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In this edition of In a Nutshell: 

QUIZZY THURSDAY 

LONG TERM SERVICE 

PUMP HOUSE RENOVATION 

CHARCOAL CAPERS 

GARDEN GROUP GRAFTING 

RHODI DELL RENEWED 

STEPPING OUT IN STYLE 

DECEMBER WINNER 

STANDEN’S BIRDS OF PREY 

SNEAK PREVIEW 

AND FINALLY… 

 

The referee’s decision is final 

The word about how good FoSE quiz nights are has obviously got around.  For the 

first time ever, we had to put people asking for places on to a waiting list as we 

were fully booked well before 5th October.  So it was a very crowded and 

sometimes raucous full house in the Barn Café as Keith posed his usual variety of 

questions to challenge and intrigue us.  Roy was able to sign up a number of new 

members – allowing them reduced price entry and – what with that and the raffle - 

the event raised a whopping £466, all of which will go towards the new potting 

shed.  So, winners and losers alike, thank you for making it another great evening. 

 

Meet Angela Hogman 

As if you hadn’t already done so!  Angela is probably the longest-serving member of 

the Garden Group, so it seemed fitting to give her the opportunity to share some 

of her memories with us. 

NUTS ABOUT STANDEN! 



 

A few words from a garden volunteer. 

 

I think I may be one of the longest standing garden volunteers at Standen.  15 

years ago I joined with 5 others to help “tidy up” the gardens.  As the weeks went 

by we all came to realise there was more to tidying up than expected!  For most of 

us we carried on regardless and found the work interesting and rewarding and 

enjoyable.   

 

Seeing the garden change over the years and being involved in the 

restoration project which has opened up new parts of the garden and gives 

wonderful views all round has been an experience. 

 

I still look forward to my Thursdays and working with friends I have made since 

starting there and would always encourage people to come and volunteer. 

 

Sitting down on the job… 

… and why not.  They have been working hard.  

Under James’ expert guidance, the North Downs 

Group has been opening up the old pump house 

situated in Jack and Tommy Field.  This used to 

house the diesel back-up to the wind pump in the 

kitchen garden.  The building was restored around 

20 years ago with the aim of turning it into an 

education centre, but proved too damp.  In an 

attempt to create a drier and therefore useable 

space, the North Downs Group has rebuilt the 

steps up to the door and will soon install decking 

around the area to avoid wet mud being taken 

inside.  

 

Once this is complete, a heater - funded by FoSE, 

as was the timber – will be 

installed so that the 

building will become viable 

for whatever purpose it 

ends up being used for.  

This hasn’t been finally 

agreed yet, so watch this 

space. 



Don’t cook the volunteers 

So much has been going on recently 

on Standen Estate, despite the fact 

that the Garden Restoration period 

ended early this year.  The Woods 

Group was busy making charcoal all 

summer, although it looks like one of 

the volunteers was about to be 

served up for lunch in an enormous 

cooking pot. 

Fortunately, Anne is able to clarify 

what was really going on. 

If you go down to Hollybush Wood on a Wednesday during the summer you will 

probably see a group of volunteers around the charcoal burner looking very black 

and dusty. They will be either in the process of filling or emptying the charcoal 

kiln.  

Charcoal burners use a large, steel 

kiln which at Standen is 3ft 3” high 

and 4ft in diameter. This is loaded up 

with wood, mostly hazel and some 

chestnut (coppiced during the winter) 

which has a very slow burn. However, 

most native British hardwoods make 

excellent charcoal. The kiln is then 

sealed with a large lid. To make 

charcoal the burn must be slow and 

incomplete so that the wood dries 

out and its structure and capacity 

for burning remains. Burn times vary depending on wood type, moisture content, 

size of kiln, weather conditions and above all, the skill of the loaders. There’s no 

hard and fast rule. At Standen this process - converting wood to charcoal - takes 

about 14-24 hours and produces hopefully ready-to-use lumps of charcoal. Any 

wood that does not burn to charcoal 

is called a “brown” and these are 

saved to load the burner next time.  

 

The Woods Group fills the kiln one 

week and empties it the next. Filling 

the kiln is fun, emptying it is not. 

One fact about charcoal: when you 

empty the kiln you will get very 

black. If you have seen pictures on 

television of miners coming up from 

the pit, we end up looking like that. 



We wear a mask over our nose and mouth, but still the dusk gets everywhere. One 

time we tried wearing boiler suits but mostly we don`t and just accept that we get 

dusty and dirty.  

 

Filling the kiln involves one person, 

usually Tina or Margaret, climbing 

(with great difficulty and no dignity) 

into the kiln to start filling with logs 

passed to her by those on the 

outside of the kiln. Each person has 

their own method of doing this, 

placing the logs in such a way that we 

get a good burn. Gaps have to be left 

around the bottom where the vents 

for the chimneys are situated. There 

are 4 vents (which the kiln rests on 

to let the air in) and 4 vents which hold the chimneys. These must be placed 

alternately equidistant around the base of the kiln, half in and half out. The person 

in the kiln initially leaves a gap either side of the vents for air to be drawn in. We 

also leave a gap in the centre of the kindling, usually screwed up newspaper and any 

dry twigs we find lying around.  

 

Logs are piled on top of each other, and the kindling after it has been placed, until 

we reach a level where the person inside can climb out, and those outside can reach 

inside to place the logs in some sort of tidy fashion. The aim is to place the logs so 

that the maximum amount of space inside the kiln is used; the fewer gaps the 

better. It is not always possible to place logs as neatly as we would like as they 

come in all shapes and sizes. The placing also relies on the patience of the fillers; it 

is quicker to lob the logs in rather 

than try and get them to fit 

together snugly, like a jigsaw. The 

logs are also interspersed with 

browns (any wood that did not burn 

successfully on the last firing).  

We keep piling logs until the kiln is 

full and the wood protrudes about 

6-8 inches proud of the rim so that 

the lid rests on the logs. At a time 

convenient to him Ben will light the 

kiln, placing the lighter in at the 

bottom through one of the vents. As the wood burns the contents inside settle and 

the lid falls down onto the rim, (usually after 1-2 hours). Ben then places sand 

around the top and soil at the bottom of the kiln to block off any air. In theory the 

kiln then burns and we have hopefully a nice supply of charcoal and not too many 

browns. The chimneys and vents are left open. The wood ‘cooks’ within 12-24 hours, 



Ben then blocks the chimneys and vents to put the fire out and leaves the kiln to 

cool.  

 

On the following Wednesday, when the kiln is nice and cool we open it up and 

proceed to empty it. We lean over the side and pick out the lumps and bag them up. 

Any wood that does not crumble when bashed against the side of the kiln is called 

a ‘brown’, probably because it is usually dark brown in colour. These are put to one 

side and put back into the kiln for the next burn. When we have emptied the kiln 

as far as we can reach in, we roll the kiln away and continue filling bags with the 

large lumps of charcoal. We leave space in the bags to fill with smaller pieces after 

they have been sieved. When all the big lumps are used up we sieve the remainder 

on a Heath Robinson type riddle made from an old iron bed base. This is the 

dirtiest bit. Black dust goes everywhere, in your hair, up your nose (even when 

wearing a mask), and on your face. Pieces which don`t fall through the riddle are 

used to top up the bags , all pieces which fall through the riddle are bagged up and 

sold as bio char. The process of emptying the kiln takes us all morning. We have 

lunch, then after lunch start the process all over again by filling the kiln. We 

usually produce anywhere between 14 and 22 bags of charcoal which are placed on 

the stand in the car park and sold to visitors.  

 

Footnote: One day in August for no apparent reason when Ben came to check the 

kiln after the burn it had completely burnt away; no charcoal was left. We still do 

not understand why.  

 

Loppers and secateurs to the fore 

Davidia – where?  The Handkerchief Tree, one 

of Standen’s glories, has been hidden from sight 

on the corner of the Croquet Lawn for some 

time, as snowberry, a Glory Tree, a 

rhododendron 

and some 

sneaky 

brambles had 

almost 

completely 

obscured it 

from view.  

So it was 

that one 

Thursday in 

September, the Garden Group was tasked with 

cutting down the snowberry, clearing the 

brambles and pruning the rhodi.  You could tell 

this was a task which appealed, as the work was 

accompanied all day by gales of laughter as folk 



lopped, snipped, raked and dragged branches. 

 

By the end of the day, the wood-

chipping compartment of the 

compost area, which had been clear, 

was completely full; views over the 

Forest from that corner which had 

been hidden for years had been 

opened up; the rhodi had a nice 

shape pro tem and no bramble 

topping, and, best of all, the Davidia 

was revealed in all its glory.  A good 

day’s work and much fun had by all. 

 

The accompanying photos may not show the workers from the most flattering 

angles, but it is clear that they were all engrossed in their work. 

 

It turned out that this was only 

stage one of the operation, though, 

as, on a day when James, Nick and 

Andy were all away on training, 

Darielle and Ben took things a whole 

stage further.  The remains of the 

snowberry and rhododendron - 

which had suckered somewhat 

uncontrollably – were winched and 

mattocked out, and the Garden 

Group barrowed the debris onto a 

bonfire and then levelled the 

ground.  Standen wild flower seed was then raked into the bare earth, so hopefully 

next summer will see a burst of colour to complement what must be one of the 

best views over Ashdown Forest that Standen affords. 

 

Strangely, everyone was quite weary 

by the end of the day, as well as well 

and truly bitten by the midges..   

 

The bonfire crew were getting quite 

prickly by the end of the afternoon 

as well, which was hardly surprising as 

they had cleared an enormous pile of 

debris during the course of the day 

and they were probably totally 

kippered and done to a turn. 

 

 



‘I can see clearly now…’ 

After the experience of 

cutting back the 

snowberry, lopping and 

clearing clearly went to 

some people’s heads, as 

the next we heard, James 

had invited the tree 

surgeons in to work on 

Rhodi Dell, and what a 

difference they made.  

Views which had been obscured for years were opened up once again, and the whole 

area looked far more 

light and airy. 

 

Being kind people, the 

tree surgeons had left 

plenty for Andy and 

Darielle’s team of 

volunteers to work on.  

Darielle’s pose after 

clearance clearly says: ‘A 

good day’s work done.’ 

 

New steps for old 

The sleeper steps above the Top Terrace had 

definitely seen better days, as can be seen from 

the slightly perplexed pose of Graham, as he 

stood to survey their ruin and assess what 

needed to be 

done.  Our 

trusty team 

of wall 

builders then 

stepped in 

(apologies for 

the pun), and 

have created 

a safe, gently 

inclined 

access to the Rock Top Walk.  The whole area 

has been tidied up, and it’s hard to believe that 

the before and after pictures both show the 

same place. 



Christmas tipple 

The December winner of the FoSE draw is Geoffrey Harris of the Woods Group. 

As Christmas is coming up, he will receive a bottle of wine to his preferred taste 

to enjoy during the festive season. 

 

Talent and talons 

Ben has taken to the chain saw once again, and 

produced two wonderful sculptures, one of an 

eagle and one of an osprey, from wood cut down 

on the estate.  These now grace the top of the 

garden and make eye-catching focal points to 

the space.  

  

This small format doesn’t do justice to the 

amount of detail which has been included in 

these carvings.  Close inspection shows that the 

swooping osprey is carrying a fish 

in its talons, while those of the 

eagle are outstretched, ready to 

pounce on its prey. 

 
 

 

Spirit of Standen 

All the garden staff and volunteers have worked 

hard to make the Garden Restoration the 

success it clearly is.  There seems to be 

something new and beautiful to see every time 

we come.  

 

You may remember being asked earlier in the 

year for contributions to creating a fitting 

tribute to all that hard work.  With what was 

raised, we were able to invite Louise Durham, a 

Sussex-based sculptor who works in wood and 

glass, to create something specifically for 

Standen.  She has worked with glass and a piece 

of wood which came from the estate to produce 



a sculpture of rare beauty.  Courtesy of Ben and Andy, who went to collect it, it 

has now arrived at Standen and awaits a date for installation.  Although it is 

currently stored in a fairly dark space where the light can’t shine through the 

glass as it will once in situ I couldn’t resist offering you a sneak preview. 

 

And finally… 

It’s time to say a sad goodbye to Fern, James’ faithful and much-loved Border 

Collie, who had been a fixture at Standen for almost as long as James himself.  She 

had reached the impressive age of 15 years - 105 in human terms - before finally 

succumbing to old age and infirmity.  She will be much missed, but is no doubt 

enjoying life in Standen doggie heaven, where she will still be chasing rabbits and 

wowing the visitors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RIP, Fern. 

 

 

 

Pam Griffiths        November ‘17 


