Park Wood, Watermill, Nr. Bexhill, Sussex


This delightful woodland is one of the best served in the area by access and potential water features. Though mainly chestnut coppice and areas dominated by birch regeneration, there are some fine oak standards, some areas of hazel and hornbeam coppice and a wonderful leafy corner with water frontage!  It is clear that the woods have been well managed in the past with a gradation of ages and developmental stages in the sweet chestnut coups/cants. Inevitably this varied structure will not been maintained as portions of the wood are sold off, but the new owners' normal enthusiasm 'to get stuck in' should ensure continued useful interventions so the diverse character remains. 

Access
A valuable feature of Park Wood, Watermill, is the excellent number and relatively good condition of the tracks and paths. These allow ready access to all parts, and provide plenty of edge-effect – ride-side shrubs and understorey - which add immeasurably to biodiversity.


Indeed, additional scallops are planned at several track intersections to develop large well-lit glades to promote wildflower assemblages and butterfly and bird habitat – see below.

Encouraging diversity and attractiveness
One of the joys of a woodland visit in Spring is noting the flowers which speak of its wildlife value, and Park Wood did not disappoint. Yellow archangel, bluebells and ramsons all suggest ancient woodland status and seeing a patch of ragged robin on a damp clayey track bottom is always a treat.


Much management toward maintaining and enhancing this biodiversity should repay handsomely as is already in train by the development of glades at a few track intersections. In addition all older trees, including the fine oaks and the few hornbeams, merit long-term retention in what they offer for landscape, amenity and wildlife value. 
However, one further intervention could be hugely beneficial. Along the northern boundary and through the middle of the wood streams flow. While little can be done about Watermill Stream itself, apart from developing at intervals openings in the canopy so that the stream is not in heavy shade throughout, there would appear a good opportunity to create a signifiant pond feature in the very centre of Park Wood. As well as immeasurably benefitting biodiversity it is always an attractive feature to have as well as even doubling up as a fire dam!

Suggested silvicultural treatments
Sweet chestnut coppice  Areas of several different ages are present. Where owners can resume coppicing, perhaps to provide firewood, that will be good and also to give opportunity to favour other species and perhaps even plant or recruit standards such as of oak. The small area of overmature chestnut is more problematic, but can either be returned to coppice or stools singled to one or two good stems and large chestnut trees grown – a process called storing. Large chestnut are aesthetically lovely trees. Chestnut timber is very durable. 


Patches of dieback and dead coppice were seen. Both ink disease and ramorum can cause this (both are Phytophthoras. The disease situation needs to be monitored and for new owners to be encouraged to check with Forest Research website for advice about these threats to chestnut.

Birch regeneration  Birch comes up like 'mustard and cress' on any exposed soil, especially if acid, and this is what has happened in a few place in Park Wood. If left to its own devices it sorts itself out usually resulting in a moderate quality and rather uniform stand of birch. Such patches can be opened up by 'cleaning' i.e. thinning to waste to favour other species present such as oak and hornbeam. This is done by removing birch trees that are close to the other more favoured species so that their crowns can develop. Small birch are easy to cut with hand tools and thus over time owners can turn dense birch thickets into more mixed woodland.


Birch makes an excellent firewood. It is easily split, dries readily and burns well.

Wonderful oaks  There are a surprising number of mature oaks, some with patently good timber value. However as already mentioned the other values of these trees probably take precedence and they are a feature to be conserved. All the oaks seen appeared healthy.
Other woodland In the north-east corner the long finger of woodland edged by Watermill Stream is a glorious lowland wood of ash, oak and hazel. The ash appeared thin crowned, more due to the cold snap in May arresting shoot growth – a common malady of ash trees – rather than ash dieback. That said, the latter needs monitoring.

Additional works
In a few place rhododendrons are profuse. This introduced wood weedy, despite it colours in late Spring, is not welcome as it spreads readily, interferes with silviculture, and generally dominates everything else. Owners should be encouraged to keep in under control.  - again see FR's website for the latest advice.

Diseases
Mention has been made of the condition of some of the chestnut, and it needs to be recognised that south-east England has ash dieback present. The other diseases to watch out for are oak decline and sudden oak death which are not uncommon and which are 'complexes' pathologically. Again reference to Forest Research's website will be helpful. Emphasis should be placed on encouraging good forest hygiene. 
Park Wood is delightful. I even fell in love with the narrow strip in the north-east corner – woodland, water and wildflowers what more can you ask for!
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