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Founder, Sir Thomas Lees 
explains what Holton Lee
means to him.

HOLTON: “Farmstead on a spur of land”

LEE “(place at) the wood or woodland clearing

The land at East Holton, on the edge of Poole Harbour, is now given over to a centre where disabled people and carers can come for a holiday, counselling and the opportunity to study or just enjoy the diverse wildlife on the area.

The land at Holton Lee has been in the ownership of my family since the 1890s, when my grandfather brought it from Lord Wimborne. Its 350 acres are bounded by the A351 Wareham road on its north-west side, by the Sherford River on the north, by the old Admiralty cordite factory on the south, and by the railway bridge over the entrance to Lytchett Bay on the south-east.

My family has always recognised that East Holton is a special place. My uncle, who had to sell part or the Lytchett estate to the Admiralty in 1916 for the cordite factory, refused to part with East Holton because he felt it was too precious. His home, South Lytchett Manor, looked across Lytchett Bay towards East Holton and he was unwilling to lose the view.

I, too, have always felt that the land at East Holton has to be preserved whole, not split up or sold off. Now it is in the hands of the East Holton Charity, it feels much more safe from predators.
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Because it is not on the road to anywhere, East Holton has remained remote. Otters, badgers, foxes and deer breed in peace there, while uncommon birds can be found quite commonly. Rare plants and invertebrates, insects and snakes are all about. In the reed-beds water rails and water voles are present; sand lizards, slow worms and smooth snakes inhabit the heathland; lichens and fungi are to be found all over the place.

I always enjoy it when we have experts in any discipline coming to visit us. At some point they will say, ‘Do you realise what you have got here?’ and we will ask them what they mean. They will say something like, ‘You have seven distinct and different habitats here, each with its own flora and fauna, and all in the compass of this unique area’- which of course we actually knew already!
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It is exciting to see a botanist’s pleasure at finding our orchids or some of the salt-marsh plants; or to have a bird person in the middle of a charm of long-tailed tits or listening to the distinctive song of a woodlark; to catch the enthusiasm of a moth man or a spider expert as he describes what he has found. 
East Holton is more than just an area of undeveloped land. Indeed, like the rest of the countryside, it is really developed. But the more one sits or stands, quietly waiting and keeping one’s eyes open, the more there is to be seen. A microcosm of the whole creation is there to be discovered if you care to look. Of course, you have to learn how to look and others my teach you to see things you would otherwise miss.   

I remember when I was about 14 years old, being taken out by the old gamekeeper, Percy Harvey, to try and shoot a deer that was making a nuisance of itself in a field of corn. Mr Harvey tested the wind and then put me to sit with my back to a tree in a strategic place. ‘Now then,’ he said, ‘I want you to stay here and not to move as much as a muscle until I come and get you, or until the deer comes by for you to shoot. I will come back in three hours’ time.’ And with that he left me alone. I learned more in those three hours than I could ever remember learning before. At first, nothing happened. Then the birds stated to play above my head, rabbits came out, a partridge walked by with her chicks- and all because I had been given order to stay still and unmoving.

It was and Australian Aboriginal who once said to me, ‘the land doesn’t belong to us; we belong to the land. She is our Mother.’ I had to say I recognised immediately his feelings, for that is exactly the way I feel about the land at Holton Lee. And I don’t own it in order to feel its spiritual force. The land is not ours, we belong to it. It may change and adapt to changing forces, yet it remains part of the primal creation and it can put us in touch with that primal force.
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We can describe the land and what we see in scientific terms: the soil types and the different vegetation each type supports, the creatures which depend on those particular plants and their interaction with one another. Or we can just go down to, say, the horseshoe pond on the heath land and watch a dragonfly larva emerge from the water and haul itself up a reed a stalk. We can sit enthralled as its carapace splits and a lovely, shining insect emerges, to rest in the sun as its wings fill out and it is ready to fly.

Or we can watch the sundew plants, so short of protein in their hungry soil that they have adapted themselves to catching flies and midges for their foods. We can see the silver-studded blue butterfly with its own amazing symbiotic relationship with a particular species of ant. We can find the almost infinite variety of insects, which live on the common oak tree.

We can watch in the hide at the pond, see the sika deer come out of the reeds to drink, or be thrilled at a sharp, screaming call of a buck as he challenges a rival. We can get up early and be moved by the dawn chorus and by the sight or cobwebs on the dewy grass. We can watch a family of buzzards teaching their young ones to fly and to know and catch the currents of wind.
When I was younger, we used to gallop across the heath, our ponies jumping to avoid the short French gorse. We might suddenly come upon a fox’s earth, where the cubs had been playing outside the moments before our arrival, or start up a roe deer as we dashed through the woods. One time we went to look for otters, and we certainly saw their webbed footprints in the mud beside the river where we used to fish. One very cold winter the harbour froze over and we ventured out onto the ice, close to the ducks and wildfowl out it Lytchett Bay. The only trouble as that the tide came in under the ice and left us stranded with a band of water cutting us off several feet from the shore!

Mention of ducks brings back memories of standing in the growing darkness as we waited for wild duck and teal to flight in from the harbour to the horseshoe pond. Sometimes they wound pour in, at other times you would wait until you could not see a thing and there would be no ducks. You might be eaten alive by mosquitoes and be soaked with rain- but it would still be lovely. And there would also be something to see, even if it was not what you were expecting.
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In the summer, masses of birds make Holton Lee their home and build their nests. Shelduck often take over an old rabbit hole. This may be over a mile from the sea and when the ducklings hatch out; their parents walk them to the water. The migrant warblers, like reed and sedge warblers, come to the reed-beds and fill them with chattering songs. The rare Cetti’s warbler and the grasshopper warbler can be heard, along with wood and willow warblers. The Dartford warbler is often seen by the roadside, together with the stonechat. Woodlarks, once so rare, are now becoming more common. Nightjars and hobbies ca be heard, not so easily seen, and other hawks are about.

Just off the shore, out in the harbour, are low, flat islands. These are covered with gulls in the spring, mostly black-headed gulls – some 5000 make their nests here and the noise they make is constant, from May until August. In the shallow water off the shore, waders can be seen: curlew and redshank, snipe and oyster-catcher.

This bay is known as ‘Wood Bar Looe’ a corruption of ‘Woodberry Looe’. In the days when sheep were an important part of the heathland economy, flock were ferried from Russell Quay on Arne, across Wareham Channel. They came ashore at Wood Bar Looe to Woodberry Hill sheep fair at Bere Regis – about 8 miles. This was one of the biggest annual sheep fairs in the south of England. I have often tried to work out the route they took. Of course, the whole way would have been across heathland that is now forestry, south of the A35 road to Bere Regis.

Holton Lee is a magical place. I never fail to gasp with surprise as I come from the main road and see the view. It is always so lovely, so fresh, and it takes your eyes to the Purbeck Hills beyond the harbour. There seems to be a constant invitation and a challenge hanging in the air: ‘Lift up your eyes and look around you; there is so much more!’

