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This guide represents the fifth in a series of local guides designed to help parents,
carers and teachers to engage children with autism and related disabilities with the
natural environment. It should also prove useful to those living and working with
adults with autism. The guide begins by considering why visiting the countryside and
experiencing the natural world can be especially valuable for children with autism.
This is followed by a guide to twenty-four ‘natural places’ in the Surrey countryside,
which children with autism might enjoy visiting. The guide concludes with a series
of case stories set in Surrey nature reserves, describing visits by children from local
special schools.
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Foreword
I have been very fortunate in my life to have travelled to many different countries, seen
awe-inspiring views and experienced the cold of high mountain tops, the heat of Africa, the
shapes and shadows and sounds of forests. But there is nowhere that fascinates me more, that
always draws me back on an invisible thread, than my home in the Surrey Hills where I have
lived for 58 years.
I look far into the distance where the North Downs shape the skyline. I marvel at the complex
shapes of the trees in winter, the soft colours as the leaves emerge in spring, the full-blown
rich greens of summer and the mesmerising vibrant golds, reds and rusts of autumn.
One of the greatest joys is to walk in those woods. All one’s senses are truly alive. So I can
imagine nothing more wonderful than for young people and children to be given this kind of
experience. So many of us live in a world surrounded by technology, a world of busy, noisy
streets. This is what so many people are used to and, because of that, the thought of walking
silently in a wood – the only sound being the song of birds or the trickle of a stream – might
seem daunting to say the least. But once the first step has been taken, life will never be
the same.
Breathing the clean air, seeing the shoots of ferns in the spring, glimpsing a squirrel as it
scampers across the path and rushes up a tree – or the rich colours of a pheasant’s feathers as
he disappears into the undergrowth. And then, lying on some moss or leaves and looking up at
the sky through the branches of the forest. These are experiences that money can’t buy. And I
mustn’t forget the smells! Of damp earth, of bluebells, of ferns.
Surrey is an extraordinary county. Not far from London or the sea, the variety of landscape is
incredible, and those of us who live here or visit are determined that this little jewel of the
natural world should never be destroyed. We all know that nature is a healer, that it is a great
gift whatever age we are.
So whether they are going to climb a high hill, study the plants, walk along a river, splash
through streams or sit and look at the view, listening to nature’s voices, the young people who
come here will be touched by nature’s kindly hand and, I’m sure, will long to return.
Virginia McKenna OBE
Born Free Foundation (http://www.bornfree.org.uk/)
March 2015
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Preface
Why read this book?
This guide represents the fifth in a series of local guides published by Autism and Nature.
It is designed to help parents, carers and teachers in Surrey to engage children with autism
with the natural environment. It should also prove useful to carers of children with other
disabilities and those living and working with adults with autism. Part 1 considers why
visiting the countryside and experiencing the natural world can be especially valuable for
children with autism. It also offers tips on how to prepare children for an outing to the
countryside. Part 2 presents a guide to ‘natural places’ to visit in the Surrey countryside,
which many children with autism might enjoy. The featured locations represent the diverse
range of habitats found in Surrey, and include places owned or managed by the Forestry
Commission, National Trust, Natural England, RSPB, Reigate and Banstead Borough Council,
Royal Horticultural Society, Runnymede Borough Council, Surrey Wildlife Trust, Woodland
Trust and several private landowners. Part 3 presents a series of stories that describe visits
to Surrey nature reserves by children with autism and related disabilities from local special
schools. Here you can read about what the children saw, the activities they took part in 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. The description
of each location should help parents, carers and teachers to judge its suitability for their
children. Preparation for visits to a new place can be very important. Many children with
autism appreciate being shown pictures of their destination, so we have included photographs
and illustrations in the guide, that we hope children will find helpful and attractive.
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Part 1 Introduction
It is widely acknowledged that time spent in the countryside, experiencing the natural
world, can 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, on hearing the
song of a nightingale as they walk through an ancient Surrey wood carpeted in bluebells. For
a family, that wood might also provide fallen logs for children to climb on, butterflies to chase
in the summer and colourful leaves to collect in the autumn. In a recent report for the National
Trust, Stephen Moss writes about how a ‘natural childhood’ can improve children’s health,
develop their learning skills and strengthen communities (Moss, 2012). He also points 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 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 in these reports
focuses 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, it is evident that many children have
become disconnected with 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
will 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 those children with autism and other
special educational needs who have few opportunities to visit the countryside.
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Benefits for children with autism
In a study with King’s College, London, Autism and Nature interviewed special school leaders
and teachers about their views on engaging children with autism with the natural environment
(Blakesley et al., 2013). Whilst there were clear differences between schools in the degree of
engagement, all schools were practicing some kind of outdoor learning and all schools were keen
to do more. Interviewees identified benefits to social skills and personal well-being as being
particularly compelling reasons for engaging autistic children 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.
Horticultural therapy and gardening represents another example of how children with special
educational needs can be helped to make a connection with nature. The Royal Horticultural Society
Special Educational Needs schools project (Young, 2010) worked with classes with a wide range of
conditions, including autism. Through learning gardening skills the children were able to connect
with the natural world and benefited in many ways.
Many of the reasons for engaging children with autism and related disabilities with the natural
environment are illustrated in the case 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 guides to East
Sussex, West Sussex, Kent and Suffolk, available on the Autism and Nature website. Although our
stories describe school visits, children with autism should also enjoy engaging with the natural
environment with family and friends.
© Tone Blakesley

Shoveler
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Surrey has many wild and natural places; its heaths, commons, chalk grasslands and woodlands 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 along
the North Downs 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 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 seen in the landscape and clouds  
• A sense of freedom and independence, which children do 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 an usual 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 the 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
As with any activity, we recommend that parents/carers and teachers assess the risks for
particular sites. For all children, there are real risks associated with the outdoor environment,
such as steep slopes, open water and so on. Most children like to run, and few places in
the countryside offer the security of a fence to stop children running into dangerous areas.
Visiting a new place may arouse particular anxieties for some children with autism, such as:
how long the walk might be; will they get back in time for the next activity; and whether
there will be toilets. We have provided information for each of the natural places in this guide
to help with these and other issues.
Here are a few tips on how to 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
• 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;
for example, 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, who has autism, to find.
More ideas for outdoor activities can be found in the descriptions of our school visits in Part 3.

4

Part 2 Natural places to visit in Surrey
The Surrey landscape is one of contrasts, from the relatively low lying Thames Basin Heaths
and Lowlands in the north, to the North Downs and Greensand Hills further south. The
diversity of geological landform means that Surrey has a rich diversity of habitats and
wildlife, providing many opportunities for engaging children with autism with the natural
environment. The Thames Basin has a gently undulating landscape, characterised by
heathland such Chobham Common, now protected as a National Nature Reserve. The Thames
Basin Lowlands are characterised by farmed landscapes, small woods and wooded commons
such as Bookham Commons. The land rises gently towards the dip slope of the Downs to the
south. The Surrey Hills, including the chalk slopes of the Downs and the Greensand Hills have
been designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) to protect and conserve
the landscape (page 27). South of the AONB, the land falls away to the low lying, but gently
rolling hills of the Low Weald, which lies across the south of the county. The Low Weald is
relatively densely wooded, especially in the west of the county; Sidney Wood, Fir Tree Copse
and Durfold Wood are featured in this guide. Further east, the landscape becomes more open,
with smaller fragments of ancient woodland such as Staffhurst Wood, and Hornecourt Wood
on the Harewoods estate, in an otherwise largely agricultural landscape. We hope that readers
will visit some or all of the places featured in this guide.
Before visiting the natural places suggested here, we recommend readers look at the relevant
websites. Many include trail leaflets or maps and details of public transport. Bus routes may
change over time; for up to date information to help plan journeys by public transport visit
the Surrey County Council website (www.surreycc.gov.uk). Buses4u (www.buses4u.org.uk/)
operates a demand responsive transport service in East Surrey including the Summer Sunday
Rambler. Information on public transport is also available from Traveline (www.traveline.
info/). Ordnance Survey (OS) maps can be useful for longer walks in places such as Sidney
Wood. 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/) and OS Getamap
(www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/). Google
Earth (www.google.com/earth/) is
M25
also useful for planning walks.
Woodlands are featured on the
Riverside Walk,
Virginia Water
A3
Woodland Trust website
Claremont
Landscape
Chobham Common
Garden
Esher
(www.woodlandtrust.org.
A24
RHS Garden
uk), which allows you to
Banstead Woods Marden Park
Wisley
Bookham
Woking
and
Commons
search for woods within a
M3
Great Church
Leatherhead
Wood
Farnborough
M25
Polesden
20-mile radius of a given
Hatchlands
Reigate Hill and
Lacey
Park
Gatton Park
Box Hill
Nutfield Marshes and Mercers Country Park
locality.
Newlands Corner
Denbies Hillside

Guildford

A31

St Martha’s
Hill

Farnham
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Godalming

Winkworth Arboretum

Thursley
Common
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A3

White Down
and
Blatchford
Down

Dorking

Redhill
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A25
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A24
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Chobham Common
heathland rich in wildlife...

❝the heather was
very pink and we
saw a lizard❞

i•

On the B386 Windlesham
to Chertsey road; Staple
Hill car park is on Staple
Hill just south of the M3
(SU973648); Roundabout
car park is close to the
junction of the B386 and
B383 (SU964649)

• No public transport
• Open daily, admission free
and six car parks
• No facilities, toilets in
Chobham village car park
(2 miles)
• Terrain: some gentle slopes,
paths sandy in places,
elsewhere can be muddy
after wet weather; two
waymarked trails – Albury
Bottom (1.8 to 2.3 km) and
Long Arm (3.3 km)
• Several unfenced pools
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Livestock at certain times
of the year
• Information boards show
route of waymarked trails
and other paths
• Trail leaflet available in
car parks.
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Chobham Common offers an opportunity for a peaceful walk in
an otherwise heavily populated corner of Surrey. The Common,
which is managed by Surrey Wildlife Trust, is bisected by the
M3, but once you leave the car parks, the roar of the motorway
soon begins to fade. Families with a child with autism, who
are visiting for the first time, should consider following the
Albury Bottom waymarked trail, in the southern section of the
Common. From Staple Hill car park, cross the road and follow the
waymarked trail that initially runs parallel to the road, before
heading down a slope and across the Common. The path here
drops about 25 m in elevation, but the trail regains height more
gradually over the rest of the walk. Away from the road, you
should soon start to experience the heathland wildlife. On warm
days in the spring and summer, particularly in the morning, look
out for some of the Common’s reptilian inhabitants. Adders, grass
snakes and slow worms are sometimes encountered, but you are
more likely to find common lizards, basking on a piece of dead
wood or on the edge of a path. These animals are sensitive to
vibrations, so walk quietly if you can, and ask your child to look
several metres in front of them. You may just hear the sound of
an animal scurrying for cover or catch a glimpse of movement,
but with patience children have a reasonable chance of finding a
lizard basking on a warm sunny day.
The heathland supports a range of bird species, some of which
specialise in this type of habitat. One bird your child might be
able to spot is the stonechat; a handsome bird that often perches
in prominent positions. Bring binoculars if you can, to get a really
good view. Ask your child to look out for the much rarer Dartford
warbler (illustrated opposite), a small bird which is dark slatybrown above, brown-pink below and has a long tail. Birds of prey
are often seen over the Common, including buzzard, kestrel, hobby
and red kite (illustrated opposite). These are quite distinctive
species, but a field guide would be useful if you have one. Another
bird which your child might spot, flying low across the heath, is
a green woodpecker. Explain to your child that although this is a
‘woodpecker’, it often feeds on the ground, where it searches for
ants, its favourite food. Towards the middle of summer, purple
bell heather adds a splash of colour to the heathland, before ling
heather turns the landscape into a haze of pink, announcing the
imminent arrival of autumn.

A longer waymarked trail follows a circuit around the northern
section of the Common, starting from the Roundabout car park.
This route is popular with dog walkers and you might find it
busier than the Albury Bottom trail. Although much of the route
crosses heathland dominated by heather, the trail also passes
through grassland and small pockets of woodland. There are several
heathland pools along the way that are good places to look for
dragonflies and damselflies on a sunny day.

www.wildlifetrusts.org/reserves/chobham-common
© David Kjaer

© David Kjaer

Red kite

Dartford warbler
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Riverside Walk, Virginia Water
a quiet woodland walk...

❝I like running
along the
boardwalk❞

i•

Parking on Cabrera Avenue,
off Crown Road in Trumps
Green (SU997675); pay and
display car park by Virginia
Water railway station off
the B389 (TQ000678)

• Public transport: Virginia
Water railway station
close to the nature reserve
(access on foot via pay
and display car park); local
buses to the station
• Open daily, free admission
and two car parks
(see above)
• No facilities, public toilets
in nearby Englefield Green
and Chertsey
• Children’s play area next
to the car park in Cabrera
Avenue
• Terrain: level, riverside
path can be muddy,
boardwalk across the
wettest area; circular walk
from Cabrera Avenue (1 km)
or the station (1.9 km)

The Riverside Walk along the banks of the River Bourne is an
example of a local nature reserve on the urban fringe that might
be of particular interest to families living in the Borough of
Runnymede and the surrounding area. Here, the river, (more like
a stream), flows through an area of woodland that is marshy in
places. This type of woodland is known as ‘wet woodland’ and many
of the plants are characteristic of damp places. If you have a guide
to trees, ask your child to identify the trees growing in the wet
areas; they should find both alder and willows. Butterflies such as
speckled wood and orange tip may be seen on sunny spring days,
perhaps searching for flowers such as the delicate white wood
anemones or the bright yellow marsh marigolds (illustrated below).
Families with an autistic child might prefer the smaller and quieter
car park on Cabrera Avenue to the busier pay and display car park
in Virginia Water. Close to the car park in Cabrera Avenue, a path
leads directly to the river; whether you turn left or right, the trail
follows the course of the river to a footbridge, returning along the
far bank. After passing the point at which you entered the nature
reserve, continue to a second footbridge, which allows you to cross
the river again and return to the entrance track. The path can be
muddy in places, reflecting the damp nature of the wood, so it
might be advisable for children to wear wellingtons. Some children
will probably enjoy walking along the muddy path, jumping in the
puddles, whilst others may prefer walking on the boardwalk across
the wettest area. And if your child has some energy after their
walk, there is a pleasant children’s play area to look forward to.

http://www.runnymede.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.
ashx?id=4638&p=0

• Unfenced river, narrow but
deep in places
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information board shows
footpath
• Trail map: download from
Runnymede Borough
Council website.
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Marsh marigold

Durfold Wood

a peaceful woodland walk...

❝I collected lots of
different types of
leaves and made
a crown❞

i•

From the A283 at
Chiddingfold take the
minor road (Pinkhurst
Road) southeast towards
Plaistow; the road becomes
Fisher Lane, and Durfold
Wood car park is on the
right opposite Durfold
Farm, 300 m before the
T junction with Plaistow
Road (SU991330)

• No public transport
• Free admission, open daily
and small car park with
spaces for four to five cars
• No facilities, nearest
toilets at Witley Railway
Station (5.6 miles)

This is a quiet and peaceful Woodland Trust property, where you
are likely to meet very few people. From the car park, follow
the footpath southwest for about 300 m to reach the wood. An
information board includes a map of the wood which shows the
permissive footpaths. Durfold Wood supports a diverse range of
trees and shrubs, presenting a good opportunity for your child
to try to find as many different species as possible. A lot of
saplings and small trees grow close to the paths, so children can
comfortably examine their leaves. The easiest species to find
are rowan, sweet chestnut, holly, hazel, birch and oak. But you
will also find aspen, the uncommon wild service tree and the
occasional Scots pine. Take a tree identification guide if you have
one or collect leaves of different shapes to identify later.
Children with autism might find it fun to make a crown of leaves
to wear on their head as they walk around. Simply take a narrow
strip of card glued at both ends to make the crown, put a strip
of double-sided sticky tape around it and your child can stick
different shaped leaves to it. In autumn they might prefer to
collect leaves of different colours for their crown. Along the trail
you will find a lone Scots Pine with deeply ridged and fissured
bark. Children may enjoy exploring the bark’s texture, or even
giving this old tree a hug! When planning a trip to Durfold
Wood, you should be aware that the car park is small. To avoid
disappointing your child if the car park is busy, there is a much
larger car park at Sidney Wood (also featured in this guide), which
is just 4 miles away along minor roads through Dunsfold.

http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/visiting-woods/
wood/4402/durfold-wood/

• Terrain: level, trails can
be very muddy after wet
weather, narrow 300 m path
to the wood; typical walk
to the far end of the wood
and back is 2.5 km
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information board with
trail map.

Beech
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Sidney Wood and Fir Tree Copse
discover a lost route to the sea...

❝I walked along
the old canal
but I didn’t see
much water❞

i•

From the A281 in Alford
Crossways take the
minor road signposted to
Dunsfold, the track to the
car park is on the left after
1.1 miles, immediately
before passing the Wey and
Arun Canal (TQ026350)

• No public transport
• Open daily, free admission
and large car park
• No facilities, toilets with
Radar locks for disabled
access in Cranleigh on the
B2128 beside the Cricket
Pavilion (4.3 miles) and in
Village Way off the B2181
(4.8 miles)
• Terrain: in Sidney Wood
tracks mostly level; short,
steep slopes with steps
and narrow bridges cross
a stream valley in Fir Tree
Copse; tracks in both woods
can be muddy after wet
weather; 600 m to Fir Tree
Copse, 1 km to the canal
towpath
• Old canal unfenced (water
in places)
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information board in Fir
Tree Copse
• An OS map would be useful.
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Sidney Wood is a large area of Forestry Commission woodland,
part of the extensive Chiddingfold Forest. There is no trail map
and most of the paths are not waymarked, so an OS map would be
useful; your child might enjoy learning to use a compass at this
location. One of the interesting features of this site is the Wey and
Arun Canal, long disused and hidden in the depths of the forest. It
might be an exciting adventure for your child to set off in the hope
of finding the old canal. Surrey Wildlife Trust also has a nature
reserve within the forest complex (Fir Tree Copse) and finding this
could also be part of your adventure.
To find the canal and the nature reserve, head back towards the
road, turn west at the tarmac track and follow the signposted
Wey-South Path. The path passes the entrance to Fir Tree Copse,
where you will find an information board. Despite its name, this is
ancient woodland, with coppiced hazel under mature oak and ash
trees. It is worth a visit at any time of the year, but particularly in
spring, when fine displays of wood anemones on the woodland floor
are followed in early May by a dense carpet of bluebells. There is
a circular path through the reserve that crosses a deep gill in two
places; be prepared for a short set of steps and a narrow bridge with
a handrail on one side only. Eventually the path reaches sections
of the disused canal. If you follow these, you will come back to the
Wey-South Path. At this point, a sign marks the canal, describing it

as “London’s Lost Route to the Sea”. From here you can stroll along the
old towpath as it winds its way through the forest, until it reaches a
narrow lane (1.6 km from Fir Tree Copse), before retracing your steps.
The canal is now overgrown with reeds and other aquatic plants, but
there are still some patches of open water. Occasionally you will find
marker stones, indicating the distances to the rivers Wey and Arun.
Take the opportunity to tell your child that the canal was once part of
a network of waterways linking London to the coast at Littlehampton,
and that boats were originally horse-drawn, with the towpath alongside
the canal for the horse to walk along.
On another occasion, consider the surfaced track which runs south
from the car park. This track is relatively easy to follow and is
mostly firm ground. It passes through woodland and one area where
conifers have been removed and replanted with deciduous trees.
In early summer you will find hundreds of common spotted-orchids
(illustrated below) on this walk, flowering alongside plants such as
the curiously named ragged Robin (illustrated below). Your child
might like to guess why it has this name? Look out for common
lizards basking on the side of the track or darting for cover in front
of you. Butterflies like sunny woodland tracks or ‘rides’, especially if
there are wildflowers along the margins. Look out for meadow brown,
gatekeeper and skippers. At any point you can retrace your steps, or
if you have an OS map, find a different route back to the car park.
An alternative, but much longer walk is described on the West Weald
Walk 13 leaflet.

www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/fir-tree-copse
www.westweald.org.uk/pdf/walks/westwealdwalks%20Sidney%20Wood.pdf
www.weyandarun.co.uk/

Ragged Robin

Common spotted-orchid
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Claremont Landscape Garden
quiet gardens and a fairytale cottage...

❝I enjoyed feeding
the ducks and
geese, it was fun!❞

i•

On the southbound
carriageway of the A307
immediately south of Esher
(TQ127631)

• Public transport: bus stop
by the entrance gate (515
hourly Monday to Saturday;
515A every 2 hours on
Sundays and Bank Holidays)
• Open most days (check
website), admission charge
for non-National Trust
members (free for up to
two carers); car park
• Toilets and adapted toilet
with ramp in the car park;
café
• Play cottage with games
and clothes for dressing up;
small adventure play area
• Terrain: access-for-all path
around the lake (800 m);
steep slope to the top of
the amphitheatre; typical
walk 1.5 km
• Lake unfenced
• Assistance dogs only in
the summer; dogs on short
leads between November
and March
• Children’s map free from
the kiosk.
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The National Trust’s Claremont Landscape Garden is a delightful
place for children with autism. Ask at the entrance kiosk for the
‘Curiosities of Claremont’ children’s map and let your child lead you
round the gardens. The serpentine lake is just behind the kiosk,
close to the children’s adventure playground. The wooden castle
and cottage might prove too much of a temptation and you may
spend some time here before continuing your walk around the lake.
If you visit in late spring and summer, you will not get very far
along the lakeside path before becoming aware of hungry ducks
and geese, anticipating a meal. The entrance kiosk offers bags of
grain in return for a small donation to the Trust. When the greylag
and Canada geese have young, you could soon be surrounded by a
lot of hungry beaks!
To the north of the lake, the children’s trail takes you past stepping
logs and a ‘ha ha’; some children will enjoy running around this.
From here there is a steady climb through the wooded garden. Look
out for the ‘Fairytale Cottage’. This small thatched cottage has a
collection of Georgian and Victorian themed outfits for children
to try on. This may not suit all children with autism, but there are
toys and games from a bygone era such as hobby-horses, dominoes
and skipping ropes which might be more appealing. Continue to
follow the children’s trail to Camellia Terrace. Unlike many gardens,

Claremont is not formally laid out with beds of flowers, so your
children shouldn’t expect to see a lot of ‘colour’. However, in the
summer you will find a range of scented Pelargoniums and Dianthus
in pots on the Terrace. A sign invites children to enjoy the smells
and to touch the leaves, an activity that should engage a child
with autism. Beyond the Terrace is Belvedere Tower, which is open
in the afternoons on one weekend each month (check the website
for details). The children’s trail continues through woodland, where
foxgloves flower in the summer, and on past an avenue of ‘lollipop’
lime trees – the map invites children to run between the trees in
a zig zag manner. Eventually, the trail leads to a small nine-pin
bowling alley – borrow a ball from the kiosk if you want to play
this game. Just beyond the alley is a terrace which overlooks the
amphitheatre and lake.
On a sunny weekend, the car park can be busy, so it is worth
arriving early to ensure you find a parking space. Despite this,
the gardens never seem crowded, which should suit many children
with autism. There are a lot of seats around the garden and
plenty of places for a picnic around the lake or on the terraces of
the amphitheatre. The peace of the gardens is only disturbed by
the occasional plane passing low overhead after taking off from
Heathrow, but for some children this will be a bonus.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/claremont-landscape-garden/
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RHS Garden Wisley
a delight for the senses...
❝I saw a lot of
apples and they
had a nice smell❞

i•

Off the A3 just south of
Junction 10 of the M25;
follow the brown tourist
flower signs to access
the gardens from the
northbound carriageway
(TQ066582)

• Public transport: buses stop
on the A3 (contact RHS for
up to date information)
• Open daily (except
Christmas Day), admission
charge (free for carers and
children under five); large
free car park
• Free entry to schools (prebooking)
• Toilets in the car park
and around the grounds,
accessible without
assistance for manual
wheelchairs only; shop and
variety of eateries

The RHS Garden at Wisley is a fantastic place to visit, with much
to see and many opportunities to stimulate the senses of a child
with autism. Within about 600 m of the car park, you can walk to
the Teaching Garden, natural play area, glasshouse and explore
the more formal gardens and ponds. The Herb Garden might be of
particular interest to a child with autism; here visitors are invited
to gently brush the foliage of herbs such as lavender and mint to
release their fragrance and to ‘enjoy the scent of the flowers and
the buzzing of the bees’. The nearby vegetable garden and fruit
garden may also be of interest and some children will love the
broad palette of colours in the borders.
The glasshouse holds a collection of plants from around the world
and has plenty to interest a child with autism. Some children
will look upon the spiny cacti in wonder whilst others might be
attracted by the sound and movement of the waterfall. If your
child is comfortable in dimly lit areas, visit the ‘Root Zone’,
which demonstrates the importance of a plant’s root system; the
exhibition includes a model of a tree root and giant models of
a carrot and parsnip. Just outside the glasshouse, the Teaching
Garden may also inspire children’s interest in plants. Close by, the
natural play area has a den building area, with one ‘permanent’ den
and a couple of frames to help prospective den builders. There is
also a variety of climbing frames and sections of tree trunks.

• Terrain: the gardens are
accessible, with
recommended wheelchair
route (typical walk 1 to
3 km), longer walks
including grassy paths and
steeper slopes
• Natural play area (scooters
and balls not permitted)
• Three mobility scooters
and two trampers, call in
advance
• Several unfenced ponds
• Assistance dogs only
• Seasonal self guided trail
leaflet: available from the
ticket office or download
from the website.

14

Heather

Wisley attracts a lot of visitors, but there are parts of the gardens
which are much quieter than others. The path through the Pinetum
and Howard’s Field takes you to the National Heather collection. At
any time of the year look out for tactile species such as Mexican
pine (illustrated below), with needles that hang like curtains; ask
your child to feel the variety of textured barks – smooth, shiny,
soft and rough; and in late summer and autumn, heathers of every
shade of pink and purple will be flowering. Beyond the natural
play area, wooden stepping stones set in a path of sand, grass
and wood chippings lead visitors into the Jubilee Arboretum. The
‘Golden Triangle’ is planted with trees whose leaves are golden in
the spring and summer. From here, a path takes you up the slope
into the Fruit Field, where you can walk between rows of apple
and pear trees of 450 different varieties. In spring your child may
remember the sweet smell of apple blossom; a few weeks later
the ground will be white as petals fall like confetti. Return in the
autumn and you will find the trees heavily laden with fruits of
every shade of red, green and pink. The air will be rich with the
aroma of ripening apples and the ground littered by windblown
fruits, slowly fermenting and adding to the fragrance. Many
children with autism will not have had an opportunity for a sensory
experience such as this before.

www.rhs.org.uk/gardens/wisley

Mexican pine
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Hatchlands Park

a quite garden and extensive parkland
to explore...
❝I saw a big heron
in the pond❞

i•

On the A246 between East
Clandon and West Horsley
(TQ066517)

• Public transport: Guildford
buses stop within 100 m of
the entrance (pavement
along the very busy A246);
400 m from entrance to car
park; Summer Sunday
Rambler service (contact
Buses4u)
• Park and ‘quiet garden’ open
daily April to October, for
formal gardens (including
lawn) check website;
admission charge (free for
up to two carers); car park
• Adapted toilet, toilets,
tearoom by the mansion
open daily; picnic areas
• Natural play area (800 m
from the car park)
• Terrain: gravel or grassy
paths, partly accessible
parkland with some rough
and undulating paths;
moderate slopes around Wix
Woods; four waymarked
trails up to 4 km
• Steep banks in the vicinity
of the Ice House
• Two ponds fenced
• Assistance dogs only in the
formal garden; dogs may be
off lead in the park
• Livestock grazing at certain
times of the year
• Information boards
• Trail map and children’s
adventure map available
from reception.
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Hatchlands Park is a National Trust property with formal gardens,
a Georgian mansion and parkland to explore. Many families with a
child with autism should find this an enjoyable place to visit. The
gardens are close to the car park (approximately 250 m) which will
suit children who are unable to walk too far. An extensive area of
lawn gives children the opportunity to run around, and there are
usually a few games here, such as wooden building blocks, bat and
ball, space hoppers and soft dice. There are more building bricks,
books, colouring books and even a piano to play in the old stables.
A gateway from the stable courtyard leads to a small secluded
garden, a quiet and calm space that will help some families with a
child with autism.
Without walking too much further, you can extend your walk
to include the western end of the parkland. Sheepwash Pond is
just 500 m from the courtyard along a gravelled path. Ask your
child why the pond might have been given this name. The pond
is fenced, but if you feel it is safe for your child, there is a gate
into the picnic area by the water. The pond itself is delightful,
with water lilies flowering in the summer months, dragonflies
and damselflies hawking insects over the water or resting on the
bankside vegetation, and a few hungry mallards are likely to appear
from nowhere, demanding your child’s attention. If you are lucky,
you may encounter a heron on a quiet day. From the pond you can
walk directly back to the car park across the meadow, a distance of
about 280 m.

To explore more of the parkland, follow the well worn track from
the mansion across the grassland to Great Wix Wood. As you walk
through the wood, you will find a sign pointing to ‘Wizard Wix’s
Willow Warren’. This is a natural adventure play area hidden amongst
the trees. Here you will find balance beams, willow tunnels, shelters
and various sculptures. There is also a den building area for children
who want to build their own shelters. Many children with autism will
like this area, which is also fenced and where dogs are not allowed
(although they are allowed in the parkland). From the play area
you can retrace your steps to the mansion and on to the car park,
or continue to Little Wix Wood, which is carpeted with bluebells in
late April/early May. Returning along this route is much further and
includes some steeper slopes. If you follow all, or part of this route,
pick up an ‘Adventure Trail’ leaflet from reception that describes
activities to do with your children along the way, such as catching
falling leaves in the autumn or making a trail with sticks. When the
car park is busy, it is likely that the play area and courtyard areas
will be busy too, but it should still be possible to enjoy a quiet walk
to Sheepwash Pond through the parkland.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hatchlands-park/

© Tone Blakesley

Grey heron
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Bookham Commons

herons, nightingales and woodland butterflies...

❝I enjoyed listening
to the nightingales
singing❞

i•

From the A246 in Great
Bookham, head north along
High Street and Church
Road; Tunnel car park is
0.9 miles from the A246
(TQ129556)

• Public transport: Bookham
railway station adjacent to
site (use footbridge); buses
to station Monday to Friday,
restricted service on
Saturday; also contact
Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission;
Tunnel car park (charge for
non-National Trust
members), two smaller car
parks free (TQ120567 and
TQ133568)
• No facilities, toilets in
Great Bookham on the A246
west of High Street (1 mile)
• Terrain: mostly level, gentle
slopes towards Mark Oak car
park; surfaced path to ponds
and bird hide (1.6 km one
way), other paths can be
uneven and very muddy;
Family Trail through
woodland (3.8 km)
• Unfenced ponds
• Dogs may be off lead
• Livestock grazing at certain
times of the year
• Information boards in car
parks
• Trail map: available in car
parks or download from
National Trust website.
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Bookham Commons is a large area of oak woodland, with patches of
wet grassland and several ponds. It is well known for its woodland
wildlife, including a heronry near the ‘I.O.W’ pond that is best
viewed in late winter and early spring, before the leaves open
on the trees. Young herons can be very noisy in their tree top
nests! The National Trust leaflet illustrates the Family Trail, which
includes unsurfaced paths through the woodland on the northern
half of the Commons. These paths can get very muddy after wet
weather and uneven due to use by horses and cyclists. Many
children with autism will enjoy these muddy paths, but wellingtons
would be advisable. Alternatively, you can have a very pleasant
stroll along the all-weather paths to the ponds and hide.
If you visit in spring, from mid-April to the end of May, you will
have a good chance of hearing a nightingale singing (illustrated
opposite). This should be a rich experience for a child with
autism who has an ear for music and finds bird song soothing.
Nightingales like thick scrub, and can be heard in the Central Plain
and the Western Plain. Follow one of the trails into the Central
Plain or try the path towards Ivy Cottage and Five Halls. Despite
their name, nightingales frequently sing during the day; you can
familiarise yourself with their song on the Autism and Nature
website. You could also explore the Eastern Plain, an area of open
woodland where heather flowers later in the year. If you hear a

strange ‘mewing sound’, look up and you may see a buzzard soaring
overhead. In the wooded area north of the ponds, look out for
spring flowers such as greater stitchwort, the diminutive yellow
pimpernel, bugle and occasional bluebells. In the summer months,
many people visit Bookham Commons in search of woodland
butterflies. Species to look out for in high summer include white
admirals and silver-washed fritillaries, and there is always a chance
of seeing the stunning purple emperor. These butterflies sometimes
replenish salt by probing the ground, landing on dung on the
woodland paths in the morning. Download the butterfly walk
leaflet from the National Trust website, which also illustrates the
key species to look for.
It is worth visiting the bird hide at any time of the year, where you
might sit for a while if your child has patience. This is a peaceful
part of the Commons, and the ponds are fringed with yellow flag
in late spring. Look out for little grebes which nest in the reeds
and other common water birds such as mute swan, Canada goose,
mallard, moorhen and coot. There are identification charts in the
hide that will help your child to recognise these birds. Dragonflies
and damselflies are also common around the ponds in the late
spring and summer. It can be difficult to get close views of the
larger dragonflies, but the more delicate damselflies often rest on
vegetation by the paths. Access to the ponds is restricted by dead
branches along many, but not all, of the banks. Note that dogs are
allowed into the shallow end of the western-most pond, so some
families might want to avoid the immediate area if excited dogs
are running around.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/bookham-commons/

© Tone Blakesley

© Tone Blakesley

Coot

Nightingale
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Banstead Woods

quiet walks in bluebell woods...

❝the smell of
the garlic was
really strong❞

i•

From the B2023 in
Chipstead, take the B2219
signposted to Banstead,
the car park is on the left
after 0.1 miles (TQ273583)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission
and car park
• No facilities, public toilets
in the centres of nearby
Banstead and Coulsden
(approximately 2 miles)
• Terrain: tracks generally
firm, but can be muddy in
places after wet weather;
several moderate and steep
slopes across the site;
signposted nature trail
(4.5 km) slopes steeply for
the first 120 m
• Fenced pond along the
nature trail
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information boards in the
car park show footpaths
and information about the
wildlife, geological history
and management of the
Downs
• Trail map: download an
informative nature trail
leaflet from Surrey County
Council website.
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Banstead Woods is a lovely area of ancient woodland in the east of
the county that is rich in wildlife. The woodland has an extensive
network of paths, which gives families an opportunity to make up
their own route, exploring the paths for a distance and time which
is comfortable for their child. For a short walk, take the woodland
path close to post 1; this avoids the steep slope at the start of the
nature trail and follows a more gently sloping route through the
woods, joining the nature trail between posts 2 and 3. For families
comfortable with longer walks, the signposted nature trail winds
its way around the outer edge of the Banstead Woods and is an
excellent way to discover the woodland and its wildlife. Do not
confuse the nature trail with the ‘countryside walk’; this is also
signposted but follows a different route.
Some children with autism will be particularly impressed with the
woods in late April and early May when bluebells are in flower. At
this time of year, you can walk through the woods, accompanied
for much of the time by carpets of blue. In some areas, bluebells
line the paths, elsewhere they might only be glimpsed through
other foliage until you suddenly come across an open glade that
looks more like a deep blue lake, shimmering under the woodland
canopy. In spring, it is easy to focus on the bluebells and miss
some of the other species, so take a wildflower guide if you have
one. Along the paths, look out for the delicate white flowers of
wild garlic, yellow archangels and delightful posies of primroses.

Wild garlic (illustrated below) creates a pungent aroma which your
child may comment on. If not, crush a small piece of leaf and ask
your child to smell it. A walk through ancient woodland should be
exciting for children at any time of year. Many of the numbered
posts are associated with particular tree species; with the help of
the trail guide and if possible a tree identification guide, see how
many different leaves your child can collect and identify. Species you
should find include hornbeam, oak, beech, ash, rowan, sweet chestnut
and Scots pine. In the late summer and autumn, long after the spring
flowers have gone, there are many species of fungi to be found in
Banstead Woods, but make sure your child does not touch them.
The southeastern part of the wood was cleared for farming during
WW1. This area has now been replanted, and you can see the young
woodland taking shape. The open rides and glades are a good place
for your child to look for butterflies, such as brimstone in spring and
skippers in summer. Birds like this scrubby habitat too, and in spring
and summer you might hear the scratchy song of a whitethroat or the
lyrical melody of a willow warbler. But the bird that your child might
learn to recognise most easily by its song is the chiffchaff (illustrated
below), because it sings its name ‘chiff-chaff’ over and over again.

www.surreycc.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/785005/
BansteadWood_NatureTrail_Online.pdf
© Tone Blakesley

© David Kjaer

Chiffchaff

Small skipper

Wild garlic
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Harewoods
look out for deer...

❝we stood very
still and the deer
looked at us then
ran away❞

i•

From the A25 in
Bletchingley, take the
minor road (Outwood
Lane) south, signposted
to Outwood, the main car
park is on the right after
3.4 miles, opposite the
windmill (TQ326455)

• Public transport: bus from
Redhill to Outwood Monday
to Fridays only, also
contact Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission
and car park
• No facilities, public toilets
in the centres of Godstone,
Horley and Lingfield
• Terrain: tracks can be
muddy after wet weather;
gentle slopes along
Outwood Common walk
(3 km); steep slopes in
Hornecourt Wood (typical
walk 2.5 km)
• Two minor roads cross the
Common
• Unfenced pond in Outwood
Common
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information boards in
car park
• Trail map: download
Outwood Common walk
from website.
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Harewoods is a National Trust estate located around the village of
Outwood, extending across Outwood Common, Hornecourt Wood
and neighbouring farmland. Outwood Common includes about 2 ha
of open common, formerly used by commoners for grazing. Some
children with autism may be happy just to walk around the open
Common, stopping to look at the magnificent windmill along the
way. This is the oldest working windmill in Britain, built in 1665.
Two minor roads cross the Common, which may be a concern with
some children, as the Common is not fenced.
In spring, take your child to see the wildflowers in Hornecourt
Wood. Walk along Gayhouse Lane past the windmill and then
follow the public footpath down a track and across an arable field
to the wood – the route to the wood is shown on an information
board in the car park (signposts are usually in place at this time of
year). The coppiced hornbeams that you see on entering the wood
probably gave the wood its name. In early spring, the woodland
floor is carpeted in places with the delicate white flowers of wood
anemones. Later in spring, the carpet changes colour as large areas
of bluebells come into flower. In this sea of blue, look out for
pastel yellow primroses (illustrated opposite) along the woodland
rides. In the late spring and summer, foxgloves may be found,
particularly in the replanted area. There are deer in the wood too,
so walk quietly and you may spot a roe deer in one of the woodland

rides. Roe deer are shy animals, so if you do spot one it is likely to
run quickly into the undergrowth. Hornecourt Wood is on a south
facing slope, and drops about 25 m in elevation from north to
south. If you walk across the centre of the wood, there are short
but steep slopes in several places.
The woodland on Outwood Common probably receives more visitors,
as it is located next to the car park. Walk along the boundary
of the cricket pitch (separated from the footpath by a fence) to
reach the wood. There are a variety of woodland flowers in the
spring, including bluebells, but the display is not as spectacular as
Hornecourt Wood. If you follow the self-guided walk, you will pass
a woodland pond, with yellow flag and possibly one or two broods
of mallard ducklings in late spring. In summer, the pond may be
covered with yellow water lilies. Your child might enjoy sitting
on the bench by the pond, watching the ducks or the dragonflies
that patrol the water’s edge on a sunny day. The walk then takes
you out into open countryside, returning to the woodland along a
tree-lined hedgerow where bluebells flower in the spring. Walking
through this farming landscape offers a great opportunity to look
at the different crops and talk to your child about farming. If your
child likes aeroplanes, look to the skies, as planes sometimes fly
over the woods, having left Gatwick minutes earlier. There is also a
car park at Bransland Wood, a few miles north of Outwood, but the
woodland here may be of less interest to families (there is also an
unfenced pond by the car park); a further car park on Hornecourt
Hill is too small to rely on for a parking space.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/harewoods/

Primrose
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Staffhurst, Great Earls and
Little Earls Woods
bluebells and woodland flowers...
❝there was a big
frog in the pond❞

i•

Near the village of Merle
Common, between Oxted
and Marlpit Hill; St Silvan’s
car park is located at the
west end of Staffhurst
Wood Road (TQ410487);
additional car park on
Grants Lane, 60 m south of
the junction with Monks
Lane (TQ416484)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u
• Free admission, open daily,
two car parks
• No facilities, toilets in
Hurst Green railway station
(2.3 miles) and Ellice Road
car park, Oxted (3.5 miles)
• Terrain: gentle slopes in
places; trails can be muddy
so consider wellies after
wet weather; typical walk
from St Silvan’s car park to
and around the Woodland
Trust part of Staffhurst
Wood 1.2 km; Wildlife
Trust circular trail 3.5 km;
typical circular walk around
Great Earls and Little Earls
Woods 1.4 km
• Several unfenced ponds
along the Wildlife Trust
circular trail, including one
close to Grants Lane car park
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information boards in car
parks
• Trail leaflet: download
from Surrey Wildlife Trust
website.
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Staffhurst, Great Earls and Little Earls Woods are truly ancient,
with a long documented history of continuous woodland cover
dating back to at least Saxon times, although some felling was
undertaken in the 1930s. The Woodland Trust owns and manages
Great Earls and Little Earls Woods and the northeast part of
Staffhurst Wood, while the remainder of Staffhurst Wood is
managed by Surrey Wildlife Trust. To access the Woodland Trust
woods, use St Silvan’s car park at the west end of Staffhurst Wood
Road. From the car park, follow the Woodland Trust sign along a
track for about 200 m. The woodland here is very attractive, with
tall oaks, beeches and hornbeams, and relatively few shrubs on
the ground. For children with autism who are fond of the colour
blue, carpets of bluebells make this an exciting place to visit in
the spring. Later in the year, when the bluebells have died back,
children will be able to run around freely under the trees.
After 200 m or so you will reach a T-junction; the track here
marks the boundary of the Woodland Trust part of Staffhurst
Wood. Several paths lead from this track into the Woodland Trust
woodland, and these are marked on OS maps. This is also a bluebell
wood, but there are other woodland flowers for your child to look
for; in early spring, before the bluebells flower, they should find
the delicate white flowers of wood anemone, scattered across the

woodland floor. Later in the spring, ask your child to look out for
the white flowers of wood sorrel, the powder-blue flowers of bugle,
yellow archangel and red campion (illustrated below) – a lot of
colours to look for on a late spring walk! And the wood is colourful
in the autumn too; your child might enjoy collecting the gold and
russet red beech leaves. For a longer walk, Surrey Wildlife Trust
have a trail leaflet which guides you round the whole of Staffhurst
Wood (3.5 km), but it might be advisable to bring an OS map and
compass, as the trail signs can be confusing in places. The trail
passes several unfenced ponds; if your child looks carefully, they
might spot a newt floating just below the surface, or frogs with
their heads peeping out through the tangled water weed, and
certainly dragonflies on sunny days.
From St Silvan’s car park, you can also walk to Great Earls and
Little Earls Woods (100 m away). Cross the road opposite the car
park, follow the trail south for about 50 m and then head right
towards the road junction. Here you have to cross two minor, but
sometimes busy, roads to reach the entrance to Great Earls Wood.
The information board by the entrance shows the network of
paths, so photograph this to help you navigate. Great Earls Wood
has been replanted with sweet chestnut coppice – ask your child
to look out for their spiny fruits in autumn. Little Earls Wood is
delightful, with high forest similar in character to Staffhurst Wood.
Both woods have carpets of bluebells and many other woodland
flowers in spring. Along any of the trails your child may come
across a den which they can play in, or perhaps they will want to
build their own...

www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/visiting-woods/wood/4576/staffhurst-wood/
www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/staffhurst-wood

© Tone Blakesley

Bluebells

Red campion
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Nutfield Marshes and
Mercers Country Park

pleasant walks around open water...
❝we saw sand
martins flying
over our heads❞

i•

Follow the A25 east from
the centre of Redhill for
1.2 miles, then take the
minor road (Cormongers
Lane), at the T junction
(after 0.9 miles) turn right
onto Nutfield Marsh Road
and the entrance track is
signposted on the left after
0.3 miles (TQ300517)

• Public transport: local
buses stop on nearby
Holmesdale Avenue, also
contact Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission;
large car park (when Aqua
Sports Centre open)
• Toilets in the Aqua Sports
Centre (open 7 days a week
April to October, and most
weekends at other times
with the exception of
Christmas and New Year);
drinks and snacks also
available
• Terrain: mostly level, stony
tracks and grassy paths
(can be muddy and slippery
in wet weather); circular
walks (typical walk 2 to
2.5 km)
• Some lakes unfenced
• Dogs should be on lead
• Information boards
• Trail map: Moors leaflet
including map available
at the Aqua Sports Centre
or download from their
website.
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Mercers Country Park is adjacent to four Surrey Wildlife Trust nature
reserves, known collectively as Nutfield Marshes. The Country Park is
not as busy as many natural places in Surrey; many visitors take part
in water sports, which some children might be interested to watch.
There is a path around the lake, but views of the water are restricted
by the vegetation, which encroaches on the path in places.
Alternatively, walk to the western end of the lake, cross Nutfield
Road, and walk around Holmthorpe Lagoons Nature Reserve. The
surfaced footpath takes you between two lakes, with good views
across both. Close by, the busy railway line may attract some
children with autism. On the lakes you will find a variety of wildfowl
and in spring and summer sand martins often fly low over the water
and across the footpath catching insects. Children with autism may
be fascinated to watch the aerial antics of these birds. The path
goes all the way round the lake, which to the north is flanked by a
new housing development. There is also a path to the Moors Nature
Reserve, with a track leading back along Warner’s Brook. This route
is less suitable for children with autism, because it passes close to a
landfill site and includes a busy lane, with no footpath.
From the Aqua Sports Centre you can also walk to Spynes Nature
Reserve, where a wide grassy track circles the lake. Walk clockwise
to find the information board. The lake is visible from the western
and northern boundaries. The water is deep, but the lake is fenced.
In summer look out for butterflies and dragonflies along the path,
and if you are very quiet, you might see a slow worm or common
lizard basking in the sunshine.

www.aquasports.co.uk/wildlife/images/themoorsleaflet.pdf
www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/nutfield-marshes

Surrey Hills AONB
Introduction
The Surrey Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) designation ensures that the
special qualities of the landscape, wildlife and cultural heritage of the Hills are conserved and
enhanced. The Hills stretch from Farnham in the west to Oxted in the east, along the chalk of
the North Downs. Visitors to the chalk escarpment will find a mosaic of woodland and open
downland, some of which retains its natural chalk grassland flora and fauna. Families may
find butterflies such as marbled white, chalkhill blue and adonis blue nectaring on flowers
characteristic of chalk grassland, such as wild basil, marjoram and wild thyme. Open downland
offers amazing views across the rolling hills to the south, and in some places along the
escarpment itself. For children who are not able to walk far, there are places that have car parks
close to viewpoints, such as Newlands Corner, Box Hill and Reigate Hill. At other places, families
will be rewarded with beautiful views only after a walk, such as White Down and Colley Hill.
To the south of the Downs lie the Greensand Hills, characterised by heathland, wooded
commons, mixed farmland and river valleys. Views here can be spectacular too, for example
at the Devil’s Punch Bowl and St Martha’s Hill, where a healthy walk is required to reach the
quiet and peaceful viewpoint in St Martha’s churchyard. On lower ground there are ancient
heathlands such as Thursley Common that give visitors a sense of wilderness, unexpected in
a county as heavily populated as Surrey. The wetter parts of the Common are an excellent
place to find dragonflies and damselflies, and the drier heathland supports rare reptiles and
birds such as Dartford warbler and woodlark. The western part of the AONB is fringed in the
south by the wooded Low Weald, which extends well beyond the borders of the AONB. We have
selected twelve natural places in the Surrey Hills that we believe will be of particular interest
to families with a child with autism. There are, however, many more places to explore and we
would urge families to use the resources cited at the end of this guide and the AONB website
to find further places to visit.

www.surreyhills.org/
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Farnham Heath
open heathland walks...

❝I collected some
chestnuts to grow
at home❞

i•

On the minor road between
Millbridge and Tilford just
south of Farnham, follow
signs to the Rural Life
Centre (SU859433)

• No public transport
• Open daily, free admission;
large car park (open 9.30 am
weekdays and 10.30 am
weekends) shared with
Rural Life Centre (for which
admission charges apply)
• Toilets, disabled toilets and
picnic area
• Tearoom in neighbouring
Rural Life Centre (check
website for opening hours)
• Terrain: shorter trails (1 km
and 2.2 km) mostly level,
longer ‘green’ trail (3.2 km)
includes several steep
slopes; short ‘orange’ route
mostly surfaced, other trails
can be muddy after wet
weather
• One unfenced pond along
orange route
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Cattle grazing at certain
times of the year
• Information boards
• Check Rural Life Centre
website to avoid special
events (car park likely to
be busy)
• Trail map available by main
information board.
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Farnham Heath RSPB reserve offers families with an autistic child
an opportunity for quiet walks through a landscape of heathland
and conifer forest. Whichever route you follow, as you leave the car
park area, the heathland opens up in front of you. Explain to your
child that most of the reserve was once planted with conifer trees,
but these are now being removed to restore the heathland to its
former glory. The shorter ‘orange route’ follows a trail through the
heather, and as you walk around you will come across tree stumps
where pines have been removed, and you will also notice young
birch trees regenerating in their place. Point these trees out to your
child and explain that the RSPB use cattle to eat the birches to
help to keep the heathland open. Heathland birds are now returning
and one of the species you might see is a stonechat (illustrated
opposite); listen for their call, which sounds like two stones being
hit together. Heather flowers in late summer, and at this time of
year the heathland is swathed in pink, with the occasional splash of
yellow gorse flowers.
To explore the whole reserve, follow the ‘green route’. This takes you
across the heathland and through areas of sweet chestnut coppice
and conifer forest where bluebells flower in the spring. If you visit
in the autumn after the heather has flowered, you will find fruits
of the forest all around. In places, the ground will be littered with
sweet chestnut fruits (illustrated opposite) – these are covered in
spines and contain reddish-brown nuts. Children will discover that,

if they are careful, they should be able to extract the red-brown
nuts from an open fruit, but if the fruit case is closed, the spines are
very sharp indeed. Holly trees also bear their red berries at this time
of year (illustrated below), but they have spiny leaves that protect
their fruit. There are also many different kinds of fungi across the
heath; these are best admired and not picked. The green route takes
you up onto the ridge, where there is a good view through the trees
across the Weald towards Hindhead Common. Here the ground may be
littered with pine cones, which your child might like to collect.
The ‘purple route’ might be less suitable for some families with a child
with autism; it runs close to the road for much of the way and suffers
from traffic noise. The path can also be muddy after wet weather
and more challenging for a child who has difficulties walking longer
distances. A walk around Farnham Heath could be combined with a
visit to the Rural Life Centre. If you visit on a Sunday when the Centre
is open, you may feel compelled to visit if your child sees the steam
train operating on the Old Kiln Light Railway! This is a short narrow
gauge railway, of about 500 m or so, that runs around the perimeter
of the Rural Life Centre and past the car park.

www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/f/farnhamheath/
www.rural-life.org.uk/

© David Kjaer

Holly

Sweet chestnut

Stonechat
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Devil’s Punch Bowl
restoring a road to nature...

❝it was fun walking
along the old road❞

i•

From the A3 just south of
Hindhead tunnel, take the
A333, at the traffic lights
carry straight on and the
car park is on the left
(SU890357); Punch Bowl
Lane car park (SU899378) is
on Boundless Road, which
leads off the A3 slip road
(exiting from the north
bound carriageway) just
east of Thursley village

• Public transport: buses from
Farnham and Haslemere,
alight Hindhead crossroads
• Open daily, admission free;
pay and display car park
• Café with toilets and an
accessible toilet; picnic
area and natural play area
• Terrain: ranges from
level surfaces and gentle
gradients (Sailors Stroll) to
longer trails over uneven
surfaces, steep in places;
trails can be muddy after
wet weather (self-guided
trails 1.6 to 5 km)
• Unfenced ponds on the
Hidden Hindhead trail and
near Punch Bowl car park
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Livestock at certain times
of the year
• Information boards
• Self guided trail leaflet:
available in car park or
download from National
Trust website.
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With dramatic views across the ‘Punch Bowl’, good facilities and
a network of footpaths including three self guided trails, this
National Trust property is a great place to visit with a child with
autism. At weekends, families can borrow a tracker pack from the
shepherd’s hut to help children explore the area. Visitor numbers
are high and the car park can be very busy; if this is a problem
for your child, consider visiting at quieter times of the day, or
out of season. Despite the high visitor numbers, the trails can be
relatively quiet as people disperse over a wide area. The shortest
waymarked trail is the Sailor’s Stroll (1.6 km), which is also the
flattest, with only gentle gradients. This trail takes you round
the side of the valley through open woodland to Gibbet Hill, the
second highest point in Surrey. An information board recounts
the history of the hill, and given its name, you may decide not
to share this with your child. The trail also crosses the old A3,
originally constructed in 1820 and now being restored to nature.
Ask your child to imagine the scene a few years ago; three lanes
of traffic thundering along what is now just a peaceful track. You
could leave the Sailor’s Stroll at this point, and continue round the
Punch Bowl on the route of the old A3 towards Sugar Loaf Hill.
For children who like longer, more adventurous walks, consider
the ‘Hidden Hindhead Trail’ (5 km). You are unlikely to meet many
people along this trail, but be prepared for a number of steeper

slopes and patches of mud along the way. The trail meanders
through mature woodland, coppice and past a pond before
emerging onto Hindhead Common. In summer, your child might
be attracted by the tall spikes of foxgloves (illustrated below),
frequent in places along this trail. During the summer there is
a resident herd of Highland cattle in the woods, so your child
should be prepared to encounter these magnificent animals, with
their long horns and long hairy coats. When you reach Hindhead
Common, you are getting close to the car park and therefore likely
to meet more people. If you don’t want to follow a marked trail,
you could explore the heathland of Hindhead Common, which is
particularly colourful in late summer when the heather flowers,
followed by the rich colours of autumn; ideal for children who are
attracted by different colours.
If the main car park is too busy, consider Punch Bowl Lane car
park, which is shown on the trail map but not sign posted on the
road. This car park is often quiet, and from it you can walk up
the metalled road to Sugar Loaf Hill viewpoint, a steady climb of
50 m in elevation over a distance of 1.2 km. The noise from the
nearby A3 gradually fades as you walk up the hill and the sound of
birdsong takes its place. When you reach Sugar Loaf Hill, the valley
opens up in front of you, and you will see the main car park on the
far side of the valley.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hindhead-and-devils-punchbowl/

Heather

Foxgloves
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Thursley Common
a sense of wilderness...

❝a dragonfly
landed right in
front of me❞

i•

Moat car park is on the
minor road between Elstead
and Thursley, west of the
A3 between Haselmere and
Godalming (SU899416)

• No suitable public transport
• Open daily, free admission
and car park
• No facilities, no public
toilets within 5 miles
• Terrain: level paths
around the lake, extensive
boardwalk across the bog;
waymarked trail (3.6 km)
includes one moderate
incline up a sandy track
• Unfenced lake, pools and
boardwalks over boggy
ground
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Livestock at certain times
of the year
• Information boards show
route of waymarked trail
and other paths.
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Tell your children that Thursley Common is a very special place,
where it is possible to experience a true sense of wilderness,
just a few miles from the busy A3 and the population centres of
Farnham and Godalming. The Common is designated as a National
Nature Reserve to protect its dry heathland and peat bogs, once
widespread, but now a rare natural habitat in Surrey. On your first
visit, a good way to experience the ‘wilderness’ of the Common
is to follow the waymarked trail. After a short walk through a
pine plantation, you reach the start of a boardwalk. Children with
autism often like to follow these ‘wooden paths’ and this one takes
you across the bog and past open pools, weaving its way between
isolated pine trees.
The bog is well known for its dragonflies and damselflies, and an
information board near Pudmore Pool illustrates a dazzling array
of these magnificent insects. From late spring to mid-autumn, your
child is almost certain to see many different species if the weather
is warm and sunny. Dragonflies often land on the boardwalk to
bask in the sunshine, offering the chance for children to get
really good views. If your child has a camera, ask them to take a
picture and compare the photo with the species illustrated on the
information board. Lizards also like to bask on the boardwalk, so
keep a special eye open for these animals. Later in summer, look
out for the sulphur yellow, star-shaped flowers of bog asphodel,

which are common at Thursley. The flowers fade to a deep russet
colour in autumn, contrasting with the pink and purple heathers.
Another plant to show your children is the sundew (illustrated
below) – a plant which ‘eats’ insects! The leaves of this delicate
plant are covered in fine tendrils, tipped with sticky dew, which
trap unsuspecting insects.
When you reach a fork in the boardwalk, the waymarked path is to
the right; the boardwalk ends after about 60 m as you move into
an area of open dry heath, which dominates the southern part of
the reserve. In late summer, the colour change will be dramatic,
with vast expanses of pink and purple heathers. All of Britain’s six
species of reptiles occur at Thursley Common; the best chance of
seeing them is to look ahead as you walk, as the vibrations from
your footsteps will send them scampering or slithering into the
heather. Also look out for some of the birds most characteristic of
heathland habitats, such as stonechat and woodlark. Stonechats
are arguably the most colourful, and the easiest bird to see. They
often perch in the open, close to the paths, and their call is
reminiscent of two stones being hit together. The trail leads you
up a very soft, sandy path to higher ground; your children may be
forgiven for thinking they are on the beach! Eventually the trail
rejoins another stretch of boardwalk which takes you back to the
lake and on to the car park.

www.naturalengland.org.uk/ThursleyNNR

Sundew
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Winkworth Arboretum
colours to inspire a young artist...

❝we collected lots
of leaves to make
a pattern❞

i•

On the B2130 between
Godalming and Hascombe
(SU989411)

• Public transport: buses
from Godalming to
Cranleigh, alight at the
Arboretum
• Open daily (except
Christmas Day), admission
charge for non-National
Trust members (free for up
to two carers); large free
car park
• Toilets, adapted toilet and
tearoom
• Terrain: level accessible
walk (1 km) and two longer
trails with steep slopes
that can be muddy after
wet weather (1.8 to 3.8 km)
• One lake, stream and boggy
area (all unfenced)
• Dogs should be on lead
• Information boards
• Self-guided trail leaflet
available from the ticket
office.
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Winkworth Arboretum is arguably one of the best places to see
autumn colour in the Southeast. The palette of colours on individual
trees and across the woodland vistas can be spectacular. Many
children with autism will love the colours at Winkworth and the
opportunities to engage with the natural environment. If you visit in
autumn, make the most of the abundant supply of natural art
materials. Leaves of every shade of red, orange, russet, yellow and
green can be collected, in a wide range of shapes and sizes.
Whatever their age or abilities, children with autism might enjoy
making a colourful leaf crown; simply put a strip of double-sided
sticky tape along a broader strip of cardboard, and glue the ends to
make a crown. Why not make one for each member of the family?
Your child might require help to collect the leaves, but they will
surely be proud to wear their crown. If your child is wearing a woolly
hat, fold this to hold the leaves.
For some children with autism, the feel or sound of shuffling through
fallen leaves might be sufficient to engage their interest, whilst
others may enjoy throwing handfuls of leaves in the air. If your child
creates more complex pieces of art, be sure to take a photograph, or
better still, recreate their artwork at home as a memory of the
experience. In the autumn, trees with colourful foliage are scattered
across the Arboretum, particularly around Badgers Bowl, Azalea
Steps and The Bowl.

The shorter ‘Access for All’ walk (1 km), the ‘Taste of Winkworth’
walk (1.8 km) and nearby paths might be of most interest to
families with a child with autism. The longer walk (red route) is
quieter; it includes a viewing platform offering good views across
Badgers Bowl, and a boardwalk through the wetter woodland
areas; but in autumn there is less colour along the more distant
parts of this route. While autumn colour at Winkworth Arboretum
is impressive, the arboretum offers pleasant walks at any time
of year. Spring is another colourful time, when Bluebell Wood is
carpeted with bluebells and azaleas add splashes of more vivid
purples, oranges, reds and yellows. In contrast, the whites and
pastel pinks of magnolias might be more appealing to some
children. And as the petals fall to the ground, they offer another
fantastic source of material to create natural artwork.
Winkworth Arboretum is well known for its displays of bluebells
and autumn colour, and receives high visitor numbers as a result,
particularly at weekends and school holidays. Parents should be
prepared for the car park and ticket office to be busy at these
times, but once you are in the Arboretum, visitors quickly disperse
and it should be possible to enjoy a relaxing walk with your child.
As with other popular sites in Surrey, arriving as the Arboretum
opens, or late in the day when there are fewer people around, may
help some children with autism.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/winkworth-arboretum/
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Newlands Corner
popular with visitors...

❝the view from
the Downs was
spectacular❞

i•

The main car park is on
the A25 east of Guildford,
1.2 miles south of the
intersection with the A247
and A246 (TQ043492);
smaller car park on
Guildford Lane, off the
A248, just west of Albury
(TQ032490)

• Public transport: bus from
Guildford to Cranleigh,
alight at main car park;
Summer Sunday Rambler
service (contact Buses4u)
• Open daily, free admission;
large main car park and
smaller Guildford Lane car
park
• Toilets, café and Visitor
Centre in the main car
park (open daily except
Christmas Day)
• Small play area
• Terrain: level along the
top of the downs, gentle
slopes along the Deer Trail
(2.2 km); steep slopes along
the Butterfly Trail (3 km);
tracks can be muddy after
wet weather and chalk paths
may be slippery when wet

Newlands Corner is a very popular Surrey Wildlife Trust reserve,
on the scarp of the North Downs. Visitors are attracted by the
outstanding views across the Greensand Hills to the distant South
Downs, as well as the large car park and facilities. The reserve
also offers opportunities for families to explore ancient woodland
and extensive areas of chalk grassland. Because of its popularity,
some children with autism might struggle to cope at busy times.
However, there is a smaller and much quieter car park off Guildford
lane, about 1 km west of the main car park (on foot).
If you plan to walk for any distance from the main car park, you
should find that most people are soon left behind. Surrey Wildlife
Trust’s Deer Trail starts by the play area and follows a path through
woodland, almost as far as Guildford Lane car park before returning
along a track known as Drove Road. Butterfly Trail offers a pleasant
walk across the chalk grassland of Albury Downs. The route
descends from the main car park about 45 m in elevation, before
following a more or less level track along the side of the scarp. In
the summer, look out for chalk grassland plants such as pyramidal
orchids (illustrated below) and butterflies such as marbled white.
The trail climbs through woodland, passing Guildford Lane car park
before returning to the main car park. On a hot day, the dense
yew woodland offers welcome respite from the sun. For more
adventurous families, the longer ‘purple trail’ heads down the scarp
and on to St Martha’s Hill (see opposite). This trail then follows the
Pilgrim’s Way across farmland, but it can be shortened by taking
the byway from Water Lane or the footpath from Newbarn, both of
which lead back to the main car park.

www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/newlands-cornersilent-pool

• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information boards show trails
• Trail map: available from
the Visitor Centre or
download from Surrey
Wildlife Trust website.
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Pyramidal orchid

St Martha’s Hill

a peaceful place to enjoy the view...

❝I collected lots
of pine cones to
take home❞

i•

From the A248 in Chilworth,
follow Halfpenny Lane
north for 1 mile, the car
park is on the right
(TQ021484); smaller car
park on Guildford Lane, also
off the A248, just west of
Albury (TQ035485)

• No public transport
• Open at all times, free
admission and two car parks
(used by local parishioners
on Sunday mornings)
• No facilities; toilets and
café at Newlands Corner
(3 miles by road from
Guildford Lane car park);
toilets in central Guildford
(2 miles from Halfpenny
Lane car park)
• Church open at weekends
(see website for details)
• Terrain: undulating paths,
some with soft sand; steep
path to the church (rise of
60 m elevation); typical
walk to the church and back
(1.3 to 1.5 km)

This is a quiet nature reserve, which attracts far fewer visitors than
nearby Newlands Corner. St Martha’s Church is on top of the hill,
approximately mid-way between the two car parks. The church was
originally built in the 12th century and the ruin rebuilt in Victorian
times. It is at a similar elevation to Newlands Corner, so families
walking to the church are rewarded with excellent views across the
Greensand Hills towards the South Downs. A plaque in the churchyard
illustrates the landscape, with 18 landmarks labelled, including the
villages of Albury and Chilworth, Leith Hill and in the far distance,
the Devil’s Punch Bowl. Your child might enjoy looking for these in
the actual landscape. The churchyard is peaceful and may be more
suitable for some children with autism than nearby Newlands Corner.
However, be prepared for some healthy exercise as both car parks are
about 60 m (elevation) below the height of the church.
Sandy paths lead directly from the car parks to the church, through
deciduous woodland and more open areas of sandy heath. Heather
in these areas provides a splash of colour in late summer. If
your child has any interest in geology, they might spot lumps of
ironstone in the sand. If you venture deeper into the wood, you will
come across an area which was formerly an arboretum and is still
dominated by tall spruces, cedars and other conifers. Familiar pine
cones litter the floor under Scots pines, but your child might also
enjoy hunting for different shaped cones under some of the other
species. The different textured bark might also appeal to a child
with autism, so take some crayons and paper or white cloth and try
making a bark rubbing. You could also walk to Newlands Corner, a
distance of 3 km (one way) from the church.

www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/st-marthas-hillcolyers-hanger
www.stmarthaschurch.org.uk/

• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Information boards showing
trails
• Trail map: available from
Newlands Corner Visitor
Centre or download from
Newlands Corner webpage.
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White Down and
Blatchford Down

woodland for young explorers...

❝the squirrel
ran up a tree
with a nut❞

i•

From the A246 at Effingham
(just west of Leatherhead),
take the minor road south
at the traffic lights (Beech
Avenue), at the cross
roads continue straight
on (signposted Abinger),
White Down car park is on
the right, approximately
2.4 miles from the A246
(TQ114494)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission
and car park
• No facilities, toilets in the
Old Fire Station, Middle
Street, Shere (3.8 miles)
(TQ073478), on the A246
just west of High Street,
Great Bookham (3.8 miles)
and St Martin’s Walk
shopping centre, Dorking
(4.1 miles)
• Terrain: gentle climb from
the car park, Old Simm’s
Copse is relatively flat,
tracks can be muddy after
wet weather; some paths on
Blatchford Down are steep
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Grazing animals on
Blatchford Down at certain
times of year
• Trail map: download from
Surrey Wildlife Trust
website.
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This is one of the most attractive bluebell woods in Surrey, with
displays that will delight many children with autism, especially if
they like the colour blue! In late April and early May, families can
walk for several kilometres, through an almost continuous carpet of
blue. In places, where the woodland is dominated by beech trees,
there is little undergrowth to restrict your views of the bluebells.
At this time of year, consider visiting earlier in the morning or
later in the afternoon if your child is likely to be upset by a busy
car park. At other times of the year, the woodland is much quieter.
White Down and its car park are owned by Wotton Estate and
managed by Surrey Wildlife Trust through an agreement with Surrey
County Council for public access. From the car park, head up the
main track into the wood, where you will find bluebells almost
immediately. If you have Surrey Wildlife Trust’s self-guided trail
map, follow the white trail for about 1.5 km until you reach an
old coach road, now a bridle way. This route is also shown on OS
maps as a footpath heading southwest, and then west, through Old
Simm’s Copse. Along the route you will also find other woodland
flowers, such as red campion, yellow archangel, bugle and yellow
pimpernel. At any time of the year, ask your child to look out
for grey squirrels (illustrated opposite). You can often hear
them scampering through the leaf litter and beech mast on the

woodland floor, but it can be tricky to spot them. If you surprise
a squirrel close to the path, it might climb the nearest tree for
safety. Ask your child to look closely, as the animal may well climb
just a metre or two, before stopping to look at you! If you are
lucky, you might also encounter a roe deer (illustrated below) on
the path, especially if the wood is quiet. If you come across a deer,
ask your child to stand very still, and the deer might look at you
for a few seconds before running off into the woodland.
After reaching the bridle way a short detour south takes you to
Blatchford Down (TQ103488), owned by the Wotton Estate. The
bridle way continues southwest towards Hackhurst Farm (National
Trust) in the valley below. Emerging from the woodland, you will
find yourself high on the North Downs scarp, with a spectacular
view across the valley to the Greensand Hills in the distance. A
railway line runs through the valley, so bring binoculars if your
child is interested in trains! The chalk grassland here is rich in
wildflowers and butterflies typical of this habitat. In spring,
look out for brimstones (illustrated below) and diminutive dingy
skippers; later in the year, you will find species such as common
blue and marbled white. If your child would like to explore the
grassy slopes, follow the North Downs Way in either direction,
before retracing your steps into the woodland and back through
Old Simm’s Copse to the car park.

www.surreywildlifetrust.org/reserves/white-downs
© David Kjaer

Brimstone
© David Kjaer

Roe deer

Grey squirrel
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Polesden Lacey

quiet garden walks and a secluded valley...
❝I enjoyed
running around
on the grass❞

i•

From the A246 in Great
Bookham, head south along
Dorking Road following
the brown tourist signs
(TQ136523)

• Public transport: Summer
Sunday Rambler service
(contact Buses4u)
• Open daily, admission
charge for non-National
Trust members (free for
up to two carers); pay and
display car park
• Toilets, adapted toilet, café
and picnic area
• Small play area (700 m from
car park)
• Terrain: easy walking paths
in the gardens with some
steps and moderate slopes,
detailed access statement
on website; four wider
countryside walks may be
muddy after wet weather,
with steep slopes in places
(from 2.4 km)
• Outdoor wheelchairs and
Batricars available (booking
essential)
• Assistance dogs only in
formal gardens; dogs on lead
elsewhere in the gardens,
but may be encountered off
lead on the wider estate
• Livestock at certain times
of the year in parts of the
wider estate
• Information boards
• Garden map and estate
walks booklet available in
visitor reception.
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Polesden Lacey is a popular National Trust property that families
with a child with autism might consider visiting at any time of
the year. If your child fears dogs, follow the main path down the
avenue of sweet chestnut trees to explore the formal gardens
around the house, where only assistance dogs are allowed. As
you reach the house you will see a large area of lawn extending
down to the ‘ha ha’. Your child might enjoy running around on
the extensive lawn, or they may prefer to sit on one of the many
colourful deckchairs and enjoy the view across the valley to the
woodland beyond. You should see animals grazing in the pastures
across the valley. Walk round the side of the house to find the rose
garden, which is very colourful in the summer months. Walk a little
further to discover the Polesden Lacey chickens. Your child might
be amused to find that these free range chickens live in a hut that
is attractively decorated with different coloured circles. From
here you can walk through the kitchen garden and in the summer
months see what fruits and vegetables your child can recognise.
An unusual wooden bridge with a thatched roof road takes you
over the road into a wilder, wooded area. Returning across a
second bridge, you will find a rockery, with steep steps through the
stones; more adventurous children will surely want to climb this.
Walking back along the lower part of the lawn, you will encounter
a large Roman Bath – you might ask your child why they think it is

here, as no one seems to know! Two stone columns ahead mark the
area where dogs are allowed. At this point, a long straight terrace
beckons you. It may look a long way to your child – and it is called
the ‘Long Walk’ – but when you get to the end (450 m) there is the
reward of a small play area, popular with younger children. From
the columns, you can also reach the play area along Nun’s Walk, a
rather ‘dark’ trail heavily shaded by yew trees.
For more adventurous families there are four signposted walks
around the wider estate. The shortest is Chalk Pit Walk (2.4 km),
which follows field boundaries and passes through woodland just to
the east of the gardens (descending 35 m in elevation). Polesden
Valley Walk (3.1 km) is a particularly attractive walk, that takes
you down into the valley (60 m lower elevation than the car park),
along the valley floor through pastures to Polesden Farm, before
climbing the hill back to the car park. Here your child should get
much better views of the grazing animals, if they are comfortable
with sharing a field with cattle or sheep. For a more strenuous
walk, two routes take you up the far side of the valley to Ranmore
Common. Yew Tree Walk follows the northern edge of the Common
through very pleasant open beech woodland and past Tanner’s
Hatch Youth Hostel. Ranmore Common Walk crosses the Common
itself; there are steep slopes on this route and you could find
yourself climbing as much as 100 m from the valley floor to reach
the southern edge of the Common! An OS map would be useful to
see where the steeper paths are before you embark along any of
these walks.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/polesden-lacey/
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Denbies Hillside

discover chalk grassland flowers...

❝I found orchids
in the meadow❞

i•

From the A25 in Dorking,
take the A2003 Ashcombe
Road (heading north),
after 0.2 miles turn left
into Ranmore Road, the
car park is on the left after
1.5 miles (TQ141503)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission;
pay and display car park
(National Trust members free)
• No facilities, toilets in
St Martin’s Walk shopping
centre (off the A25) in
Dorking (2.1 miles)
• Picnic area by the car park

• Steep slope (unfenced)
next to parts of the
Carriage Road
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Grazing animals at certain
times of year
• Information board in the
car park
• Trail map: available in the
car park or download from
the National Trust website.

42

To explore the wildflower-rich chalk grassland, head west across
the scarp or follow the orange trail arrows that denote the National
Trust’s nature trail. This trail is recommended, provided your child
is comfortable with walking up the hillside on the return journey.
The path descends steadily for about 30 m in elevation, initially
across grassland and then through woodland to the Carriage
Road. Explain to your child that in the past, this road was used
by horses and carriages, before motor vehicles were invented. The
Carriage Road slowly descends a further 60 m over a distance of
approximately 1.5 km. When you first join the road look out for
a very tall Californian redwood, with its soft, spongy bark; very
tactile for a child with autism. Early on, there is a steep slope that
parents should be aware of on one side of the track. On the other
side, a low bank of chalk is exposed. Fossil echinoids have been

© Tone Blakesley

• Terrain: level along the top
of the downs, following the
North Downs Way; Nature
Trail (3.2 km) with steep
descent and ascent (90 m
elevation); uneven tracks
can be muddy after wet
weather and chalk paths
may be slippery when wet

Denbies Hillside, managed by the National Trust, is a great place
to explore the chalk grassland slopes of the North Downs. An
information board displays identification guides to wildflowers of
chalk grassland, orchids, butterflies, mammals and birds of prey.
Point out to your child some of the wildlife you might see before
you set off on your walk. Once you leave the car park there are
spectacular views across the valley to the Greensand Hills beyond,
with Dorking to the east, Leith Hill to the south and Hombury Hill to
the southwest.

found here in the past, but are unlikely to found now, although you
will see a lot of flint nodules. Look out for Roman snails along the
edge of the track. These animals are eaten on the continent, but
they are a protected species in Britain and should not be collected.
The Carriage Road passes through several areas of woodland, before
emerging into more open countryside, with banks of wildflowers
and lovely views across the valley. Your child may ask about the
large, deep pink flowers – these are everlasting pea, an escape
from local gardens. Trains are frequent along the railway in the
valley floor, which will please some children with autism.
When you reach a sharp bend in the track, the nature trail map
directs you up the hillside and back towards the car park. The path
climbs through flower and orchid-rich grassland; in early summer
you should find fragrant orchids (illustrated below) and pyramidal
orchids. Tell your child that these are rare plants that should not
be picked. Look out for commoner chalk grassland flowers such as
wild thyme and marjoram, whose flowers attract chalk grassland
butterflies such as marbled white and chalkhill blue. Ask your
child to look for a burnet moth (illustrated below); at rest, these
day-flying moths are unmistakeable, with their bright red spots on
glossy black forewings. If you can, sit quietly on the grass and ask
your child what they can hear... on a warm summer’s day it is likely
to be the buzzing of thousands of grasshoppers. You can either
walk back to the car park along the grassy slopes, or follow the
signposted trail through yew and beech woodland before arriving
at the meadow by the car park. If it is a particularly warm day, the
woodland might offer some welcome shade.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/denbies-hillside/

Fragrant orchid

Burnet moth
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Box Hill

a woodland adventure play trail to explore...
❝I love this wood!❞

i•

From the A24 between
Leatherhead and Dorking,
take the B2209 (heading
north), after 0.25 miles
turn right into Zig Zag Road
(signposted Box Hill), the
main car park is on the left
after 1.5 miles (TQ179512)

• Public transport: Dorking
to Leatherhead bus stops at
East car park, 300 m from
the facilities (not Sundays
or Bank Holidays); also
contact Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission;
large pay and display car
park
• Toilets, accessible toilet,
café, Discovery Zone and
picnic area
• Terrain: surfaced path to
viewpoint (500 m return);
gentle slopes along the Hill
Top Stroll (1 km) and
Natural Play Trail (2 km);
other trails are substantially
longer with steep slopes in
places; uneven tracks can
be muddy after wet weather
and chalk paths may be
slippery when wet
• Scarp is very steep
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Grazing animals at certain
times of year
• Information board in the
car park
• Trail maps: leaflets for
some walks available in the
car park or download from
the National Trust website
(includes additional walks).
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Children with autism might really enjoy the Natural Play Trail at
Box Hill, especially if they like clambering over tree stumps and
logs. A large wooden sign, hung between two trees, creates an
archway and announces the start of the trail. Along the trail, there
are many opportunities for your child to stop and play – logs to
balance on, dens to visit or construct, tunnels to crawl through,
rope bridges, stepping stones and log bridges to cross – too many
perhaps for one visit. The walk itself is pleasant too, through
mature deciduous woodland, but if it is too long, you can retrace
your steps at any time. Because of the popularity of Box Hill,
particularly on a warm summer’s afternoon, the play trail can be
busy. You might want to think about timing your visit to avoid
busy periods when the car park can be full. Early or later in the day
or out of season, the site is quieter and some children with autism
may find it more comfortable.
Many people seem to stay relatively close to the car park – around
the Visitor Centre, ‘Donkey Green’ and the grassy slope in front of
Salomons Memorial. The view from the memorial is spectacular and
hence it is a popular place for picnics. If you continue past the
memorial, following the track along the top of the scarp through a
small area of scrubby woodland, you will reach an area of grassland
that is rich in wildflowers (in contrast to the area around the

memorial). Here, in the summer months, you can help your child to
look for flowers characteristic of chalk grassland, such as thyme,
marjoram and pyramidal orchids, and butterflies such as marbled
white, gatekeeper and chalkhill blue (illustrated below). The far
end of this meadow is about 650 m from the Visitor Centre. From
here, you can either retrace your steps, or climb up the hill (rises
10 m over a distance of 25 m) and return to the Visitor Centre
along the track which runs parallel to the road. Alternatively, from
the memorial, follow the Hill Top Stroll that takes you through
woodland to Box Hill Fort. This trail has uneven paths and gentle
slopes in places and the view tends to be obscured by trees.
For more adventurous families, there are longer and more
challenging walks described in printed leaflets and/or pdfs on the
National Trust website. The Butterfly Walk for example takes you
through the varied habitats of Box Hill, including a track along the
wooded valley known as Juniper Bottom. Over a distance of 1 km
the path gradually ascends from 75 m to 180 m asl. Juniper Bottom
is a very good place to look for butterflies, so bring a field guide if
you have one, and look on the National Trust website for information
on what species your child should look for. Two species which are
particularly attractive are the dark green fritillary and silver-washed
fritillary; ask your child to look out for large, orange butterflies with
an intricate pattern of black lines and spots on their wings. They
might spot one basking in the sunshine, but on warm days you may
just catch a glimpse as they fly past in a blur of orange.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/box-hill/

Chalkhill blue
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Marden Park and Great
Church Wood

a great place to search for woodland flowers...
❝I’ve never
seen so many
bluebells❞

i•

Close to Woldingham and
Junction 6 of the M25;
follow Northdown Road,
south from Woldingham,
turning right onto Gangers
Hill, where the car park is
on the right after 0.2 miles
(TQ373541)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u; Woldingham
Countryside Walk passes
Woldingham railway station
• Open daily, free admission
and one small car park
• No facilities, toilets in
Ellice Road car park Oxted,
and at the bus bay in
Godstone Green (both just
under 3 miles)
• Terrain: some steep slopes
in the woods, especially
on the minor paths, most
trails can be muddy after
wet weather; short walks
in the vicinity of the car
park; longer walks along
Woldingham Countryside
Walk (3.6 or 7.5 km)
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Animals grazing in fenced
enclosures
• Information boards in car
park show footpaths.
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Marden Park and Great Church Wood, owned and managed by the
Woodland Trust, are situated on the narrow plateau and dip slope,
above the steep scarp of the North Downs. The woods are a mix of
ancient and more recent woodland covering an area of some
67 ha. For families wishing to take a short walk, there are a number
of paths to explore from the car park, heading towards Great
Church Wood, Stubbs Copse or along Gangers Hill. In late April/
early May, Great Church Wood and Stubbs Copse have lovely displays
of bluebells that will delight many children with autism. The trail
along Gangers Hill, on the opposite side of the road to the car park,
also has a fine display of bluebells. Like many Surrey woodlands,
the woods here have a rich woodland flora in spring, including
wood anemones, yellow archangel and wild garlic. Later in spring,
twayblades (illustrated opposite) may be found along the woodland
trails; this rather unassuming woodland orchid is characterised by
its spikes of small green flowers. Your child may need your help to
find this plant! Later in the year, the woods are well worth a visit for
natural autumn colours.
If you walk along the track towards Great Church Wood, you will
come to an open area on your left, after about 300 m. This is being
grazed, so your child might see goats here, although the animals
are not present all year round. Another path from the car park

leads to Stubbs Copse via a delightful glade that has large numbers
of primroses in spring (illustrated below), and is a great place to see
butterflies on a warm spring or summer’s day. Look out for bright
yellow brimstones in late spring. In Stubbs Copse itself, you will find
magnificent old beech trees which survived the Great Storm of 1987.
Children can run around here and play hide and seek amongst the
trees, but there are some steep slopes if they wander too far from the
main trail.
If you want a longer walk, a second information board in the car park
shows the route of Woldingham Countryside Walk (approximately
7.5 km). The complete walk may be too long for many children with
autism, and includes minor roads. However, there are two short cuts
that reduce the distance to 3.6 km, starting from the Woodland Trust
car park. Both routes are shown on the Woodland Trust’s Woldingham
Countryside Walk fact sheet (see website). The first short cut also
avoids very steep steps into Great Church Wood. Further on, the
second short cut takes you on a steady climb from Woldingham School
along the edge of a meadow where buzzards can often be seen soaring
over the valley. The trail passes through Stubbs Copse en route to
Gangers Hill. Crossing the road, the trail returns through a narrow belt
of woodland on top of the scarp. Along this final part of the walk,
there are several spectacular viewpoints, where you can look across
the Weald, as far as the South Downs on a clear day. If you plan to
follow this route, download the fact sheet and bring an OS map to
help you navigate, as the signs on the ground are not always clear.

www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/visiting-woods/wood/4630/marden-park/
www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/mediafile/100061499/woldingham.pdf

Cowslips

Twayblade
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Reigate Hill and Gatton Park
chalk grassland and military history...

❝a butterfly landed
on my hat!❞

i•

From the M25 J8, take the
A217 south, after 250 m
fork left and follow the car
park sign; Wray Lane car
park is on the right after
80 m (TQ263523); Margery
Wood car park is at the end
of Margery Lane, which is
the first left turn off the
A217, 200 m north of J8
(TQ245527)

• Public transport: contact
Buses4u
• Open daily, free admission;
Wray Lane car park free,
Margery Wood car park pay
and display
• Toilet, accessible toilet and
refreshment kiosk in Wray
Lane car park
• Terrain: wide track (gentle
slope) from Wray Lane to
Fort (1 km return) and
Colley Hill (2.5 km return);
lane (gentle slope) from
Margery Wood to Colley
Hill (1.3 km return); steep
slopes on Colley Hill; chalk
paths may be slippery when
wet; steep slopes on Gatton
Park walk (3.2 km)
• Dogs may be encountered
off lead
• Grazing animals at certain
times of year on Colley Hill
• Information boards in the
car parks and Reigate Fort
• Trail map: download Gatton
Park walk from website.
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Wray Lane car park offers great views across the Greensand Hills
and High Weald. With binoculars, your child can sit on the grass
and watch planes coming in to land at Gatwick Airport, 7 miles
to the south. To walk to Colley Hill, cross the bridge immediately
behind the refreshments kiosk and follow the shady lane across
the top of Reigate Hill. En route, your child might like to explore
Reigate Fort, built late in the 19th century when France was
threatening to invade England. The lane continues to the Inglis
Memorial on Colley Hill, where you can enjoy far reaching views
along the North Downs and across to the South Downs.
If you explore the wide open space and chalk grassland of Colley
Hill, note that the scarp is steep; if you have any concerns about
your child’s safety, walk along the plateau. A few belted Galloway
cattle (illustrated below) may be encountered in the summer
months. Explain to your child that these animals help to protect
rare wildflowers, by eating coarse grasses and invasive scrub.
In high summer, ask your child to look for wildflowers and see
how many different colours they can find. Some of the easiest
to find include wild basil, marjoram, field scabious, pyramidal
orchid and wild thyme (crush a leaf and let your child smell the
strong fragrance). There are many butterflies too; look out for the
distinctive marbled whites, powdery blue coloured chalkhill blues
and orange ‘skippers’. You might also see a kestrel hovering over
the slopes or a buzzard soaring overhead. On another day, you
could explore Gatton Park, following the National Trust trail map.
The walk follows a circuit around the landscaped parkland, but
includes several steep slopes. In spring, there is a fine display of
bluebells in Nut Wood, usually signposted from Wray Lane car park
down a fairly steep track.

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/reigate-hill-and-gatton-park/

Part 3 Case Stories
In the autumn of 2014, Autism and Nature arranged a series of six visits to Surrey nature
reserves for small groups of school children with autism and related disorders. The purpose
of the visits was to give the children an opportunity to engage with the natural world and to
explore 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
benefitted from their contact with nature.
Children from three special schools in Surrey took part in the visits. Freemantles School
in Mayford Green is an all-age special school, for pupils with autism and communication
difficulties, some of whom display emotional or behavioural difficulties and is one of only two
autism-specific schools in Surrey. The Abbey School in Farnham caters for children aged 11 to
16 years who have learning difficulties and additional needs. St Joseph’s Specialist School and
College in Cranleigh is a residential and day school that accepts children aged 5 to 19 years,
with moderate, complex and severe learning difficulties; the school has special provision for
pupils within these categories who have autism.
Each school visit was accompanied by teachers, their support staff and Autism and Nature
staff and was led by education officers from one of our conservation partners – Natural
England and Surrey Wildlife Trust. Three visits were made to Thursley Common National Nature
Reserve, and three visits to Surrey Wildlife Trust reserves at Newlands Corner and Runfold
Wood. More information about Thursley Common and Newlands Corner can be found in Part 2
of this guide. The six 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.
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Case story Freemantles School

Year 7 visit Thursley Common
Seven children, accompanied by their teacher and four support staff arrived at Thursley
Common on a surprisingly warm, late September day. They were met by Joanna Carter (Natural
England’s Community Outreach Advisor) and David Blakesley (Autism and Nature). The children
all had a diagnosis of autism and most were working at Primary levels. Some of the children
had limited use of language and the teachers advised Joanna and David that too much
language could be overwhelming. Consequently it was decided to focus on hands-on activities
with lots of visual prompts rather than too much explanation. After having a snack, Joanna
showed photographs of some of the animals to be found at Thursley Common. Most of the
children recognised a hedgehog, spider and dragonfly, but no one recognised a woodlouse
which prompted a search for one later on!
Next it was time to go pond dipping, which is what everyone was most keen to do. Before
they set off, each child was given a strip of card with double-sided sticky tape and asked
to collect plant material along the way. With the teachers’ help, the children collected pine
cones, leaves, ferns and mosses. One child was particularly interested in finding oak leaves.
Joanne pointed out some bracken, which she called ‘dinosaur food’, because ferns were
around at the time of the dinosaurs. At the pond dipping platform, Joanna spoke briefly
about safety and how to transfer animals into trays of water without hurting them. She then
demonstrated how to sweep a net through the water, before handing out nets to the children.
The children sat on the edge of the platform, with an adult next to almost every child. Some
of the children caught small mayfly and damselfly nymphs, but the pond was generally quiet.
Joanna explained that it was getting late in the season for a lot of pond animals, but the
teacher commented that she was very happy to just be ‘pond dipping with the children in
the countryside’, and it did not matter if the children did not catch too much. The children
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clearly enjoyed this activity, which was evident from the smiles on their faces and their eager
participation.
Next, the children walked to the edge of the heath to look for minibeasts. Joanna explained
how a pooter worked (a device used for collecting live insects by sucking on a filter-protected
tube connected to a collecting chamber) and one child immediately caught a beetle, which
was impressive. The teacher was particularly pleased with one child who had a go despite
normally having issues over what goes into his mouth. With an adult, the children turned
over branches and logs in search of animals. Joanna found two lizards and a frog, which she
carefully placed in plastic jars for the children to look at, before putting them back where
they were found. One child spotted a centipede, but it was too fast for Joanna to catch!
Surprisingly, no one could find a woodlouse. Finally, Joanna gave each child an egg box,
and recited a rhyme, “can you collect something hard, something rough, something prickly,
something soft, something smooth and something tickly”. Joanna repeated the rhyme, before
the children, with the support of an adult, looked for ‘natural’ items to fill their boxes. Soon
it was time for lunch under the pine trees, but one boy was keen to try David’s binoculars.
So every child was given a pair, and they looked at ducks on the lake. But lunch was soon on
most people’s minds!
During lunch, a horse rider passed nearby and walked a few metres into the lake. The children
were fascinated by this and the teacher commented, that back in school, the children talked
about the horse they saw going for a paddle! After lunch there was just time for a short walk
round the lake before the children departed for school. The children achieved quite a lot in
a relatively short time, but none of the activities were hurried and the pace was just right.
The teacher was very happy with the session; she commented on how well the children got on
with each other in the natural environment; and how the visit gave the teaching staff a good
opportunity to get to know the children better. The teacher was also pleased that one child,
who is normally anxious to climb, was content to stay ‘on the ground’ during the session, and
that another child responded very well to Joanna, which was quite an achievement for a child
who normally avoids unfamiliar people.
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Case story Freemantles School

Years 7 visit Newlands Corner
After a successful visit to Thursley on a lovely warm day, it was with some trepidation that a
second visit was arranged for mid-November, when the weather might have been less kind. The
same class of seven children, again supported by five staff (one teacher and four support staff)
arrived on a dry, but very blustery morning. As the children were getting off the minibus, one
child remarked “what a lovely view!” The view across the Greensand Hills is spectacular,
although on this particular morning it was distinctly hazy, and the greyness on the horizon
looked suspiciously like showers. The children were taken by Susan Edwards (Surrey Wildlife Trust
Education Officer), Vicky Balaam (a volunteer for the day) and David to the Information Centre.
Out of the wind, the children had a drink and looked around the centre – one child took the
opportunity to do some drawing whilst another made a jigsaw. One of the boys was quick to spot
a pair of binoculars, and was soon using them to look at the view.
After a few minutes, Susan explained what she had planned for the morning and the children
set off around the short woodland loop behind the centre, a walk of about 1 km. One child
was interested in Susan’s trail map; the child was given the privilege of leading the group
and helping to read the map when the group came to a junction. Just inside the wood,
Susan asked the children if they were good at spotting things? She asked the children to put
their hand into a bag and pull out a coloured card. Continuing along the walk, the children
looked for something natural to match the colour of their chosen card. With the help of an
adult, those with orange, yellow or a shade of green had a relatively easy task. Red was more
challenging, until the group came across a holly bush with berries. Purple defeated even the
adults, but if the paths had been less muddy, some of the flint pebbles may have matched this
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colour. Earlier in the year, ripe blackberries would have given a rich purple colour, but David
and Susan could only find dried fruit. A nearby tree proved very tempting to one boy, who
enjoyed climbing it. The teachers were surprised to see a second boy also climb the tree, as
this was something new for him. The group then spent some time in one area, initially looking
for natural objects beginning with a letter of the alphabet, chosen from letter-cards which
Susan had scattered on the ground. Some letters, such as ‘L’ and ‘T’ were rather too easy, but
‘N’ was more of a challenge, until one child impressed the teachers by carefully extracting
a sweet chestnut from its spiny fruit case. Susan then scattered coloured cards onto the
woodland floor close to a rotting log, and asked the children to try to match the colours to
the log. There were many pastel shades, not just primary colours, and matching these to the
different shades of brown and orange rotting wood, and the subtle greens and greys of the
lichens, was a very interesting exercise, that several children participated in.
An easier task for some children was to make a collection of autumn colours, on a piece of
card with double-sided sticky tape. All the children achieved this with the support of an
adult; Susan commented on the lack of reds in the foliage of the wood, but a few berries
from a nearby holly tree were collected instead. Finally, Susan talked to the children about
woodland animals, illustrating these with photographs. She asked the children to make a
shelter that one of these animals might use. One boy made a shelter for a squirrel, and two
others made shelters for hedgehogs out of sticks, twigs and sweet chestnut leaves, but the
teachers commented that this activity was challenging for children who did not know enough
about the animals. Some of the group were beginning to feel cold, so it was decided to walk
back to the car park, where everyone sat on the picnic benches to have lunch. The class might
have explored the grassland after lunch, but the arrival of rain brought the visit to an end.
The teachers commented that the children like woodland walks, but need a lot of support to
notice things of interest. They enjoy the freedom to walk and run in open spaces. They also
commented that children who do not normally associate with each other in school will often
walk together in the outdoors.
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Case story The Abbey School

Years 8/9 visit Runfold Wood
On a sunny, but chilly October morning, 13 children accompanied by one teacher and three
assistants arrived at Barfield School, our base for the morning visit to Runfold Wood. The
majority of the children, aged 12–14, had a diagnosis of autism. The group was met by Neil
Jameson (Surrey Wildlife Trust) and David. After putting on wellingtons, everyone walked
across the school grounds to the nearby woodland. The children sat on a log to listen to Neil
talk about animals that live in the wood. Apart from squirrels, other mammals suggested by
the children were either shy of people or nocturnal. Neil suggested that nocturnal animals
must have a keen sense of smell to find food, so he asked the children if they could find
something in the wood which smelt ‘lovely’ and something which smelt ‘yucky’. Each child was
given a plastic cup and asked to collect dead leaves, soil and mosses. One observation from
this activity was that animals probably have a keener sense of smell than humans!
The children then enjoyed searching for pictures of woodland creatures, hidden in the wood.
This gave Neil an opportunity to test their identification skills; the teachers discovered that
a few children had a better knowledge of wildlife and habitats than they had realised. Neil
then invited the children to make a shelter which they thought an animal might use. One
group made a shelter for an owl whilst another group chose a deer. A more ambitious group
decided to excavate a burrow for rabbits. The children really enjoyed this activity, and worked
well together. The shelters for the owl and deer were particularly impressive, though progress
on the rabbit burrow was hampered by a lack of tools. Everyone walked around the wood to
look at the efforts of their friends. Neil then asked the children to build a shelter or den for
themselves; several children were keen to finish their animal shelters first, which showed how
engaged they were with the task.
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Some of the children worked with adults to make shelters out of ground sheets and tarpaulin
supplied by Neil and some impressive structures began to take shape. The group that built
the owl shelter out of small sticks and moss set their sights on a den of more ambitious
proportions. It seemed like whole trees were being utilised – which required good teamwork,
both to move the wood around and to manipulate it into position. It was rewarding to see
how well the children worked together and how much they enjoyed the task. Again the group
walked round the shelters and dens, only this time they were able to sit inside. Photographs
were taken as a memory of their achievements. Finally, Neil asked the children to stand in
a circle. He produced a small pair of cymbals and asked each child and adult to bang the
cymbals together before saying what they enjoyed most. Some said ‘everything’ but most said
making shelters or dens; the adults indicated that they enjoyed watching the children learning
outside and making dens.
Then it was time to walk back to the minibus, to return to school for lunch. The teacher
commented that two children with more severe autism had joined in the activities, which was
unusual; one interacted with other children and adults (behaviour not often seen in school)
and the other answered questions in group discussions and took turns in speaking. Another
child took a leading role in the animal shelter building activity, showing increased confidence
and more use of speech than normal. In general, the anxiety levels of the children were
low, and as a consequence the teacher did not see behaviours associated with anxiety. The
teacher also noticed that the children who do not normally participate in practical activities,
preferring to remain on the periphery, took a full and active role in the woodland activities.
Other children who cannot normally focus for a whole lesson, managed to take a full part in
the session (with small timeouts for walks up the path) – the teacher was amazed by this,
commenting that it had been a massive effort for them. The teacher also commented that she
now felt confident to run similar sessions in the natural environment and that more activities
like these would benefit the children.
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Case story The Abbey School

Years 10/11 visit Thursley Common
On the morning of the planned visit to Thursley Common in November, anxious teachers
looked out of their classroom windows at torrential rain and listened to flood warnings on
the radio. They called Joanna, who quoted the weather forecast, which predicted that the
rain would clear the southern part of Surrey around 10.30 am – coincidentally the time when
the visit was due to start. Not wishing to disappoint the children, the teachers decided to
go ahead with the visit and the minibus left the school on time. The children arrived at
Thursley Common just as the rain stopped, and they left under blue skies with hardly a cloud
in the sky. Six boys from years 10 and 11 were accompanied by their teacher and two teaching
assistants. The boys all had moderate learning needs, three had speech and language issues
and two had autism as their primary learning need.
After a group photograph by the lake, everyone sat under trees whilst Joanna talked about
some of the animals which inhabit the reserve. She then explained that the theme for the
visit would be ‘wild art’, starting with a short walk around the reserve. The group set off, with
Joanna and David pointing out some of the wildlife along the way. Joanna handed out pieces
of card, each having a strip of double-sided sticky tape. She asked the boys to collect natural
objects to represent autumn colour. This activity helped the boys to engage with the natural
world and all were keen to collect material of different colours, shapes and texture. Soon the
strips were adorned with lichens, grasses, leaves of different shapes and colours, bright yellow
gorse flowers and red holly berries. Autumn is the best time of year to see fungi, and Joanna
pointed out many different species along the way. She showed the boys an earthball fungus
which was growing amongst the heather and talked about the dispersal of its spores. Close by,
Joanna found a lichen called the devil’s matchstick, which no one had seen before. Everyone
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then went for a short walk along the rather slippery boardwalk as far as the pond dipping
platform. Here, Joanna talked about the work of Andy Goldsworthy, and showed photographs
of his natural art, with examples of other artists’ work. One of the boys asked what material
the artist had used... “leaves”, said Joanna. “Yes!” exclaimed the boy “that’s really
interesting”. Walking back to the lake, Joanna asked everyone to collect plant material to
make their own natural art. With some help from the adults, a lot of bracken, bark, leaves and
gorse flowers were collected. Working singly, or in one case as a pair, some excellent artwork
was produced. One example is illustrated opposite, which was created by two of the boys,
using bracken, pine cones, birch leaves and gorse flowers. The teachers were clearly inspired
by the boys’ work, and talked about future opportunities to use natural art in school work.
Joanna had one final activity planned, which was perhaps the most popular of all – making
and using natural paints. She demonstrated how to make paint using chalk, charcoal and
clay. “Is it going to work?” asked one boy as Joanna added some water “no... yes... amazing,
awesome!” The boys hit pieces of chalk together, to create a powder, added a little water and
then stirred the mix with a twig. They repeated this with charcoal and found that they could
get a rich brown colour from a piece of clay in water, using a paintbrush. All the boys created
their own artwork on coloured papers provided by Joanna. It would be fair to say that the
boys were completely absorbed in this activity. When Joanna asked if they had done anything
during the visit which they liked, one boy said “painting”, another said “making paint”. One
boy liked “everything” and when asked if they would like to come back to Thursley Common,
the boys emphatically replied “yes please!” Later, the teachers commented that this group is
not normally taken into the countryside, as there had been some concern over how they might
respond. However, during this visit, all the children were very engaged with the activities
and they enjoyed the opportunity to learn outside. One child who is normally unfocused in
class was clearly engaged throughout. All the children said how much they had enjoyed the
visit, especially the painting activity and commented that they would love to do this again.
The session gave the teachers fantastic ideas to use with this, and other classes, and the
confidence to take the children out into the countryside in the future.
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Case story St Joseph’s Specialist School and College

Years 1 to 6 visit Newlands Corner
On a chilly, but dry mid-October day, two classes arrived for a short morning session in the
woods at Newlands Corner. Seven children, ranging in age from 6 to 11 years were accompanied
by nine staff (two teachers and seven assistants). The group represented two classes at the
school, with children with a range of complex needs, including autism, ADHD, Down’s Syndrome
and Williams Syndrome. Many of the children also had speech, language and communication
needs. Neil (Surrey Wildlife Trust) and David directed the group towards the woods. Several
children ran down the track into the woods with their teachers, keen to use up some energy
after their journey on the minibus. The remaining children and teaching staff followed at a
more leisurely pace with Neil and David. The group reassembled at the ‘camp’, prepared by Neil
before the children arrived. Neil invited the children to sit on a ground sheet, and asked if
they could guess what strange creature might live in the woods. The teachers helped the
children by asking pertinent questions, such as “has he got a wart on the end of his nose” and
“has he got terrible claws”, before one of the children guessed it was a Gruffalo. Neil asked
the children if they would like to make a soup that the Gruffalo would like to eat. Each child
was given a plastic beaker and with the support of an adult, many of the children explored the
woodland around the camp and filled their beakers with leaves, soil and moss. Neil provided
some water, and the children stirred their soup with a stick.
Neil asked the children to sit down once more, and when they had settled, he opened the
Gruffalo story book, and talked about the other animals in the story that also live in the woods.
He wondered if the animals might feel cold on an autumn day, and asked the children to choose
an animal and make a shelter for it, thus encouraging them to continue to engage with the
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woodland environment. Several children were keen to do this; one child, with the support of
an adult, made a nest for an owl by placing sticks and twigs in the bough of a tree. Another
child independently constructed a very impressive shelter for a snake; he found a hollow in the
ground next to a tree root, and made a roof over this using twigs and small sticks. To keep the
rain out, he placed sweet chestnut leaves on the roof, and put further twigs on top of these to
hold them down. He was very proud of his shelter and showed it to both David and Neil.
One of the children preferred to spend much of the time shuffling through the dense layer
of dry leaves on the woodland floor. This child found the crunching of leaves underfoot a
particularly soothing experience, and seemed happy and relaxed in the wood. Two other
children also found the autumn leaves engaging – enjoying the sensation of having handfuls
of leaves thrown at them by the adults. With a chill in the air, Neil asked if any of the children
would like a cup of hot chocolate – a real treat for some. He had prepared a tarpaulin shelter,
and four of the children sat in the shelter and had a drink and a snack. Soon afterwards the
group left the wood, a little earlier than planned, to allow the children time to play in the
small playground by the car park. Almost all of the children played together on the wooden
bridge and the slide, until it was time to return to school for lunch. Despite the fact that this
had been a relatively short visit, most of the children seemed to have enjoyed the experience
and engaged with the woodland environment in ways comfortable for them, whether it was
shelter building, having leaves thrown at them by the teachers or drinking hot chocolate!
The teachers commented that the children had very little experience of being outdoors in
the natural environment, and would benefit from more regular visits. Before visiting Thursley
Common for the last of Autism and Nature’s sessions in Surrey, the teachers took the children
outdoors several times; and they became more used to the preparation involved, such as
wearing wellingtons. The teachers commented that the benefits of the natural world are huge;
the learners are free to explore, take risks, and experience things in very different ways. As a
consequence, their learning is deeper and becomes more real and meaningful. Skills learnt in
the classroom, such as counting, can be readily practiced in the natural world.
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Case story St Joseph’s Specialist School and College

Years 1 to 6 visit Thursley Common
With storms sweeping across the country, some anxious emails were exchanged ahead of St
Joseph’s School’s second Autism and Nature visit, to Thursley Common National Nature Reserve
in November. The weather forecast predicted heavy showers clearing by mid morning, when
the children were due to arrive. An hour before the children arrived, the skies were still dark,
and it rained as David helped Joanna to put up her tepee. But as the minibus pulled into the
car park, the rain stopped, and soon seven children and ten teachers and assistants were
enjoying blue skies and unbroken sunshine.
Joanna invited the children – the same two classes who visited Newlands Corner – to sit in
the tepee to have a snack, but most preferred to sit on a ground sheet outside. One child was
initially unsettled, but as expected, the children were much calmer than they had been when
they arrived at Newlands Corner. Some of the children walked over to look at the lake whilst
others explored the trees around the tepee. Joanna asked the children their names, and most
were able to tell her, some with a little help from an adult. Joanna then told everyone that
they would be going on a walk around the Common, making a crown along the way. Each child
was given a strip of card with double-sided sticky tape, and asked to find leaves and other
plant material to adorn their crown. The group headed in a slightly different direction to that
which Joanna had originally planned, but this was fine, because everyone seemed to be really
calm and happy in their new surroundings. They left the area of pine trees and followed the
boardwalk out across the bog. Many of the children collected plant material for their crowns
with the help of an adult. The leading group continued to a point at which they had to take
the return trail to the base. David suggested that they wait for everyone to catch up, and
Joanna took the opportunity to offer the children a magnifying glass, which several children
used to look at toadstools, lichen, heather flowers and pine cones. There was a lot of standing
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water on the path, and some children enjoyed the sensation of walking through the water.
One child paddled in the water in bare feet, whilst another jumped in the mud, encouraged by
the teachers. One girl put the finishing touches to a really impressive crown.
On the walk back, Joanna gave the children an egg box, and recited one of her favourite
rhymes, asking them to collect “something hard, something rough, something prickly,
something soft, something smooth and something tickly”. She repeated the rhyme to help
the children to understand, after which some impressive collections were made. Back at the
camp there was just time for one more activity before lunch; Joanna showed the children
how to make rubbings of bracken leaves, using crayons and a clip board. Three children made
colourful rubbings, and one girl later tried a bark rubbing. Joanna also produced some clay,
and was delighted with a pig that one child made using twigs for legs, and an eagle made by
another child using a pine cone for the head and tufts of dried grass flowers for the wings. By
now the lunch containers were open, and everyone enjoyed their lunch. Before leaving, some
of the children fed the ducks on the lake and one child enjoyed dipping her bare feet in the
water. Joanna remarked to David how pleasing it was that every child had engaged with at
least one of the activities, and that several children had completed all the activities on offer.
The teachers commented that one child showed a determination and a willingness to finish a
task that they rarely see in class. This child was chatty and sociable, talking about pertinent
and relevant things, asking questions and using new language, which pleased the teachers.
Another child was much calmer and more relaxed, whilst three children walked much further
than they ever had before (1.7 km). The teacher heard the children talking about concepts
such as big, small, wet, dry, near, far, clean, dirty, hard, soft, deep… the experience allowed
them to generalise a lot of concepts and skills that had already been introduced in a more
formal classroom situation. All the children made progress during the session by working on
targets such as independence, turn taking and engaging in a sociable activity. The teacher
felt more confident to carry out more outdoor learning as it was clear how happy the children
were and how beneficial it was on so many levels.
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Visiting the

Surrey
countryside
This guide represents the fifth in a series of local guides designed to help parents,
carers and teachers to engage children with autism and related disabilities with the
natural environment. It should also prove useful to those living and working with
adults with autism. The guide begins by considering why visiting the countryside and
experiencing the natural world can be especially valuable for children with autism.
This is followed by a guide to twenty-four ‘natural places’ in the Surrey countryside,
which children with autism might enjoy visiting. The guide concludes with a series
of case stories set in Surrey nature reserves, describing visits by children from local
special schools.
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