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INTRODUCTION 

ELIZABETHAN AND JACOBEAN DEER PARKS IN KENT, 1558 to 1625 

This study has had a long gestation and represents a fusion of several interests –

the ecology of the countryside, landscape studies, the history of Kent and genealogy 

among them.  The personal focus on deer parks arose in the 1980s when assisting in the 

mapping and measurement of over one hundred ancient pollards in Lullingstone(55) 

park in Kent.1  Curiosity about the origin of these trees led to research into the park, 

which resulted in a slim publication on the subject.2  Years later a similar research 

project into a Duchy of Cornwall deer park, Kerrybullock, near a holiday haunt in the 

Tamar valley, widened the interest.3    

It has long been an ambition to undertake detailed investigation into the deer 

parks of Kent, which this research has fulfilled, albeit for practical reasons 

concentrating on the relatively limited period spanning the reigns of Elizabeth I and 

James I, from 1558 to 1625.  The starting point of the research was inspired by the list 

of Kentish deer parks produced by the Elizabethan historian, William Lambarde, in the 

first edition of 'A Perambulation of Kent' published in 1576 – the earliest printed list of 

parks for any county.4  Originally it was intended to extend the research into the reign of 

Charles I in order to assess the effect of the Civil War on deer parks, but time and space 

constraints made this impractical.  There is, however, a certain logic in concentrating on 

the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I because both enjoyed hunting, the latter almost 

obsessively, and the monarchs' enthusiasm in this regard affected noble and gentry 

attitudes towards deer parks, which, during years of relative stability, could be studied 

to evaluate how they fitted into everyday culture without the distortions of the turmoil 

of internal warfare.       

1 Numbers in brackets by park names are used throughout the thesis to identify individual parks in 
alphabetical order, so that they can be found on Map 1.1 p.326 and in the Park profiles from p.360. 
Rackham O., Trees and Woodland in the British Countryside (London, 1976) p.200, pollard = tree which 
is cut 8 – 12 feet above ground level and allowed to grow again from the bolling (trunk) to produce 
successive crops of wood. 
2 Pittman S., Lullingstone Park: the evolution of a medieval deer park (Rainham, 1983). 
3 Pittman S., Kerrybullock Park: the evolution of the royal deer park in Stoke Climsland (Stoke 
Climsland, 1990). 
4 A Perambulation of Kent: Conteining the description, Historie, and Customes of that Shyre.  Collected 
and written (for the most part) in the yeare 1570 by William Lambarde of Lincolnes Inne gent. and nowe 
increased by the addition of some things which the Autheur him selfe hath observed since that time, 
(printed in London 1576). 
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 As the first substantive research related to deer parks for any county for the late 

sixteenth into the seventeenth century, this study is wide ranging.  Almost every aspect 

adds to the corpus of knowledge about the subject, and the whole might be seen to 

establish a base from which further research might emanate, rather than adding nuances, 

reinforcing or challenging conclusions of previous research.  A major aim at the outset 

was to determine at a county level the overall state of parks, whether, as William 

Lambarde intimated, they were in decline, or whether they were stagnating or 

flourishing.  Where opportunities have arisen on a subsidiary level, the findings of other 

historians have been tested against the Kent model, forming minor themes interwoven 

through the text.    

 

In the absence of any research into Kentish deer parks, basic questions such as 

identifying the number of parks in existence, their distribution, characteristics, 

management and ownership had to be tackled in order to establish the groundwork.  

Following this process, the dynamic forces behind parks were investigated; the factors 

contributing to the successful functioning or creation of parks; the degree, pace and 

process of disparkment; how parks were appreciated and valued by their owners; and 

the extent to which threats to parks from those denied regular access to them might have 

undermined their viability. 

 

 The choice of parks to study was fairly arbitrary in that any park referred to in 

contemporary documents, i.e. from 1558 to 1625, was included, giving an eventual total 

of exactly one hundred.  The reason for this decision was that if the creators of 

documents were still referring to an area of land as a park, it should be included whether 

or not it was still operating as a viable deer park.  In any case, in the early stages of 

research the status of each park had not always been confirmed, and even at the end, for 

some, it remained unknown.  The definition of 'park' within the context of this study is 

therefore necessarily broad and incorporates any area specifically called a park, which 

had once been enclosed for deer or continued to contain deer.  Thus parks with deer, 

parks without deer, and completely disparked parks have come under scrutiny.  Where a 

specific selection of parks has been made for deeper consideration, for example, parks 

still with deer when reviewing management, or defunct parks in the discussion about 

disparkment, this has been made clear in the text.   
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 In order to make any progress towards arriving at an overview, profiles for one 

hundred individual parks were compiled, despite the extraordinary difficulties in so 

doing.5  Evidence about deer parks was widely scattered both in state papers and family 

estate records, but even after scouring a wide variety of documents sometimes little 

more than a snippet of relevant information was unearthed.  The diversity of these 

sources becomes apparent in the number of footnote references, which have been 

necessary.  There were disappointingly few documents solely related to deer parks even 

among the most extensive family papers such as those of Lord De L'Isle and Dudley, 

but where such documents survived they provided significant insights into aspects of 

park management, use and ownership.6  Despite considerable endeavour some park 

profiles barely contain more than one or two references, while other park profiles are 

fuller, but contain references widely spaced in time and variable in usefulness.  

Nevertheless, the park profiles provide as comprehensive a list as possible of both 

documentary and secondary evidence extant for every park known in Kent from 1558 to 

1625.    

 

 Although medieval deer parks have long captured the imagination and interest of 

historians at parish, county and national levels, the same does not apply to the Tudor 

and Stuart period, which tends to be tacked on as a postscript to studies of medieval 

deer parks or as a prologue to studies of eighteenth century parks.7  This hiatus in the 

history of parks means that there is little direct comparative secondary material at hand, 

although where possible parallels have been found from the medieval period.  For this 

reason no detailed review of published sources appears in this introduction, but rather 

such publications as have a bearing on particular topics are reviewed in each chapter, 

because each has required different historiographical literature. 

 

 The thesis is structured in four parts.  In Part I the general background to 

Kentish parks is discussed.  Chapter One concentrates on an analysis of and 

commentary on William Lambarde's park lists of 1576 and 1596, which were found to 

                                                 
5 See Park profiles p.360 onwards. 
6 Held at CKS and accessed by special permission of Lord De L'Isle. 
7 Mileson S.A., Parks in Medieval England (Oxford, 2009) reassesses previous research into medieval 
parks, and so his book provides an overall historiographical review. 
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be reasonably accurate.8  When the lists were compared with five contemporary maps, 

the number of parks containing deer appeared to remain relatively stable throughout the 

period, with the number of parks going out of use being roughly balanced by newly 

created parks.  However, as the park profiles reveal, there are yawning gaps in the 

history of individual parks, so only tentative conclusions could be drawn.  Chapter Two 

discusses the main characteristics of parks and, with many originating before 1485, 

comparison with medieval parks in other counties was possible.  Although Kent's varied 

geology strongly influenced the distribution of parks, particularly along the Greensand 

ridge belt, more complex factors such as archiepiscopal land holding, the proximity of 

London and the partial clearance of the Wealden woodland were also significant.  The 

impression that Kent was less imparked than other counties has been queried, with the 

discovery of many more parks than originally thought, but as the same may be true of 

other counties, no firm conclusion can be drawn. 

   

Part II covers the management of parks in three chapters.  Chapter Three 

discusses the management parks owned by gentlemen and noblemen and Chapter Four 

the management of crown parks.  As there appears to have been no previous detailed 

study of the management of Elizabethan and Jacobean parks for any county, this study 

for Kent forms a template against which any future county studies can be set. Although 

books by Gascoigne and Markham gave detailed advice on estate management, how 

Elizabethan and Jacobean owners actually managed their parks is not well documented.9 

Evidence has to be pieced together from a few illustrative examples, which were found 

scattered in estate papers, but they form an impressionistic picture revealing these parks, 

like their medieval counterparts, to have incorporated a mixture of diverse uses 

compatible with the retention of deer.   

 

The roles of the deer keeper in gentry parks and, in Chapter Four, the park 

keeper in royal parks have been outlined in as much detail as the evidence allows, 

because it was felt that very little systematic examination of these roles had previously 

been carried out.  Roger Manning in his pioneering book on hunters and poachers from 

1485 to 1640 tackled the subject, but did not always distinguish between the deer keeper 

                                                 
8 Lambarde(1576); Lambarde, A Perambulation of Kent (London, 1596, 2nd edition).  
9 Gascoigne, The Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting  (1575, London); Markham, Maison Rustique, or The 
countrey farme (London, 1616). 
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and the park keeper.10  His comments about the prevalence of poaching backgrounds 

among deer keepers were thought worthy of testing for the county of Kent, with the 

discovery that many deer keepers came from respectable yeoman families and 

performed their duties diligently, although examples of rogue deer keepers were not 

hard to find.11   

 

 Chapter Five examines the process of disparkment and the management of 

disparked parks, as they were converted to other uses. It ends with a discussion of the 

residuary survival of disparked parks long after their original function had ended.  

William Lambarde was found to be less reliable over the pace and timing of 

disparkment, which he implied was continuing to accelerate in Elizabeth I's reign.  Such 

patchy evidence as survives indicated that the rate of disparkment slowed down in Kent 

between 1558 and 1625, and that, for Kent at least, the decline of the park was 

exaggerated. 

 

 Even an apparently straightforward exercise to establish lines of park ownership 

has proved to be unexpectedly difficult.  Chapter Six in Part Three covers this topic. 

There was overall stability in the ownership of parks, with many families holding parks 

for several generations before 1558, and continuing to do so until 1625 and after.  Those 

who newly acquired parks during this period tended to be members of the Kentish 

gentry, not unlike the established owners, but some had newly acquired wealth.  Where 

there was a disruption in park ownership loss or disparkment tended to coincide with 

particular family circumstances, rather than apparently being spurred on by the general 

economic climate of the time.  There appears to have been a reluctance to give up parks, 

necessity rather than enthusiasm being the motivation to gain added income from 

disparkment. 

 

 Lastly, Part IV reveals opposing perceptions of parks, Chapter Seven from the 

owners' viewpoint, and Chapter Eight from the viewpoint of those excluded from parks.  

The owners and their milieu placed great value on their parks in terms of prestige, 

status, largesse, and the enjoyment that they derived from them, both as venues of 

                                                 
10 Manning R.B., Hunters and Poachers - A Cultural and Social History of Unlawful Hunting in England 
1485-1640 (Oxford, 1993) pp.28-33, 189-195. 
11 Ibid. 
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recreation and aesthetically, as settings for their mansions.  The strength of this 

attachment partly explains why owners were so keen to retain their parks.  However, 

Chapter Eight assesses the counter force of those, including gentlemen and men from 

lower strata of society, who were denied access to the private hunting preserves of the 

elite.  Depositions, mainly from the Kent Quarter Sessions and from the court of Star 

Chamber, but also from the Sutherland and De L'Isle and Dudley family papers, 

provided a depth of information about park breaks, and enabled a vivid reconstruction 

of their nature and complexity.12  An attempt has been made to estimate the threat park 

violations posed to the viability of parks, but it proved impossible to quantify this, 

neither is there comparative material from other counties to establish whether Kentish 

parks were more or less vulnerable to incursion. 

 

 The drive to undertake this thesis has been strong enough to overcome the 

distinct disadvantage of the fragmentary, scattered, often sparse yet varied, nature of the 

documentation.  Yet, in following up every lead, reading widely, and undertaking visits 

to numerous park sites, it has been possible to convey an evocative impression of the 

dynamics behind deer parks throughout the period 1558 to 1625.  Because there is no 

wider framework within which to place an interpretation of Kent parks, it has been hard 

to judge how typical they were, but whatever was happening elsewhere the impression 

is that deer parks in Kent were both relatively stable in numbers and that indeed most 

were flourishing.   

 

 

    

 

  

  

  

 

 

                                                 
12 The Sutherland papers are held at Staffordshire Record Office. 




