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The nature trail on Hothfield Common

H E Bates follows one of Shell’s walks which are part of a Conservation Year effort

Shell launched, this summer, a programme of
22 Nature trails throughout England and
Wales as a special contribution to European
Conservation Year. The trails, which are
circular walks of between one and four miles,
are associated with Shell garages. The trail-
bound motorist collects from his garage a free
descriptive leaflet describing the interesting
features along the route. He is also guided to a
car park near the start of the trail.

Organizations with expert knowledge of the
countryside have co-operated with Shell in
setting up the trails, some of which are over
famous National Trust properties. Thirteen
county naturalists’ trusts are also working
jointly with Shell.

Mr Bates wisited Shell’s trail at Hothfield,
Kent, and here he writes his impressions.

If you drive southwards out of London on the A20
you will eventually come to the village of Charing,
where the road forks, the left-hand route going to
Canterbury, the other eventually to Hythe and the
sea. Charing is a pretty and ancient village and
above it there runs perhaps the most superb stretch
of the North Downs and with it the Pilgrims® Way.
Here the great beechwoods are like splendid natural
cathedrals.

In spring, millions of bluebells make fragrant and
glimmering lakes in the less-shaded parts of the
woods. In summer, yellow rock-roses shine like
fresh-minted sovereigns on the white chalk. A
variety of wild flowers abounds and it is sometimes
possible even to see a flower or two of the wild
maroon-red columbine. Farther towards the coast,
above Wye, many of our rarest orchids thrive, their
habitats secretly guarded from would-be predators.

Man-stitched landscape

From these high points of downland you can, on
fine, clear days, see the sea at Dungeness. Looking
in another direction you can also see the great stretch
of man-stitched landscape stretching away to the
South Downs: the huge quilt of pasture, arable,
woodland, orchard, hop garden, strawberry field,
and so on, that is both Kent’s and England’s splen-
did heritage.

But across the A20, three or four miles farther south,

. there exists a piece of landscape, about 180 acres in
extent, that is not man-made, though man has inter-
fered with it in various ways since the Bronze Age.
This is Hothfield Common, a fascinating piece of
countryside, in the past a supposed haunt of high-
Waymen, that is probably the best developed area
of acid peat bog and heathland in Kent.

Though not strictly common land, this area previ-
ously belonged to Lord Hothfield who, after the
war, sold it to the West Ashford Rural District
Council, who are now, together with the Kent Trust
for Nature Conservation, responsible for its upkeep
and survival.

On fire for months

This survival has been several times threatened:
during the war by the army, who erected on it
numbers of hideous Nissen huts and used ‘it as a
tank-training ground; and later by squatters and
8ypsies, who moved into the abandoned huts; and
then, in the hot summer of 1949, by an extra-
Ofdinary fire. Fires are, of course, an ever-present
1isk to forest and open common_land, but this fire,
Which T remember vividly, was exceptional. Not
only did bracken and gorse and heather burn, but
the peat itself caught fire and smouldered on and
on, for four or five months, underground.

The eventual effect of this prolonged fire on the
common’s vegetation was different from what might
have been expected. New plants appeared, in most
cases less interesting than those they replaced.
Myxomatosis then followed the fire, again with revo-
lutionary effect.

Though the southern reaches of the common are
fairly thickly wooded with big pines, beeches, horn-
beams and Spanish chestnut (the Romans are said
to have brought over this tree, the edible nuts of
which are reputed to have been part of the staple
diet of the soldiery), the more open heathland parts
supported few trees, mostly a few scattered silver
birches. The further extension of these birches,
which seed freely, had long been inhibited by rab-
bits, which were prone to gnaw off the young seed-
ling trees.

Birds and butterflies

But, with the rabbit population wiped out, the
birches were free to grow unhindered, and today
there are forests of them, together with much sallow.
Beautiful though they are, these inhibit the growth
of other vegetation, notably the more unusual bog
plants, by sucking up large quantities of water.

This in turn presents a continual problem in con-
servation, since although the birches have constantly
to be thinned out and controlled it is undesirable
that they should be totally cleared. Birches provide
good cover for a plentiful supply of insect life and
for such birds as tits and willow warblers.

The common is rich in birds, as it is also in butter-
flies and vegetation. Fifty-four species of birds have
been noted, many of them breeding. One hundred
and sixteen species of fungi have been found, 14
species of moths and butterflies, including the tiny
orange underwing moth, one of our few day-flying
moths. Of bog flora there are 30 species and of
heathland flora six. Mosses and liverworts provide
80 species.

Another effect of the fire was the appearance, two
years afterwards, of purple moor grass, cross-leaved
heath and ling and heather. In June, while these
are still flowerless and dark of leaf, cotton grass
waves among them its pure snow-white pennants, to
be followed in August by fields of asphodel, yellow
as daffodils among the purples and pinks of heather
and ling.

Insect-eating plant

But what really gives Hothfield Common its unique
character is that it contains the only remaining valley
bogs in Kent. The wet heath and bog habitats in
turn support many uncommon plant species and
rare mosses. One of the most joyous of these things
is the aptly named sundew, which looks not at all
unlike a delicate golden sea anemone that has
escaped from the shore. This is an insect-eating
plant and you can see its tiny anemone-like fingers
twitching and itching as it waits to catch and swal-
low its prey.

Unlike the orchid-rich downland above Wye, the
common has only one orchid, the spotted orchid,
sometimes pale pink, sometimes pure white. But the
waterlogged parts of the bog—and even after six
weeks of drought in this rare summer of 1970 they
were still utterly waterlogged—support many
species of sphagnum, green, red and yellow-green in
colour. Their leaves contain an infinite number of
large empty cells which, like a sponge, hold a lot
of water. Thus the peat bog carries its own water
supply. ;

The trials and tribulations of war left the common
in a wretched state: a dumping ground for old
iron, litter and refuse that took some years of hard
graft to clear up. Today, thanks to the diligence of
both the West Ashford Rural District Council and
the Kent Trust for Nature Conservation, the com-
mon is in excellent shape. Trails have now been
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H E Bates, the writer, lives near to Hothfield Common
at Little Chart. Here he describes some of its unusual
and attractive features.

marked out across it and a wooden footbridge built
over the bog valley.

Seven viewpoints provide an excellent chance to
see the common’s many variations of vegetation and
tree life and one of them gives a superb view of the
rich man-made stitchery of the valley of the young
Stour as it flows out of my own village, Little
Chart.

Miraculous survival

As you look down on this fertile pattern you are
inevitably struck by the thought that it is not only
astonishing, but miraculous, that the 180 acres of
Hothfield Common have managed to survive, in
their peculiar wild state, what we fondly call pro-
gress: but survive they have. A million vehicles a
week must roar past the pines and sweet chestnuts,
but the cotton grass waves its snowy plumes in
June, the fields of asphodel are yellow in August
and the predatory sundew waits with its twitching
golden fingers to catch its prey, and one can only
hope, especially in this, European Conservation Year,
that they will long continue to do so.
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€| The Hothfield trail was open from 24 Fune to
22 Fuly. Of the other 21 trails, those still open
are: Sharpenhoe, Bedfordshire (1-30 September);
Rhosili, Glamorgan (until 31 August); Marloes
Sands, Pembrokeshire (1-30 September); Trowles-
worthy Warren, Devon (until 31 August);
Hembury Woods, Devon (1-30 September); The
Naze, Essex (until 30 September); Friar’s Crag,
Keswick, Cumberland (unul 31 August); The
Beacon, Woodhouse Eaves, Leicestershire (until
12 September); Newsham Lake, Brocklesby, Lin-
colnshire (until 7 September); Llandegfedd, Mon-
mouthshire (until 13 September).

The other trails were: West Wycombe Hill,
Buckinghamshire; Finchampstead Ridges, Berk-
shire; Dolmelynllyn, Merioneth; Bolberry Down,
Devon; Styal Woods, Cheshire; Chatsworth,
Derbyshire; Durlston Head, Dorset; World’s End,
Denbighshire; Sutton Park, Sutton Coldfield,
Warwickshire; Garbutt Woods, Yorkshire; Thrun-
ton Crag, Northumberland. Access to these areas
remains, but they are no longer signposted as Shell
trails. Shell hope to continue the scheme next
year, adding to and subtracting from the list.



