
History and Context 
Ebernoe Common (the Common) has been used by local people at least since            
mediaeval times and probably much earlier. A reference in a copy of a manorial survey 
from 1540 gives details of the Common being used by tenants to collect windfall       
timber, to collect lopps (branches) from trees felled by the Lord of The Manor, to take a 
number of beech trees for their own use and to graze pigs in what was then woodland.  
 
By the late eighteenth century, although still woodland, the common was also being 
grazed by cattle as well as pigs, and mature oaks were felled by the landlord from time 
to time, sometimes in considerable quantity.  Smaller wood was possibly used to feed 
the iron furnace on the northern part of the common, or a brick kiln, shown on the   
estate map in 1764 in the north-Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолΩǎΦ  
 
Grazing by cattle, a few sheep, goats, horses and pigs as well as bracken cutting continued into 
the twentieth century. There was some grazing until World War II and a last record of pigs being 
turned out on the common in the early 1960s, a practice which had probably begun some 650 
years earlier. 
 
The evidence from written documents and maps shows that the common has been a mixture of 
forest and open, grazed pasture for centuries, with the tree cover expanding or contracting from 
time to time depending on the demand for timber and changes in grazing pressures as they     
reflected agricultural ups and downs. 
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The importance of the Common as a site for wildlife was   
recognised when it was notified as a Site of Special Scientific 
Interest in 1972 as a large ancient woodland and wood     
pasture, holding outstanding and nationally important       
assemblages of lichens, fungi, birds, bats and invertebrates. 
This importance was underlined in 2005 when the Common 
was also notified as a Special Area of Conservation under 
European legislation for its beech forests and populations of 
ǊŀǊŜ .ŀǊōŀǎǘŜƭƭŜ ŀƴŘ .ŜŎƘǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ōŀǘǎΦ 
 
Most of the site was acquired by the Sussex Wildlife Trust in 1980, and 73 ha of the site was     
declared a National Nature Reserve in 1999. Most of the mature trees on the Common are      
protected by a tree preservation order, and the old brick kiln is a Scheduled Ancient Monument. 
 
As a registered common, Ebernoe is now open to the public by right, although since its purchase, 
the Wildlife Trust has always had an open access policy on the reserve. It is used and valued by 
local residents and is also visited by naturalists and others in small  numbers from outside the 
area. There are no registered commoners. 
 
Ebernoe Common is one of the core areas within the forests and commons of the West Weald. It 
has a cultural history going back centuries and provides a rare example of a virtually undamaged 
wood pasture common with a mosaic of grazed high forest and open grassland with glades, 

droveways (called rews in this part of Sussex) and     
shallow ponds for watering stock. The main interruption 
to this history of continuous use was the abandonment 
of the Common during the latter half of the last century. 
This break in management has now been ended by the 
restoration of the traditional wood pasture grazing     
regime. Ebernoe is also central to the wooded           
landscapes of this part of Sussex and is a focus for the 
West Weald Landscape Project. 

The Common 
Ebernoe Nature Reserve is 157.6 ha (390.4 acres) in size and includes 75.9 ha of Ebernoe       
Common. Much of the site lies on Weald clay, so water logging is frequent in winter or after rain 
and parts of the reserve can be very muddy 
and wet. The main access point is from 
{ǘǊŜŜƭΩǎ [ŀƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘΣ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ 
where there is a small car park.  There are 
also eight pedestrian rights of way entering 
the reserve from all sides, but no bridleways. 
The public has a statutory right of access on 
the Common (Under the Countryside and 
Rights of Way Act 2000) on foot, and it has 
been the policy of the Trust to allow open 
access onto all its land here, so the whole 
area is open to the public although visitors 
are encouraged to keep to the numerous 
paths and tracks.  
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An Ebernoe glade in 1911 



Much of the site is covered with oak or beech 
woodland with many old and veteran trees. In 
places there is a dense understorey of bracken, 
bramble and particularly holly. Wild service 
tree and yew are also present and in places   
underlying limestone provides a base-rich     
influence which favours ash, field maple, hazel 
and Midland thorn. The wetter areas hold 
stands of sallows and alder. There are several 
grassy woodland glades and areas of herb-rich 
grassland associated with former fields or     
cultivation. The surviving trackways and   
droveways, called rews, which connect the 
Common to the surrounding countryside are 
also generally well wooded. There are also some ponds. 
 
At least 375 species of vascular plants have been recorded on       
Ebernoe reserve, including over 70 ancient woodland indicators,     
together with 114 species of moss and liverwort, 180 species of      
lichen and nearly 1000 species of fungi (for which the site is of         
national importance). Several of these are red data book species.   
 
Fourteen of the 17 species of British bat have been recorded on 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǊŜ .ŀǊōŀǎǘŜƭƭŜ ŀƴŘ .ŜŎƘǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ōŀǘǎ 
and the site is also home to badgers and dormice, both protected 
species. There is also an important assemblage of breeding woodland birds       
including declining red list species such as hawfinch and lesser spotted          
woodpecker. 
 
The invertebrates of Ebernoe have been well recorded. There is a        
nationally important assemblage of beetles associated with dead wood, 
and a number of nationally scarce fly, bee and wasp species. A large 
number of butterfly species has been recorded including hairstreaks,  
fritillaries, purple emperor and wood white, together with nationally 
scarce moths and notable species of dragonfly and damselfly. 
 
In the recent past, management at Ebernoe has included maintaining footpaths, steps and 
bridges to allow access, and upkeep of fences and gates to contain stock. Some areas of holly 
have been cleared, alders have been coppiced and willows cleared from wetter areas and       
dangerous trees trimmed or removed. Grass areas have been cut and in some places the cut   
material cleared away. Where there have been problems with ragwort or thistle, some             
mechanical topping has been carried out, together with spraying in the worst areas and hand 
pulling. Volunteers have helped with these tasks. 
  

There are several private rights of way across the reserve to adjoining properties. It has been 
roughly estimated that there are    2,500-5,000 visitors to the reserve per year, mostly local dog 
walkers but including 200-300 visitors coming on guided walks and other photographic, rambling 
and wildlife specialist groups regularly visiting, together with a small number of local school 
groups. 
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Bracket  fungus  

Hornet beetle 

Fungus weevil 

An Ebernoe glade today 


