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Foreword
As Chief Executive Officer of Autism Hampshire it gives me great pleasure to write this 
foreword for such an inspiring guide written with the aim of supporting people with autism 
and their families to engage and discover the pleasure of visiting the local countryside. 

This guide aims to help families to spend quality time together in accessing and exploring 
natural surroundings. It also helps to open up a whole new world of nature trails, activities 
and exploration of wildlife to support people with autism in their journey of discovery. For 
those already engaged in the love of nature this guide provides interesting local information 
to add to their experience. 

The authors have identified 25 of the finest natural places in the Hampshire countryside 
that are particularly suited to families in order to make visits fun-filled, healthy, enjoyable 
and memorable.

Debra Harrison-Sales 
Chief Executive Officer 
Autism Hampshire (www.autismhampshire.org.uk)

April 2016

www.autismhampshire.org.uk
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Preface
This is the sixth in a series of county guides published by Autism and Nature. It is written 
to help parents, carers and teachers in Hampshire to engage children with autism with the 
natural environment. We believe that it will also be useful for carers of children with other 
disabilities and those living and working with adults with autism. In Part 1, we consider 
why visiting the countryside and experiencing the natural world can be especially valuable 
for children with autism and related disabilities. We have also offered tips on how carers 
might prepare children for an outing to the countryside. Part 2 presents a guide to 25 
‘natural places’ to visit in the Hampshire countryside that many children with autism might 
enjoy. Sites in the South Downs National Park feature prominently in the guide, whilst other 
locations represent the wider Hampshire countryside, including the New Forest National 
Park. In compiling this guide we visited a wide range of sites and habitats from quiet nature 
reserves to busier country parks; from lowland meadows rich in wildflowers to Iron Age hill 
forts with spectacular views across the surrounding countryside. Part 3 presents a series of 
stories that describe visits to Hampshire nature reserves by children with autism and related 
disabilities from three local special schools. You can read about activities the children took 
part in, what they saw and how they benefitted from the experience. 

Whilst the guide does not set out to provide solutions to the many difficulties associated 
with autism, it does seek to offer appropriate information to make visits to the natural places 
featured as relaxed and enjoyable as possible, so that the restorative benefits can be accessed 
by all. For some children, there may be a need to make trips more structured and meaningful; 
for example, looking out for things whilst walking may provide many opportunities to 
communicate and develop a shared interest for the natural environment. We hope that the 
descriptions of each location will help parents, carers and teachers to judge its suitability for 
their children. Preparation for visits to a new place can be very important and many children 
with autism appreciate being shown pictures of their destination. For this reason we have 
included photographs and illustrations in the guide that we hope parents, carers and their 
children will find helpful and attractive.

David and Tharada Blakesley

April 2016
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Part 1 Introduction
Time spent in the countryside, experiencing and engaging with the natural world, is widely 
acknowledged to have considerable benefits for people’s physical and mental health and well-
being, especially children. It is hard to imagine how anyone could fail to be moved, strolling 
through one of Hampshire’s ancient meadows on a summer’s day, with wildflowers of every 
colour, and butterflies for children to chase. Earlier in the year you might visit a Hampshire 
woodland, where children will discover beautiful displays of spring flowers; and perhaps return 
in the autumn, to collect colourful leaves to make leaf crowns or natural art. Naturalist and 
author Stephen Moss wrote for the National Trust about how a ‘natural childhood’ can improve 
children’s health, develop their learning skills and strengthen communities (Moss, 2012). He 
pointed out that there are longer term environmental benefits, as our children learn about the 
natural world and how it needs to be protected for future generations. 

Others have focused in their writing on the benefits of outdoor play (Travlou, 2006), explored 
the advantages of learning outdoors (Dillon et al., 2006) and studied how to measure and 
track a child’s connection with nature (Bragg et al., 2013). Much of the evidence discussed 
by these researchers focused on the benefits of engaging children in general with the natural 
world. However, children and young people with autism and other special educational needs 
can also benefit from engaging with the natural world. Indeed, the benefits for these children 
might be even greater. 

Whilst much has been written 
about the benefits, many people are 
concerned that children have become 
disconnected from nature. Richard 
Louv (2005), in his seminal book Last 
Child in the Woods, described this 
as “nature-deficit disorder”. There 
is widespread concern that children 
may grow up not appreciating 
the importance of the natural 
environment. It has been suggested 
that their health, well-being and 
development may also suffer as a 
result. This is a particular concern 
for parents, carers and teachers of 
children with autism who may have 
fewer opportunities to visit the 
countryside. 

1
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Benefits for children with autism

We know from discussions with teachers that many special schools actively engage children 
with autism with the natural world. In a study with King’s College London, Autism and Nature 
formally interviewed teachers about the benefits of these activities (Blakesley et al., 2013). 
The schools taking part in the study were all practicing some kind of outdoor learning and 
were keen to do more. Interviewees identified benefits to social skills and personal well-being 
as being particularly compelling reasons for engaging children with autism with the natural 
world. Another important benefit was to support learning, bringing many aspects of the 
school curriculum to life.

Andrea Faber Taylor’s work with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
in North America is widely quoted in studies on the advantages of engaging children with 
special educational needs with the natural world (e.g. Faber Taylor and Kuo, 2009). ADHD 
is a condition which makes people inattentive, impulsive and hyperactive. According to the 
National Autistic Society, an increasing number of children are being diagnosed with both 
ADHD and autism. Faber Taylor presents a convincing case for ensuring that children with 
ADHD have regular engagement with nature, reporting many benefits even after relatively 
short periods in the natural environment.

Gardening and horticultural therapy represents another example of how children with 
special educational needs can be helped to make a close connection with nature. A Royal 
Horticultural Society Special Educational Needs schools project worked with classes with a 
wide range of conditions, including autism (Young, 2010). Through learning gardening skills 
the children were able to connect with the natural world and benefited in many ways.

Some of the ways in which children with autism and related disabilities benefit from engaging 
with the natural environment are illustrated in the stories presented in Part 3 of this guide. 
Autism and Nature has hosted similar visits in other counties and you can read about these in 
our published guides, which can be downloaded from the Autism and Nature website 
(www.autismandnature.org.uk). Although our stories concern school visits, children with 
autism should also enjoy engaging with the natural environment with family and friends.

Young swallows 

© Tone Blakesley

www.autismandnature.org.uk
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Hampshire has many wild and natural places; its heaths, chalk downland, woodlands and 
coastal nature reserves are rich in wildlife with so much of interest to see. There are also 
new smells, tactile sensations and sounds you may not have heard before. The sense of 
exhilaration that can be felt when walking up a steep hill to one of Hampshire’s Iron Age hill 
forts on a windy day is an experience that is wonderful to share.
 
Such experiences are especially valuable for children with autism, because they can provide:

• A calming environment which helps to reduce stress and anxiety
• Opportunities to take part in activities with family and friends, developing social and 

communication skills and confidence
• Opportunities to develop fine and gross motor skills
• New sensory experiences that are soothing
• Opportunities to find plants, birds, animals and rocks (or fossils) that could become a focus 

of special interest
• Opportunities to participate in activities such as bird watching or pond dipping
• Artistic inspiration from colours and forms in the landscape and clouds 
• A sense of freedom and independence that children may not have indoors
• Opportunities to learn about the natural world
• Health-giving exercise.

Simon Payne, a special school Assistant Headteacher, commented that “regular access to 
walks in the open countryside has been a regular feature throughout my teaching career, 
working with children and young 
people with autism. Nature can 
provide wonderful sensory stimuli, 
including natural sounds, smells and 
textures. For example, many of our 
more complex youngsters enjoy the 
pleasure of looking through their 
fingers into the sky or through tree 
canopies, providing visual stimuli 
that they can control. Others love to 
walk barefooted along the beach or 
across sand dunes, whilst breathing 
in fresh sea air.”

If you would like to read more about 
the benefits of engaging children 
with nature and research that has 
been undertaken, the publications 
cited in this Introduction are listed 
in the Further Reading section at 
the end of this guide.
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Planning

We strongly recommend that parents, carers and teachers consider the risks and suitability of 
sites before visiting. For all children, there are risks associated with the outdoor environment, 
such as steep slopes, open water and so on. Some children like to run, and few places in the 
countryside offer the security of a fence to prevent children running into dangerous areas. 
Visiting a new place may arouse particular anxieties for a child with autism, such as: how long 
the walk might be; will they get back in time for the next activity; and when will they have 
their meal. For each of the natural places featured in this guide, we have provided information 
to help parents, carers and teachers to plan their visit.

Here are a few tips on how you might prepare for an outing to the countryside with your child, 
pupil or friend with autism. Careful planning means that, as far as possible, you can select 
suitable locations, avoid the unexpected and reduce anxiety. For example:

• Do the necessary risk assessments (essential if you are a support worker)
• Ensure that you are aware of the risks posed by ticks (www.nhs.uk/conditions/Lyme-

disease/Pages/Introduction.aspx)
• Check the distance of walks, the terrain and whether there are any steep climbs 
• Use visual supports and timetables to prepare the person with autism before the outing; 

the photographs and illustrations in this guide or perhaps a sketch map of a circular walk 
might help

• Estimate how long to go from 
one stage to another – “in so 
many minutes we’ll be at X”

• Plan where you will make your 
stops for refreshments and 
toilets

• Build in rewards
• Have some games to play or 

activities that you can do while 
going along, for example make a 
crown with flowers and leaves, 
or find objects with different 
colours or textures. Olivia Brown 
wrote about taking her severely 
autistic son on family walks in 
the Lake District (Brown, 2005). 
She describes how an older sister 
rushed on ahead during their 
walk, to place a fruit pastille on 
a rock for her brother to find.

More ideas for outdoor activities 
can be found in the descriptions of 
our school visits in Part 3.

www.nhs.uk/conditions/Lyme-disease/Pages/Introduction.aspx
www.nhs.uk/conditions/Lyme-disease/Pages/Introduction.aspx
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Part 2 Natural places to visit in Hampshire
The Hampshire countryside is rich in wildlife and natural places, nowhere more so than the 
South Downs National Park. Visitors to the National Park will discover breathtaking views, 
unspoilt natural places in a largely agricultural landscape (page 32). The chalklands of the 
South Downs extend to the north and west of the county, where grassland rich in wildflowers 
can often be found on the ramparts of Iron Age hill forts such as those at Danebury and Beacon 
Hill, Burghclere. To the north and east of the chalklands lie the sandy heaths of the Thames 
Basin and the Weald, represented in this guide by Pamber Forest and Yateley Country Park. In 
the south west lies the New Forest National Park, well known for its extensive heathlands and 
woodland, just waiting to be explored (page 26). Lepe Country Park, also in the New Forest 
National Park, is one of the more remote coastal locations featured in this guide. There are also 
many wild places to explore along the coastline of the eastern Solent and Southampton Water, 
despite the massive expansion in urban growth in the area. Titchfield Haven, for example, is a 
quiet nature reserve rich in wildlife. Nearby, Manor Farm and Royal Victoria Country Parks are 
also ideal places for families with a child with autism to visit. Some of the locations featured in 
this guide also have Story Trails, designed to encourage children to explore, touch, smell, listen 
and generally enjoy the countryside (www3.hants.gov.uk/storytrails.htm).

For more information about visiting the Hampshire countryside, Hampshire County Council’s 
(HCC) website includes details on country parks, easy access countryside and ‘featured shorter 
walks’ (www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/). The HCC website also provides up to date information 
to help plan journeys by public transport, useful as bus routes change over time (www3.hants.
gov.uk/bus-guides); and details of community transport in the county (www3.hants.gov.uk/
passengertransport/communitytransport/transportglossary.htm). The ‘Traveline south east and 
anglia’ homepage allows you to view bus stops in the vicinity of a particular location, together 
with timetable information (www.travelinesoutheast.org.uk). The New Forest Travel Map (www.
newforestnpa.gov.uk/travel) provides a summary of 
public transport options to, and within, the 
National Park, including seasonal bus services for 
visitors. Ordnance Survey (OS) maps can 
be useful for longer walks in places such 
as Pamber Forest. The 1:25,000 Explorer 
Series maps (orange cover) provide 
the most detail, but the 1:50,000 
Landranger maps (fuchsia 
pink cover) are also useful. 
OS maps can be viewed on 
Streetmap (www.streetmap.
co.uk/). Woodlands are 
featured on the Woodland 
Trust website (www.
woodlandtrust.org.uk), which 
allows you to search for woods 
within a 20 mile radius of a 
given locality. 
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• Adjacent to the A34, south 
of Newbury; northbound, 
take the Old Burghclere 
exit, and turn left off 
the slip road and follow 
road into the car park; 
southbound, take the 
Burghclere exit, follow 
brown tourist signs to 
Beacon Hill (2.5 miles) 
(SU463576) 

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and car park

• No facilities; services at 
the A34 Burghclere exit 
(2.5 miles)

• Picnic area by the car park

• Terrain: steep gradient from 
car park to hill fort (kissing 
gate half way up), path 
rises 105 m in elevation 
over 530 m; for first 225 m 
the path is narrow, bare 
earth with worn steps 
and exposed tree roots 
(trip hazard and, where 
underlying chalk exposed, 
slippery if wet); path then 
much wider, mainly grassy

• Steep banks on outer 
side of ring (circular             
walk 950 m)

• Dogs should be kept on  
lead (due to sheep and 
breeding birds)

• Livestock grazing 

• OS map useful but                
not essential.

i

Beacon Hill, Burghclere
impressive hill fort and lots of exercise...

Beacon Hill Iron Age hill fort is part of Highclere Estate, with open 
access managed by Hampshire County Council. One of the rewards 
for visiting this site is the fantastic view from the hill fort, but 
the footpath to the fort is steep and uneven. This is a place for 
families who are used to more strenuous exercise and for children 
who like an adventure. The footpath starts directly opposite the 
car park, and climbs steadily over a distance of 530 m. Initially 
the path is only wide enough for one person, but after 225 m it 
becomes steadily wider. As the path has shrubs on either side, your 
child will not see the fort as they climb the hill, but as the path 
widens, they will be able to look back and begin to appreciate 
the views of the surrounding countryside. As you approach the 
hill fort, the path crosses the outer and inner ramparts. Climb to 
the top of the inner rampart and your child will have far reaching 
views in almost every direction. The views are breathtaking, and 
on a windy day, your breath might literally be taken away. Some 
children with autism may love to feel the wind on their face, but 
others might be frightened by the wind. 

The hill fort is thought to have been constructed in the Iron Age, 
around 2,500 years ago, by a local Celtic tribe. If you walk along 
the inner rampart in a clockwise direction, you will come to the 
main entrance after about 175 m. From here you will see a more 
‘gentle’ slope approaching the fort. You can actually walk south 

❝the wind nearly 
blew me over!❞
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along this slope if you wish, but you will need to retrace your steps 
to return to the car park. Ask your child if they can imagine Iron 
Age Celts defending the fort against invading Romans trying to 
storm the fort; and whether they think it likely that the Romans 
would have struggled up the steep path (as they have just done) or 
approached from the gentler slope in front of you! 

Today, the hill fort is a peaceful place, known for its chalk 
grassland wildlife, as well as its archaeological interest. The 
ramparts have a rich chalk grassland flora, with many different 
flowers to look out for in the summer months. Bring a plant guide 
if you have one, and look out for the pink flowers of wild thyme 
and wild basil, with their fragrant leaves (crush for your child to 
smell); the delicate blue flowers of harebells dance in the breeze; 
and there are yellow flowers to look for too, of kidney vetch and 
bird’s-foot-trefoil (comically known as ‘eggs and bacon’). With 
so many wildflowers, the hill fort is also a good place to look for 
butterflies, such as common blue and chalkhill blue. The path on 
the inner rampart continues around the fort, to a stone marking 
the tomb of the 5th Earl of Carnarvon, a famous adventurer and 
archaeologist; from here, you can look across to Highclere Castle. 
The hill fort is also a good place to look for raptors; you have 
a reasonable chance of seeing red kites, recognisable by their 
forked tails, and buzzards soaring on thermals. Kestrels may also 
be observed hovering close to the ramparts. Follow the ramparts 
round and you will come to the path down that takes you back to 
the car park. 

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/beacon-hill.htm

Red kite

© David Kjaer

Wild thyme

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/beacon-hill.htm 
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• From the A30 just west of 
Stockbridge, take the minor 
road signposted to 
Danebury Hill, the turning 
is on the left after 
1.75 miles, continue up the 
drive to the main car park 
(SU329377)

• Public transport: free rail 
bus link Sundays and Bank 
Holidays in May to 
September (http://
threeriversrail.com/
publications.html)

• Open daily, free admission 
and two car parks 

• Toilets, including disabled 
toilet open April to October

• Terrain: continuous 
moderate gradient from car 
park to hill fort (300 m), 
short steeper section at the 
top; grassy paths; typical 
walk to the fort and around 
the ramparts from upper car 
park 2 km; access guide on 
HCC website

• Rampart has steep bank

• Assistance dogs only inside 
the fort; elsewhere signs 
indicate if dogs need to be 
on lead or not

• Livestock grazing

• Information boards 

• Map included in the HCC 
Story Trail (download from 
website); explorer sheet on 
HCC website.

i

Danebury Hill
fantastic panoramic views...

If your child has an interest in history or archaeology, they 
might be very happy to visit Danebury hill fort. The hill fort was 
constructed about 2,500 years ago and occupied during the Iron 
Age for over 400 years. It was later abandoned, before the Roman 
invasion of Britain. Download the Hampshire County Council Story 
Trail leaflet ‘Danger at Danebury Hillfort’, which should help your 
child to imagine life in the fort when it was occupied. The main car 
park is on the hillside, but there is still a hill to climb to reach the 
east gate to the fort. An information board by the gate explains 
the significance of the defences. Explain to your child that a ditch 
was dug and the earth used to build an imposing rampart. This is 
still clearly visible today, although the wooden gates illustrated 
on the information board have long since disappeared. A Celtic 
tribe, perhaps as many as 300–400 people, would have lived within 
the defensive ramparts of the fort, in round houses with thatched 
roofs and walls made of wattle and daub (a woven lattice of 
wooden strips ‘daubed’ with a sticky material of clay, straw, animal 
dung or similar materials). 

Climb the steps to the top of the rampart, and look back down 
the hillside. Ask your child if they can imagine living in such an 
exposed location; having to defend the fort against other tribes 
wishing to steal their grain and livestock. The views from here 
across the Hampshire countryside are spectacular. You can walk 
around the hill fort along the top of the rampart. However, for 

❝the flowers were 
so colourful❞

http://threeriversrail.com/publications.html
http://threeriversrail.com/publications.html
http://threeriversrail.com/publications.html
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much of the way, the views are obscured by the large beech trees 
that now grow round much of the outer perimeter of the fort. You 
will find yourself looking almost directly at the canopy of the trees 
– offering your child a very different perspective on these mature 
trees than they will be used to. The outer bank of the rampart is 
very steep, so if this is a concern, avoid this path and walk through 
the centre of the fort. There are now scattered trees growing here, 
including ash, beech, yew and a single wild pear tree. It is hard to 
believe that this was once a thriving community. 

From the east gate, it is also possible to walk in a clockwise 
direction around the base of the rampart, along the defensive 
ditch. Point out the small piles of chalk along this path and ask 
your child where this might have come from. They might realise 
that the underlying rocks are chalk and that rabbits are very 
active in the area! Many people actually visit Danebury in the 
summer months to see the chalk grassland plants. There are many 
wildflowers here that are typical of chalk grassland; look out for 
species such as wild basil, harebell, horseshoe vetch and wild 
thyme. Your child may enjoy the fragrance of some of these plants, 
particularly the basil and thyme. If you are lucky, you will also find 
orchids, including common spotted-orchid and pyramidal orchid. 
A flower guide would be useful, and if you visit on a sunny day in 
the late spring or summer, bring a butterfly guide too, because 
chalk grassland is also an excellent place for your child to get close 
views of these beautiful insects.

www3.hants.gov.uk/hampshire-countryside/danebury.htm
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/danebury-hillfort-2
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/danebury.pdf

Harebells Pyramidal orchid

© Tone Blakesley

www3.hants.gov.uk/hampshire-countryside/danebury.htm 
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/danebury-hillfort-2 
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/danebury.pdf


10

• From the A340 in Tadley, 
take the minor road 
signposted to Silchester 
and Pamber Heath; after 
1.2 miles turn right into 
Impstone Road, the car 
park is on the left after 
0.25 miles (SU616621)

• Public transport: bus 
stop on Pamber Road, 
opposite Impstone Road 
(Basingstoke to Tadley 
service Mon–Sat)

• Open daily, free admission 
and car park

• No facilities; toilets for 
customers in Sainsbury’s, 
Tadley (1.5 miles)

• Terrain: after a gradual 
descent to the reserve 
entrance (25 m elevation 
over a distance of 570 m), 
the waymarked trail (white 
arrows) is relatively flat, 
although frequently very 
muddy, so wellies are 
recommended (Pamber 
Forest Trail 4.3 km return, 
from car park)

• Stream, wooden bridge and 
small pond unfenced 

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Livestock grazing

• Information boards

• Trail leaflet: download from 
Hampshire & Isle of Wight 
Wildlife Trust website.

i

Pamber Forest

Pamber Forest is a large area of oak woodland in the north of the 
county. From the car park, two parallel paths head south to the 
reserve entrance, just before a bridge over a stream. The path to 
the left is usually less muddy and has better views through the 
woodland. The reserve is criss-crossed by a number of trails, shown 
on the trail leaflet and information board. If your child is 
comfortable with a 4 km walk, then the waymarked trail is a good 
way to explore the forest, otherwise use the trail map to make up 
your own route. If you visit after wet weather the tracks are likely 
to be very muddy. For a child with autism who likes to walk around 
in wellies and splash through muddy puddles, this could be a very 
popular destination. 

The waymarked trail leads you through mature deciduous woodland 
and conifer plantations, with several open areas along the way. 
Explain to your child that Pamber Forest is an ancient wood, 
because trees have occupied the site for at least 400 years. In 
early spring, look out for patches of delicate white wood 
anemones, and later in spring, your child might find some of the 
commoner woodland flowers such as primrose, violets and bugle. 
Trees such as crab apple, rowan and wild service also blossom at 
this time, although some children may find the strong scent of 
rowan unpleasant. Spring is also a good time to look for woodland 
butterflies; if you have a butterfly guide, bring it along and ask 
your child to look for speckled wood, orange tip, brimstone and 
comma. Later in the summer, the more spectacular silver-washed 
fritillaries and white admirals may also be seen. And in the 
autumn, the trees that were flowering in spring will be fruiting, 
and you will find crab apples littering the forest floor in places.

❝I enjoyed 
splashing in 
the puddles!❞

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/pamber-forest

a very pleasant woodland walk...

White admiral

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/pamber-forest
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© David Kjaer

a very pleasant woodland walk...

Yateley Country Park
quiet heathland walks...

Yateley Country Park, managed by Hampshire County Council, offers 
an escape from the local urban environment. Families visiting for 
the first time might prefer to park in Gravel Pit Pond car park on the 
A30 and explore the area of woodland and heathland to the north 
and west of the pond. This is particularly attractive in late summer 
when the heather is in flower; if your child likes pinks and purples, 
they will love this area. As you walk around, look out for wildlife 
characteristic of heathland, such as Dartford warblers. These 
small birds are dark slaty-brown above, brown-pink below with a 
distinctive long tail. They can be secretive, so it may be a challenge 
for your child to see one – bring binoculars if you have a pair. 
Also look out for common lizards basking on the side of the paths. 
Lizards are sensitive to vibrations; you need to look several metres 
ahead to catch a glimpse of one, before it scuttles off into the 
undergrowth. Dragonflies and damselflies are much easier to see, 
and providing there is some sunshine, you should see a variety of 
different species around the bulrush-fringed ponds. Bring a guide if 
you have one, and see how many different insects you can identify. 

There are two designated routes across the common, the shorter 
Heathland Walk and the longer Three Ponds Walk. The latter gives 
you an opportunity to explore most of the park, starting from any 
of the car parks. This is a pleasant walk, much of it along wide 
sandy or gravel paths; however, it is not signposted, and can be a 
little challenging to follow in places. Some families with children 
with autism may decide to avoid the path that runs parallel to the 
A30 in the western section of the Park, as there is no fence here to 
prevent children running onto the busy road. 

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/yateley-country-park.htm

Dartford warbler Heather

❝the heather was 
very pink❞

• From the A30 west of 
Blackwater, take the minor 
road (Cricket Hill Lane) 
signposted to Yateley, the 
car park is on the right 
after 0.5 miles (SU821596); 
small car park by 
Heathlands Cemetery; and 
two car parks on the A30, 
between Cricket Hill Lane 
and Blackwater

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and four car parks 

• No facilities; public toilets 
in Camberley (3 miles) 

• Terrain: sandy/gravel 
tracks; other tracks can be 
uneven and muddy in 
places, especially in 
wooded areas; several 
moderate gradients; 
Heathland Walk 1.7 km, 
Three Ponds Walk 5 km 

• One section of the path 
runs close to the busy A30, 
separated by a narrow belt 
of woodland (approximately 
50 m) and no fence 

• Three large ponds unfenced 

• Extensive network of 
bridleways used for horse 
riding

• Dogs should be on lead from 
March to end of July 

• Information boards in car 
parks

• Download maps of the Park 
and walks from HCC 
website. 

i

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/yateley-country-park.htm 
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• From the A287, 200 m south 
of the M3 junction 5, take 
the minor road signposted 
to Greywell; park on the 
roadside in The Street near 
the Fox and Goose; if you 
telephone first, you may 
be able to use the Fox and 
Goose car park (SU718513)

• No public transport 

• Footpath open daily 

• No public toilets nearby

• Terrain: 40 m walk from 
the Fox and Goose along 
Deptford Lane to the 
footpath (no pavement 
along this section of the 
road); short slope up and 
over the canal bridge; 
towpath level, compacted 
earth and stone, but it can 
be muddy with puddles 
after rain (1.75 km return 
to Odiham Castle) 

• Canal towpath, open water 
unfenced 

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead

• Information boards 

• Map included in the HCC 
Story Trail (download from 
website). 

i

Odiham Castle and 
Basingstoke Canal
a tranquil canal towpath...

Odiham Castle is steeped in history and there is a Hampshire 
County Council Story Trail leaflet available to accompany you. To 
reach the footpath, park along The Street in Greywell or telephone 
the Fox and Goose for permission to use their car park (providing 
there are no special events at the pub). From the Fox and Goose, 
walk along The Street for 20 m to the junction with Deptford 
Lane; the footpath is on the left, 20 m along the lane. Note that 
between the Fox and Goose car park and the footpath there is no 
pavement. Follow the footpath over the canal (60 m) to join the 
towpath. If you look back at this point, you will see the start of 
Greywell Tunnel – explain to your child that the tunnel is almost 1 
km long, and is like a cave, supporting large numbers of roosting 
bats. This is also the start of Hampshire County Council’s Story 
Trail; as you walk along, you can tell your child the story of ‘Henry 
the Forgetful’ – a pilgrim with a terrible memory, who visits 
Odiham Castle to warn the occupants about the French Army.

From the tunnel, it is a gentle stroll along the canal towpath to 
the ruins of Odiham Castle (820 m). The water is sometimes crystal 
clear, and on these occasions, there is a good chance for your child 
to see fish, such as roach, perch and tench. If you are very lucky, 
your child might see a pike, motionless in the water as it lies in 
wait for its prey. Also look out for little grebes (see opposite), 

❝we discovered a 
ruined castle❞
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along with more familiar mallards and moorhens. In the clear 
water your child may be able to follow the grebes as they swim 
underwater looking for food. This is also an excellent place to look 
for dragonflies and damselflies in the summer months as you stroll 
along. In late summer, you may come across patches of attractive 
deep pink flowers – explain to your child that this is Himalayan 
balsam, not a native wild flower, but a species from the Himalayas 
that has become naturalised in Britain. 

Just before you reach the castle, the towpath crosses the River 
Whitewater. Although it does not resemble a ‘fairytale castle’, the 
octagonal keep represents an important period in 13th and 14th 
century English history. The castle was built by King John, and 
constructed with walls of flint that would have originally been 
covered with dressed stone, although this has long since been 
taken away. You can walk inside, look at how thick the walls are, 
and talk to your child about the Kings and Queens who would 
have stayed in the castle before it fell into ruin. More information 
about the castle’s role in history is to be found on information 
boards around the site. Before you walk back to Greywell, you 
might continue along the towpath for a further 320 m to reach 
the lift bridge. If you are lucky, you might see the bridge being 
raised to allow a boat to continue along the canal. If your child 
is particularly interested in boats, you could go to the car park at 
Colt Hill in nearby Odiham (shown on Hampshire County Council’s 
Basingstoke Canal leaflet), where you can walk along the towpath 
to see the boats.

www3.hants.gov.uk/hampshirecountryside/odiham-castle.htm
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/henry.pdf
www3.hants.gov.uk/basingstokecanal-leafletmap.pdf

Little grebe

© Tone Blakesley

© Tone Blakesley

www3.hants.gov.uk/hampshirecountryside/odiham-castle.htm 
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/henry.pdf 
www3.hants.gov.uk/basingstokecanal-leafletmap.pdf
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• From the M27 junction 2, 
take A326, first exit to 
Totton (A36), turn left at ‘T’ 
junction, at first roundabout 
turn left into Brunel Road, 
entrance on left after 0.2 
miles; park in second car 
park by the Education 
Centre (SU344155) 

• Public transport: Salisbury 
to Southampton (Mon–
Sat) and Southampton to 
Calmore and Totton (daily) 
buses stop on the A36 near 
the roundabout; follow 
directions above from 
roundabout to entrance 
(600 m); Education Centre 
further 700 m along 
lakeside path

• Open daily, free admission 
and two car parks (check 
website for opening times)

• Toilets in Education Centre 
(open most weekdays and 
Sunday afternoons) 

• Terrain: surfaced paths 
along Education Trail (2 km 
return) and round lakes 
(2.0–2.6 km); unsurfaced 
paths in woodland and 
between the two hides may 
be muddy in places after 
wet weather; gentle slopes 

• Events programme in school 
holidays

• Lakes, ponds and river 
unfenced 

• Assistance dogs along 
educational trail, elsewhere 
dogs may be encountered 
off lead.

i

Testwood Lakes
woodland and lakes...

Testwood Lakes is a quiet nature reserve that will appeal to 
families whose children fear dogs. Although the lakes themselves 
are popular with dog walkers, who tend to use the first car park, 
no dogs are allowed in the small area of woodland adjacent to the 
Education Centre car park, or along the Education Trail (leaflet 
with a trail map is available on site). There is however a short 
section (about 200 m) between the Education Centre and the 
start of the Education Trail where you might occasionally meet a 
person walking their dog. This is a lovely trail to walk in spring 
when bluebells flower in places along the woodland edge. Your 
child might also enjoy looking for primroses along this trail or red 
campion and foxgloves later in the year. 

The Education Trail initially crosses a wildflower meadow, which in 
summer is purple and yellow with the flowers of common knapweed 
and bird’s-foot-trefoil. When you reach the signpost at the official 
start of the trail, look out for roe deer in the adjacent meadow. 
After walking through the woodland and passing a small pond, 
a boardwalk crosses a damp meadow – sure to appeal to many 
children with autism. There are two small ponds here that are good 
places to see dragonflies and damselflies in the summer months. 
The boardwalk also passes a reconstructed Bronze Age Round 
House, daubed with mud, straw and clay. If your child likes history, 
they may be interested to know that a Bronze Age settlement was 

❝I painted a tree!❞
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discovered when the lakes were excavated – you can read all about 
it in the Education Centre or on the website (see below). The 
remains of a boat were also found, and you can see a replica of the 
remains on the shore of Testwood Lake (along the lakeside trail). 
The Education Trail continues to Sand Martin Hide, where your 
child can look out across the water; great crested grebes, herons, 
little egrets and various species of duck can be seen throughout 
the year. In the summer, common terns and oystercatchers nest 
on the specially constructed gravel platforms in front of the hide. 
Your child might be fascinated to watch sand martins catching 
insects overhead before returning to the artificial burrows created 
for them close to the hide. The trail continues as far as Heron 
Hide, which has a bird feeding station (winter and spring) that will 
allow your child excellent views of a variety of garden birds, such 
as chaffinch, blue and great tits. If they have a camera, you could 
try photographing them from here. 

Another pleasant walk from the Education Centre is the surfaced 
path round one or both lakes. The path around Testwood Lake 
offers uninterrupted views across the water towards the Education 
Centre. It passes the replica of the Bronze Age boat remains and 
follows the River Blackwater for a short distance. When you reach 
the far end of the lake, you can either continue round towards the 
car parks, or follow the path round Little Testwood Lake. The latter 
has more vegetation along the water’s edge, in the form of reeds 
and scrub. Whilst this restricts the views of the water, it provides 
good habitat for wildlife. In the spring or summer, this trail should 
be alive with birdsong, particularly warblers such as reed warbler, 
blackcap and willow warbler.

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/testwood-lakes
www.wessexarch.co.uk/projects/hampshire/testwood/exhibition/index.html 

Azure damselfly Blue tit

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/testwood-lakes 
www.wessexarch.co.uk/projects/hampshire/testwood/exhibition/index.html 
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• From the A3051 in Swanwick 
or the A27 in Bursledon, take 
the minor road (Swanwick 
Lane); just east of the 
motorway bridge, a brown 
nature reserve sign directs 
visitors along Sopwith Way 
to the lakes (SU507099)

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and car park (open dawn 
to dusk)

• Toilets in Study Centre 
(open during school visits 
and usually on Sunday 
afternoons)

• Terrain: network of surfaced 
paths and three waymarked 
trails, red (1 km), red plus 
yellow (1.6 km) and red 
plus blue (1.6 km); other 
paths unsurfaced and often 
muddy; moderate slopes 
in places

• Lakes and angling platforms 
unfenced 

• Grazing animals in the 
meadow (usually late 
summer)

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Trail map leaflet available in 
the car park and on website.

i

Swanwick Lakes
a quiet lake right by the car park...

Swanwick Lakes offers walks around a series of small lakes nestling 
in a wooded landscape. The lakes are former working clay pits, 
and if your child is interested in fossils, there are some interesting 
examples in the Study Centre that were extracted from the clay. 
There are also fossils collected elsewhere that have been donated 
to the Centre. However, fossils are not found any more, as the area 
is no longer worked. Instead, the flooded pits are now a haven for 
wildlife, offering families with a child with autism the opportunity 
for a peaceful stroll. 

The Centre Lake is right by the car park, so if your child can only 
walk a short distance, this is an ideal place to visit. There are 
wooden viewing platforms where in the summer your child can 
watch dragonflies and damselflies hunting along the water’s edge. 
If you have a dragonfly guide, such as the Field Studies Council 
fold-out identification chart, look out for the impressive emperor 
dragonfly, and the more numerous migrant hawkers and common 
darters. Some hawkers can be quite inquisitive and fly right up 
to you before continuing to patrol the water’s edge. The more 
delicate, and diminutive ‘blue’ damselflies often settle on path side 
and waterside vegetation, offering your child the chance to get 
very close views of these remarkable insects. You may see a pair of 
little grebes on Centre Lake, as well as the ubiquitous mallards and 
the occasional coot. Look out too for bulrushes and the flowers of 

❝a dragonfly 
hovered in 
front of me❞
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yellow flag along the water’s edge. The Red Trail starts at Centre 
Lake and follows the woodland edge to New Hill, a meadow rich 
in wildflowers in the summer months. Here you will find purple 
‘common knapweed’, pink ‘musk mallow’, yellow ‘fleabane’ flowers 
and the tall, spiny flowers of teasel. Teasels are rich in nectar 
and very attractive to bumblebees and other insects. Later in the 
year, goldfinches are attracted to the teasels for their nutritious 
seeds. You might sit for a while in this quiet meadow and watch 
the insects or perhaps your child might wander around to see how 
many different butterflies they can find. Look out for common blue 
and marbled white butterflies in particular.

For a longer walk, the other waymarked trails start at the far end 
of the Red Trail. The Blue Trail circles Ben’s Lake, past numerous 
fishing platforms offering clear views of the water. This is a 
tranquil walk, under the canopy of mature trees. Stop at various 
points and ask your child what they can hear; on a breezy day 
it might be the sound of the wind in the tree tops or rustling 
through the reeds; at other times it might be sound of birdsong 
all around. If you are familiar with birds, listen out for the fluty 
song of a blackcap or the repetitive song of the chiffchaff, from 
which it gets its name. The Yellow Trail follows a woodland path 
to a viewpoint across New Lake. From here you can continue on 
one of the ‘other paths’ around the lake (shown on the reserve 
leaflet), but this path can be very muddy, and passes steep slopes 
(unfenced) down to the water. Back at the Study Centre, if it is 
open, take the opportunity to watch the bird feeders. Here your 
child can get very close views of garden and woodland birds 
including marsh tit and nuthatch. 

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/swanwick-lakes

Marbled white Goldfinch

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/swanwick-lakes 
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• Follow brown tourist signs 
from Junction 8 of the M27 
and the A27, through Netley 
to the Country Park 
(SU458079)

• Public transport: 
Southampton to Hamble 
bus stops in Netley (500 m 
walk to park entrance along 
Station Road and Victoria 
Road); the park is 
signposted from Netley 
railway station (420 m 
along pavement and 
footpaths)

• Open daily and free 
admission; several 
pay-and-display car parks 

• Accessible toilet, toilets 
and tearoom

• Adventure playground and 
inclusive play area 

• Terrain: gravel or grassy 
paths around the parkland 
and through woodland to 
Netley Cemetery; other 
woodland paths uneven, 
muddy in places with 
boardwalk across boggy 
ground/open water; gentle 
gradients across the site 
with short, steeper 
woodland paths 

• Miniature railway (school 
holidays and weekends)

• Wheelchairs to borrow 

• Dogs may be off lead

• Park map available from 
reception or website; HCC 
Story Trail (1 km) 
(download from website).

Royal Victoria Country Park
seashore, woods and so much more...

This is a popular country park overlooking Southampton Water 
that attracts many visitors, especially in the summer months. 
Some families with a child with autism may prefer to visit at 
quieter times, but this is a large country park and there are usually 
opportunities for quiet walks. A stroll along the beach might 
appeal to many children with autism; you can follow the Solent 
Way southeast for up to 3 km before you reach the mouth of the 
River Hamble. For the beach, park in the Seafront car park, or one 
of the other car parks if you want to be closer to the facilities. 
If you arrive after 11 am on a weekend or during local school 
holidays, you are likely to see the narrow gauge train that runs 
past Chapel car park. This will attract many children with autism 
and you may have to take a ride before exploring the rest of the 
park! Diesels usually run, but if it is important for your child to 
ride on a ‘steam’ train, check the railway website for details of 
steam days to avoid disappointment. 

From the Chapel car park, you can also follow the Hampshire 
County Council Story Trail along the edge of the large open grassy 
areas and through a wooded area alongside the railway (1 km). 
The railway is centrally located in the park, close to the inclusive 
play area, café and toilets. The inclusive play area is wheelchair 
accessible and has ramped access to two tree houses, a double 
zip wire, slide, nest swing, trampoline, climbing wall, wheelchair 

❝I had a ride on 
the train first!❞

i
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roundabout and a low climbing frame. Next to this is an additional 
play area for older children. This tends to be the busiest area in 
the park, so you should bear this in mind if your child is likely to 
want to use the play equipment. A small sensory garden between 
the two play areas might be a place to go and sit for a while if 
the play areas become stressful for your child. There are also 
opportunities for longer and more adventurous walks in the park. 
The path through Cemetery Wood leads to Netley Military Cemetery, 
a peaceful and tranquil place for a child with autism (1 km from 
Chapel car park). This is a quiet walk, but the woodland path, 
although wide, has steep banks on either side that parents should 
be aware of. From the cemetery, you can retrace your steps, or 
take the more adventurous route back along a woodland path that 
includes sections of boardwalk. The boardwalk follows a shallow 
stream through sometimes boggy woodland. In summer the path 
may be dry, but at other times of the year, boots or wellies are more 
suitable for this uneven trail. The path emerges in Bluebell Wood, 
which as its name suggests, is carpeted with blue in late April and 
early May.

Horse Pond Wood, to the west of the site offers another opportunity 
for a woodland walk. It includes an extensive boardwalk (that tilts 
in places) through very boggy terrain, past several ponds and areas 
of mud. At the southern end of Horse Pond Wood, you will come to 
Sophie’s Pond (partly fenced), just outside the main entrance, 
where there are hungry ducks to be fed if you have come prepared. 
If you have any concerns about your children running off the 
boardwalk, then it is probably best to avoid this part of the park.

www3.hants.gov.uk/rvcp
www.royalvictoriarailway.co.uk/
www3.hants.gov.uk/storytrails.htm

www3.hants.gov.uk/rvcp 
www.royalvictoriarailway.co.uk/ 
www3.hants.gov.uk/storytrails.htm
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• Follow the brown tourist 
signs from Junction 8 of 
the M27 for 0.9 miles to 
Barnfield Car Park, along 
Pylands Lane (SU497110); 
Manor Farm is a further 
0.8 miles along the lane

• No suitable public transport

• Park open daily, free 
admission and several 
pay-and-display car parks; 
Farm open daily (except 
Christmas and New Year), 
admission charge 

• Accessible toilet, toilets 
(Barnfield and Farm)

• Refreshment kiosk 
(Barnfied) and café (Farm)

• Adventure play equipment 
(Barnfield)

• Terrain: network of well 
surfaced ‘easy access’ trails 
with gentle gradients (from 
Barnfield); other woodland 
paths uneven in places 
and muddy in wet weather, 
with some steps, short 
stretches of boardwalk and 
short steeper slopes; short 
slope leads to level access 
for wheelchairs in the farm 
(Access Guide on website)

• Riverside path

• Assistance dogs only in the 
farm, elsewhere dogs may 
be encountered off lead 

• Hygiene around farm 
animals important (safety 
advice on the website)

• Park map and HCC Story 
Trail (1.2 km) (download 
from website).

i

Manor Farm and Country Park
a tranquil riverside walk...

Manor Farm and Country Park offers very pleasant walks along 
easy access trails through woodland, farmland and along the River 
Hamble. Barnfield Car Park is a good place to start, as it is centrally 
placed, with toilets and children’s play equipment. For a short walk, 
follow the easy access trail down a gentle slope to the River Hamble. 
Along the woodland path you will see several different species of 
fern – explain to your child that these plants were around many 
millions of years ago, and would have been food for dinosaurs! After 
300 m or so, you will reach the river. If you have Hampshire County 
Council’s Story Trail about the ‘Manor Farm Fairy Folk’, you might 
take a short detour to the ‘Pixie Bridge’ before following the wide 
riverside path upstream. On the opposite bank you should see a lot 
of boats moored in the boatyard, and in the foreground are two 
very small islands, also referred to in the Story Trail. On a cloudless 
summer’s day, this is a delightful walk, with blue skies reflected 
in the water, which laps against the woodland at high tide. After 
another 400 m you will reach a jetty with a small stony beach; if 
your child is nervous around dogs, you might decide to pass this area 
by, particularly at high tide, as dogs are frequently allowed to swim 
in the water and may shake themselves dry close to your child. If 
you follow the Story Trail, you will soon find yourself back at the car 
park, having walked about 1.2 km. 

For more adventurous families, follow one of the narrower trails 
through the woodland of Fosters Copse and Dock Copse. Along 
this route you may encounter short stretches of boardwalk, small 
bridges and steps up the steeper slopes. If you have walked 

❝I found a lot of 
blackberries❞
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through Dock Copse, return to Barnfield along the woodland edge, 
or take one of the paths across the fields and back alongside 
Longmead. In autumn and winter, the hedgerows here should 
be laden with fruit, such as hawthorn berries, sloes, rose hips, 
blackberries, spindle berries and hazelnuts. See how many 
different types your child can spot (note that some berries, such 
as spindle are poisonous). If you visit in the autumn, your child 
might see blackbirds and song thrushes feeding on the fruit. Later 
in the year, redwings and fieldfares – thrushes that visit Britain 
from Scandinavia are also likely to be feasting on the harvest. 

If your child still has plenty of energy, they might want to try out 
the play equipment at Barnfield or perhaps take a leisurely stroll 
to Manor Farm itself, along the wide gravelled farmland track, 
a distance of 1.4 km. This is a historic working farm – explain 
to your child that there has been a farm here for over 600 years 
– with various old farm buildings, vintage farm machinery and 
plenty of farm animals to see. You can purchase a bag of bird seed 
for your child to feed the free-ranging chickens, ducks, geese and 
guinea fowl. There are even opportunities to take part in milking 
and to meet the farm’s baby animals at certain times of the day. 
Manor Farm is very popular with families and can be busy at times. 
You may decide to visit early or late in the day or out of season, 
when the farm is quieter; some children with autism may find it a 
much more comfortable experience. And finally, the QE2 Activity 
Centre for people with physical or learning disabilities is also 
located in the Country Park – see their website for full details.

www3.hants.gov.uk/manorfarm
www3.hants.gov.uk/storytrails.htm
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/manor-farm-2
www.qe2activitycentre.co.uk

© H
am

pshire County Council

www3.hants.gov.uk/manorfarm 
www3.hants.gov.uk/storytrails.htm 
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/manor-farm-2 
www.qe2activitycentre.co.uk
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• From the A27 just west 
of Fareham, follow the 
B3334 for 2 miles into 
Stubbington; take the 
minor road signposted 
to Hillhead, and then 
follow brown tourist 
signs to Titchfield Haven 
(SU534023)

• Public transport: Lee-on-
Solent to Fareham bus 
stops at the corner of Hill 
Head Road and Solent Road 
(730 m to Visitor Centre)

• Reserve open daily (except 
December 25–26), but 
check website for opening 
times; modest admission 
charge (free for carers); car 
park and parking along the 
adjacent coast road (two 
disabled parking spaces by 
the Centre)

• Toilets, adapted toilets and 
tearoom in the Centre

• Terrain: mostly gravel 
paths, some boardwalk; 
some areas with more 
limited access after 
prolonged wet weather; 
detailed access information 
(disabledGo) on website; 
Boardwalk Trail 1.5 km 
return; Scrapes Trail from 
the west entrance to 
Spurgin Hide 1.8 km return 
(west entrance 400 m along 
road from Visitor Centre) 

• Unfenced water in places 
(and harbour wall)

• Assistance dogs only on the 
reserve

• Reserve map available from 
reception or website. 

22

i

Titchfield Haven
close views of water birds from the hides...

Titchfield Haven is a National Nature Reserve and arguably one of 
the finest reserves on the south coast. It attracts bird watchers 
and naturalists from far and wide, but it is also a lovely place 
for families with a child with autism to walk around. Staff in the 
Visitor Centre will explain the trails and give advice on wildlife 
to look out for. There is also a small Touch Table and puzzles for 
younger children in the Centre. The Boardwalk Trail starts directly 
behind the Centre, and leads initially to the Suffern Hide (a 
distance of 310 m). A child with autism might find the Suffern Hide 
particularly interesting because it looks out across the River Meon 
to the reedbeds beyond. You should see ducks and geese here, and 
perhaps a cormorant standing on one of the wooden posts with its 
wings outstretched. No one really knows why they do this, perhaps 
it is to dry their wings? Maybe your child will have a view on this.

The trail continues along the boardwalk towards Meadow Hide, 
passing the Walkway (dipping) Pond on the way. This is one of the 
best places on the reserve to see water voles at close quarters (ask 
at the Visitor Centre for the latest sightings). These are delightful 
creatures; if your child is familiar with Wind in the Willows by 
Kenneth Grahame, remind them that the character ‘Ratty’ was 
actually a water vole. Continuing along the boardwalk, you will 
arrive at Meadow Hide (625 m from the Visitor Centre). This 

❝I photographed 
a snipe❞
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hide and the final hide on the trail (Knights Bank Hide) overlook 
meadows, which in summer may seem rather quiet, with the 
main interest being the grazing animals. However, in the winter 
months large numbers of birds may be found here, especially when 
the meadows flood, including wigeon and black-tailed godwits. 
Information boards in the hides use attractive cartoons to tell the 
‘godwits’ story’, from breeding in Iceland to having a ‘wet winter 
break’ at Titchfield Haven. 

To reach the start of the Scrapes Trail, the staff in the Visitor 
Centre will direct you along the road and over the river. It is well 
worth exploring this trail, because the habitat is quite different. 
The hides overlook shallow pools (or scrapes) that offer a good 
opportunity for your child to get close to birds that they would not 
ordinarily see. Species vary at different times of the year, but black-
tailed godwits are often present, sometimes in their beautiful brick 
red summer plumage. Your child might enjoy watching these elegant 
birds wading through the shallow water, probing for food in the mud 
with their long bills. Other waders to look out for include snipe, 
lapwings, and oystercatchers, with their striking black and white 
plumage and bright red bill; herons and little egrets might also be 
seen. Teal and other ducks often dabble close to the hides. Bring 
binoculars if you have them (or borrow a pair at no charge from the 
Visitor Centre), and sit for a while, allowing your child to absorb the 
sights and sounds of the scrape. And if you have time, you might go 
for a stroll along the beach, or feed the ducks in the harbour with 
seed purchased in the Visitor Centre.

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/titchfield.htm

SnipeWater vole

© Tone Blakesley

© David Kjaer

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/titchfield.htm 
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Staunton Country Park
gardens, animals and countryside walks...

❝I fed the 
animals!❞

• From Junction 2 of the 
A3(M), follow brown tourist 
signs along the B2149 to 
Havant, turn right into 
Middle Park Way, car park 
after 100 m (SU722087)

• Public transport: bus stop 
by entrance (for Havant, 
Portsmouth, Emsworth and 
Rowlands Castle)

• Open daily (except 
December 25–26); Country 
Park free; charge for farm/
gardens (carers free); 
pay-and-display car park 

• Changing Places toilets, 
outdoor ‘farm themed’ play 
area and tearoom (in farm)

• Terrain: compact path 
around gardens/farm (can 
be muddy after rain); 
Country Park – Easy Access 
(1.6 km) and Medium 
Walking (2.3 km) trails 
along stony tracks (uneven 
on the latter), Long 
Walking (5.1 km) trail 
muddy in wet weather; 
moderate gradients on all 
routes

• Pond in glasshouse and lake 
unfenced 

• Assistance dogs only in the 
gardens/farm; dogs may be 
encountered off lead 
elsewhere 

• Hygiene around farm 
animals important

• Maps available from 
reception; HCC Story Trail 
(download from website).

i

Staunton Country Park, managed by Hampshire County Council, is 
an excellent place to visit with a child with autism. The gardens 
and farm are a good place to start, although the farm can be busy 
during peak school holiday times. The walled garden is just a few 
steps from visitor reception and is usually quiet and colourful for 
most of the year. A small ‘yew hedge’ maze may interest interest 
younger children, and close by, there is a new sensory garden, with 
chimes, bongo drums and play panels amongst the sensory plants. 
For a rather different sensory experience, take your child into the 
tropical glasshouse, where the climate is warm and humid. Glasses 
and cameras are likely to steam up as you walk through the dense 
foliage, pointing out banana plants, palms and the strange looking 
staghorn fern to your child. The giant Amazonian water lilies might 
also impress your child! In the summer, do not miss the small 
glasshouse that is full of scented pelargoniums – a rich sensory 
experience if your child likes their fragrances. 

The farm offers a quite different sensory experience for children 
with autism. Here you will see exotic animals such as llamas, as 
well as rare breed farm animals and pets such as guinea pigs and 
rabbits. The smell here is quite a contrast to the pelargonium 
house that you may have just visited. Animal feed (grass nuts) 
can be purchased at visitor reception to feed some of the animals, 
including Jersey cows, sheep, goats and llamas. Your child may 
also want to go into the animal contact area to get even closer to 
animals such as rabbits and goats. There is also a small play area in 
the farm and a play barn that some children will look forward to. 
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Across the road from the car park is a large area of landscaped 
parkland to explore. With a map from visitor reception, you can 
make up your own route around the park or follow one of the 
waymarked trails. The Easy Access walking trail is perhaps the 
best trail to follow on your first visit to the park, especially if you 
have already walked around the farm and gardens. This trail takes 
you down a moderate slope to the lake and then follows a wooded 
path around the water. You can then follow the path up the slope 
on the far side of the lake, or your child might prefer to run up 
the grassy slope to the Terrace (if you can keep up!). Nearby is a 
small adventure playground and picnic tables. For a more strenuous 
walk, follow the Medium Walking trail, or the Hampshire County 
Council Story Trail, which is a similar length, exploring some of the 
mature woodland in the park. The undergrowth is dense throughout 
much of the woodland, so there are few opportunities for your 
child to run around under the trees. If you are feeling even more 
adventurous, the Long Walking trail explores the whole of the 
Country Park, including Havant Thicket. 

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/staunton.htm
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/inventor.pdf
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/staunton-country-
park-visitor-centre-2

www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/staunton.htm 
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/inventor.pdf 
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/staunton-country-park-visitor-centre-2
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/staunton-country-park-visitor-centre-2


26

New Forest National Park
   
Introduction

The New Forest became a National Park in 2005 and is overseen by the New Forest National 
Park Authority, which aims to conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural 
heritage of the Park. When the area was designated as a hunting reserve by Norman Kings, 
the term ‘forest’ referred to an extensive area of rural land used for hunting. As a result of 
the long history of commoner’s rights to grazing, the New Forest has become one of the most 
important areas for wildlife in Britain. Today, semi-feral animals such as New Forest ponies 
and cattle roam freely through ancient oak and beech woods, and across the heaths, lawns 
and mires that make up the unenclosed parts of the Forest. Visitors can walk freely across 
large areas of the National Park, and despite high visitor numbers, it is surprising how quickly 
after leaving a roadside car park the peace and tranquillity of the Park returns. You might 
walk for miles with your family, encountering few other people, with only ponies for company. 
The New Forest supports a rich flora and fauna, and there are plenty of opportunities to 
experience this, particularly if you have binoculars. 

In this guide we present a small selection of natural places that we hope many families with 
a child with autism will visit. At each site there are opportunities for short walks for children 
who are not able to walk too far, and longer trails for more adventurous families. At Ober 
Water you can follow a New Forest river as it winds its way through deciduous woodland, 
before returning across the closely grazed lawn of Whitefield Moor. Here too, you will find 
areas of flowering heather and damper areas dominated by the fragrant bog myrtle if you 
visit in late summer. Close by, the trails at Blackwater take you through a landscape that has 
changed beyond recognition since Norman times, with the planting of conifers, some of them 
quite spectacular. Finally, Lepe Country Park represents a very different habitat, and reminds 
us that the National Park includes many natural places along the Hampshire coastline. And if 
you enjoyed visiting these sites, there are many others waiting to be explored. 

www.newforestnpa.gov.uk
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Ober Water
a delightful walk along the river...

This delightful New Forest walk offers a great introduction to the 
landscape of the Forest. There are two trails of differing lengths, 
both of which are waymarked and relatively easy to walk on, 
although occasionally flooding in winter. From Whitefield Moor car 
park, the trail heads down a gentle slope, past an area of heather 
before reaching the trees. Use Puttles Bridge to cross the river 
known as Ober Water. The river here is shallow in places after 
dry weather and you may see families paddling. The trail then 
follows the river, initially through tall Scots pines. To your right 
you will see a boggy area, which in autumn looks golden from the 
colouration of bog myrtle leaves. If it is not too boggy, ask your 
child to smell the leaves, which have a strong and pleasant aroma. 
At this time of year you will also see flowering heathers amongst 
the myrtle. The boggy ground is rich in sphagnum moss, and your 
child may feel it squelch under their feet.

The path continues through pine forest, past the occasional fallen 
tree – good for climbing on for an adventurous child – before 
reaching the second bridge. This is a great place to play Pooh 
Sticks! You might collect a few twigs along the way in preparation. 
Point out to your child the intertwined tree roots on the river 
bank, exposed by the river. Cross the bridge for the shorter Yellow 
Trail, otherwise continue through the woodland, which is now 
predominately deciduous. Some families have built dens here, and 
your child might want to explore these, or perhaps build one of 
their own. Cross the next bridge and follow the trail up a gentle 
slope through the heather, before heading back to the car park 
across Whitefield Moor. This is one of the New Forest ‘lawns’ that is 
closely grazed by New Forest ponies. 

www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/20045/things_to_do
www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-8yfea4

❝we paddled in 
the river❞

• Whitefield Moor car park 
is on Rhinefield Road, 
approximately 2 miles west 
of the A337 in Brockenhurst 
(SU274026); alternative 
parking in nearby Puttles 
Bridge car park (SU270029)

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and voluntary car park 
charge

• Toilets with separate 
accessible toilet in 
Whitefield Moor car park

• Terrain: gravel path to, 
and along the river; 
wooden bridges (with 
rails) over the river; trails 
return along firm grassy 
paths across Whitefield 
Moor; paths liable to 
flooding in the winter; 
waymarked Yellow Trail 
1.6 km, Red Trail 2.4 km; 
for more information on 
accessibility and footpath 
conditions visit www.
newforestaccessforall.org.
uk/page7.html

• Unfenced river (shallow in 
places, deeper in others) 
and boggy areas alongside 
the woodland path

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Livestock grazing 

• Trail map on Forestry 
Commission Information 
board in Whitefield Moor 
car park; trail maps 
available on the websites.

i

www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/20045/things_to_do 
www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-8yfea4 
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Blackwater Arboretum
explore the forest with all your senses...

For a gentle stroll, cross the road from the car park and follow 
the wide track to the gates of the Arboretum. The trail takes you 
around the periphery and/or through the centre of the Arboretum. 
The Arboretum contains a small selection of trees from around 
the world, including six that are highlighted as offering a sensory 
experience. Ask your child to look for wooden information boards 
with signs for hands, nose, ears and eyes. For example, when you 
reach a Douglas fir, the nose symbol invites you to smell the fir 
needles; crushed needles are reputed to have a fruity, orange 
scent. You might also ask your child to feel the texture of the 
Douglas fir’s deeply fissured bark; compare this with the rough, 
flaky and chestnut-coloured bark of coast redwoods or the smooth 
bark of eucalyptus trees. Other tactile trees include the weeping 
spruce, whose hanging branches create a curtain of foliage. And 
there are, or course, a lot of cones to collect; your child might like 
to see how many different kinds they can find. Frequent benches 
along the Arboretum Trail offer opportunities to sit for a while and 
perhaps read a story about the forest to your child. 

The Tall Trees Trail also starts opposite the car park, taking you 
almost as far as Brock Hill car park on one side of Rhinefield Drive, 
returning on the other. Explain to your child that there are ‘record 
breaking’ trees along the trail; they should look for the tallest, 
heaviest and toughest trees in the forest. The first record-breaking 
tree is a remarkable coast redwood that is the tallest of its species 

❝the tallest trees 
I have ever seen!❞

• From the A35, 
approximately 2.5 miles 
southwest of Lyndhurst, 
turn left at the cross roads 
into Rhinefield Ornamental 
Drive; Blackwater car park 
is on the left after 1 mile 
(SU267047)

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and voluntary car park 
charge

• Toilets with separate 
accessible cubicle

• Terrain: Arboretum Trail is a 
relatively smooth gravelled 
surface (gentle incline to 
arboretum) (approximately 
1 km return); similar 
surface along the Tall Trees 
Trail 

• Tall Trees Trail runs parallel 
to the road, typically 
30–50 m from the road

• Picnic area with fireproof 
tables for disposable BBQs

• Two small ditches at the 
start of the Tall Trees Trail

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Trails shown on information 
boards; other trail guides 
can be downloaded from 
the websites.

i
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in England. The information post explains that the tree is over 150 
years old and 50 m high. On the Pacific Coast of North America 
these trees can grow to twice this height – imagine that! A little 
further along the trail, you will meet two giant sequoias, also 
from the Pacific Coast. These are the heaviest trees in the forest, 
estimated to weigh over 100 tonnes, and also slightly taller than 
the coast redwood. Continue through the forest to Brock Hill car 
park. If you cross the road at this point and follow the return trail, 
you will come across the toughest tree in the forest, a Douglas fir 
(you may have already encountered this species in the Arboretum). 

For an alternative and often quiet route, walk through the 
Arboretum and continue along the gravel path on the other side. 
After 240 m you will come to a cross roads; turn right and follow 
the ride through the forest for about 1 km before it curves to 
the right through 90 ,̊ just before Brock Hill car park (this trail 
is shown as an ‘other path’ on the New Forest Access For All trail 
map). You can then return along the Tall Trees Trail without 
crossing the road, to ensure that you encounter the sequoias and 
redwoods. Although the car park can sometimes be busy, the trails 
are generally much quieter, particularly the longer trails.

www.newforestaccessforall.org.uk/page7.html 
www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/file/613/arboretum_trail
www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/file/607/tall_trees_trail

http://www.newforestaccessforall.org.uk/page7.html  
www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/file/613/arboretum_trail 
www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/file/607/tall_trees_trail 
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Lepe Country Park
a family beach with views across the Solent...

 

Lepe Country Park is managed by Hampshire County Council on 
behalf of several local Estates. It offers a range of opportunities 
for families with a child with autism, from walks in a quiet 
‘conservation area’ to a family beach with great views across 
the Solent to the Isle of Wight. The Country Park itself is best 
accessed from the main car park. You can walk east along a 
compact stony path to the beach at Stansore Point (500 m), 
or explore the wildflower meadows adjacent to the path. The 
meadows will be at their best in the late spring and summer 
months; look out for plants such as oxeye daisies, field scabious 
and heath spotted-orchids. These wildflower meadows also attract 
a variety of butterflies in the summer months. There is also a small 
conservation area across the road from the main car park entrance. 
An accessible path takes you past the dipping pond (fenced) to a 
hide overlooking the Dark Water estuary (260 m from the car park). 
To access the hide, ask at the visitor centre for the code to unlock 
the door. Bring binoculars if you have them and look out for water 
birds such as heron, little egret and various species of duck. From 
the hide, a more ‘adventurous’ path continues through a small area 
of woodland; boardwalk crosses a boggy area; with steep steps 
near the end (720 m circular walk). 

For the beach, the sea front car park may be preferable, with 
its easy access to the visitor centre, café and toilets and the 
shoreline. It is a short walk (250 m) from the visitor centre to the 
family beach. Only assistance dogs are allowed on the beach from 

• From the A326 in Holbury 
follow the brown tourist 
signs (SZ455985)

• Public transport: Beach Bus 
(Route 99) from Hythe to 
Lymington stops at Lepe 
Beach, daily from mid-July 
to end-August

• Open daily and free 
admission; three pay-and-
display car parks 

• Accessible toilet, toilets, 
visitor centre, café, picnic 
areas and adventure play 
area

• Terrain: grassy or hard 
surface paths in country 
park; family beach 
close to car park (avoid 
cliffs); tarmac path west 
towards white cottage; 
other sea front paths 
uneven, with lumps of 
concrete in the shingle; 
in the conservation area, 
all-access path to hide, 
woodland path uneven, 
with boardwalk and steps 
(Access Guide on website)

• High tides lap against 
the sloping, unfenced sea 
wall and shingle beach; at 
low tide, soft mud can be 
exposed in places; strong 
and dangerous currents

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead; assistance dogs 
only in the conservation 
area and ‘family beach’ 
(April to September)

• Country park map available 
from reception or download 
from website.

i

❝we found fossils 
in the rocks❞
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April to September, which will be attractive to many families with 
a child with autism. Families with dogs can access the eastern 
park along the cliff top path. The low cliffs behind the beach are 
subject to erosion, so you should ensure that your child keeps well 
clear of these. Your child might also enjoy a longer walk along 
the shoreline; beyond the family beach you can follow the shore 
past the North Solent Nature Reserve through an area used during 
preparations for D-Day and the Normandy landings in 1944. There is 
still evidence of wartime activity that will interest some children, 
but note that the paths here are uneven in places with protruding 
lumps of concrete of varying sizes. At high tide in the autumn and 
winter months look out for turnstones roosting on the shingle, 
which can be remarkably tame. Explain to your child that these 
birds spend the winter in Britain, and may have come from as far 
away as Canada and Greenland!

The coastal path west of the car park is more accessible for 
children with mobility problems, as far as the white cottage 
(470 m). The surface here is initially tarmac (alongside the 
road) and then compacted shingle. If your child is interested in 
fossils, look carefully at the large limestone boulders along the 
path opposite the sea wall – some are full of fossil shells, others 
have fossilised corals (they cannot be collected here). Beyond 
the cottage, the path becomes uneven, with protruding lumps of 
concrete in places; and for about 100 m there are large boulders 
below the sea wall. With pampas grass and tamarisk, the beach 
here has a tropical feel to it, especially on a warm summer’s 
day. Eventually, after about 1 km, you reach more cliffs, which 
you should again stay clear of. En route, look out for the Lepe 
Lighthouse, which is not as tall as most lighthouses!

www3.hants.gov.uk/lepe
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/lepe-country-park

Coral fossil Little egret

© Tone Blakesley

www3.hants.gov.uk/lepe 
www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/lepe-country-park
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South Downs National Park
Introduction
The South Downs represent Britain’s newest National Park, extending along a spine of chalk from 
Winchester in the west to the cliffs of Beachy Head in East Sussex. In Hampshire, it also 
includes parts of the Itchen Valley and the surrounding chalk downland. The National Park aims 
to conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the area. Visitors 
to the National Park will discover a range of special qualities, including: diverse, inspirational 
and breathtaking views; a rich variety of wildlife and habitats; many tranquil and unspoilt places; 
opportunities for recreation and learning experiences; and well conserved historical features and 
a rich cultural heritage. Natural habitats include open downland (some of which retains its 
natural chalk grassland flora), ancient woodland, ancient species-rich meadows, river valleys, 
farmland and coniferous forest. Families visiting downland sites such as St Catherine’s Hill, 
Beacon Hill and Old Winchester Hill may find butterflies such as chalkhill blue, marbled white 
and even dark green fritillary nectaring on flowers such as marjoram, wild basil and wild thyme.

Many hill tops in Hampshire were used in prehistoric times as hill forts, including a fine example 
of an Iron Age fort at Old Winchester Hill. These sites offered Celtic people, and visitors today, 
magnificent views across the surrounding countryside; visitors to Old Winchester Hill can look 
west across the Meon Valley to Beacon Hill and south to the Isle of Wight. In contrast, the 
meadows at Bentley Station and Hoe Road are at a much lower elevation, but offer similar 
opportunities for families to engage with grassland rich in wildflowers and insects. We have also 
included the National Trust gardens at Hinton Ampner and the secluded gardens in Selborne that 
once belonged to the famous 18th century naturalist Gilbert White. Both are wonderful places to 
visit with a child with autism. Finally, there are two heavily wooded parks with waymarked trails 
and adventure play trails, Alice Holt Forest and Queen Elizabeth Country Park. There are many 
other natural places to explore in the South Downs National Park and we would urge families to 
use the resources cited at the end of this guide and the National Park website to find them.

www.southdowns.gov.uk/

Old Winchester Hill
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© Tone Blakesley

www.southdowns.gov.uk/ 
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Bentley Station Meadow
first butterflies and then trains...

 
Bentley Station Meadow is a special place for wildlife, managed 
by Butterfly Conservation for its ancient meadows and diversity 
of butterflies. It adjoins the northern end of Alice Holt Forest, 
also featured in this guide. A child with autism might enjoy a visit 
because the nature reserve is such a peaceful place, and quite 
small – just 400 m from one end to the other. Most visitors in the 
spring and summer months come to enjoy the butterflies and the 
ancient flower-rich meadows. If you have a butterfly guide, bring 
it with you and ask your child to spot as many different species as 
possible, or perhaps look for different coloured butterflies – the 
Field Studies Council’s eight-panel laminated guide is very useful. 
Alternatively, some species are illustrated on the information 
board by the entrance. To increase your chances of seeing a lot of 
butterflies, visit on a warm, calm and sunny day.

At any time from April through to October you might see comma, 
red admiral and small tortoiseshell butterflies, which are species 
that your child might have seen in their own garden or local park. 
Species to look out for in spring include the orange tip – a white 
butterfly with bright orange tips to its forewing. Marbled whites 
are quite distinctive and relatively easy to spot in the summer; you 
might also see the magnificent silver-washed fritillary, ask your 
child to look out for a large, orange butterfly with an intricate 
pattern of black lines and spots on its wings. Great care must be 
taken near the railway line, particularly at the end of the platform 
where the footpath starts next to the rails; for some children 
with autism, the opportunity of seeing the trains might be too 
much of a distraction. You might need a short social story... first 
butterflies, then trains... 

http://butterfly-conservation.org/2401-1936/bentley-
station-meadow-hampshire.html

• From the A31 just west 
of Farnham, take the exit 
signposted to Bentley and 
Bentley Station, follow the 
signposts to the station 
and park in the station car 
park (SU793431)

• Public transport: trains 
from Farnham and Alton

• Open daily, station car park 
(charges apply Mon to Fri 
when the car park is likely 
to be busy)

• No facilities; toilets with 
accessible facilities at Alice 
Holt Forest (2.3 miles) 

• Terrain: cross to platform 2, 
follow the Shipwrights Way 
footpath at the eastern end 
of the platform for 125 m, 
reserve entrance on the 
right; paths can be very 
wet at certain times of the 
year, especially in winter; 
typical walk through the 
meadow and back 800 m

• Care required on station 
platform

• No ball games or bicycles 
on the reserve

• Grazing animals at certain 
times of the year

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead

• Information boards.

❝a butterfly landed 
on my sleeve❞

i

Silver-washed fritillary

© Tone Blakesley

http://butterfly-conservation.org/2401-1936/bentley-station-meadow-hampshire.html
http://butterfly-conservation.org/2401-1936/bentley-station-meadow-hampshire.html
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Alice Holt Forest
opportunities for woodland play...

There is a great emphasis at Alice Holt Forest on ‘woodland play’; if 
your child likes opportunities for adventure play, then they should 
enjoy a visit to the Forest, providing they can cope if the Forest is 
busy. The Play Wood, located by the Forestry Commission’s Visitor 
Centre is perhaps the most popular place, and the noisiest. There 
is a wide range of accessible play equipment here, including a 
Pirate Ship and various wooden climbing frames. For a quieter play 
experience, follow the Habitat Trail for 1 km through the forest. 
The start can be rather noisy, as it passes the Go Ape reception 
area, but the trail then heads down a slope into a wooded valley. 
The first play sculpture, a giant owl (after 300 m), is followed by 
a giant great spotted woodpecker, clinging to the side of a hollow 
tree, with a series of ladders and a platform at the top. There are 
also two small climbing walls in the shape of a bat and moth, and 
finally a network of tunnels, designed for children to experience 
what it might be like to be a badger or a rabbit living underground. 
In addition to the play equipment, ‘nature detective’ boards along 
the way illustrate signs of animal activity in the forest, such as 
broken snail shells and chewed pine cones. 

For families who prefer a quiet walk in the forest, there are several 
options. The Easy Access Discovery Trail is a relatively level, 
surfaced track through conifer and mixed deciduous woodland. 
Park in the first car park (Beech) to access the trail directly (from 

• From the A325 (Farnham to 
Bordon road) in Bucks Horn 
Oak, take the minor road 
signposted to Dockenfield 
and Alice Holt Forest; the 
entrance is on the left after 
0.2 miles (SU812416)

• No suitable public transport

• Open daily (except 
Christmas Day), large car 
park (charges apply)

• Visitor Centre, toilets and 
Changing Places toilets; 
café and picnic area

• Adventure play area by 
Visitor Centre; den-
building area along Willows 
Green Trail; Timberline 
adventure play trail 

• Terrain: five waymarked 
trails include an easy 
access trail over relatively 
level ground (1 or 2 km); 
Habitat Trail (with play 
sculptures) that descends 
into a valley (1 km); and 
Lodge Pond Trail, over 
uneven ground with several 
slopes, muddy after wet 
weather (4 km)

• Lodge Pond unfenced

• Family cycle trail; cycle and 
inclusive cycle hire

• Dogs likely to be 
encountered off lead 

• Horse riders use some trails

• Trail leaflets available 
from the Visitor Centre or 
download from the Forestry 
Commission website.

i

❝I found a 
grass snake in 
the grass❞
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here, the Visitor Centre, facilities and Oak car park are about 
300 m). At one point the trail gets very dark, under the canopy of 
western hemlock trees – the trail leaflet invites you to tell your 
child a story about visiting a deep, dark forest. In the summer 
your child might be fascinated by tall spikes of nodding foxglove 
flowers that are frequent along the woodland rides. With the help 
of the trail leaflet, you can also point out sweet chestnut trees to 
your child and perhaps collect some chestnuts if you visit in the 
autumn. Your child will discover that if they are careful – fruits are 
covered with spines to protect the nuts inside – they should be 
able to extract the nuts from an open fruit. Where trees have been 
felled, you might ask your child to count the rings, one of which 
represents a year’s growth, to work out how old the tree was. One 
surprise along this trail is a ‘life size’ sculpture of a Gruffalo. 

For more adventurous families, the Lodge Pond Trail (often quiet) 
winds its way through deciduous and coniferous woodland, along 
sometimes twisty and uneven paths, up and down gullies, to 
eventually reach Lodge Pond (after 1.2 km). This large pond is used 
for fishing, and on a summer’s day, you might find great crested 
grebes and even common terns fishing alongside the anglers! 
The return route follows the old stage coach road, now used for 
vehicular access to the pond. When you come to a large glade, walk 
down the edge, and you might disturb a grass snake basking on the 
path or a deer browsing along the forest edge. On a warm summer’s 
day, this is where you will find a lot of butterflies.

www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-72dg7l
www.cyclinguk.org/cycle-centre/alice-holt

www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-72dg7l 
www.cyclinguk.org/cycle-centre/alice-holt 
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• Selborne is on the B3006 
between Alton and Liss 
(SU740336)

• Public transport: Alton to 
Petersfield bus (Mon to Fri) 
stops in the village

• Open Tues to Sun most 
weeks (check website); 
admission charge, but 
tickets valid for 1 year 
(free for carers and children 
under 5); car park nearby 
(250 m), small car park 
opposite 

• Toilets in car park; toilets 
and tearoom in the House

• Terrain: gravel or grassy 
paths in gardens, 
wheelchair adapted picnic 
benches; parkland beyond 
garden is gently sloping 
with grassy paths (typical 
garden walk 750 m, garden 
and parkland 1.3 km); 
footpath to the Lythes 
steep through Church 
Meadow, uneven and muddy 
in places (2.5 km to lakes 
and back)

• Unfenced ha ha (1 m drop) 
in garden 

• Garden pond unfenced; 
Lythes lakes unfenced

• Livestock may be grazing 
in the parkland and along 
Lythes footpath

• Dogs on lead in the garden; 
may be encountered off 
lead elsewhere

• Maps of garden and Lythes 
footpath on the web. 

❝we danced in a 
golden meadow!❞

i

Parkland

Gilbert White’s House and 
The Lythes
a delightful garden and meadow...

The Reverend Gilbert White is best known for his book the Natural 
History and Antiquities of Selborne – detailing his observations on 
the flora and fauna of the parish, published in 1789. Gilbert White 
was also a keen gardener; his garden and house are open to the 
public today. The garden is delightful and ideal for families with 
a child with autism. Ask at the ticket desk to borrow an ‘Explorer 
Backpack’ before you set off, and pick up a nature sheet and 
themed trail map (also available on the web). Upon entering the 
garden, walk through the flower beds known as the ‘six quarters’ 
to reach the herb garden. Here your child might enjoy gently 
brushing herbs such as apple mint and ginger mint to release their 
fragrance. They might also enjoy the scent of the flowers in the 
annual garden and the buzzing of bees as they collect pollen and 
nectar. Close by is the wild garden and pond, where snowdrops, 
daffodils and primroses flower in early spring. The pond is home 
to many aquatic creatures, including three species of newts and 
in late spring and summer your child may see tadpoles darting 
for cover if they cast a shadow over the water. Your child might 
also enjoy sitting on the wooden seats in the nearby living willow 
tunnel. Crossing the bridge you come to the ha ha, with a drop of a 
metre or so to the parkland beyond. 

© Tone Blakesley
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In late spring, the meadow is carpeted with golden buttercups and 
other wildflowers; the urge to follow the mown path that meanders 
through the meadow may prove irresistible to your child. In the 
centre of the meadow is a barrel seat on a small mound, known as 
the Wine Pipe. Your child may wish to sit in this curious seat and 
look back across the meadow to the house. Continuing round the 
meadow you return once more to the formal garden. As you walk 
through the kitchen garden, ask your child if they recognise any 
of the vegetables growing in the beds. Some children with autism 
may also be interested to explore Gilbert White’s House. It has 
been restored to how it looked in White’s day, and also contains a 
fascinating exhibition about the fateful journey to the South Pole 
undertaken by Captain Oates and Captain Scott over 100 years ago. 
There is also a children’s activity table and dressing up stations 
throughout the house; and children’s crafts and adventurous 
activities during school holidays and on special event days.

From the village, there is a pleasant walk through National Trust 
woodland known as the Lythes. A path through the churchyard 
opposite Gilbert White’s House leads to Church Meadow. This 
steep meadow and the stream below are popular with families, 
particularly for picnics. The footpath then takes you along the 
valley, through Short and Long Lythes. Long Lythe is an ancient 
beech hanger woodland; your child might wonder how trees 
manage to grow on such a steep slope. A number of fallen trees 
show that not all are able to survive to old age! Beyond the 
Lythes, the path crosses a meadow, with three small lakes. In late 
spring these are fringed with yellow flag and usually host a few 
ducks and geese. Although the footpath continues you may wish to 
retrace your steps at this point.

www.gilbertwhiteshouse.org.uk/
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hindhead-and-devils-punchbowl/things-to-see-and-do/
view-page/item475293/

Parkland Lythes Lakes

www.gilbertwhiteshouse.org.uk/ 
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hindhead-and-devils-punchbowl/things-to-see-and-do/view-page/item475293/
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hindhead-and-devils-punchbowl/things-to-see-and-do/view-page/item475293/
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Queen Elizabeth Country 
Park – Visitor Centre
autumn colour in the beechwoods...

Queen Elizabeth Country Park, managed by Hampshire County 
Council, includes an extensive tract of woodland to the east of 
the A3, and to the west, the open downland of Butser Hill (see 
opposite). Walks around the meadows and woodland edge close to 
the Visitor Centre are relatively flat, passing a small playground 
and a pond. This walk is especially pleasant in the autumn, as 
the foliage of the tall beech trees changes to a variety of russets 
and yellows. The woodland is quite open, so it would be easy for 
your child to walk up the slope a little to collect autumn leaves, 
or perhaps hunt for minibeasts in the leaf litter and under fallen 
logs. Some children might enjoy the animal orienteering course 
around the meadow, described in the first of our school visits 
(Part 3); a leaflet is available from the Visitor Centre to guide 
you. Families might also consider the ‘Short Woodland Trail’ that 
follows the woodland edge and wide rides through beech and 
conifer plantations for about 3 km. Along the woodland edge in 
the summer months wild flowers typical of chalk grassland, such as 
wild basil and wild thyme can be seen, but for the first part of the 
walk, you will be accompanied by noise from the A3. 

Juniper Adventure Play Trail will surely be popular with many 
children with autism. The trail is just 200 m long, but includes a 
wide variety of play equipment. It is a short drive from the Visitor 
Centre to Juniper car park, but if your child enjoys a challenge (and 
strenuous exercise), follow the waymarked Long Woodland Trail 
clockwise for approximately 750 m, as it climbs steeply through 
the forest (80 m elevation). The play trail will be a reward for your 
child’s effort, together with the knowledge that the return journey 
is all downhill!

www3.hants.gov.uk/qecp

• Signposted from the A3 
between Waterlooville and 
Petersfield (SU718185)

• Public transport: Petersfield 
to Havant bus (Mon to Sat) 
stops on the A3 (480 m 
from northbound stop to 
Visitor Centre along 
roadside pavement, 250 m 
from southbound stop along 
grassy track) 

• Open daily and free 
admission; several 
pay-and-display car parks 

• Accessible toilet and 
toilets, café in the Visitor 
Centre; picnic areas

• Small playground close to 
Visitor Centre; adventure 
play trail (Juniper car park)

• Terrain: gravel or grassy 
paths in vicinity of Visitor 
Centre; waymarked ‘Short 
Woodland Trail’ (3 km) 
along uneven grassy or 
stony tracks includes steady 
climb (45 m) over distance 
of 470 m; steep path to 
Juniper car park; access 
information (disabledGo) on 
website

• Pond with a low fence

• Mobility scooter and two 
electric wheelchairs 
bookable in advance

• Dogs may be off lead

• Park map available on web 
and sold in Visitor Centre. 

i

Grey squirrel

© David Kjaer

❝the squirrel 
was collecting 
acorns❞

http://www3.hants.gov.uk/qecp 
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Butser Hill – Queen Elizabeth 
Country Park
atmospheric in low cloud...

It is a lovely walk from the Queen Elizabeth Country Park Visitor 
Centre to the summit of Butser Hill on a warm summer’s day, if your 
child enjoys plenty of exercise and is happy to walk 4 km (there 
and back). The route initially takes you along roadside pavement, 
under the A3, before following the South Downs Way straight up the 
hillside. As you leave behind the roar of the traffic, the view across 
the valley to the wooded slopes above the Visitor Centre gets better 
and better. The grassy path is wide, and your child may wish to run 
on ahead, perhaps excited by the feel of the wind on their face, or 
the opportunity to run. The path reaches the summit plateau close 
to the car park. If the walk up the hill is too much for your child, 
drive to the summit car park, and start your exploration from there. 

At the summit, the easiest route to follow is the Hampshire Story 
Trail. This well signposted trail is also illustrated in a leaflet that 
can be downloaded from the web. It follows wide grassy tracks, 
along gentle gradients; read the story about the dragon as you 
walk around. A more challenging route is shown on the Country 
Park trail map; the Downland Trail takes you past the triangulation 
point, through woodland with several old yew trees and back 
along the edge of Rake Bottom (shown as Grandfather’s Bottom 
on the trail map). On a clear day the view here is lovely, with 
chalk grassland flowers and butterflies to look at in the summer 
months. At other times, your child might enjoy watching showers 
approaching from the west and hopefully passing you by, and on 
some days they might even find themselves in the clouds, which 
some children will find very exciting! 

www3.hants.gov.uk/qecp
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/dragon.pdf

• Signposted from the A3 
between Waterlooville and 
Petersfield (SU711200)

• No public transport to hill 
top; for the base of the hill, 
Petersfield to Havant bus 
(Mon to Sat) stops on the 
A3 (130 m from northbound 
stop to footpath along 
roadside pavement, 620 m 
from southbound stop via 
Country Park Visitor Centre)

• Open daily and free 
admission; pay-and-display 
car park 

• Portable toilet (accessible 
toilets in Visitor Centre (3 
miles by road)); seasonal 
drinks kiosk

• Terrain: wide grassy paths 
on summit, but waymarked 
‘Downland Trail’ (2.7 km) 
includes a narrow woodland 
path with a steep slope 
to one side, and a narrow 
stony path around Rake 
Bottom with a very steep 
slope to one side; several 
long, steep grassy paths 
to summit start near the 
Visitor Centre (climbing 
150 m over 2 km)

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead but should be on 
lead when animals grazing

• Trail map available from 
Visitor Centre; Hampshire 
County Council ‘The Dragon 
of Butser Hill’ Story Trail 
(download from website).

i

Rake Bottom

❝we chased 
clouds!❞

www3.hants.gov.uk/qecp 
www.hants.gov.uk/rh/storytrails/dragon.pdf 
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Old Winchester Hill
a walk back in time...

 
A path from the main car park (50 m) takes you to a shelter, with 
a series of information boards about Old Winchester Hill. You may 
not be able to read all the information to your child, but there are 
some interesting pictures about the history of the site for your 
child to look at. Your child will learn that people have lived in the 
vicinity of Old Winchester Hill for about 8,000 years. The hill fort 
that you can see in the distance was occupied during the Bronze 
Age, about 3,800 years ago, and four barrows are preserved in 
the centre of what was later to become an Iron Age hill fort. The 
defensive bank and ditch of the hill fort are well preserved, as you 
will see when you reach the fort.

The path round to the hill fort has only a very gentle incline, 
although children should be careful of the steep scarp slope in 
places. As you walk around, your child might be captivated by the 
far-reaching views across the Meon Valley. After about 700 m or 
so you will reach the easy access trail that leads from the second 
parking area (RADAR access) to the hill fort itself. By the entrance 
to the hill fort, another information board shows how the occupied 
fort would have looked in the Iron Age. From here, walk around 
the southern perimeter to the far end of the fort. The grassy banks 
that were once fortifications now support a rich chalk grassland 
flora, and in mid-summer there are large numbers of common 
spotted-orchids. If you have a plant guide with you, ask your child 

• From the A32 in Warnford, 
take the minor road 
east, sign posted to Old 
Winchester Hill; the main 
car park is on the right 
after 1.8 miles (SU645214); 
a second parking area 
requiring RADAR key access 
is a further 0.4 miles along 
the road 

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and car park

• No facilities

• Terrain: grassy path south 
along the top of the scarp 
for 680 m, where it joins 
an easy access trail to the 
hill fort (further 500 m); 
the trail around the hill 
fort is 900 m (circular walk 
3.2 km)

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead

• Some smaller depressions 
created by practice mortar 
fire during the Second 
World War were never fully 
cleared, so it is important 
to keep to well marked 
paths and avoid areas of 
woodland and scrub

• Livestock grazing

• Information boards and 
trail leaflets close to the 
car park and at the hill fort; 
trail leaflet available on the 
website.

i

❝I counted a 
lot of orchids❞
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to look out for some of the other commoner chalk grassland plants, 
such as yellow rattle, kidney vetch and small scabious. They might 
try to find all the colours of the rainbow! On a warm summer’s day, 
this is a good place to look for butterflies, such as marbled white 
and chalkhill blue, nectaring on the profusion of wildflowers. 
Earlier in spring, large numbers of cowslips flower on the slopes. 
When you reach the far side of the fort, head back across the 
centre to find the Bronze Age barrows. If you stand by the barrows, 
you can enjoy panoramic views extending to the distant horizon 
through 270 .̊ Remember to bring a pair of binoculars so that your 
child can ‘explore’ the countryside. On a clear day you should be 
able to see the Isle of Wight in the distance. This part of the hill is 
also very exposed – if your child loves to feel the wind their face, 
then a visit to Old Winchester Hill when the wind is blowing from 
a westerly direction should be truly exhilarating. Some children 
however might be worried, or even frightened by the wind, so you 
may decide to visit on a calm day.

A circular walk to the hill fort that follows the base of the scarp 
is illustrated on the Natural England information leaflet. This 
involves a steep descent and ascent of 85 m elevation and a 
walk through an area of woodland. The leaflet also indicates that 
Old Winchester Hill was used as a mortar firing range during the 
Second World War. Some sections, including all the woodland and 
scrub were never fully cleared of ordnance. Visitors are therefore 
advised to keep to the well marked paths and to report any 
metallic or suspicious objects. Families with a child with autism 
may decide to avoid the circular walk for this reason.

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/6707664

Common spotted-orchidsBronze Age barrows

© Tone Blakesley

© Tone Blakesley

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/6707664 
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❝a red kite 
floated by❞

Beacon Hill, Meonstoke
spectacular views and carpets of flowers...

 

Beacon Hill is a National Nature Reserve managed by Natural 
England. It is just across the Meon Valley from Old Winchester Hill 
(also featured in this guide), but is generally a much quieter place. 
From the car park, head southeast following the route of the South 
Downs Way, along the edge of Beaconhill Beeches. After about 
560 m, you will reach the summit of Beacon Hill, marked by a 
triangulation point. This is a pleasant walk along the edge of the 
beech hangers, offering welcome shade on a warm summer’s day. As 
you walk along, views to the south are obscured by adjacent fields, 
but tell your child that the view does get much better. At the 
triangulation point, the South Downs Way heads due south down a 
fairly steep track. You could continue down the track for about 
250 m, retracing your steps before you reach the road below. 
However, if you continue along the edge of the woodland for just 
100 m or so, the path brings you out onto the open downland of 
Beacon Hill, where the chalk spur overlooks the Meon Valley. The 
view here is spectacular, and one that many children with autism 
may be captivated by. Bring binoculars if you can and let your 
children explore the landscape as it unfolds in front of them. They 
may be fascinated by the patterns of the fields and the subtle 
differences in colour – so many different shades of green. Hidden in 
the valley is the River Meon itself – less than a mile away, but very 
difficult to spot. If you are lucky, you might see a kestrel, buzzard 
or even a red kite from here.

• From the A32 in Meonstoke, 
take the B3035 signposted 
to Bishop’s Waltham, after 
1 mile, take the minor road 
right towards Kilmeston, 
stay on this road for 
1.6 miles, the car park is 
on the right under trees 
(SU598227)

• No public transport

• Open daily, free admission 
and car park

• No facilities, toilets 
in Basingwell car park 
in Bishop’s Waltham 
(5.0 miles) 

• Terrain: gently sloping path 
to the summit rises about 
15 m over a distance of 
560 m; from the summit, 
grassy paths cross the 
chalk grassland, uneven in 
places with steep, grassy 
slopes; an alternative walk 
north east from the car 
park follows the Monarch’s 
Way through woodland, 
descending 20 m over 330 m

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Livestock grazing

• Information board in the 
car park.

i
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The downland of Beacon Hill has never been ploughed, so it 
supports a rich chalk grassland flora. Visit in mid-summer, and the 
slopes may appear to be carpeted in yellow flowers – if you have a 
plant guide, try to find bird’s-foot-trefoil, common rock-rose, yellow 
rattle and rough hawkbit. Ask your child to look a little closer, as 
there are many pink and purple flowers too. Look out for common 
spotted-orchids and fragrant orchids; if you find the flowers of wild 
thyme, crush a leaf and let your child smell the aroma. On a 
summer’s day, you should see a lot of butterflies of many different 
species. Distinctive species to look out for include the black and 
white ‘marbled white’, meadow brown and chalkhill blue. 

If your child prefers a short walk or you wish to avoid the steep 
slopes of the chalk spur, follow the Monarch’s Way north east from 
the car park. This path takes you along the edge of Beaconhill 
Beeches for about 300 m before emerging into open countryside. 
From here, the track continues to slowly descend to Wheely Down 
Farm – a distance of 1.5 km from the car park. This is a quiet walk 
through a farming landscape, but if you reach the farm, you will 
have descended about 100 m in elevation, so the return walk will 
certainly provide your child with some exercise.

www.gov.uk/government/publications/hampshires-national-nature-reserves

Common rock-rose

© Tone Blakesley

www.gov.uk/government/publications/hampshires-national-nature-reserves
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❝I used a 
goatsbeard clock 
to tell the time❞

Hoe Road Memorial Meadow
how the English countryside once looked...

The Memorial Meadow is a fine example of an unimproved hay 
meadow, owned by Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust. If 
you visit in late spring or early summer, before the hay is cut 
(typically in mid-July), you will find a meadow rich in wildflowers 
and insects. There is much here to stimulate the senses of a child 
with autism; by early-summer most species will be in flower, and 
if you have a guide to wildflowers, be sure to bring it with you. As 
you walk around, look out for yellow rattle, so called because of 
the colour of the flowers; later, when the seed is ripening, ask your 
child to pick a seedhead; they will find that the brown ‘papery’ 
bladder rattles with the ripe seed inside. This is perhaps a sign 
that the hay is ready to be cut. Other species to look out for at this 
time of year include oxeye daisies scattered across the meadow, 
and the taller flowering heads of field scabious, with their bluish-
lilac flowers. Amongst the wildflowers, you will find the spherical 
‘seed clocks’ of goatsbeard that resemble giant dandelions. Your 
child might like to blow their seed into the breeze. 

On a warm summer’s day, there may be large numbers of butterflies 
in the meadow. Species that are easy to spot include meadow 
brown, the diminutive orange ‘skippers’ and the common blue. You 
might also come across six-spot burnet moths, a day flying moth 
that can often be found nectaring on field scabious. Ask your child 

• From the centre of Bishop’s 
Waltham, take the minor 
road (Hoe Road) towards 
Swanmore, park in the 
cemetery car park on the 
eastern edge of Bishop’s 
Waltham (SU565175); the 
footpath to the reserve is 
on the opposite side of  
Hoe Road, 40 m west of  
the car park 

• Public transport: 
Winchester to Fareham, and 
Bishop’s Waltham to 
Eastleigh buses stop by the 
footpath (Mon to Sat)

• Open daily, free admission 
and parking in cemetery 
opposite 

• No facilities, toilets in 
Basingwell car park in 
Bishop’s Waltham 
(0.7 miles) 

• Terrain: grassy path around 
the meadows, can be muddy 
and slippery after wet 
weather; the meadow is 
200 m from the car park, a 
typical walk around the 
meadow is 1.5 km

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead 

• Grazing animals in the 
adjacent Moors Nature 
Reserve (on the far side of 
the Memorial Meadow). Field scabious

© Tone Blakesley
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to guess the common name of this moth by counting the number of 
spots on the wings (note several species of burnet moth only have 
five spots). You might also take the opportunity to sit quietly in 
the meadow for a while, so that your child can listen to the sounds 
of the meadow. They will surely hear the chirping of crickets and 
grasshoppers and the buzzing of bees and other insects. Some 
children might find this especially soothing, and if you have a 
phone, you could record the sounds to listen to later.

Before the start of the Second World War, most hay meadows 
in England would have looked like the Memorial Meadow does 
today. Now, with the loss of 97% of these meadows to ploughing 
and reseeding, species-rich meadows are very rare in the English 
countryside. When you reach the south eastern corner of the 
meadow, go through the gate and follow the footpath around a 
similar hay meadow (not part of the Wildlife Trust reserve). Look 
out for orchids here in June, including southern marsh orchid 
and common spotted-orchid. Adjacent to this meadow is Moors 
Local Nature Reserve, managed by Hampshire County Council’s 
Countryside Services. This is a wetter habitat, with fen, grassland 
and wet woodland that is grazed by highland cattle. Here you will 
find different plant species, such as lady’s smock in the spring 
and meadowsweet in the summer. The Council’s website describes 
a circular walk from the cemetery car park, through the Memorial 
Meadow and around the Moors Reserve (approximately 3 km). This 
may suit some older children with autism, but for approximately 
400 m, the route follows a narrow pavement along the B2177. 
Alternatively, you can walk into the nature reserve before retracing 
your steps to the Memorial Meadow and the car park.

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/the-nancy-mason-hoe-road-meadow
www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/moors.htm

GoatsbeardBurnet moth

© Tone Blakesley

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/the-nancy-mason-hoe-road-meadow 
www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/moors.htm
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❝I love the smell 
of clematis❞

Hinton Ampner
fragrant flowers, ancient trees and 
bluebell woods...

Many families with a child with autism will find this National Trust 
property an enjoyable place to visit. When you arrive, ask for a 
children’s quiz and activity sheet at reception. The courtyard area 
around the café can be busy, but the much quieter walled garden 
is just a few steps away. Here you can wander round the gardens, 
perhaps asking your child if they recognise any of the fruit and 
vegetables being grown. Look out for the scarecrow sitting on 
some pallets with a mug of tea! If your child fears dogs, they 
should feel safe in the formal gardens at Hinton Ampner, although 
dogs are allowed along the main drive from visitor reception to the 
church and elsewhere in the grounds. 

Nearby, the Dell is a quiet part of the garden, retaining many 
mature trees. Your child may enjoy exploring the paths through 
this area, before reaching a small building know as the Temple. You 
might want to sit here for a while, particularly on a warm summer’s 
day. Close to the Temple is a small ornamental pond, with water 
lilies and large Koi carp that come to the surface close to the 
edge (feeding the fish is not allowed). The lawned South Terrace 
runs parallel to the house. Your child might like to run around on 
the lawns, or walk down to the ‘ha ha’. There are fine views from 
here across the parkland to the rolling South Downs countryside 
beyond. You should be aware that there is a drop of over a metre 
at the ha ha, so children will need to take care. Steps up towards 
the house are draped with clematis flowers in the spring, which 

• On the A272, approximately 
8 miles east of Winchester 
(SU595276)

• Public transport: 
Winchester to Petersfield 
bus (Mon to Sat) stops 
within 50 m of the entrance 
(500 m walk to visitor 
reception)

• Garden open daily (except 
Christmas); admission 
charge for non-National 
Trust members (free for up 
to two carers); large free 
car park

• Adapted toilet, toilets, 
tearoom; picnic areas

• Terrain: gravel or grassy 
paths in gardens (typical 
walk 1 km); ancient tree 
trail through parkland 
(uneven ground) (2 km); 
estate walk has well 
trodden footpaths and 
tracks, uneven and muddy 
in places, gentle gradients, 
several country lanes to 
cross (6.4 km)

• Unfenced ha ha in garden

• Ornamental pond unfenced 

• Electric fence close to start 
of estate walk 

• Assistance dogs only in 
the formal gardens, but 
dogs may be encountered 
off lead elsewhere in the 
grounds

• Livestock grazing in 
parkland (ancient tree trail)

• Maps of garden, ancient 
tree trail and estate walk 
available from reception or 
download from website. 

i
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have a strong fragrance that some children might find soothing. 
The ‘ancient tree trail’ guides you to 16 trees of special interest, 
some of which are in the parkland adjacent to the gardens. Some of 
these are ancient, historically important trees. If you do not wish 
to follow the trail, several of these magnificent trees can be seen 
around the gardens, including an oak tree with a truly enormous 
girth close to the car park. Tell your child that this is thought to 
be at least 500 years old!

For more adventurous families, there is a signposted walk around 
the Dutton Estate. The walk initially follows the margins of arable 
fields. It passes a small bluebell wood that is quite delightful in 
the spring. After about 2.6 km, the route enters Joan’s Acre Wood, 
and for the next 2.6 km or so, the trail winds its way through 
ancient woodland. This is a lovely walk, with many woodland 
plants flowering in the spring; you will find parts of the wood 
carpeted with bluebells and woodruff. If you have a field guide, 
ask your child to look out for yellow archangel, greater stitchwort 
and the diminutive yellow pimpernel. As the bluebells fade, you 
might find Solomon’s-seal, with its arching stems and clusters of 
white flowers. The walk finally follows an avenue of beech trees 
before heading back to the gardens.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hinton-ampner/

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hinton-ampner/ 


48

❝so many steps 
to climb!❞

St Catherine’s Hill
gentle or more strenuous walks...

St Catherine’s Hill is managed by Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife 
Trust to conserve its flower-rich chalk grassland. From the car park 
there is a pleasant walk alongside the Itchen Navigation, with 
views across the nearby water meadows. Explain to your child that 
in the past, barges used to travel along this canal from Winchester 
all the way to the sea. Now the canal is a haven for wildlife, and 
your child may spot a flash of electric blue as a kingfisher flies 
past, but they are more likely to see dragonflies and damselflies 
hawking insects over the water. If you walk as far as St Catherine’s 
Lock (about 800 m), your child might enjoy listening to the sound 
of water rushing through the sluice, if it is open. If you continue 
along the track, the motorway noise becomes intrusive and you 
lose sight of the water.

Close to the sluice is a path leading up Plague Pits Valley, and 
immediately to the left are a set of steps up the southern flank of 
St Catherine’s Hill. This is probably the most comfortable way to 
climb the hill, although the steps may appear daunting at first 
sight (rising about 40 m over a distance of 200 m). If this is too 
much for your child, the path up the secluded Plague Pits Valley is 
a much gentler incline (but does not lead directly to the hilltop). 
You can of course decide to walk up the hill at any point, but 
without the steps it is a harder climb and slippery if the grass is 

• From the south leave the 
M3 at junction 10, take the 
first exit (Garnier Road) off 
the roundabout; car park on 
left immediately after first 
bridge; from the north take 
junction 9 and follow the 
A31, pass under the M3 to 
the junction 10 roundabout 
(SU483279)

• Public transport: bus from 
Winchester bus/train 
stations to St Catherine’s 
park and ride and follow 
cycleway to Garnier Road, 
car park just after bridge

• Open daily, free admission 
and small car park

• No facilities, toilets in 
park and ride (425 m along 
cycleway)

• Terrain: tarmac track south 
from car park along the 
Itchen Navigation (drop of 
several metres in places to 
a narrow towpath); grassy 
path up Plague Pits Valley, 
where steps up the hillside 
rise 40 m; grassy paths on 
top; avoid bare chalk paths 
after rain as very slippery; 
steps up northern hillside 
steeper and can be slippery

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead

• Livestock may be grazing 

• Information boards show 
footpaths.

i
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wet. The steps end on the inner of two ramparts, part of the old 
Iron Age hill fort. After so much exercise, your child may be 
dismayed to find that this is not the summit; you can explore the 
ramparts or climb another 20 m (elevation) to the summit. 
St Catherine’s Hill supports species-rich chalk grassland, with 
flowers such as wild thyme and dropwort, and butterflies such as 
marbled white, meadow brown and chalkhill blue to look for in 
mid-summer. If you visit in September, thousands of devil’s-bit-
scabious flowers give the impression of a purple haze over the 
southern hillside; not as intense as a bluebell wood, but 
spectacular nonetheless. 

The copse at the summit offers welcome shade on a warm summer’s 
day. Beyond the copse, you will be rewarded with fantastic views 
across Winchester; your eyes may be drawn to the nearby medieval 
almshouse of St Cross, whose chapel looks like a miniature 
cathedral, but ask your child if they can spot Winchester Cathedral 
itself. There is also a turf maze on the hilltop, which your child 
might enjoy following to its centre. Just behind the maze, a path 
leads down another set of steps, and back to the car park. The 
steps offer a shorter route back to the car park, but they are quite 
steep, and the bare chalk can be very slippery, especially after 
rain. You may decide to return via the steps in Plague Pits Valley. 
From the car park there is also a very pleasant walk towards the 
city centre, along the far bank of the Itchen Navigation, with 
excellent views across the water meadows beyond. Your child 
should find this quiet and peaceful, despite walking almost to the 
centre of Winchester. After 700 m you reach Wharfe Bridge; here 
you can retrace your steps, or cross the bridge to return along the 
other side of the canal. After crossing the bridge, walk along the 
narrow lane for about 70 m before following a footpath sign to 
your right that takes you to the canal, and then back along the 
canal to the car park.

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/st-catherines-hill

Chalkhill blue

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/st-catherines-hill 
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❝we saw trout 
from the bridge❞

Liss Riverside Railway Walk
look out for relics of a bygone era...

Liss Riverside Railway Walk is a local nature reserve managed 
by Rangers on behalf of Liss Parish Council and East Hampshire 
District Council. It offers a very pleasant walk following the course 
of the Rivers Rother and Blackwater as they meander through 
alder carr woodland and past water meadows. The walk might be 
of particular interest to a child with autism who has a passion for 
trains, as it follows the old trackbed of Longmoor Military Railway 
(location for the Great St Trinian’s Train Robbery movie). As you 
walk along ask your child to imagine steam trains thundering down 
the railway en route to the mainline station at Liss. You might try 
to find relics of the railway as you follow the trail; look out for the 
old railway station platform at the start of the walk in Liss, which 
your child can still walk along, the set of buffers and a metre 
or so of track close by, and three original railway bridges, now 
refurbished (Nightingale, Briggs and Rose Bridges). 

As you walk along the wooded track, there are opportunities 
to take short walks through the meadows in several places, for 
example along the River Blackwater between Briggs Bridge and 
Nightingale Bridge (the second and third bridges heading north 
from the Liss railway station entrance). In spring you may see 
wild garlic growing along the riverside path here, recognisable by 
its small white flowers and pungent aroma, which your child may 
detect in the air. When you reach Nightingale Bridge, look down 
into the clear waters of the River Rother and you may see a wild 
brown trout if you are lucky, recognisable as a silvery-brown fish 
with reddish spots with pale borders on its back and sides. And if 
your child is still thinking about trains, visit the mainline station 
at Liss, which has regular trains to London and Portsmouth.

www.lissconservation.btck.co.uk/

• Park in Hill Brow car park 
(Liss) to start the walk 
next to Liss railway station 
(SU776277); alternatively, 
from the B3006 in Liss, 
follow Mill Road and then 
Forest Road for 1.3 miles to 
find a car park on the right 
(SU780293)

• Public transport: rail 
station in Liss (London to 
Portsmouth); buses Havant-
Petersfield-Alton service 
stops by the roundabout 
in Liss, 200 m from start 
of walk

• Open daily, free admission 
and two car parks

• Public toilets behind 
Triangle Community Centre 
on Mill Road in Liss; toilets 
in the Centre (0.2 miles 
from Liss railway station)

• Terrain: relatively flat, hard 
gravel track, but due to leaf 
fall, this can be muddy at 
times; wooden bridges and 
steps can be slippery when 
wet; optional side paths 
through meadows may be 
muddy (1.8 km each way)

• Open to horse riders and 
cyclists

• Dogs may be encountered 
off lead

• Information board 
including map of route at 
Forest Road entrance

• Sketch map on Liss 
Conservation website.

i

Brown trout

© Tone Blakesley

www.lissconservation.btck.co.uk/ 
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Part 3 Case Stories 
Autism and Nature arranged a series of five visits to nature reserves in the Hampshire 
countryside for small groups of school children with autism and related disorders. These visits 
took place in late autumn 2015, with one visit early the following spring. The purpose of 
the visits was to give children an opportunity to engage with the countryside and to show 
how this can benefit their learning, social skills and personal well-being. The visits also 
gave teachers the opportunity to learn more about the natural environment and activities 
that can be used to support learning, giving them more confidence to take their pupils into 
the countryside in the future. After each visit, teachers completed a short questionnaire, 
providing valuable comments on the children’s experiences and the ways in which the children 
benefited from their contact with nature. 

Children from three Hampshire special schools took part in the visits. Shepherds Down Primary 
School in Compton, near Winchester, caters for children aged 4 to 11 years with profound 
and multiple or complex learning difficulties, including autism. Forest Park Primary School 
in Totton caters for children aged 2 to 11 years who have moderate, severe or profound and 
multiple learning difficulties. Forest Park Secondary School, also in Totton, accepts pupils 
aged 11 to 19 years, with severe or profound and multiple learning difficulties. 

Each school visit was accompanied by teachers and their support staff, Autism and Nature 
staff, and was led by education officers from one of our conservation partners – Queen 
Elizabeth Country Park & Staunton Country Park; and Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust. 
Two visits were made to Queen Elizabeth Country Park, one visit to Staunton Country Park, 
and two visits to Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust reserves at Swanwick Lakes and 
Testwood Lakes. More information about each of these locations can be found in Part 2 of this 
guide. The five case stories that follow describe the activities that the children took part in, 
how they engaged with the natural world and the observations of Autism and Nature staff, 
teachers and education officers. 

51
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Case story Shepherds Down School

Years 3 to 6 visit Queen Elizabeth Country Park 

On a late autumn morning, eight children accompanied by six teaching assistants arrived at 
Queen Elizabeth Country Park for the first of a series of visits planned by Autism and Nature. 
Rain threatened, but the autumn colour looked fantastic, even under heavy skies. All the 
children had a diagnosis of autism, and represented several different classes. The group was 
met by Rebecca Bolton and Melissa Ricketts (Country Park Education Officers) and David 
Blakesley (Autism and Nature) for a visit planned following telephone discussions with the 
class teacher about the children’s special needs. After having a snack in the classroom, the 
children were ready to explore the park. One child asked if they were going to the wood, and 
smiled when the answer was yes. However, two of the children were initially unsettled by their 
new surroundings, but they soon followed the main group. 

Before the group arrived, Rebecca had attached photographs of woodland animals to several 
trees, the first of which was a grey squirrel. When asked what this animal was, the children 
shouted out “Squirrel!”, and “Nest!” when asked where squirrels live. They also knew that 
squirrels eat acorns; Rebecca then produced some acorns and asked the children if they would 
each like to hide an acorn, to collect later, just like a squirrel. This was a popular activity, as 
the children buried their acorns amongst the leaf litter. Close by, Rebecca showed the children 
a picture of a rabbit and nearby rabbit burrows. Finally the children walked to a tree with a 
photograph of a badger pinned to it. “Where do badgers live?” asked Rebecca. “Up a tree!” 
cried one of the children. “Can they fly?” asked a teacher. Badgers of course eat worms, so the 
children pretended to be badgers looking for worms – only they hunted for coloured pieces of 
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wool that Becky had scattered among the fallen leaves. Walking into the wood, the children 
were given an opportunity to hunt for bugs, collecting them in small transparent containers. 
With the help of an adult, the children seemed to really enjoy moving leaves and turning 
over logs, and found spiders, snails, millipedes and a centipede. They looked carefully at the 
creatures they had caught. This was followed by an activity called ‘Nature’s Bingo’. Everyone 
walked around the picnic area with a ‘bingo card’ with double-sided sticky tape attached to it. 
They looked for nine different items, including a flower petal, a berry and a chewed leaf. Perhaps 
the most challenging item to find in the natural world was something with a rectangular shape! 
The final activity before lunch was ‘animal orienteering’. Each child was given a clipboard with 
an easy to follow map showing the locations of ten animal images in an area of meadow and 
woodland edge. All they had to do – with the help of an adult – was to find the images and 
write down the animal. By now it was raining lightly, but everyone was enjoying the activities, 
so no-one seemed to mind. The children, with their adult helpers, spread out and most of them 
were able to find all ten images. They were rewarded with an animal orienteering badge. 

By now it was lunchtime, and everyone retired to the classroom for lunch. It was clear that the 
children had enjoyed their time in the country park and all the activities had been a great success. 
The group left for school immediately after lunch, taking with them their Nature’s Bingo cards, 
each a work of natural art in its own right. The teachers commented that the visit represented a 
fantastic opportunity for the children, and that the experience made a positive contribution to 
their Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE). They noticed that some of the children were 
very engaged throughout the visit, which is not always the case at school. Given that they had 
brought children from several different classes, with a wide range of abilities, they were 
surprised at the social skills demonstrated by the children in the natural environment of the 
country park, and how well they got on together. One teaching assistant remarked that she was 
able to bond much better with a child in her class. The teachers also discovered that the 
children had knowledge that they were previously unaware of. Shepherds Down School recognises 
the benefits to be gained from engaging children with autism and related disabilities with the 
natural environment and this visit certainly reinforced these benefits. 
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Case story Shepherds Down School

Doves Class visit Staunton Country Park 

After a dry and exceptionally warm start to November, the forecast for the visit was for 
frequent and possibly heavy showers. Nevertheless, as the school minibus arrived at Staunton 
Country Park, the skies were clearing and it looked like the weather would be kind to us once 
again. Seven children, accompanied by one teacher, five assistants and one grandparent made 
their way from the minibus to the entrance to the farm, for a visit led by Melissa Ricketts, 
with Rebecca Bolton and David Blakesley. The children were all from Doves class; they ranged 
in age from 7 to 10 years and each child had a diagnosis of autism. The teacher had made a 
pre-visit to the country park, which was very helpful. The group followed Melissa into the 
walled garden, to an area where beds had been planted with herbs. Melissa picked the leaf of 
a ‘curry plant’ and asked one of the children to smell its strong fragrance. She then gave each 
child a small container, and invited them to make a ‘smelly cocktail’ with leaves picked from 
the various herbs. The children really engaged well with this activity, picking and smelling the 
leaves of chives, lavender and mint in particular. 

The tropical glasshouse is also in the walled garden, offering a very different type of sensory 
experience. As they entered the glasshouse, the children experienced a dramatic change in 
temperature and humidity. With their teachers, they played ‘Tropical I Spy’ in the rainforest 
environment, looking for things that were smooth, prickly, floating on water, and so on. The 
children also walked around the pool, stopping to look at the fish swimming under the floating 
leaves of giant Amazonian waterlilies. Back in the garden, Melissa gave each child a palette-
shaped piece of card, and asked the children to match the colours on the palette with natural 
colours in the garden. This was a relaxing activity, and the children were allowed plenty of 
time to wander round the garden at their own pace, looking for different colours with the help 
of their teachers.
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Before walking to the farm, each child was given a ‘Farm Bingo’ card, with double-sided 
sticky tape that required six different items to be attached to it, including a small feather, 
three pieces of straw of different lengths and a piece of animal fleece. After a lot of rain, 
some of the children were distracted by the opportunity to ‘splish-splash’ their way through 
the puddles, and then by the sight of so many different animals. As they walked past the 
first enclosure, they were closely followed – on the other side of the fence – by a llama! They 
looked at Guinness the pig, whom Melissa explained had been responsible for consuming many 
Halloween pumpkins. There is a small playground in the farm area, and after looking at the 
other animals, the children spent 15 minutes or so here. By now it was starting to rain, so 
everyone retired to a farm classroom for lunch. And whilst they waited for their lunches to be 
brought from the minibus, Melissa showed them a giant African land snail and a Madagascar 
hissing cockroach. It was wonderful to see that some of the children were brave enough to 
touch these animals. 

The rain stopped just as the children finished their lunch, and with a bag of animal feed each, 
they set off in search of hungry mouths. They found them soon enough in a nearby barn, 
where several Jersey cows, sheep and goats were eager to be fed. At first, the teachers fed 
the animals, but so too did several of the children as they gained in confidence. With further 
encouragement from the teachers, some children later fed a goat and a llama in the outside 
pens. After carefully washing their hands, the children walked back to the minibus to prepare 
for the drive back to school. As they left, the rain came down once again. Visits to the 
countryside for Doves class are infrequent. The class teacher commented that although she 
had initially been cautious about the visit, she had been reminded that with good preparation 
and support, even challenged pupils with autism will respond positively to new experiences 
and environments, and on this occasion, exceed expectations. All the children were ‘unusually’ 
calm throughout the day; they made progress towards their PSHE; and one child in particular 
demonstrated a very positive response when participating in the ‘hands-on’ session with the 
larger animals. One parent reported an ‘infrequent behaviour’ that evening, commenting that 
following the visit, their child was very calm, his appetite had increased and he slept well.
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Case story Forest Park Primary School

Class 10 visit Swanwick Lakes 

With Storm ‘Barney’ expected to reach Hampshire late in the morning, there was some concern 
amongst the Swanwick Lakes education team prior to the children’s arrival and contingency 
plans were put in place. Children often enjoy being out in the rain and wet weather gear was 
on hand, but strong winds in a woodland environment was more problematic. Nevertheless, 
as the minibus arrived, the weather seemed calm enough. Nine boys were accompanied by 
one teacher and three assistants. The boys, all from Year 6 had Moderate or Severe Learning 
Disabilities; the majority had a diagnosis of autism, with one child with Down’s Syndrome and 
three with delayed speech and language. The group was met by Dawn Preston and Jess Daish-
Miller (Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust Education Officers), David Blakesley and four 
Trust volunteers. The children were clearly very excited and keen to introduce themselves and 
ask questions. As Dawn talked to them about safety on the reserve, several children pointed 
out the sound of mallards ‘quacking’ on a nearby pond. As the children went into the Study 
Centre to put on their wet weather gear, the questions continued. 

After a short walk to the wood, everyone sat down and Dawn demonstrated how to mark 
the boundary of the ‘woodland classroom’ by hammering stakes with flags into the ground. 
Each child then took a stake or mallet, and in pairs, marked out the boundary. The sound of 
a swanee whistle was the signal to return to the benches, where Jess talked about the main 
activity, which was bug hunting. She asked what kind of bugs might be found. Millipedes, 
spiders, ants and worms were suggested by the children. Each child was given a transparent 
pot with a magnifying lid and invited to lift logs and sift through leaf litter in search of bugs. 
This was a very popular activity and the children had a great opportunity to not only hunt for 
bugs, but to familiarise themselves with the woodland environment and become comfortable 
in it. Some children worked with adults while others looked for bugs on their own or with a 
friend. They were keen to show the adults what they had found. Plenty of time was allowed, 
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but when Dawn and Jess felt that the activity was reaching a natural conclusion, they 
sounded the whistle and the children returned to the bench area. Some of the animals were 
put into trays marked: no legs; six legs; eight legs; and more than eight legs. There was some 
moisture in the air and the storm was now overdue, so it was decided that the group would 
retire to the indoor classroom for the next activity, making a ‘creature’ out of clay. And soon 
after settling in the classroom, the storm arrived. It did not take long for each child to make 
an animal, using clay and assorted vegetation collected earlier. As works of natural art, the 
models were impressive, but not all were readily identifiable as woodland animals! After lunch, 
a group of children gathered round the window to look at birds on the feeders. This was not a 
planned activity, but one that the children clearly enjoyed. 

As the rain intensified, Dawn surprised everyone by announcing that the planned pond dipping 
would take place in the classroom! The volunteers had collected samples of pond water and 
vegetation, and these were poured into three separate tanks. “What lives in the pond?” asked 
Dawn. “Sharks” replied one of the children. “No!” exclaimed Dawn “this is not the sea!” Three 
groups of children then tried ‘pond’ dipping in the classroom, using plastic containers to catch 
aquatic animals rather than nets. This was another popular activity with a surprising range of 
creatures given the time of year, including dragonfly nymphs and water boatmen. Finally, 
everyone sat on the mats while Jess talked about what the children had achieved that day. She 
asked them: “What was new?” and several children said bug hunting; “What made them laugh or 
smile?”, bugs and spiders were two of the replies; and “What had they enjoyed?”, pond dipping 
was clearly very popular, but clay modelling and looking at the bird feeders were also mentioned 
by two children. Later, the teacher commented that the children had thoroughly enjoyed their 
day, and on the journey home talked about how much they loved pond dipping. She commented 
that it is good to be able to allow children the freedom to walk in the woodland without the 
constraints of having to hold their hands, especially as some of the children do not have many 
opportunities to visit parks or open countryside. The teacher observed that one child with 
autistic spectrum difficulties seemed much calmer in the outdoor space in comparison to the 
indoor environment of the Study Centre classroom. The majority of the children showed 
improved social skills in the woodland, particularly in listening to instructions and engaging 
with unfamiliar adults. One child demonstrated that he had understood science taught at school 
by answering Dawn’s questions. The teacher also commented that the session had demonstrated 
that this type of ‘hands-on’ approach is extremely valuable; she is now considering how to 
include more outside learning in the timetable. 
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Case story Forest Park Primary School

Class 7 visit Queen Elizabeth Country Park 

For the first time in this series of visits, the skies were blue when the children arrived at Queen 
Elizabeth Country Park. Atlantic low pressure systems had been replaced by crisp Arctic air, 
and the thermometer showed a temperature of just 2˚C. It felt a little warmer than that in the 
sunshine, but nevertheless, the children were taken to the classroom for a drink and snack, and 
to make sure they were wrapped up warm. Nine children from Years 3 and 4, including two in 
wheelchairs and many with a diagnosis of autism, were introduced to Melissa, Abi Peett and 
David. They listened quietly as Melissa told them what fun activities were planned. 

The group walked along the woodland edge, keeping to paths accessible for wheelchairs. 
Before Melissa could ask about a photograph pinned to a tree, one of the children announced 
that they could see a squirrel. “What is it hiding?” asked Melissa. “Nuts!” cried several 
children. “Now you are going to pretend to be squirrels” said Melissa, giving each child a 
soft ball to hide – something that they might more easily find later in the morning than 
an acorn hidden in the deep leaf litter. The next photograph was a rabbit, and nearby the 
children found a rabbit burrow. Following images of footprints stapled to trees, they reached 
a photograph of a badger. “Badgers eat worms” explained Melissa. The children then played 
a game about finding food, called ‘Woolly Worms’. Short pieces of coloured wool had been 
scattered across the woodland floor, and pinned to trees for the children in wheelchairs. This 
was a very popular activity! The next photograph showed a hedgehog and Melissa asked the 
children to make a structure that hedgehogs might sleep in – she had tiny hedgehogs made 
from teasel flower heads to substitute for the real animal. With help from the teachers, all 
the children took part in this activity. It was fun for the children to build small dens out of 
twigs and dead leaves, but the game also showed them the kind of shelter that real hedgehogs 
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would seek during daylight hours. The children then played a game of Nature’s Bingo, looking 
for various natural objects to stick onto their ‘bingo card’. Hawthorn berries provided an easy 
source of ‘something red’ and some children used them as ‘something round’ as well.

The children initially needed a little reassurance from the teachers for the next activity. 
Melissa asked the children to wear a blindfold and walk under the trees with an adult, focusing 
on what they could hear. After some initial concerns, most of the children wore the blindfold 
and several were happy to have their eyes covered while they shuffled through the leaf litter, 
touched tree trunks and picked up sticks. This was a very interesting sensory experience for 
the children, which they seemed to enjoy. It also allowed the children to continue to work 
on the trust they have in others. The final activity of the morning was ‘animal orienteering’. 
Three groups of children set out to explore different areas of the trail; this too was a popular 
activity, and some of the children were clearly excited each time they found a post with an 
animal and a number on it. After finding four or five of the posts, the children headed back 
to the warmth of the classroom for lunch. En route there was still time to search for the 
‘nuts’ that they had hidden earlier. Most of the balls were found by the children, but not 
all; the children learned that squirrels too cannot always find all the nuts they hide. Back 
in the classroom, the children sat quietly in a circle to eat their lunch before returning to 
the minibus for the journey back to school. The following day, the children thought about 
their day in the countryside, with each child remembering something important to them. The 
teacher commented that the children benefit greatly from being outside as the activities are 
practical and have a greater impact if they are in the environment they are learning about. 
She also highlighted the importance of children having positive experiences of the natural 
environment. All the children were eager to talk to the adults about what they could see and 
hear. One child used signs with more confidence in the woodland. The teacher also noticed 
that two children tried very hard to meet the objective of staying with an adult on a trip, and 
that one child, with support, remembered to talk through a situation they were not feeling 
happy about. 



60

Case story Forest Park Secondary School

Maple Class visit Testwood Lakes 

The final visit of the series was held at Testwood Lakes, on a chilly but beautiful March day. Five 
boys from Forest Park School were accompanied by one teacher and three assistants. The boys, 
aged 16 to 19 years all had a diagnosis of autism. The group were ready to start immediately, 
so after a brief introduction to Grace Hall (Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust Education 
Officer), David and Kristina Bourdillon (a volunteer), everyone walked a few hundred metres into 
the nearby woodland. Grace invited the boys to sit on a circle of tree stumps, before explaining 
all about the morning session, which was focused on creating natural art. 

For the first activity, Grace invited the boys to make an animal from either brown or grey 
clay, using natural objects from the woodland if they wished. Grace provided Field Studies 
Council eight-panel laminated wildlife guides for inspiration. After 15 minutes or so, the 
boys had modelled a primrose, rook, mouse and hedgehog, using small twigs to add to their 
designs. The clay was very sticky, but the boys were able to wash their hands in a bucket of 
water, despite the bucket having a hole that allowed the water to quickly drain away! The 
next activity was new to Autism and Nature visits – making impressions of leaves on calico 
fabric. Although it was only mid-March, some leaves were already opening, and the boys were 
able to collect hazel and hawthorn in particular. There were also yew trees and lords-and-
ladies growing in the wood, but these leaves are poisonous, so the boys were warned to avoid 
these species. Grace then demonstrated what to do next: take a piece of fabric (in this case 
approximately 40x15 cm), place a leaf on the fabric, fold the fabric over to cover the leaf, and 
then hit the fabric repeatedly with a wooden mallet. This was a popular activity and the boys 
were allowed as much time as they needed to make a series of leaf impressions on the fabric. 
They wrote their names on the fabric with a stick of charcoal before a well-earned snack and a 
drink for those who wanted one.
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Grace then showed the boys a butterfly that she had made on the ground using sticks and 
twigs. She asked the boys to wander through the wood with their helper, to collect sticks 
to make their own design on the woodland floor. It could be anything, not necessarily an 
animal living in the wood. The natural artwork that the boys produced was indeed varied and 
inventive; one boy made an excellent spider, using a mossy tree stump for the body, from 
which protruded eight long sticks representing the legs. Artwork depicting a hotdog, and 
a ‘Tardis’, complete with the Doctor, was something that Grace had never seen before in a 
natural art session! The boys seemed to be very pleased with their artwork. Finally, there was 
just enough time for some more traditional art. Grace showed the boys how to make paint by 
crushing a piece of coloured chalk on a tree stump, once again using the wooden mallets. The 
chalk dust was brushed into a plastic beaker and a little water added to make the paint. The 
boys then decided how they would use the chalk; several made paint, and used it to paint 
sticks. Others preferred to use the dry chalk, either on art paper or tree bark. 

A lot was achieved in the space of just two hours, but at a very relaxed pace. The activities 
were never rushed but allowed to continue as long as the boys retained their interest; for 
this reason the session was very successful and clearly enjoyed by everyone. The teacher 
commented afterwards that one pupil in particular, who is normally very vocal and physical, 
was calm and focussed on the art work. Another pupil was also much more focussed than usual 
and listened well. The teacher noted that two pupils played chase towards the end of the 
session, which was lovely to see, as they would not normally attempt to socialise with each 
other. All the pupils showed less anxiety and no challenging behaviour, which is not always 
the case when accessing the local community. The teacher recognised that this type of event 
could have great therapeutic value and be calming in times of heightened anxiety or crisis 
for these young people; she commented that it was wonderful to really focus on the pupils 
strengths and motivate them, knowing that the environment was safe for them, for example 
no wandering dogs to worry about. 
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Further reading
Web resources 
• Hampshire County Council – Visit Hampshire’s Countryside: www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside.htm
• Hampshire Short Breaks Programme: www3.hants.gov.uk/shortbreaks
• Hampshire Local Offer: www.hantslocaloffer.info/en/Main_Page
• Hampshire Gateway – activities for children and young people with disabilities and/or additional 

needs: www.hampshiregateway.info/en/Home_Page
• Changing Places accessible toilets: www.changing-places.org
• Disabled Go: www.disabledgo.com/organisations/hampshire-county-council/main-2#VenueListing
• South Downs National Park Authority: www.southdowns.gov.uk/enjoy/
• New Forest National Park Authority: www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/info/20001/visiting 
• Autism Hampshire: www.autismhampshire.org.uk/
• Hampshire & Isle of White Wildlife Trust: www.hiwwt.org.uk/
• Hampshire County Council. Travel Guides and Maps: www3.hants.gov.uk/bus-guides
• National Rail Enquiries: www.nationalrail.co.uk/
• Traveline south east: www.travelinesoutheast.org.uk

Popular guides, reports and academic research papers
• Blakesley, D, Rickinson, M and Dillon, J. 2013. Engaging children on the autistic spectrum with the 

natural environment: Teacher insight study and evidence review. Natural England Commissioned 
Reports, NECR116. Available at: http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/11085017

• Blakesley, D and Blakesley, T. 2013. Visiting the West Sussex countryside: a guide for parents and 
teachers of children with autism. Available at: www.autismandnature.org.uk

• Blakesley, D and Blakesley, T. 2013. Visiting the East Sussex countryside: a guide for families, children 
and young people with autism. Available at: www.autismandnature.org.uk

• Blakesley, D and Blakesley, T. 2016. Exploring the New Forest by bus: a guide for families with children 
with autism. Available at: www.autismandnature.org.uk

• Bragg, R, et al. 2013. Measuring connection to nature in children aged 8–12: A robust methodology 
for the RSPB. Essex Sustainability Institute. Available at: www.rspb.org.uk/Images/methodology-
report_tcm9-354606.pdf

• Brown, O. 2005. Autistic at altitude. Communication, Summer, 40–41. Available from The National 
Autistic Society, email nas@nas.org.uk 

• Dillon, J, Rickinson, M, et al. 2006. The value of outdoor learning: evidence from research in the UK 
and elsewhere. School Science Review 87, 107–111. Available at: www.outlab.ie/forums/documents/
the_value_of_school_science_review_march_2006_87320_141.pdf

• Faber Taylor, A and Kuo, FE. 2009. Children with attention deficits concentrate better after walk in 
the park. Journal of Attention Disorders 12, 402–409. Available at: www.lansi-turku.net/sites/lansi-
turku.net/files/Walk_in_the_Park-1.pdf

• Louv, R. 2005. Last child in the Woods: Saving our children from Nature-Deficit Disorder. Atlantic 
Books, London.

• Moss, S. 2012. Natural childhood. National Trust. Available at: www.nationaltrust.org.uk/
document-1355766991839/

• Pitman, J. 2010. Kiddiwalks in Hampshire and the New Forest. Countryside Books, Newbury.
• Travlou, P. 2006. Wild adventure space for young people: Literature review – survey of findings. 

OPENspace, Edinburgh, Scotland. Available at: www.openspace.eca.ac.uk/pdf/WASYP1_Lit_Rev_
Survey220906.pdf

• Young, H. 2010. Growing together: gardening with children and young people with Special Educational 
Needs: RHS SEN schools project 2009–2010. Royal Horticultural Society, London. Available at: 
http://apps.rhs.org.uk/schoolgardening/uploads/documents/SEN_report2009-10_final_1049.pdf
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