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•	 Public transport: Lymington 
to Bournemouth bus (daily) 
stops on the A337; alight 
near Waterford Road, walk 
down Waterford Road to the 
cliff top car park (400 m) 
for access to the beaches; 
alight near Rothesay Drive, 
and walk down Rothesay 
Drive to Highcliffe Castle 
(160 m)

•	 By car: from the A337 in 
Highcliffe, follow directions 
above to cliff top or 
Highcliffe Castle pay-and-
display car parks 

•	 Toilets and café in cliff top 
car park; toilets and tea 
rooms in Highcliffe Castle 
grounds

•	 Terrain: steep tarmac 
or gravel path down to 
the sandy beaches (with 
shingle in places); avoid 
climbing the slumping cliffs 
behind Naish Beach (very 
dangerous) and the groynes 
along Highcliffe Beach; set 
of steps in Chewton Bunny; 
steep slope up zig-zag 
path to Highcliffe Castle 
from beach; gravel paths in 
Castle gardens

•	 Lifeguard on Highcliffe 
Beach in summer

•	 Walkford Brook unfenced

•	 Assistance dogs only on 
the beaches (May to Sept); 
dogs may be encountered 
off lead at other times of 
the year

i

Highcliffe-on-Sea
stunning views of The Needles and 
Christchurch Bay...

Highcliffe-on-Sea lies just outside the boundary of the New Forest 
National Park, in Christchurch Bay. Arriving by bus or car, a good 
starting point is the cliff top car park. From here, follow one of the 
surfaced tracks down to the beaches; Naish Beach is to the east, 
Highcliffe Beach to the west. Naish Beach stretches for 1.4 km to 
the sea defences at Barton-on-Sea. At high tide, the sea comes 
up to the base of the cliffs, so make sure that you are aware of 
the tide times. Both beaches have areas of sand and shingle, and 
offer excellent views across the Solent to the Isle of Wight and 
the Needles – a row of three distinct chalk stacks. If you have 
binoculars, your child should be able to clearly see the Needles 
Lighthouse at the western end of the stacks, and the multi-
coloured cliffs of Alum Bay to the east. Highcliffe is also known 
for its fossils, which get washed out of the cliffs behind Naish 
Beach by the sea and rain. Families should not attempt to climb 
the slumping cliffs, because of highly dangerous soft mud and the 
possibility of a landslip. However, fossil sharks’ teeth can be found 
by carefully searching the shingle on the beach. Sharks’ teeth 
are shiny, black and can have a sharp point. Children with autism 
who have an interest in prehistory, particularly fossils, may enjoy 
looking for them. Ask your child to imagine sharks swimming in a 
tropical sea, around 36 million years ago, exactly where they are 
walking today. Teeth can be difficult to spot and even experts do 

❝I found a fossil 
shark tooth❞
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not always find them, so if coming away empty-handed would upset 
your child, it may be best not to raise their expectations. 

After a walk on the beach, you might like to take a stroll through 
Chewton Bunny, a local nature reserve immediately east of the cliff 
top car park. An accessible path runs parallel to Walkford Brook, 
through a narrow belt of mature woodland. The woodland shade 
may offer a pleasant respite from the sun on warm summers’ days. 
Explain to your child that in the New Forest, a ‘Bunny’ is a local 
name for a narrow valley or wooded ravine; although you may well 
see rabbits grazing on the grassland between the café and Chewton 
Bunny! The mix of mature trees with an understory of hazel and 
holly is good for woodland birds; if your child responds to sounds, 
the contrast of woodland bird song with the sound of the wind and 
waves they will have been listening to on the beach is dramatic. 
The path through Chewton Bunny eventually emerges on the A337 
after about 900 m, although you may not wish to walk that far.

Alternatively, you can head west from the cliff top car park, along 
the shore to the ziz-zag path; a steep slope that leads from the 
shore to the car park and grounds of Highcliffe Castle, a distance of 
about 1 km. From here, you can explore the formal castle gardens 
or, if your child would prefer, continue west along the cliff top path 
through the wooded Steamer Point Nature Reserve. If you arrived by 
public transport, you can walk directly from the castle to the A337, 
avoiding the longer walk back via the cliff top car park.

www.lymington.org/beach/naishbeach.html
www.highcliffecastle.co.uk/home
www.dorsetforyou.com/article/408591/Steamer-Point-Local-Nature-Reserve

Fossil shark tooth

© David Kjaer

Rabbits
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•	 Public transport: New 
Forest Tour (green route) 
and Beach Bus stop in the 
car park

•	 By car: from Beaulieu 
(on the B3054 Lymington 
to Hythe road) or Hythe 
(A326), follow the brown 
tourist signs (SU424006)

•	 Gardens open daily from 
mid-March to early-
November; admission 
charge (free for carers); 
large free car park

•	 Accessible toilets, café, 
two picnic areas and 
adventure playground

•	 Terrain: variety of 
surfaces, including tarmac 
drive (1 km), extensive 
compacted gravel surfaces 
and some unsurfaced paths 
that can be muddy after 
wet weather; paths may 
be uneven in places, with 
moderately steep gradients; 
Access Statement on 
website

•	 Unfenced ponds

•	 Steam railway and hop-
on-and-off buggy service 
(additional charges)

•	 Dogs should be on lead

•	 Frequent ‘you are here’ map 
boards and information 
boards (also on website) 

•	 Map of garden: available 
from visitor entrance or 
download from website. 

❝I love the 
Wiggly Tree!❞

i

Exbury Gardens and 
Steam Railway
lovely walks and steam trains too...

Exbury Gardens and Steam Railway is an excellent place to visit, 
with so much to stimulate the senses of a child with autism 
and the added bonus of a steam railway. The railway station is 
adjacent to the car park, so it is probably the first thing your child 
will notice as you enter the site. Train tickets are purchased at 
the visitor entrance, from where it is a short walk to the station 
(200 m). Trains depart regularly (seasonal timetables) for a 
20 minute journey through the gardens, past animal sculptures 
made from a variety of materials. Use the hop-on-and-off buggy 
service if your child has limited mobility.

The gardens are extensive and it is easy to spend a day exploring 
them. They are bisected by a minor road that is crossed by a 
bridge. From the visitor entrance, a typical walk exploring the 
gardens to the north of the road, remaining on the main trails 
is about 1.5 km. Close to the Jubilee Ponds a short stretch of 
boardwalk takes you through an area dominated by bamboo and 
the giant leaves of gunnera. Your child may never have seen leaves 
this size before! Explain that these are ancient plants, known to 
have been around at the time of the dinosaurs, and probably eaten 
by them too. The paths continue through woodland planted with 
a wide variety of trees and shrubs. In October, the autumn colour 
in this part of the gardens is beautiful; if your child is attracted 
by different shapes and colours, they could become engrossed 
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in collecting autumnal leaves. Bring a strip of card with double-
sided sticky tape to enable your child to make a colourful leaf 
crown. You might sit on the bench at ‘Exbury North’ Station and 
wait for the train to pass by, or perhaps explore the nearby rock 
garden, although children should not climb on the rocks, which are 
very slippery. Look out for some very tall trees and the variety of 
different textured barks. 

The area to the south of the visitor entrance is more extensive; 
there are wide open spaces for your child to run around in and 
numerous unsurfaced and grassy paths leading off the main paths 
to explore. If your child likes fish – there are giant carp and golden 
orfe in Top Pond. The fish swim close to the edge and are very 
easy to see. One tree that your child might be impressed with is 
the ‘Wiggly Tree’, that some people think looks like a dinosaur. 
This is one of twenty points on the ‘Family Trail’ that you can 
follow around the southern part of the garden with a leaflet from 
the visitor entrance (approximately 2 km). Even if your child will 
not follow the whole trail, there are some interesting plants that 
you might seek out as you wander around. From the entrance, a 
typical walk around the southern section, including Arromanches 
View Point is about 3 km. If you reach the viewpoint, there is a 
short (380 m) River Walk along the woodland edge (unsurfaced and 
uneven path) with excellent views across the Beaulieu River.

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

•	 By car: from the A326 in 
Holbury follow the brown 
tourist signs (SZ455985) 

•	 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

❝the turnstones 
were very tame❞

Lepe Country Park
a coastline with a story to tell...

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 
number 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. 
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Turnstone

It is a short walk (250 m) from the visitor centre to the family 
beach. Only assistance dogs are allowed on the beach from 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. In the autumn and winter months look out for 
turnstones roosting on the shingle. Explain to your child that these 
birds 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 – 
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.

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

© Tone Blakesley

www3.hants.gov.uk/lepe 
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•	 Public transport: 
Bournemouth to Salisbury 
bus stops on the A338 by 
Ellingham Drove; New 
Forest Tour (red route) also 
passes here; northbound 
stop requires crossing     
the A338

•	 By car: from the A338, 
1.7 miles north of the 
A31 at Ringwood, turn 
into Ellingham Drove 
(signposted to Moyles 
Court); car park after 400 m 
(SU151082)

•	 Open daily (not Christmas 
Day) and free admission; 
visitors car park north of 
the road, but two smaller 
car parks close to the 
Education Centre may 
suit families with autistic 
children (car parks open 
9 am to 4.30 pm)

•	 Education Centre with 
toilets and disabled toilet; 
no food/drink facilities

•	 Terrain: stony surfaced 
waymarked paths can be a 
muddy in autumn/winter 
due to fallen leaves

•	 River (steep banks in 
places) and deep water 

•	 Assistance dogs only on 
the reserve; dogs may be 
encountered off lead on 
paths along the western 
bank of Ellingham Lake   
and to Blashford Lake 
(easily avoided)

•	 Trail map: available from 
the Centre or download 
from website. 

i

❝we saw a 
kingfisher❞

Blashford Lakes
excellent opportunities to view birds close up...

Blashford Lakes, managed by Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife 
Trust is a great place for children with autism to engage with the 
natural world at any time of the year. Staff at the Education Centre 
are always keen to advise families on which trail to follow and what 
to look out for. The site is bisected by a minor road (Ellingham 
Drove); the best place to start on your first visit is on the south 
side of the road, where the Education Centre is located. A short 
walk from the Centre (1.5 km) takes you to three hides; Ivy North 
Hide overlooks Ivy Lake, which is always busy with waterfowl, 
especially so in the winter months. Colourful posters will help your 
child to identify the various species of duck, especially if you have 
binoculars. The hide has one-way glass windows, enabling visitors 
to observe the wildlife without disturbance. This can result in 
good views of kingfishers at any time of the year and you may even 
see a bittern in the winter months. The trail takes you through 
wet woodland, with moss-covered trees and a ground flora rich in 
ferns. Ferns were around at the time of the dinosaurs – you might 
refer to them as dinosaur food!

The next hide on the trail is Woodland Hide. This again is mainly 
one-way glass, allowing visitors to watch woodland birds coming 
down to feeders positioned just a few metres from the hide. If 
your child has patience, you could sit here for a long time, 
watching the antics of birds attracted to the feeders. It offers a 
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Siskin 

www.hiwwt.org.uk/reserves/blashford-lakes
http://www.disabledgo.com/access-guide/hampshire-county-council/blashford-
lakes-nature-reserve

great opportunity to familiarise your child with some of the 
commoner woodland (and garden) birds such as great tit, blue tit, 
coal tit and chaffinch. Species that are more difficult to get good 
views of such as nuthatch, siskin and great spotted woodpecker 
are also regular visitors to the feeders. Continuing on past a 
smaller lake, you will reach Ivy South Hide which offers further 
views across the Lake. Here the windows open; on a warm day, 
when Ivy North Hide might be a little uncomfortable for some 
children, this hide might be a better alternative. In the summer 
months, common terns nest on special rafts towed into position 
each year. Birds may be more distant here, so a pair of binoculars 
would be useful. The trail then continues along a boardwalk to 
Ellingham Lake, where you should turn right if you wish to remain 
on the trails where dogs are not allowed. 

The trail to Goosander Hide and Lapwing Hide (3.25 km return from 
the Education Centre) initially follows the river, before crossing 
the minor road. Both hides overlook Ibsley Water, a much larger 
expanse of water that holds large numbers of waterfowl in the 
winter months. The reedbeds here sometimes support a large roost 
of starlings in the winter months; flocks or ‘murmurations’ perform 
spectacular aerial dances in the sky that many children with autism 
might find mesmerising. Telephone the Education Centre to find 
out whether the birds are present. At other times of the year, the 
trail passes through boggy ground and through reedbeds, where 
in the summer months the song of reed warblers fills the air and 
dragonflies are difficult to miss.

Banded demoiselle

© Tone Blakesley
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Further reading
Popular guides and web resources 

•	Blakesley, D and Blakesley, T. 2016. Visiting the Hampshire countryside: a guide for parents/
carers and teachers of children with autism. Available at: www.autismandnature.org.uk.

•	Hampshire County Council. 2016. New Forest Bus and Rail Timetable. Available at: www3.
hants.gov.uk/bus-guides

•	Beach Bus: www.thebeachbus.info
•	Forest Bus: www.forestbus.info
•	 Hampshire Local Offer: www.hantslocaloffer.info/en/Main_Page
•	 Disabled Go: www.disabledgo.com/organisations/hampshire-county-council/main-2#VenueListing
•	New Forest Tour: www.thenewforesttour.info
•	New Forest Travel Map: www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/travel
•	Traveline south east: www.travelinesoutheast.org.uk
•	Community Toilet Scheme: www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/info/20052/visitor_information/141/

community_toilet_scheme
•	New Forest National Park Authority – accessible visits: www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/

info/20052/visitor_information/343/accessible_visits
•	Accessible walks: www.thenewforest.co.uk/information/accessible-walking.aspx
•	New Forest Access For All – Easy going walks: www.newforestaccessforall.org.uk/page7.html
•	New Forest Disability Information Service: www.newforestdis.org.uk/
•	Explore the New Forest: www.forestry.gov.uk/newforest
•	Learning information – www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-97rhwg
•	Hampshire County Council – Walking in the New Forest: www3.hants.gov.uk/new-forest-

walks.htm
•	New Forest District Council – walking in the New Forest: www.newforest.gov.uk/article/5263/

Walking-in-the-New-Forest
•	New Forest National Park Authority: www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/downloads/20045/things_

to_do
•	Viewranger online trail guide: www.viewranger.com
•	Cycle routes: www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/new-forest-cycle-code.pdf/$file/new-forest-cycle-

code.pdf

Academic text

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

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/
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Caring for the New Forest National Park 

By following these simple requests made by the New Forest National Park Authority 
you will be helping to keep the New Forest special for future generations to enjoy.

Enjoy: Make time to enjoy healthy exercise, fresh air, beautiful surroundings and the rich 
wildlife. Plan your route to be out of Forestry Commission car parks by dusk.

Birds: To help ground-nesting birds rear their young safely, keep yourself, dogs and ridden 
horses on the main tracks from the beginning of March to the end of July. 

Dogs: The New Forest is great for dogs but to minimise disturbance to wildlife, livestock 
and other people, please keep your dogs close by you and visible at all times – if necessary 
use a lead. Pick up after your dog, especially around car parks, on paths and where people 
play or picnic.

Parking: Please park only in designated car parks, not on a verge or in gateways. 

Driving: The speed limits on unfenced roads greatly reduce the number of accidents 
involving animals. Slow down and give walkers, cyclists, horse-riders and animals a wide 
berth. Be especially careful at night.

Fire: Because uncontrolled forest fires are a great threat, campfires are not allowed in the 
New Forest without the permission of the landowner. Barbecue sites are provided for hire 
at Wilverley and Anderwood car parks by the Forestry Commission (www.forestry.gov.uk/
newforest) and at Lepe Country Park by Hampshire County Council (book in advance at 
www.hants.gov.uk/lepe).

Cycling: Do enjoy the extensive network of off-road routes, but keep to the waymarked 
tracks and other designated routes. When approaching people and animals call out a 
warning and pass slowly and wide. Try to leave gaps for overtaking vehicles and never ride 
more than two abreast. Keep to a safe speed, wear bright colours to be visible and always 
use lights in the dark.

Camping: Use designated sites to pitch your tent or caravan. Wild camping is not allowed.

Forest management: Take notice of any warning signs and keep a safe distance from work sites. 

Litter: Please take your litter home.

Ponies: There is plenty of natural food for the grazing animals so please don’t feed them. 
It’s against the byelaws and human food can harm them. Some hand-fed ponies become 
aggressive with people who, quite rightly, keep their picnics to themselves. Even stroking 
ponies is dangerous – they may look friendly but they can bite and kick, especially mares 
with foals. 

Unidentified objects: Areas of the New Forest were used to test bombs in World War I and II. 
Don’t touch objects that might be dangerous and notify the police immediately on 999.

www.newforestnpa.gov.uk



Exploring the 
New Forest

by bus

This guide is designed to help parents, carers and teachers to engage children with 
autism and related disabilities with the natural world in the New Forest National Park. 
It focuses on natural places that can be visited using public transport. It should 
also prove useful to those living and working with adults with autism. The guide 
begins by introducing the benefits of visiting the countryside, considering why such 
experiences are valuable for children with autism. It also provides information on 
public transport in the New Forest National Park and tips on planning visits. This is 
followed by a guide to natural places to visit in the New Forest National Park that 
children with autism might enjoy.
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