Park and Lime Kiln Woods, Crowborough, East Sussex


This extensive woodland lies in the High Weald AONB of East Sussex. Though dominated by two pine species, Scots pine and Corsican pine, it is surprisingly varied and in relatively good condition with few areas needing immediate attention. Most of the extensive areas of pine have been thinned in the last five years, but, in places, birch regeneration will need watching to ensure it doesn’t ‘take over’. 

The soils are not fertile by agricultural or even forestry standards and are acid sandy loams with moderate to very good drainage. As with much of the High Weald they are part of the greensand complex. The plants present – heathers, bracken and bilberry – along with the patches of sweet chestnut, all point to around pH 4 i.e. strongly acid. These conditions – acid sandy soils – are good for pines and birch, but will not support high quality broadleaves other than chestnut. However, oak will grow quite well as a tree though its timber my show ‘shakes’.


This description of infertile conditions, explains why the land is not farmed (too poor) and why the ground vegetation including shrub layer is impoverished.

Aspect and exposure. Much of the wood is NE to SE facing and, in places, is relatively exposed. Scattered throughout the pine stands were trees with bent trunks at the base (‘swept’ in forestry parlance) which almost certainly arose from the 1987 storm. The trees would then have been 5-10 years old and, while too small to be uprooted, the high wind will have left the bigger ones leaning but still well alive. As they recovered they would straighten up – grow back to vertical – and so introduce the sweep near the base.

Drainage. A pleasing aspect of the woods is the presence of several streams not all of which are marked on even the large-scale maps.

Scots pine. Appears to contribute about 50% of the pine woodland, they look healthy and will not suffer chlorosis. They have been thinned recently and will not need attention for a few years. Scots pine has many attractions:

· It is one of only three conifers native to Britain, the others being yew and juniper.

· It is a long-lived tree and will often go on for at least 150-200 years, so the ones in Park and Lime Kiln woods have many, many years to go. They will long outlast the new owners!

· The orange bark that appears half way up the trunks and into the crown, offset by the bluish-green needle foliage, is most attractive.

· Scots pine produces cones in most years providing seeds for crossbills, siskins and redpolls. The trees area also good habitat for the delightful goldcrest, members of the tit family, especially coal tits, and the long-eared owl.

· A benefit of this regular flowering and cone production is widespread natural regeneration. Indeed many of the pine stands appear to have arisen in this way. They are no signs of rows and with all the conditions right for good regeneration it seems highly likely that areas for restocking were simply enclosed to keep rabbits at bay and then allowed to regenerate. Massive regeneration of Scots pine in this way is a common sight in lowland heaths (and a conservation problem in Surrey and the New Forest for example where heather not pines is wanted!)

· Scots pine is largely resistant to red band needle blight (caused by a fungus called Dothistroma) which is devastating Britain’s other lowland commercial conifer, Corsican pine, and led to a cessation (moratorium) in its planting.

Corsican pine Forms the other pine component of the two woods. A non-native and more productive tree than Scots pine – grows faster with straighter trunks – but less valuable for wildlife. The Corsican pine in Park and Lime Kiln woods appears to be healthy with well foliaged crowns. Continued heavy thinning will help keep them this way. They are also long-lived and should grow to large size.

How pine woodland works. Beneath pine forest there is often significant accumulation of needles, twigs and branches (called ‘litter’ in forestry parlance) and relatively little undergrowth. This lack of other plants arises both from the infertile soils typical of sites planted to pine, and from the shade caste by the trees. Where soils are particularly acid, as in the case of Park and Lime Kiln woods, earthworms may be few or absent and hence unable to play a role in nutrient recycling. On fertile loams you see worm castes and worms are responsible for ‘burying’ leaves and other vegetable matter into the soil and so assist their rapid decay and re-incorporation. Without them, other mechanisms play this role.


What happens in acid pine woodland is that fungi take over from worms and ramify through the organic layers and surface of the soil. White threads, called mycelia, can be found forming a network in these surface layers. Some are associated directly with the tree’s root system where they form a sheath around each root and are called mycorrhiza. They are like an extension to the roots, and, in effect, they massively increase the root’s feeding potential. It is these fungi that breakdown the needles and twigs and so help recycle the plant nutrients they contain. Pine woodland, like broadleaved woodland, is remarkably efficient at nutrient recycling. At most, one application of fertiliser, and usually only of phosphate, may be needed every 50 years(!) – compare that to a farmer – and for many woodlands on moderately fertile soils no fertilising is ever needed.


In the autumn the evidence of all this hidden fungal activity is suddenly revealed when toadstools (fungal fruit bodies) appear. Many species are involved but they include the colourful fly agarics (red tops with white flakes), yellow cauliflower fungus, orange-peel fungus, and sticky coral fungus to name a few dramatic ones.

Young oak plantations In two locations 12-15 year old oak plantations have been established at wide spacing using tree shelters. They have developed quite well but suffered heavy grey squirrel damage. They do not need thinning at this stage and most will probably continue to grow, suffer more squirrel damage, but eventually develop into acceptable oak woodland but of low or zero timber value.

Open heathland. This habitat is at a premium in the lowlands because so much has been destroyed or built upon. Where possible and if owners have a strong interest in conservation, the heathland areas could be marketed as a distinct asset. The main threats to heathland would be invasion by birch and pine natural regeneration.
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