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I’ve recently been enjoying the book ‘Wilding’ by the aptly named Isabella Tree 
which tells the recent story of the Knepp Estate in West Sussex.   I’ve found it a 
fascinating and inspiring read, bristling with alternative thoughts about what 
constitutes a healthy environment.  The 3,500 acre estate was intensively farmed from 
the second world war until the year 2000.  By then it was very apparent that the 
heavy clay soils were never going to produce sufficient yield to break even in the 
modern world, let alone make a sustainable profit.  So Isabella and her husband, 
Charlie Burrell, took the dramatic and controversial decision to turn the estate over to 
nature and run it with minimal human intervention.  Now the herds of free roaming 
longhorn cattle, Tamworth pigs, Exmoor ponies, deer and most recently beavers 
manage the ecology of the landscape. 
 

Within five years the number species and density of wildlife had increased massively 
and the site has since become a very significant model for conservation in the UK,  
showing how much can be achieved through low intervention management of the 
land.  Species such as the turtle dove and nightingale find refuge there together with 
such important insects as the Purple Emperor butterfly.  In a number of ways the 
project at Knepp has set the scene for the conservation projects we are now seeing 
around us.  Their work on their short section of the river Adur, reminded me of the 
current projects on the river Otter and on the Tamar where rivers are being allowed to 
reclaim previously drained land to mitigate against increasingly heavy and 
unpredictable rainfall.         
 

If you are my age or older you probably remember coming home from car journeys in 
summer with the car plastered with dead flies.  That hasn’t happened for many years 
and it’s just one small indication of the collapse of biodiversity which was outlined in 
the 2013 State of Nature report.  Intensive land use, loss of varied habitats, overuse of 
pesticides and urban development have all taken their toll.  Perhaps above all the 
fragmentation of viable areas of habitat has made it harder for species to maintain 
viable breeding populations.  
 

But I found the book very hopeful, offering just the sort of hope which is much 
needed at the moment as we realise what an enormous challenge it is to tackle the 
human causes of climate change and adapt to a warming and less reliable climate.  
The dire warning this week about the projected warming should certainly sharpen our 



prayer in the lead up to the United Nations Climate Change Conference, COP 26 in 
Glasgow in early November.  
 
 

But for me the story of Knepp illustrated two very striking things.  Firstly, the 
interdependence of so many species and varieties of plants and animals.  This web of 
life is easily disturbed and its hard to predict what the outcome of the removal of any 
one species will be.  When the larger animals are taken out of the environment many 
other plants and animals lose habitats which are created by their behaviour.  And the 
same is true of plant life, too.  I’d never heard the old woodland saying ‘the thorn is 
the mother of the oak’ which refers to the way in which oak saplings can be protected 
from grazing animals by growing up through dense thorns.  The creation which God 
has made is an extraordinarily intricate web.  We cannot possibly survive as a species 
without learning to live with and respect our fellow creatures, whether they are 
animals or plants.  Learning to let other species thrive must surely be an absolute 
priority for us and must inform all of our activities.  And that will be quite a change.  
Although the Wilding book is not overtly spiritual the author quotes from the 2015 
encyclical of Pope Francis at the beginning of the final chapter:

‘We have come to see ourselves as lords and masters of the Earth, entitled to 
plunder her at will. The sickness evident in the soil, in the water, in the air and 
in all forms of life symptoms that reflect the violence present in our hearts. We 
have forgotten that we ourselves are dust of the Earth; that we breathe her air 
and receive life from her waters.’     (Laudate Si, 2015) 

 

And secondly the story of Knepp brought home to me what an incredible capacity the 
earth and its species have to survive and regenerate.  The speed at which species 
returned to Knepp and their variety and abundance surprised even those who were 
enthusiasts for the project.  I wonder if you’ve seen programmes about the area 
around the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station, the site of the world’s worst nuclear 
accident in 1986.  Where people have abandoned the area nature has taken over and 
flourished in a way that seems almost incongruous; it’s now the third largest nature 
reserve in mainland Europe!  God has not only entrusted us with a beautiful and 
bountiful earth but has created it with an extraordinary potential to recreate and renew 
itself.  
 

The earth has been deeply traumatized before, as when the dinosaurs became extinct.  
I’m sure that it has the capacity to survive the current climate crisis, but at what cost 
to the human family and to many other parts of the created order?



 

Harvest Festival is a time for thanksgiving for the provision which we receive from 
God.  This spirit and practice of thankfulness is good for our souls.  When we say 
grace before meals we are carrying this good practice and the spirit of Harvest 
thanksgiving into each day.  
 
 
 

And at Harvest we give thanks for the abundance of the earth, for the work of 
farmers, lorry drivers and shop workers who provide food in the city.  But we are also 
aware of the threats to food production; the prolonged droughts in north America and 
many other places, the extreme heat which causes fires and desiccates the landscape, 
and the sudden flooding that washes away crops and livelihoods.  Our failures in 
stewardship are becoming all too apparent and yet there are also hopeful signs 
springing up all around us that change can happen.  The wilding of Knepp certainly 
struck me as one of those hopeful signs.   And perhaps you saw the joyful video of a 
huge pod of more than a hundred humpback whales feeding off the Australian coast 
this week?  A real conservation success.   
 

So, alongside the need to lobby our politicians and pray for the forthcoming COP26 
must run those essential Christian works of thanksgiving for all that is good and the 
fostering of hope for the future.  Because the positive change that is so badly needed 
will come from a place of hope not despair.  God has given us a wonderful, 
interdependent and resilient world which gives us grounds to trust in his loving 
provision and the incentive to leave this world in a state fit for those who will come 
after us.  
 


