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Birchden Wood - Climbing on  

 

Objectives 1. To safeguard this important site for rock climbers for the long 

term 

2. To restore the woodland to health in keeping with the cliff 

environment. 
 

Background 

they were acquired by the Forestry Commission. The Rocks are an 

outcrop of sandstone within a predominantly deciduous wood which 

borders the west side of Birchden Wood, a Plantation on an Ancient 

Woodland Site, composed of both broadleaves and conifers, in East 

Sussex, close to Tunbridge Wells. In 1958, the 4.39 hectare site was 

purchased by a group of climbers for the BMC because of its 

importance for climbing (being one of the nearest natural outcrops 

for rock climbing to London).  A car park and toilet block were built in 

the late 1970s by the Sports Council on land leased from the Forestry 

Commission some 750 metres from the Rocks, and the facilities were 

managed by the BMC.  Subsequently, a company called Soft Rock 

was established to maintain the facilities and carry out wardening 

activities. 

 

Throughout this time, various conservation measures were taken 

culminating in an extensive period of work in the late 1990s to 

combat ground erosion caused by heavy foot-traffic below the Rocks. 

There has also been intermittent work done to manage the woodland, 

including thinning, planting new trees and clearing trees and 

boulders that were a potential hazard to climbers and other visitors. 

However, sycamores were allowed to seed on the site, and these and 

other trees were allowed to grow too high. Keeping the rock faces 

clear of shading from trees is helpful as it then dries more quickly, is 

more pleasant to climb on and is less vulnerable to damage. 
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Actions and 

achievements 

The main achievement has been the fact that rock climbing is still 

able to continue in a sustainable way at the site, some 60 years after 

.  In addition to individual climbers 

(including BMC members and non-members alike), many local 

adventure activities.  There are many outdoor centres and individual 

climbing instructors within a couple o

the Rocks have been used as a venue for introducing disabled people 

to climbing.  

 

The importance of this natural facility in the introduction of young 

people to the outdoors in this part of England is a key reason for the 

existence of so many centres close to the rocks.  This means that the 

site gets a considerable number of visitors throughout the year.  

Together, they make an important contribution to the local economy 

and provide employment to many people. 

 

Development of 

damage by climbers was an important achievement by local 

climbers, with the establishment of a Sandstone Code of Practice, 

which was promoted by leaflets, on signage and in guidebooks. 

 

After a period when the emphasis has been more on conservation of 

the rockface rather than on positive woodland management, 

production of a long-term woodland management plan (running for 

13 years to 2012) has been produced which is acceptable to all those 
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T  Management Group are currently 

in the process of changing from having a paid warden looking after 

the Rocks and the car park to having to run the Rocks on an entirely 

voluntary basis  albeit paying to get specific jobs done. The BMC are 

confident that this can be done effectively. 

 

The British Mountaineering Council will be dedicating this woodland 

as Open Access Land in 2013.   

 

 
 

Quotes crown of the Wealden 
sandstone outcrops we will put the full weight of the BMC behind this 
plan and its implementation. Dave Turnbull (BMC CEO) 

their time to help keep the woodland and clif   
Graham Adcock (Chair of Sandstone Volunteer Group) 

Often crowded on warm weekends.  

 

Partners Many people and organisations have contributed to the long-term 

 

 Volunteers (i.e. local climbers) 

 Sport England 

 Sport and Recreation Alliance 

 Forestry Commission 

 Julie Tullis Memorial Trust 

 Soft Rock 
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 Two local arborists who are also climbers 
  

Funding Over the years of BMC involvement at the site, funding has come 

from: 

 

 Climbers who originally acquired the site at a time when the 

BMC constitution prevented it from doing so 

 Sport and Recreation Alliance, to help manage the site 

 Sport England, to help manage the site and pay for reviews (of 

the toilet block) and surveys (e.g. tree and boulder safety) and 

subsequent measures to address identified risks 

 Sandstone Climbing Club which built the Julie Tullis Memorial 

campsite, the income from which is now used to provide 

grants to women mountaineers and to climbers with 

disabilities 

 Forestry Commission grants to cover the work done by the 

Forest Agent to submit the management plan, and two further 

grant applications for felling and replanting are about to be 

submitted. 

 

Lessons 

learnt 

Climbers have an interest in the environment they use and will be 

willing to adopt appropriate techniques to protect it e.g. use of bolts, 

repairing worn areas and prohibiting lead climbing (see Sandstone 

Code of Practice). 

 

A site can be managed sensitively and sustainably for both 

environmental and recreational activities, given active involvement 

and commitment of all relevant parties. 

Consideration needs to be given to the ownership and management 

of associated facilities like car parks, toilet blocks and campsites, 

and this may be more problematic than the recreational feature 

itself.  

 

Local climbers and others interested in the site are an important 

voluntary resource, both for voluntary work and for providing peer 

pressure to encourage good practice. 
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Contact For further information contact: 

Dr Cath Flitcroft  cath@thebmc.co.uk or Bob Moulton 

bodmoulton@gmail.com  

General information can be obtained from Wikipedia: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harrison's_Rocks 
 

Photos courtesy of Robin Mazinke 
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