Horse Pasture Wood, Pembury, Kent

Horse Pasture Wood is one of the most delightful woodlands that woodlands.co.uk have acquired. The evident care and affection of the previous owner, the variety and maturity of tree species growing and the varied topography make for as good a mix as it gets. The wood is mature in that many of the trees are well-grown, of quite large size and some around 100 feet tall. Some ash dieback was noted, but the problem occurs throughout the south-east and is to be expected.


The wood is peaceful and, while enjoyed by walkers on rights of way and one of the woods is used by the local scouts, because Horse Pasture Wood is some distance from the nearest village or town there is none of the signs of public intrusion that one sometimes sees.


Comments below enlarge on access, the 'secret valleys', and biodiversity.

Access
Direct access from the main Paddock Wood road (A228) is good and is a concrete track. The opening onto the main road is narrow and requires considerable care to negotiate, but it is onto a straight section which is a help.


Access tracks within Horse Pasture Wood are already quite well developed though the terrain will offer challenges.

Secret valleys
This whimsical term describes the valleys running through the wood which are damp and in place alder dominated. In one part the extra dampness persuaded a previous owner to plant sitka spruce which, though surviving, has not grown well; the climate is really not moist enough for this species much used elsewhere in Britain in the wetter west, the north and the uplands. There are also some fine poplar trees in the valleys.


Despite the long, warm, dry spell of summer 2018 the main stream was still flowing, but some of the 'ponds' were dry. As a feature of Horse Pasture Wood this riverine woodland is quite special for south-east England.

Biodiversity
On the day of the visit in mid-July several butterfly species were seen including fritillaries, speckled woods, whites, meadow browns, and a red admiral. It was good to see dragon and damsel flies – not surprising because of the damp areas and streams – and the fact that numerous bird and bat boxes have been installed. We heard the 'laugh' of a green woodpecker several times.


To maintain biodiversity the darker conifer stands will need thinning. It's probably worthwhile to start regenerating the alder woods; the trees are quite old. 


Having PAWS status will influence regeneration options, but the general ancient semi-natural woodland classification underscore the wildlife value of this special woodland. In spring, in some parts of the wood, the bluebells will be a picture.
Group regeneration and the older conifer stands
Many of the conifer stands are around conventional rotation age and so ripe for felling. As most owners will probably not want to exploit their new acquisition in this way, another approach is needed to keep the stand healthy and maintain their wildlife and biodiversity interest. The option of thinning the stands every few years is feasible and will be successful, but if thought is given to beginning regeneration i.e. the future composition of the woodland in terms of tree species, then 'group regeneration' is a promising possibility.


Group regeneration is the clearance of 0.7 – 1 acre patches and planting in the middle of the newly created openings. A 0.7 acre clearance will yield 2 or 3 lorry loads of timber, and so should be marketable, and offer the new owner the opportunity to introduce native species. Once one patch has been opened up in this way and the news trees become well established – say after 5 years, then a second is begun a little way away. Thus a 5 acre wood is regenerated over 35 - 40 years.


If a regular thinning strategy is preferred then consideration of  'continuous cover'

principles is an option. Do a google search on the term: continuous cover forestry.


The key point is that, apart from the lovely Scots pine stand, the other conifer stands are not only ripe for felling but are ready for commencing regeneration. New owners should be encouraged to give some thought to this. As you know neglect in the long term diminishes a wood becoming increasingly dark and increasingly less wildlife friendly. Finally, there is always a risk with thinning and regeneration, namely, windthrow. Trees left on a site are a little more susceptible in the years following opening up, but that is no reason not to do it, just a small risk to be aware of. (We saw a few blown trees on our visit.)

Species notes
We came across two common spruce species.

(1) Norway spruce is native to mainland Europe and Scandinavia and does well in Britain in the drier south and east and also on heavy soils. It is susceptible to a beetle called Dendroctonus. Norway spruce cones are long and sausage shaped and a bright brown when freshly fallen.

(2) Sitka spruce, native to the Pacific seaboard of NW America, is our 'bread and butter' conifer for industry but not at home in the drier parts of the country. Cones are small, pale brown with scales that are thin, almost papery. Not for growing in your woodlands in south-east England.

Western hemlock, also from western north America, is quite common, regenerates easily but is disliked by industry. Hemlock casts very heavy shade, and often little grows on the forest floor.

Common alder is native to Britain and is always a welcome component in a woodland. Although suffering in the last 20years from a new phytophthora disease that has limited new planting, mature stands like those in Horse Pasture Wood are great to see. Elsewhere in Britain such riverine woodland is incorporated in flood mitigation strategies known as 'slow the flow'.
Woodland Hygiene
It is important to follow best practice in terms of preventing spread of tree pests and diseases. Basically owners and visitors to woodlands should make sure that their footwear is thoroughly clean when arriving at and when departing a woodland. Transfer of soil on souls of boots and shoes is shown to be a significant factor causing spread of some pathogens. The same applies to car tyres and every attempt should be made for cars to stay on metalled or stoned surfaces – 'off-road' is definitely not helpful.
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