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FOREWORD FROM THE CHAIR 
OF ROAR:  
I am very pleased to write an 
introduction to ROAR’s first ‘nature 
guide’, ‘A Walk through the Woods on 
the Rousdon Estate’, and to recommend it 
to all owners and residents with 
properties on the estate.  One of ROAR’s 
objectives is to ensure and cherish the 
wonderful environment in which we live, 
and by appreciating and understanding it 
more fully we can begin to realise that 
aim.  A few years ago we won a 
considerable grant to develop a 
‘Breathing Spaces’ project but 
unfortunately were unable to take it up.  
ROAR therefore decided to do it ‘in 
house’ with a series of guides which both 
adults and children would find 
informative, fun and interesting.   
We are rich in talents on the estate, both 
professional and amateur.  Tony Cox has 
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used one of his personal interests to 
produce this Supplement.  It took him a 
considerable amount of time in walking 
the estate, taking the photographs and 
executing the exquisite maps and 
drawings.  We are all indebted to him for 
undertaking this mammoth task so that 
we can walk round the estate with our 
eyes properly open.  For many of us, 
identifying major birds and mammals is 
fairly straightforward, but trees stump us 
every time (sorry about the pun!).   I hope 
that everyone with an interest in Rousdon 
will make use of Tony’s guide and that it 
will add to their enjoyment of living here. 
                 

Roy Jones    
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 INTRODUCTION by Tony Cox 

Everyone coming to the Rousdon Estate cannot help but be impressed by the woodlands here and the 
majestic trees in them.  From a far distance they are a landmark, standing as they do on the highest point of 
the Jurassic Coast between Beer Head and Stonebarrow Hill east of Charmouth.   

The trees not only define the estate and make it stand out on distant views, but they play with the 
landscape, shaping what was once rough and flinty soil into the beauty of an English parkland.   

In order to aid the visitors’ appreciation of the created parkland and adjacent natural landscape, we  
describe in this Special Supplement to The Rousdoner a circular walk walk starting at North Lodge, the 
main entrance to Rousdon Estate, through the area surrounding the former Allhallows School, and down 
through the Undercliff to Charton Bay, returning via the western boundary walks back to the North Lodge. 
The Walk Through the Woods of the Rousdon Estate begins on page 4. 
But, first, the origins of the Rousdon Estate and a brief introduction to the men who were responsible for 
the landscaping and planting that we enjoy the legacy of today.  
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 A BRIEF WORD ON THE HISTORY OF THE ESTATE 
by Taylor Downing 
 
The land of the Rousdon Estate was bought by Sir 
Henry Peek in 1871. Sir Henry was a wealthy 
businessmen who was linked to the family firm of 
Peek-Frean, the biscuit makers and grocers. But Sir 
Henry was primarily a trader in timber and spices and 
made so much money from this that he became the 
Victorian equivalent of one of today’s billionaires. 

The Peek family came from Devon and had moved to 
London to make its fortune but Sir Henry always 
hoped to return, at least part time. So, he did what 
many self-made successful men did with their money 
in Victorian times, he put it into land and into the 
building of a grand country estate. He bought about 
2,500 acres at Rousdon on what was regarded as a 
prime site along the top of cliffs by the sea. The first 
thing he did on acquiring the land was to rebuild the 
local parish church of St Pancras. Then he built a 
school for the local children and the children of the 
workers on his estate (today’s Peek Hall). Having 
done this he then demolished an old farmhouse and 
built a Mansion where it had been. It was estimated to 
have cost about £250,000 to build (equivalent to about 
£17 million today!) By the end of the century there 
were nearly 600 people working on the estate. 

Many of the trees on this estate were planted in the late 
1870s, by Sir Henry Peek and his landscape designer Sir 
Robert Marnock.  Marnock was one of the most famous 
garden designers of his day, having just worked on 
laying out a part of Regent’s Park in London before 
taking on Sir Henry’s commission. His style was known 
as ‘Gardenesque’ which emphasised the beauty of the 
plants and trees. At Rousdon, Marnock designed what 
he called the ‘platoons’ of trees, fenced roundels as we 
see them today, on the land between the Mansion House 
and the sea. He also laid out the tree lines along the 
drive, along Ladies’ and Lovers’ Walks and the tree lines 
around Old Home Farm. He planted trees that were 
local as well as bringing in trees that were new to the 
Devon landscape in the 1870s like Scots Pines and 
Turkey Oaks. He gave the landscape the parkland look 
that we see and enjoy today. 

The cash of Sir Henry Peek [left] and the vision of Sir Robert Marnock [right]  have left us all with a 
wonderful legacy. Planting a landscape of trees is a real pledge to the future. Those doing the planting 

will never live to see their dream fulfilled. We are the beneficiaries of their vision. 
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 THE WALKING TOUR OF THE ESTATE 
The Main Drive 
 

On entry through the gates situated in the tree-belt of the estate at the North Lodge (A), one is confronted by 
a stunning vista of large pastures left and right each with a boundary of mature trees, mainly native 
deciduous and Scots Pines.  
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The gently rising main drive heads for a ‘wall’ (B) of evergreen Cedars mixed with Ash, Beech and Maple; 
the Cedars seemingly part to make way for the drive which curves round to the right once it has entered the 
woodland. 

The huge variety of species present on each side 
reflects the knowledge and ambition of the Victorian 
arborialist, Sir Robert Marnock.  On the right hand side 
are White Cedar (below and right), Holly, Cherry 
Laurel , Grey Alder, etc. 
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Present on the left before one completes the curve to the westwards are: Sycamore, Maple, Tulip Tree, Chinese 
Scarlet Rowan, and an unusual Paper Bark Maple (C), with beautiful red coloured trunk (below right). 

As the drive straightens a wonderful view unfolds of wide grass verges flanked each side by a procession of 
large, mature trees – Beech, Oak, Sweet Chestnut  (photo and leaf below) are interspersed with evergreen 
Cypress, Cedar, Yew and Scots Pine.   
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The contrast between the evergreen and deciduous gives 
added variety in winter - (see below) -which shows this 
section leading to a gigantic White Cedar standing sentinel 
at a point (D) where the main drive curves left, and the 
access road to the Home Farm residential complex branches 
off to the right. 

As we turn left along the main drive, an iconic view of Sir Henry Peek’s Mansion appears in front of 
us. An avenue of shapely Copper Beech trees set back from the road on grassy lawns (below), mature 
native trees to left and right, frame the imposing front of the Mansion. (E) 
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Walking down the drive one sees large meadows to the left and right with roundels of mixed tree species set 
back from the road, and boundaries of mature trees at a distance. On the right, the large meadow, formerly 
the playing field created for Allhallows School, is backed by a stand of splendid mature Scots Pines (F). 

The east-west bridleway which passes in front of the mansion is also 
lined with a variety of tree species.  To the left in the direction of East 
Lodge (G), a row of well-spaced giant Ash trees lines the north side of 
the road (below).  These trees (H) are elderly and show signs of 
disease; at least one tree has honey fungus infestation. On the right of 
the bridleway a wall is backed by a mixture of evergreen and 
deciduous trees, which act as a screen for new residential properties 
built since the sale of Allhallows School. 
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 Down to the Beach 
 
As East Lodge is approached a track on the right leads through a gate down into the Undercliff Nature 
Reserve which is leased from the estate to Natural England.  Here the track drops steeply down the west 
side of a valley (I) towards the sea. The woods are dense and less formal now with younger trees, mainly 
Ash, Sycamore, Beech, and much undergrowth.  Views of the sea from the Undercliffs are very limited 
because of the density of the trees and the uneven nature of landslip features.   

Crossing the coast path near the 
ruins of the old pump house for 
the mansion’s fresh water system 
(K), one can proceed through a 
gate to the access path down to 
the beach at Charton Bay, which 
is a tricky descent through the 
landslip area. Here (L) the 
character of the vegetation 
changes dramatically. Trees are 
unable to reach maturity because 
of the instability of the land. The 
slopes are covered with scrub 
vegetation.  There is much 
variety of plants including exotic 
species such as Horse Tails and 
Pampas Grass, which is an 
escapee from the estate above; 
some may originate from wind-
borne seeds from mainland 
Europe.   

Further down as the track approaches the Seaton to Lyme Regis 
section of the South West Coast Path one finds a number of old 
mature trees, including Holm Oak, Sweet Chestnut and Cedar of 
Lebanon, residual from the Victorian estate planting (J). 
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The final descent brings one down 
to the beautiful shingle beach at 
Charton Bay (M), from where one 
may look back up to the 
Undercliff ‘forest’ which must be 
one of the few real wilderness 
areas remaining in Southern 
England. The photo right 
demonstrates the path’s 
instability.  This picture was taken 
after the winter of 2007-2008 when 
a whole section of the boarded 
path moved away down the 
landslip; a new route for the path 
has now been constructed, but the 
descent is still difficult at times. 

One experiences a sense of wilderness when walking up into the forest. After rain, water drips from the 
trees and the feeling of enclosure by the trees is quite profound.  About half way up the track back to the 
estate a path to the left (N) ascends steeply to the pasture behind the Mansion and along the cliff top to the 
Ladies’ Walk. One is rewarded here by splendid views (O) of the Mansion on the right and the walled 
garden to the left, glimpsed between roundels of mature trees planted in the pastures – a successful creation 
of the rural idyll aimed at by Sir Robert Marnock.  

Leaves 
Tree leaves whether deciduous or evergreen all perform 
the same function: they are the engine of growth via the 
conversion of atmospheric carbon dioxide to carbohydrate 
via photosynthesis. Nevertheless their form and structure 
is very variable from one species to the next, but again 
very characteristic of each individual species.  So, leaves 
are a good way to identify different types of Trees. Some 
examples of both deciduous and evergreen leaves feature 
throughout this Supplement.  
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The Boundary Walks 
.. 

Ladies’ Walk follows a 
belt of mature trees 
along the top of 
Rousdon Cliffs (P) and 
around the western 
edge of the estate to the 
bridleway. The first 
section is particularly 
fine in winter (right) as 
with no leaves on the 
trees there is an 
unimpeded view down 
to the beach at Charton 
Bay, and the full height 
of the Rousdon Cliffs 
can be seen. 

The tree belt consisting mainly of Beech, Oak, Sycamore, Scots Pine, Holm Oak with undergrowth of 
Cherry Laurel and other vegetation continues north past (Q).  These features make a delightful circular 
walk for anyone wishing to absorb the tranquillity of the landscape and fine views along the coast.  
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A right turn on reaching the bridleway 
at (R), takes us back towards the 
Mansion, which is reached by passing 
the Home Farm complex on the left, 
and on the right St Pancras Church 
and the restored stable courtyard.  

The tour of the estate’s trees can be 
continued by turning left at the Home 
Farm complex, through the restored 
farm buildings and the new traditional 
style homes.  This residential area is 
enclosed between lines of mature 
Beech trees, which provide shelter and 
a pleasant park-like backdrop to the 
homes. At the north end of the 
residential area (S), the lane turns right 
following the tree belt, with views 
over fields to the north towards the 
Dower House on the main road.  This 
point may also be reached from (R) via 
a field path; turn left towards West 
Lodge for about 150 m and turn right, 
through a kissing gate, and follow the 
path between the fields, which allows 
a good perspective of the tree belts. 
Turn right at the corner of the fields to 
rejoin the lane at (S).  
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Before rejoining the main driveway at (D) one 
may enter Lovers’ Walk at (T), which passes 
through another belt of mature trees, mainly Oak, 
Beech and some conifers, forming the western 
boundary of the estate (left).  The Lovers’ Walk 
returns to the Entrance Gates through the 
meadow behind the North Lodge. 

The leaf of the European Yew and the Common 
Alder, below. 
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How do we go about identifying trees?  There are a number of obvious characteristic features to look for in 
general appearance such as size, shape, evergreen or deciduous foliage. Next comes a host of less obvious 
features which require more detailed observation such as branch and leaf structure, and habitat. Scientific 
classification requires close-up examination and recording of botanical details, and perhaps laboratory tests. 
There are numerous guides available ranging from popular pocket guides to comprehensive reference 
guides (see Bibliography on p. 16).  

How to identify Trees 

Size and Shape 
 
There is a great variety in size 
and shape of trees but mature 
trees of each species have a 
characteristic shape.  
Deciduous trees (i.e trees that 
lose their leaves in winter) are 
usually oval or round in shape 
(such as Ash and Beech) or 
spreading (Oak). Smaller trees 
(Birch or Alder) are more 
slender. Evergreen coniferous 
trees can be tall and massive 
(Scots Pine, Cedar of Lebanon), 
or slender (White Cedar). Trees 
take a long time to grow so 
immature trees come in a 
range of sizes. The illustrations 
in this Supplement show 
outline shapes of some species 
as seen in wintertime, when 
the shape is more distinct as 
deciduous trees are without 
foliage.  

Twigs and Buds 
 
Another characteristic feature 
of trees is the appearance of 
the twigs and growth, 
particularly for deciduous 
trees during the early spring, 
when buds for the leaves and 
flowers start to appear.  Close 
observation reveals a special 
beauty as shown for three 
familiar species in the 
illustrations opposite  
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Postscript 
The main aim of the Resident’s Association Committee in producing this short illustrated guide is to 
enhance enjoyment of the beautiful parkland.  It is also hoped that this will increase awareness of the 
conservation issues and generate a positive attitude towards expenditure on maintaining the Rousdon 
woodland environment. Many of these trees, especially at the northern end of Lovers’ Walk, are badly 
diseased and at the end of their life. The trouble is that with so many trees planted at around the same time, 
many are approaching the natural end of their lives almost simultaneously. This draws attention to the 
neglect of the management of the Rousdon Tree heritage over the past half century.  

Right: 
Another 

Tree down 
on the 

estate - a 
victim of 

the January 
gales. 

Five more 
trees came 

down in the 
May gales. 

Leaves 

It has already been said that Leaves are a good way of 
identifying different types of Trees. Drawings of several 
examples of both deciduous and evergreen leaves feature 
throughout this Supplement. Seasonal changes in the colours of 
leaves of deciduous trees are a well known characteristic. In 
autumn the chemical changes in the leaf as it decays and falls 
off the tree lead to spectacular colour changes from green to 
brown to yellow, orange and red. This is illustrated in the Horse 
Chestnut leaf shown below.  

Each gale brings another one or 
two trees down and opens up the 
survivors to more winds. When 
the school was here nothing 
much was done to conserve the 
trees. The resources were not 
available. Some trees will no 
doubt last for a few decades yet. 
But it’s time to take action to 
manage the woodlands and to 
plant for the future, as has been 
highlighted in recent articles in 
The Rousdoner.  
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The Full ROAR Committee meets quarterly and 
individual committee members take responsibility for 
key areas of activity between meetings. These 
members are assisted where possible by non-
committee members so that work loads are shared. 
Please let the relevant person know if you would like 
to contribute. If you have any issue to raise please 
contact the relevant person below: 

Chair, Committee Management & Policies  
Roy Jones 

Secretary, Administration and Communications  
Mary Hansell 

Treasurer, Membership & Events 
Sylvia Stride 

Liaison with REL/REM 
Nicholas Vaigncourt-Strallen  

Environmental  Issues 
Tony Cox  

Neighbourhood Watch 
Mary Hansell  

Peek Hall Committee 
 Sylvia Stride & Mary Hansell 

Social Activities Liaison 
Sylvia Stride 

The Committee : 
Roy Jones  01297 443737 

Sylvia Stride  01297 443718 
Mary Hansell  01297 444141 

Nicholas Vaigncourt-Strallen  07795 840444 
Tony Cox  01297 443178 or 01223 264282 
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(Comprehensive Field Guide, fully illustrated to aid identification) 
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format Comprehensive guide, well illustrated with large photographic plates) 
4. Colin Tudge The Secret Life of Trees - How They Live and Why They Matter Penguin-Allen 
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