
COUNTRYSIDE 
SHOULD LOOK’

‘THIS is how our

Isabella  
with a baby 

beaver

A herd  
of hardy 

longhorns

A hind and  
her calf in the 
Knepp wetlands

Little owls thrive  
on the estate

Isabella and 
husband Charlie

A great tit feasts 
on winter berries

Isabella Tree, 54, thinks our landscape can be saved – if we take 
a big step back. Natasha Wynarczyk meets the woman hoping 
to inspire a rewilding revolution  
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REAL LIFE

 Playwright Oscar 
Wilde once wrote,  
‘To do nothing at  
all is the most difficult 

thing in the world, the most 
difficult and the most 
intellectual.’ Isabella Tree 
would surely agree.

Even if you have a small 
garden, there are things 
you can do to give space 
back to nature, says 
Isabella Tree.

1 The key thing is to stop 
using weedkiller. Be 
more positive about 

weed species – they are 
our native flowering plants 
and have evolved with our 
insect life for thousands of 
years. If you’re getting rid 
of native flowers for exotic, 
often non-pollinating 
species, you won’t have 
exciting insects back  
in your garden. 

2 If you have a bit of 
thorny hedge, let 
it grow out and let 

the berries grow over the 
winter. That way, you’ll have 
berries for birds and they 
will be attracted to your 
garden. Also, leave messy 
patches of nettles and 
thistles where you can as 
this can attract hedgehogs, 
a declining species.

3 Leaving fallen 
branches underneath 
trees will provide  

the trees themselves with 
nutrients, as well as create 
deadwood habitats for all 
sorts of invertebrates, and 
if they come back you may 
get woodpeckers coming 
to your garden. 
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that we’ve been hearing 
about for years, even on 
impoverished soil like ours,  
if you introduce free-roaming 
herds of animals that mimic 
the disturbance they would 
have been created thousands 
of years ago,’ says Isabella. 

Charlie and Isabella started 
by restoring 350 acres of their 
land using a park restoration 
grant, sowing a mix of native 
grasses and wildflower seeds.

‘The summer after we 
reseeded it, Charlie and I 
walked through the land and 
we noticed we were hearing 
this incredible sound of insect 
life, and seeing creatures such 
as grasshoppers and common 
blue butterflies,’ she says. 
‘Then birds came back as 

they had 
the insects  
to eat.’
To stop 

the land 

How to rewild 
your garden 

Whenever Isabella steps 
out on the land that she owns 
with her husband Charlie 
Burrell, she sees peregrine 
falcons nesting in trees, pigs 
diving into a lake to catch 
swan mussels and fallow deer 
clashing antlers – the results 
of an ongoing 16-year project 
to completely change the 
land her husband inherited 
from his grandparents.

The couple’s estate, Knepp 
Wildland, near Horsham, 
West Sussex, is a very special 
place. The sprawling, 3,500 
acres of greenery is home  
to thousands of insect, bird, 

plant and animal species.
Surrounded by A-roads in 

one of the busiest parts of  
the country, Isabella has 
remarkably managed to help 
turn what she describes as  
a ‘biological desert’ into one 
of the most significant areas for 
nature in the whole of Britain.

When Isabella and Charlie 
inherited the arable and dairy 
farm in the 1980s, they spent 
years unsuccessfully trying to 
turn it into a viable business.

‘We initially thought not 
enough had been invested 
into it, and that’s why it was 
failing,’ says Isabella. ‘But the 

turning into woodland, they 
introduced grazing animals 
such as fallow deer, and pigs 
and horses. ‘To see them 
roaming freely outside our 
kitchen window was amazing 
– we felt as if we were in  
the Serengeti, not close to 
Gatwick Airport,’ says Isabella.

Rewilding has been gaining 
popularity in the UK as 
concern for the environment 
grows. A recent UK report, 
State of Nature, showed that 
56% of British species were  
in decline, and there’s never 
been a more important time 

to reverse the damage caused 
by problems such as the 
overuse of pesticides, and 
habitat and soil destruction.

Isabella says biologists from 
nearby universities often visit 
Knepp to undertake research. 
The estate is also open to the 
general public, offering stays 
as well as vehicle-based safari 
tours and walks. 

‘People often say it makes 
them realise how quiet a lot 
of the countryside is and 
what’s missing,’ says Isabella. 
‘I think that’s the real value of 

Knepp – we show what 
nature should be out there.’

Although there’s no way  
of telling how many species 
there are at Knepp, a wide 
range of creatures have found 
their way there. ‘Charlie 
picked up a single cow pat 
recently that had 23 species of 
dung beetle living in it,’ says 
Isabella. ‘One was the violet 
dor, which had not been seen 
in Sussex for over 50 years.’

Knepp is now a breeding 
hotspot for nightingales, and 
home to all five species of UK 
owl, as well as turtle doves, 
which were near extinction  
in the UK. It has also recently 
seen great white egrets, a bird 
more commonly found in 
Africa and southern Europe. 

‘It’s a mystery to us how 
these birds are up in the sky 
flying around but are able to 
spot a habitat and make it 
their home,’ says Isabella. 
‘Until you actually stand in 
the middle of the rewilding 
project and experience it, it 
can be hard to imagine. It’s 
just so full of life. This is how 
our countryside should look.’

✿ For more information, visit 
kneppsafaris.co.uk. Wilding: 
The Return of Nature to a 
British Farm by Isabella Tree 
(Picador, £20) is out now. 

land is on very heavy Sussex 
clay, which isn’t suited for 
modern intensive agriculture.

‘Charlie and I realised we 
needed to do something that 
worked with the land, rather 
than battling against it.’

They were inspired to look 
into ‘rewilding’ – where land is 
turned into its natural state by 
re-introducing free-roaming 
animals – after reading a book 
by Dutch ecologist Frans Vera, 
who had been exploring 
rewilding on the Continent.

‘He showed you can 
recover the catastrophic 
losses in biodiversity 
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‘We show what 
nature should 
be out there’


