History, Farming and Wildlife

From the arrival of the Romans to toothpaste connections, from strawberries to orchids, there is a wealth of history and wildlife at Filston Farm near Shoreham in the Darent Valley.  Owner and farmer, John Dinnis, tells us more …..

As with so much of the Darent Valley, Filston Farm is originally a Roman site.  The original part of the current house dates back to the 12th Century, however following a fire in 1690 part of the house was rebuilt.  Filston Farm was the sub manor house to Otford Palace and Cromwell is reputed to have hidden 1000 men here during the Civil War!  Filston farm was then home to the Colgate family and in indeed the house made such an impression that their home in America is also called ‘Filston’.

The half moat around the house is a traditional Kent feature and was regarded as a status symbol as well as a source of carp for the table and a rubbish dump !  The moat is now Grade 1 listed as a National Monument.

John Dinnis’ grandfather arrived at Filston Farm at the turn of the Century.  He had previously been a farmer in Devon but decided to follow his brother who had already made the move to Kent.  He put everything he had, including his cattle, on the train and made the journey to the Darent Valley.  The train debarking would have been quite different on that day from the Shoreham commuter service today!

At this time the farm was tenanted from the Queen Mother’s jockey.  When he died the estate was broken up and John’s grandfather was able to buy Filston Farm.

The farm has grown in size over the years and the farming enterprise now consists of 150 hectares of owned land with another 500 hectares tenanted or farmed on a contract or shared farm basis.  The farm used to be a mixed farm with Sussex beef cattle, hops and fresh produce such as strawberries for the London Market.  During the 1970’s/80’s there was a move towards more intensive cereal production and more recently diversification into areas such as Countryside Stewardship Scheme and livery provision.

John made the decision to go into the Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) 12 years ago.  A grass bank on the farm had little productive value due to its soil and slope so John considered other uses for it and decided on CSS which enabled him to receive payment for environmental improvements on the farm.  Marginal, less productive land was well suited to CSS and these areas are now managed for maximum biodiversity as species rich chalk grassland.  As a spin off to this John built farming systems around these sites.  
One of the critical management tools for chalk grassland is grazing and John now produces organic lamb using the distinctive Badger-faced sheep.  The meat is sold direct to local customers.  Over the years John has added more land into CSS and now receives grant support to maintain a raised water meadow, arable reversion, chalk grassland, and arable options such as field margins, conservation headlands, overwinter stubble to benefit bird species, and pollen and nectar mix for insects.  John has also installed owl boxes and otter holts, has education visits to the farm and has provided permissive bridleways and a footpath to enable people to walk away from a busy road, all supported by CSS.

The nature of the AONB landscape around Filston Farm - steep slopes, narrow lanes, busy commuter traffic – is not well suited to the large machinery needed to farm at the scale now needed to make arable farming profitable.  Changes to the Common Agricultural Policy due to be implemented in 2005 will make it increasingly difficult to make a profit on unsubsidised arable crops.  John believes that this could lead to some changes in the landscape in the future, less arable and more take up of agri-environment schemes.  At Filston Farm the changes to the CAP will mean that livestock will be continued at a lower stocking level, just enough to maintain environmental scheme requirements.  Arable, with a proportion of organic, will be maintained under arable stewardship options.

John also co-ordinates the Local Grazing Scheme (see adjoining article) as he feels that the CAP reforms will change the way the land is managed.  Grazing will be a pre-requisite for agri-environment schemes (and indeed all land must be maintained in good agricultural condition) but without the per head subsidy on stock there will be fewer farmers keeping livestock.  The Local Grazing Scheme hopes to be able to fill the gap by marrying up stock to land thereby making livestock farming profitable and enabling farmers to apply for agri-environment scheme grants to subsidise their Single Farm Payment.

