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This presentation 

• Nature, culture, wood pasture, original 
landscapes, continuity of habitat 

• Deadwood, conservation & Brown 

• Site quality assessment for saproxylic beetles 
and monitoring change 

• Attitudes to restoration of Brown landscapes 



Introduction 

• “The conspiracy of 
nature and culture that 
make each place 
unique”  

– Sue Clifford & Angela 
King 2006 England in 
Particular. A celebration 
of the commonplace, the 
local, the vernacular and 
the distinctive. 

Wood pasture in Windsor Great Park 



Conspiracy of science? 

• Science abused 
– Analyse individual 

components 
– But ability to bring facts 

together coherently can be 
elusive 

• Palaeo-ecology & the 
structure of the Wildwood 
– Botanical evidence abused to 

maintain hypothesis 
– Lack of integrated approach 
– Saproxylic evidence  
– Wildwood very like wood 

pasture or parkland in 
composition 

Prostomis mandibularis – 
commonest beetle in subfossil 
deposits in Britain; veteran trees 



Conspiracy of design? 

• Aesthetics 
– Intangible 
– Varies from individual to 

individual, group to group 
– Changes with fashion 

• Effectively impossible to 
analyse in a scientific way 
– Limited documentation of 

Brown’s own ideas 
– All too easy for people to 

misrepresent their own 
personal assumptions/ 
perceptions about Brown as 
facts  

• How do we work with this? 

Is this just a dead oak? 
Has it any other meaning? 
What are its values? 



Parkland as original landscape 
character of Britain 

Beetle assemblage 
Last 

interglacial Last glacial 
Early 

Holocene Late Holocene 

Grassland & Scrub 35 69 28 44 

Arboreal 18 10 13 11 

Wood-decay 34 0 47 34 

Mineral marsh 4 9 3 3 

Shaded field layer 0 0 2.5 2.5 

Unshaded early 
successional 
mosaic 0 0 1 3 



Parkland as original landscape 
character of Britain 

• Before people began to 
alter landscape character: 

– Mosaic of open grassland 
and trees  

– Vera hypothesis that large 
herbivores were the key 
driver  

– An existing open landscape 
which readily favoured 
development of pastoral 
farming & arable 
cultivation 

Mercheasa Wood-Pasture, Transylvania – 
grassland landscape with trees and scrub 
but limited shade 
 



Historic parklands and continuity 

• Many of our richest sites 
for wood-decay beetles 
today were subject to 
Brown landscaping 
– Did landscaping impact on 

species-richness? 

– Impacts of modern 
technology more of an 
issue! 

• Continuity is the 
important factor for 
saproxylic wildlife 

 

One of the cardinal click beetles Ampedus 
elongatulus, associated with large open-grown 
oaks trees with well-developed brown rotten 
heartwood; parkland and wood pasture 
situations; Near Threatened (European Red List) 



Habitat continuity in time 

• Medieval wood 
pastures lent 
themselves to enclosure 
as deer parks 

• Deer parks to landscape 
parks 

• Same trees, same 
beetles, over time Bretton Park, Yorkshire 

Part of former deer park now under 
intensive agricultural use 
Is it still wood pasture?! 



Science and aesthetics combined 

• It is possible to combine 
the conservation of 
designed landscape parks 
with wildlife conservation 

– Tolerance and 
understanding required 
from both positions 

– Knowledge of tree biology 
and tree health vital to any 
design but all too often 
ignored as ‘just a nature 
conservation issue’ 

 

 

Stag beetle Lucanus cervus male 



What types of deadwood are 
important? 

• Decaying wood of living 
trees 
– Heartwood decay & 

hollowing of the trunk 
and main branches 

– Bracket fungi 

– Aerial dead branches 

• Standing dead trees 

• Fallen dead wood 

• Impact of management 
actions? 

Sweet chestnut in Petworth Park 



How to conserve? 

• Process vitally important: 

– Age structure of trees 

– Total number of trees 

– Density patterns of trees 

– Continuity over time 

• The four dimensions 

– Explain importance of 
individual parklands for 
saproxylics 

– Provide a framework to 
guide conservation action  

Old Deer Park, Stowe 



Influence of Brown landscaping 

• Important contribution 
to the conservation of 
wood pasture habitat 
and to wood-decay 
communities 

• Maintained landowner 
interest in their 
parklands 

• Subtle manipulation of 
site capabilities to 
create immediate effect 

 

A watercolour attributed to Brown, from 
Dorothy Stroud’s ‘Capability Brown’ – 
note the old decayed tree given 
prominence in the foreground 



Wider context 

• Brown designs 
investments in future as 
much as a current fashion 
statement 
– Retained existing older 

trees 
– New plantings to initiate 

new features but also 
ensured continuity of tree 
cover 

• Surrounding landscapes 
being impoverished 
through ‘improvement’ 

Nuneham Courtenay – an engraving 
presented to Lord Harcourt in 1786 (also 
from Stroud’s book) 



Site quality assessment – Index of 
Ecological Continuity & SSSI status (*) 

Richmond Park* 156 Dunham Park* 64 

Bushy Park* 153 Croome Court Park 63 

Moccas Deer Park* 135 Powis Castle Park* 63 

Calke Park* 88 Clumber Park* 61 

Langley Park 87 Blenheim High Park* 57 

Wimpole Park 81 Stowe Park 55 

Duncombe Park* 77 Croft Castle Park 55 

Grimsthorpe Park* 74 Wytham Park & Woods* 55 

Hatchlands Park 72 Newton Castle, Dynevor* 54 

Chirk Castle Park* 67 Staverton Park* 49 

Cowdray Park 67 Trentham Park 48 

Knole Park* 67 Petworth Park 45 

Kedleston Park* 65 Donington Park* 46 



Wimpole Park 

• Origins as medieval deer park 
(earliest record 1302) 

• Park expanded c1640 in formal 
style; naturalised by Brown 

• Exceptionally rich in saproxylic 
beetles today 

• European level significance for 
the conservation of saproxylic 
invertebrates 

• Notable rarities 
– Rusty click beetle         Elater 

ferrugineus (NT Eur) 
– Red-necked click beetle 

Ischnodes sanguinicollis (VU 
Eur) 

Rusty click beetle photographed by Peter 
Sutton in Bushy Park 



European perspective 

• Saproxylic beetles under 
threat across Europe 

• Cultural severance 
(Rotherham, 2014) 

– Species-richness 
dependent on cultural 
landscape rather than 
wilderness 

– Nature conservationists 
often very resistant to 
accepting this key point 

Red-necked click beetle Ischnodes 
sanguinicollis; Vulnerable status across 
Europe but more sites in GB than any 
other country 



Monitoring change  
using Saproxylic Quality Index 
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From Alexander (2014) The 
Coleopterist 23: 72-77 



Should we consider fully restoring 
Brown landscapes? 

• Pasture management 
– Artificial fertilisers, spray 

drift, groundwater pollution 
– Vehicle usage – compaction 

issues 
– Nitrogen deposition 
– Topping  

• Livestock 
– Appropriate breeds, age, sex 
– Grazing levels, seasonality, 

shepherding 
– Anthelmintics 

• Tree management 
– Handsaws or chainsaws? 



General conclusions 

• Parkland landscapes are 
closer to the Wildwood in 
structure and composition 
than any other GB habitat 
type 

• The distinction between 
wild and cultural landscapes 
is rather academic, and not 
helpful to conservation 

• Brown made a significant 
contribution to long-term 
conservation of these sites 

Noble Chafer Gnorimus nobilis 
© Paul Brock 



Brown’s attitudes to old trees & dead 
wood 

• Natural grandeur 

– ‘so much beauty, depending on the size of 
the trees …’ 

– ‘.. getting shade from the large trees..’ 

• Cadland was ‘the oldest new place he knew in 
England’ 

– The abundance of old timber gives the 
house so much the air and dignity of an 
ancient mansion (William Gilpin) 

• Brown clearly was a landscaper who valued and 
relied upon the availability of old timber for his 
designs 

• Why are these principles rarely part of parkland 
restoration and maintenance plans today? 

• Why are so many modern landscape gardeners 
unsympathetic to the conservation of long-
established natural features? 
– Features which pre-date and survived Brown’s landscaping? 

An ancient oak in the wider landscape of 
Stowe 



Points arising from conference 

• Small trees such as 
hawthorn and crab apple 
are acceptable in Brown 
landscapes, but scrub is 
not 

• Standing dead trees and 
stag-headed trees form 
‘features’ typical of 
Brown landscapes, often 
at edges 

• A book of the conference 
papers is planned for later 
this year 


