoration and conservation. For example, we never use fertilizers, pesticides, 

fungicides or peat. We use low ground pressure tracked vehicles for essential access 

in winter. We do not disturb nesting birds. We cull wild deer to protect our woods. But 

we have stopped killing “vermin” (magpies, crows, pigeons, squirrels, foxes, stoats, 

weasels, moles, and rabbits). 

 

When we came, almost all fields were intensively managed pasture or ex-arable. The 

old coppice woods were unmanaged, and hedgerows had been grubbed out. Starting 

at Rolf’s Farm in 1999, we converted the fields to de facto organic grassland. We 

created hay meadows; fenced wood edges out of fields; re-established coppicing; and 

planted or naturally regenerated broadleaf woods. We developed wetlands; planted, 

laid and widened hedgerows; made glades and rides in our woods; and opened-up 

over-shadowed ponds.  

 

As we restore hedgerows and old fields, re-establish lost woods, re-plant solitary 

trees, and make wetlands in old river meanders, our template is the first Ordnance 

Survey maps (1869-1875). 

 

Wildlife Surveys 

We started botanical and wildlife surveys in 2000 on Rolf’s Farm. Since 2011, we 

collect bird and butterfly data across the estate annually. In 2015 we also collected 

baseline data for the deer park’s breeding birds, invertebrates and flora. We analyze 

the data and feed this back into our management. 

 

In 2011, our hedges, wildwoods, hay meadows, wetlands, park trees, bird seed fields, 

re-coppiced woods, field margins and scrub land were new. We have expanded them 

since.  

 

It is very early days. But already nature has responded. 58 bird species were recorded 

in 2017. Since 2011, the total number of bird species observed during estate surveys 

rose by 56%, from 52 to 93. We have at least 18 threatened and rare bird species 

and 13 near-threatened species. 

 

Populations of our threatened and rare bird are increasing, while fewer species are 

doing as well nationally.  

Even highly threatened farmland birds like skylark, yellowhammer and turtle dove 

breed at Wadhurst Park. Our shrubs house a small but constant number of 

nightingales. 
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We survey wetland birds on our 12 hectare (30 acre) Wadhurst Park Lake, as part of a 

countrywide survey for the British Trust for Ornithology. Thirty-nine waterbird species 

have been recorded on or around the lake since 2011, with the diversity increasing 

every year since 2012. Around 56% of these are red or amber-listed species of 

conservation concern. 
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It is not all good news. Since 2011, our habitat specialist species and butterflies of 

conservation concern have declined, as many have done nationally.  

 

 

We are managing land to improve the habitats for these species.   

 

The estate has many small mammals. Our woods have numerous yellow-necked mice, 

wood mice, and occasional shrews and pygmy shrews. Bank and field voles are 

abundant and support a range of mammalian predators such as weasels and breeding 

populations of kestrels and barn owls.  

 

In our standard survey across nine woods, we consistently find a core population of 

dormice. We have breeding evidence in two woods in 2017.   

 

As top predators, bats indicate habitat quality. We have day roosts of common and 

soprano pipistrelles and Natterer’s bats, and maternity roosts of brown long-eared 

and noctule bats. Daubenton’s and Nathusius pipistrelle bats catch insects above 

Wadhurst Park Lake on summer evenings, thought we don’t know where they roost. 

We have also seen whiskered, Leisler’s bat and serotine bats. We put bat boxes on 

buildings and in woods, and we retain natural roosting sites, and generally make our 

woods welcoming to woodland bats. 

 

Now and again, we see brown hares and we have recorded a few nests for the elusive 

harvest mouse. These animals are part of our management plans too. 
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Progress  

 

Grassland 

The estate has 430 hectares (1,063 acres) of grassland. 112.6 hectares (278 acres) is 

within the deer park. Most was once intensively managed. Now we manage it de facto 

organically, for wildflowers and sward structure.  

 

We have sown 39.4 hectares (97.4 acres) of Wealden hay meadows with local seeds 

and another 24.4 hectares (60.3 acres) with a native seed mix. We have enhanced a 

further 20.2 hectares (49.9 acres) of species-rich grassland. We cut 8.5 hectares (21 

acres) on a long rotation (3-5 years), to give cover for small mammals and hunting 

grounds for owls, kestrels and buzzards. We cut our hay meadows late and with wide 

edge margins, so flowers set seed and insects complete their life cycles. 

 

We have a small herd of rare breed Sussex cattle and another small group of 

Longhorn cattle that graze our fields at conservation densities. Some of our fields are 

grazed by licensed graziers, using a combination of Romney and Suffolk sheep, and 

Sussex cattle. Our graziers do not use ivermectins or other chemicals on our land. 

Sheep lightly graze the meadows in winter, to help wild flowers germinate. 

 

We sow 8.4 hectares (20.8 acres) with winter birdseed for farmland birds, including 

reed buntings. By the hay meadows, we sow nectar strips with annual cornfield 

wildflowers or a bee clover mix, to feed insects after harvest.  
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On the River Rother floodplain, to help wintering and breeding waders and wildfowl, 

we leave longer grass and rushes around seasonal ponds and scrapes over 7.3 

hectares (18 acres). The river now has a mile-long (1.75km) riparian strip. Its long 

grasses and scrub protect wildlife and keep cattle from the river.  

 

Woods 

Of our 227 hectares (561 acres) of woods, 72% are ancient. We now coppice c. 1.2 

hectares (2.8 acres) each year, leaving standard trees. We don’t burn brash, since 

that emits carbon dioxide and sterilizes the soil. Instead, we pile it on stumps, or build 

dead hedges, to protect young coppice. 

 

We have replanted 7.96 hectares (19.7 acres) of lost, old woods. A further 7.5 

hectares (18.6 acres) of lost woods are naturally regenerating. 

  

We have planted 11.9 hectares (29.4 acres) of new, broad-leaved woods on improved 

grassland. A further 14.6 hectares (36.1 acres) of such grassland is naturally 

reforesting.  

 

We leave 25 hectares (62 acres) as undisturbed, pathless wildwood. Everywhere, we 

leave standing and lying deadwood in situ, including wood debris in streams, ponds, 

and lakes. 

 

We manage 1.8 hectares (4.4 acres) of glades and 17.7km (11 miles) of rides within 

our woods, for wild flowers and butterflies, such as the rare white admiral. 
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Solitary Trees 

Since 1987, we have planted more than 680 single trees across the estate (and many 

more trees, of course, in our plantation woods). Some are rare Sussex trees, such as 

wild pear and wild service tree, as well as clones of local black poplars, crab apple and 

veteran white willow. We also planted a 2.8 hectare (6.9 acres) traditional, organic, 

mixed orchard. Reviving a lost tradition, we have also planted bundle trees, traditional 

Sussex boundary markers where two tree species, planted together, entwine. 

  

In the deer park, we are slowly replanting now-lost park trees, guided by the 1870 

Ordnance Survey. We plant 10-20 mostly native whips and young trees each year, 

including Scot’s pine, the offspring of Windsor Great Park oaks, and elms that 

seemingly resist Dutch elm disease. We have also planted an avenue of forty King 

James black mulberry trees, and we are planting warm climate trees too, such as 

sweet chestnut and small leaved lime.  

 

 

 

 

Hedgerows 

Since 2009, we have planted nearly 3km (1.9 miles) of mixed native hedgerows along 

our old, lost field boundaries.  

 

We have laid 1.8km (1.1 miles) of hedges in the traditional manner. We cut our 

hedgerows every three years, retaining standard trees. Not all hedges within a field 

are cut at the same time. Denser hedges grow out, to house nightingales and turtle 

doves.  
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Other Conservation Measures 

We have removed the huge amount of rubbish, litter and farm debris we found on the 

land, as well as miles of abandoned barbed wire. We replaced old fences with wildlife-

friendly ones, giving mammals and ground-dwelling birds safe passage. 

 

We coppice trees and shrubs to give ponds sunlight and we have created more than a 

third of a hectare (c. an acre) of wetlands.  

 

We encourage scrub in field corners and along wood borders. 

  

We have preserved a Victorian rhododendron collection from Waterer’s nursery. But 

we have removed over 1.1 hectares (2.5 acres) of invasive R. ponticum and cherry 

laurel. 

 

Deer Park Restoration 

Since 2015, we have been fencing deer out of habitats within the deer park. Most 

recently, we have fenced out the southern third of the park and another 12 hectares 

(30 acres) in the north to rest the ground and allow us to improve habitats for wildlife. 

The deer park now covers 147 hectares (363 acres). It contains fallow and sika deer, 

as well as Pere David and Barasingha, both globally endangered.   

 

We have reduced the deer by 80%, from 1,070 in 2009 to 210 from 2017. A density 

of 431 deer per square kilometre (1.19 livestock units per hectare) is now 143 deer 

per square kilometre (0.38 livestock units per hectare). Our grassland is now better 

structured. We have also excluded the deer from woods and some marshes.  
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Where the deer have been removed, we have planted single trees and small blocks of 

scrub – blackthorn, gorse and fruiting bushes and trees, to provide habitat for 

invertebrates and birds. 

  

To vary the grazing regime and to add diversity, a small herd of Sussex cattle graze 

the park in summer. 

 

We are restoring the lake. To encourage aquatic plants, we have removed most of the 

bottom feeding fish (carp, bream and tench) from the lake and six upstream ponds 

too, leaving perch to control zooplankton and fish numbers. To lower sedimentation 

rates and green the banks, we now control bank erosion with planted coir rolls and 

willow stakes.  We plant aquatic plants too, to help re-establish a healthy lake 

ecology. Three floating islands provide additional habitat, creating safe havens for 

young fish and breeding sites for damselflies and dragonflies.  

 

Plans 

We will continue to restore the Lake by planting water plants, protecting banks, 

fencing and coppicing woods.  

 

We have identified lost ponds within Southern park, which we will restore over the 

next couple of years. This section of the park has areas of lost woodland, which we 

will restore through natural regeneration with some planting of native species. We will 

also diversify the park grassland by using green hay taken from our species-rich 

meadows. 

 

Elsewhere on the estate, we will continue to create more Wealden meadows, and 

widen hedgerows and allow dense scrub to develop for nightingales and turtle doves. 

We will create scrapes and open out ponds. We will thin our wood plantations for 

diversity and habitat.  

 

We will continue to monitor species and habitat quality. The results will direct our 

future management.  


