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It was still the unending summer of that marvellous year 1912 … This was the first time I had seen the South Downs as it were from the inside and felt the beauty of the gentle white curves of the fields between the great green curves of their hollows; I have lived close to them ever since; and have learnt that, in all seasons and circumstances, their physical loveliness and serenity can make one’s happiness exquisite and assuage one’s misery.


Leonard Woolf, Beginning Again (1968)
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Founded by 1803, Findon Sheep Fair (photographed in 1931) continues to be held on Nepcote Green.




LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



Frontispiece: The shrunken settlement of Tarring Neville


Findon Sheep Fair


1. Second World War poster by Frank Newbould


2. The South Downs Environmentally Sensitive Area


3. The chalk cliffs of the Seven Sisters


4. The line of the escarpment from Mount Harry


5. Ruined terraces of Muntham Court


6. View towards Ashcombe near Lewes


7. Chanctonbury Ring before the Great Storm of 1987


8. Glynde Place


9. The 3rd Duke of Richmond


10. Sir Arthur Tansley’s memorial stone


11. View along the escarpment from Barlavington Down


12. Hilaire Belloc


13. The Adur valley near Henfield


14. Duncton Mill


15. Hambledon


16. Seaford Head


17. Dr. Gideon Mantell


18. An engraving from Mantell’s The Fossils of the South Downs (1822)


19. The geological structure of the Weald


20. Cross-section of the Downs near Worthing


21. A soil pit, Kingley Vale Nature Reserve


22. Water levels and flows in the South Downs aquifer


23. A wall of St Andrew’s Church, Steyning


24. Flint walling, Boxgrove Priory


25. Barn at Iford Farm


26. Reconstruction of Iron-Age farmstead, Butser Ancient Farm


27. Dr. Cecil Curwen


28. Cissbury Ring


29. Bronze-Age barrow, Bow Hill


30. Buckland Bank


31. Origin of lynchets


32. Aerial photograph of Buckland Bank


33. Visible lynchet lines near Lewes


34. A section of Holleyman’s map of prehistoric and Roman cultivation


35. Emmer wheat


36. Migration of Saxon and medieval settlement in the East Hampshire Downs


37. Model of Saxon migration in the Western Downs


38. Borgs (independent hamlets) in Ringmer


39. The Tegleaze signpost


40. Bostal descending Wolstonbury Hill


41. Diagrammatic explanation of the territorial structure of a multiple manor


42. Quasi-permanent arable, Alciston Manor, c.1440


43. Medieval Ditchling


44. The sheep-fold


45. Land valuations, 14th century


46. Sheep flocks by parishes, 1340


47. Distribution of medieval deer parks


48. Sheep and corn tithe valuations, 1340


49. Agricultural productivity, 14th century


50. A reconstruction of the Hangleton medieval cottage


51. Decline in arable farming, Alciston manor, later Middle Ages


52. Litlington church and manor farm


53. An early 18th-century map of Coombes


54. Barn, Alciston Court Farm


55. Stone arch, Alciston Court Farm


56. Cross-passage, Alciston Court Farm


57. All Saints’ Church and Old Rectory, West Dean


58. Saxon arch, Corhampton


59. Saxon tower, Sompting Church


60. St Botolph’s Church


61. The ‘family’ of 13th-century downland churches


62. Interior of Up Marden Church


63. Wall paintings, St Hubert’s Chapel, Idsworth


64. Medieval wall painting, Coombes church


65. The Old Parsonage, Old Town, Eastbourne


66. A facsimile of John Rowe’s transcription of manorial customs and surveys


67. 17th-century monument to Sir Thomas Selwyn and his wife, Friston Church


68. Southease Church


69. Progress of enclosure of common fields, c.1600


70. An extract from a map of Old Erringham Farm, 1687


71. Probate inventory of John Browne, yeoman of Amberley


72. An extract from a map of Wolstonbury Hill, 1666


73. Open-range grazing by pigs


74. William Cobbett


75. John Ellman


76. Arthur Young


77. Successive stages in the improvement of Southdown sheep


78. Shepherd’s hut, Weald and Downland Museum


79. Farmer W.D. Passmore and winning flock


80. Sussex oxen


81. Chalk pits at Applesham Farm


82. Unimproved downland by parishes


83. The White Hart inn, Lewes, c.1868


84. The 3rd Earl of Egremont


85. The Sussex plough


86. Village and farm well-houses


87. Model farm buildings, Applesham Farm


88. Historic farm buildings, Saddlescombe Farm


89. John Ellman’s Barn, Glynde


90. Purpose-built sheep fold and barn, Housedean Farm


91. Shepherd’s cottage, New Barn near Eastbourne


92. ‘Open’ and ‘closed’ villages


93. Ruinous lime-kiln, Duncton Hill


94. Occupations, Steyning (1841-81)


95. Occupations, downland parishes


96. Thistle-dodging, Bigenor Farm


97. Restoration of cottage, St Ann’s, Lewes


98. Shepherd at lambing, 1920s


99. Prize Southdown ram, 1920s


100. Steyning market, 1895


101. The Free Trade obelisk, Dunford


102. Pollen diagrams from alluvial infill in the Ouse valley


103. Distribution of Scabiosa columbaria


104. Distribution of Stonobothrus Tineatus


105. Vegetation changes above Poynings


106. Vegetation, Lullington Heath


107. Medieval rabbit warrening


108. Memorial to Hambledon Cricket Club


109. West End, Hambledon


110. Two versions of landscape, one pronounced ‘ugly’ and the other ‘admirable’


111. Stanmer Estate


112. Oxen and wooden plough


113. William Pannett, hoop-shaving, 1934


114. Rottingdean, Sir William Nicholson, c.1909


115. S.P.B. Mais’ abortive excursion to Chanctonbury Ring


116. Punch’s idea of a ‘beauty spot’


117. Wooden bungalow, Brighton Heights, 1934


118. View from Edward Thomas’s memorial, Steep, Hampshire


119. Motoring vandals on the Downs, 1927


120. The Clergy House, Alfriston, before and after restoration


121. Birling Gap, c.1934


122. Speculative development, Brighton Heights, 1934


123. Peacehaven, 1934


124. Cradle valley, Alfriston, 1934


125. Brighton’s green belt


126. Punch’s impression of Lord Howe, racing-driver, being expelled from Brighton


127. Lewes—a photograph from The Times, 1936


128. Black Cap near Lewes—photographed for The Times, 1938


129. Saving the Downs above the 200- or 300-ft. contour


130. Hassocks Garden village brochure


131. Memorial erected by the Society of Sussex Downsmen


132. Land Army girls celebrating their first wartime harvest, Mary Farm, Falmer


133. Mary Farm, Falmer, 1946 and 1948


134. The end of the sheepwalk, Falmer, 1941


135. Danny Park, Hassocks


136. The archaeological heritage near Lewes


137. Conversion of arable to grassland on the Eastbourne Downs


138. Electricity pylons, Coombes


139. South Downs Way, Plumpton Plain


140. The Week-End Book


141. Eric Gill


142. Ethel Mairet’s book on natural dyes


143. Virginia Woolf and Monks House, Rodmell


144. Ivon Hitchens


145. New housing, Foredown, Portslade


146. Sites of Special Scientific Interest


147. The changing crop system of the central South Downs


148. The Guild Workshops on Ditchling Common


149. A view to Mount Caburn and Firle Beacon, from Black Cap


150. West Dean House


151. Tourism on Ditchling Beacon


152. Hollingbury Industrial Estate, Brighton


153. Traffic in Steyning High Street


Endpapers: An extract from Thomas Yeakell’s and William Gardner’s map of southern Sussex (1778).




COLOUR PLATES







	 


	  between pages







	I


	Firle Beacon and the dipslope of the Downs gently dropping to cliffs at Seaford Head







	II


	Kingston Hill, near Lewes







	III


	Impressions of the changing landscape of the Downs at Singleton, 300 B.C.-A.D. 1880







	IV


	Wiston House, a painting c.1668







	V


	Lewes High Street from the Castle Keep







	VI


	Arundel Castle, by G. Vicat Cole, 1887







	VII


	Up Waltham Church







	VIII


	Plumpton Place







	IX


	View across the Weald, 1994, by Alan George







	X


	Findon Wattle House







	XI


	Fox Hall, Charlton







	XII


	The Cuckmere valley, by Dennis Rothwell-Bailey







	XIII


	A symbolic landscape of the Eastern Downs







	XIV


	Wild plants of the chalk







	XV


	South Stoke in the Arun valley depicted in Hills of the Sea







	XVI


	Beachy Head, 1935 by Punch







	XVII


	Woodingdean in 1928 by D. Holland







	XVIII


	Sir William Nicholson’s Judd’s Farm (1909)







	XIX


	Charles Knight’s Ditchling Beacon (1935)







	XX


	Eric Ravilious’s Firle Beacon (1934)







	XXI


	Lytton Strachey reading Eminent Victorians at Charleston Farmhouse







	XXII


	Wall paintings in Berwick Church







	XXIII


	Adrian Berg, Seven Sisters







	XXIV


	Ivon Hitchens, Terwick Mill







	XXV


	Stanley Roy Badmin, Greatham Hill, Hampshire







	XXVI


	Interior of Monkton House, devised by Edward James







	XXVII


	Winter wheat being harrowed at Sompting, September 1992







	XXVIII


	Saddlescombe Farm and the Devil’s Dyke







	XXIX


	Waterhall, Patcham, vulnerable open downland near Brighton










ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



Iowe thanks to the late Barbara Willard for suggesting that I should write about the South Downs and to Tim Hoof who helped me in the initial stages of the collation of material for this book. To Susan Rowland of the University of Sussex especial thanks are due for her exceptionally clear and accurate maps. Ann Winser supplied the index, clarified expression and has been very supportive throughout. Numerous other persons have given specific help including David Allen, Stanley Baker, Judith Brent, Nicola Frank of the Council for the Protection of Rural England, Charles Granshaw, John Goldsmith, Harry Goring, the late Eric Holden, George Holleyman, Mrs. Christine Isitt, Geoffrey Mead, Sylvia and John Jenkins, David Monnington, Janet Pennington, Brian Poole, Dr. Peter Reynolds, Dr. Francis Rose, Richard Williamson and Dr. Andrew Woodcock. I also greatly valued the help and encouragement of Mrs. Ann Money, Dr. Harry Montgomery and Christopher Passmore. I am also indebted to the staffs of the East and West Sussex Record Offices and of the Hampshire Record Office, to Joyce Crow and Richard Philcox of the Sussex Archaeological Society, to Esme Evans of Worthing Reference Library and to the staff of the London Library, without whose collections this book could not have been undertaken. Noel Osborne and Nicola Willmot of Phillimore have exercised great forbearance with an untidy manuscript and have been unfailingly supportive towards its improvement. As a personal tribute I have dedicated this book to Sally Jenkins’ memory.


The author is grateful to the following individuals and institutions for photographs and other illustrative material and giving permission to reproduce them. Photographs not listed were taken by the author.


Professor Mick Aston, 41; Adrian Berg, R.A., XXIII; Dennis Rothwell-Bailey and the Sussex Collection of Sussex Stationers, XII; Trustees of the British Library, 106; Professor Barry Cunliffe, 36, 37; East Sussex County Council, 33, 136; East Sussex County Record Office, 72, 105 (upper), 117, 121-4, 132-4; Alan George, 3, IX; English Nature, 106; Findon Wattle House Trust, X; The Game Conservancy Trust, 147; The Lord Hampden, 8; George Holleyman, 27, 34; The Imperial War Museum, 1; The Landmark Trust, XI; Peter Mercer and Douglas Holland, XVII; Mrs. Ann Money, 10, 14, 52, 57, 65, 87-9, 101, 118; Mrs. Margaret Malton, VII; Dr. Harry Montgomery, 6, 7, 11, 13, 16, 23, 24, 30, 55, 56, 59, 60, 62, 76, 81, 90, 93, 97, 138, 145, 152, 153, II, IV, V, XIV, XXII; News International Syndication, 127, 128; John O’Riley, 130; Andrew Nicholson, 114, XVIII; Dick Passmore, 53; Edward Reeves, Lewes, frontispiece, 83, 100, VII; Dr. Peter Reynolds, 26, 35; Susan Rowland, University of Sussex, 2, 19, 20, 22, 36-8, 42, 43, 45-9, 51, 69, 82, 92, 94, 95, 102-4, 106, 146; Royal Commission on Historical Monuments of England, 32; Ronald Smith, 44; David Streeter, 103, 104; Surrey Archaeological Society, 74; Sussex Archaeological Society, 17; Sussex Downs Conservation Board, 4, 111; A. Thorley, 102; Rodney Todd-White and Son, VI; J.A.M. Tomson, 22; The Towner Art Gallery, XIX, XX; The Weald and Downland Museum, III; West Sussex Record Office, p.viii, 70, 79, 96, 98, 99, 113; Miss Ann Winser, 5, 15, 25, 29, 39, 58, 61, 63, 64, 67, 68, 86, 91, 139, XXVIII, XXIX.




PREFACE



To know the South Downs we must get out of our cars, breathe in the salty tang in the air, tread the chalk rock, and experience something, at least, of the life of plant, tree and animal, and of the ways in which man has shaped the landscape in the past, is shaping it today, and may shape it in the future. This book is written in the belief that as people acquire familiarity with the countryside they will want to extend their active enjoyment and understanding of it and will seek opportunities of doing so.


Much of the history of the Downs relates to the history of the land itself and how it has been re-shaped repeatedly by the activities of its past farmers. This book’s central theme is thus change, physical change and social change, and change from 1939 when the impossible was suddenly possible and this distinct and lovely landscape was altered out of all recognition. This was so irreparably destructive of the past that many people at the century’s end who knew it earlier still feel unable to regain their former organic relationship with it. The new world of the Downs is incomprehensible without understanding the old. The hope is to enlist all who love the Downs and share my concern for their future, including all who have responsibility for them, whether landowners and farmers, countryside planners or conservationists. Knowledge of the historical, literary and artistic associations which the Downs have acquired may help to a better understanding of what happened, is happening and what may be about to happen in our own time. The past may be a foreign country but travel in it broadens the mind. For these reasons I have used few technical terms and surveyed a great sweep of time with a minimum of detail. The result will I trust be an appropriate background for an appreciation of the Downs from the various standpoints of interested groups.


The book is written from my own perspective, in part inherited, in part arising from my own experience and interests. Ancestry has largely determined that I should live only a mile from my birthplace below the Downs where a former signpost bore the directions ‘TO THE DOWNS TO THE SEA’ that as a child I thrilled to read. As I glance up from my word processor and see my own familiar green ridge of the Downs overlooking the Holmbush superstores where the Brighton bypass emerges from a tunnel under Southwick Hill and cleaves through the Downs like an open wound, I realise that the Dorset, Berkshire or Wiltshire Downs are as beautiful, possibly more so (and certainly less spoiled) than the South Downs, but they do not move me so deeply, for the South Downs are my native hills, known to me since I could remember the smell of chalk dust, wild thyme and the tang of the sea. Many generations of the simple working people of my mother’s country have made me what I am and they are responsible for my love of the South Downs—one of the strongest emotions I possess. These maternal forebears, rising to positions of shepherd and foreman before sinking back in old age as bent-backed hired labourers, have also really determined what kind of book this is.
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1 ‘The South Downs’, a Second World War poster designed by Frank Newbould (1887-1951) for the famous ‘Your Britain: Fight for it now’ series issued by the Army Bureau of Current Affairs. Depicted is Birling Farm and the former lighthouse of Belle Tout. It encapsulated the English heritage the nation was fighting for. Other subjects by Newbould for this series included ‘Alfriston Fair’.







INTRODUCTION



The South Downs are no ordinary hills. They are perhaps the most familiar hills in England and before the mid-1920s they were regarded as its most beautiful stretch of downland. Their exquisitely smooth yet deeply sculpted landscape imbued with the tang of the sea remained unspoiled, its loveliness only enhanced by man-made associations arising from its bountiful corn and Southdown sheep. Although prized as the jewel of the Sussex crown, eulogising by Rudyard Kipling, Hilaire Belloc and many others ensured that they were not merely of local but of national, even international importance. With 19th-century urbanisation the rhythmically-rolling Downs came to be regarded as peculiarly and beguilingly English, the landscape of dreams. Consequently, few landscapes have spoken so potently to each generation to transpose their inspirational and spiritual qualities into verse, landscape painting or orchestral sounds. To Arthur Mee, the far-travelled editor of the King’s England series of inter-war county books, Sussex was ‘the county of counties for sheer English beauty’1 and the South Downs ‘the natural glory of our island’. So many similar public declarations were made that Hilaire Belloc claimed the South Downs as a national institution which lifted people’s experience of them to something approaching a religious creed. Drenched in verse, ‘country writing’, painting, photography and advertising, and promoted with no hyperbole too great, Kipling’s ‘blunt, bow-headed, whale backed downs’2 were created into a national icon of a landscape regarded as quintessentially English, which men and women from all over the Empire thought about when they were most homesick and where they planned to end their lives.1 In the English arts and crafts world the Downs had a special resonance and they became a major part of a national identity for an urban society with a taste for Old England, nostalgically harking back to a past rural idyll. For these various reasons the Downs became world-renowned as a focus of English culture.


The images that sustained this nostalgic idea of the South Downs so healingly to the heart were a kind of golden dream based on a half-imagined, half-recollected, notion of pastoral England. In this dream the real and the tangible merged with the imagined to such a degree that the Downs became as much a state of mind, like Atlantis, Utopia or Brigadoon, as a physical reality. The stereotyped South Downs were much easier to take on board than the complicated reality. Thus the history of the Downs is full of myths. A major scourge of these, so drawing a distinction between the mythic and the real Downs, is a major objective of this book.


Inevitably the Downs became a victim of this urban rediscovery of the countryside. As early as 1926 Kipling lamented in his verse Very Many People that the dawn of the motor vehicle was exposing the Downs to the day-tripper and weekender (though he himself had earlier created a new genre in literature with his joys of motoring across Sussex). People took the Downs at the valuation of Kipling, Belloc and other writers, saying in effect, ‘If the Downs are such an ideal place, why not plan to end our lives there?’ Many who came to the Downs destroyed what in fact they revered. Kipling’s Sussex became besmirched with indiscriminate development. It was on the Downs, and particularly at Peacehaven, that inter-war suburbia in England reached its nadir, creating one of the ugliest townships in England and destroying some of our finest landscapes in the process. Almost wrecked between 1920 and 1934, the Downs became a place where despoliation awakened England to a sense of its wider self-destruction and ever since they have been part of the landscape conscience of the nation and have had a special role in the story of landscape protection in England.


Yet despite being in the forefront of pioneering new ways to protect and enhance them, more damage has been done to the Downs within living memory than at any time in their long history. Swathes of downland have been scythed away, or threatened by road improvement and out-of-town development despite their ostensible protection and some of their tranquillity has been shattered. Even the pleasure of what beauty remains is impaired by the uncertainty of how long it will last. This erosion of the fabric of the Downs has been accompanied by a transformation of the Downs’ agricultural landscape from the early 1950s on a scale which would have been inconceivable a generation earlier. The process of putting much of the downland under cereal monoculture, has caused increased run-off of rain, loss of soil, as well as the depletion of wild plants and fauna. Much former priceless archaeological heritage has also been obliterated, wildlife species that were once a familiar part of the everyday farming scene have declined dramatically, and the very essence of the Downs has drained away. The Downs’ rolling ridges and wide skies still have the power to raise the spirit and lift the heart but the monoculture of the modern cornfield affords less refreshment for the soul than the satisfying smooth turf and more diverse landscape of the past.


So dire were the threats to the Downs that the Sussex Downs Conservation Board came into being in 1992 as a unique experiment in the management of a threatened landscape. This was regarded as a flagship for similar Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and at the end of its six-year experimental period its functions have been extended to 2001 with reduced funding. At the time of writing it is not known what form the permanent new body administering the Downs in the new millennium will take or what area it will protect. It is because of doubts about the long-term future of the Downs that calls are being made by some for a nationally co-ordinated scheme of development and conservation which would have the status and funding equivalent to that of a national park.




Chapter One


THE CHARACTER OF THE DOWNS



To take to the road with the aim of keeping Hilaire Belloc’s ‘great hills of the south country’ in sight westwards from their spectacular white cliffs of Beachy Head until their majestic sweep comes to an end, means a journey of more than eighty miles well into Hampshire. An observant traveller may well feel in a kind of limbo when the formidable north-facing escarpment of the Downs, the most imposing sight in southern England, finally peters out. True, the same unvarying dry, flinty chalkland continues on towards the great chalk table land focused on Salisbury plain, but it becomes low, broken and indeterminate. It is round about Old Winchester Hill (12 miles east of Winchester), where the skylark sings above the most dramatic situation of the Iron-Age hillforts, that one becomes aware that the landscape has a different ‘feel’. So it is about here that the South Downs may be reckoned to end (or have their beginning).


This is the definition of the South Downs adopted for the purpose of this book. It is broadly comparable with that of two government quangos, the Countryside Commission and English Nature (though both extend the Downs to Winchester itself). It is also approximately coincident with the bounds of the Ministry of Agriculture’s South Downs Environmentally Sensitive Area Scheme which pays farmers for maintaining or adopting agricultural methods which promote the Downs’ conservation and enhancement.


This modern definition fits our age of the motor car and the new sciences of landscape analysis. When travel was slower and more arduous, the local background to people’s lives was much more restricted, and many local differences, now blurred, were formerly more marked. A farmer’s or parson’s notion of the South Downs was then more limited. In 1800, and before, as for a considerable period afterwards, the South Downs were associated in people’s minds with their most renowned product, the celebrated breed of Southdown sheep which, improved by John Ellman of Glynde and others, became the progenitor of all the other English down breeds and had a powerful influence on sheep farming worldwide. Originally, this native breed did not graze the whole extent of the range now called the South Downs but was confined to the eastern stretch of the Downs between Beachy Head and the Adur valley. In their minds’ eye the old farmers identified the South Downs with stark, bare downs open to the sky and rolling down to sea cliffs. They knew them as endless miles of old chalk grassland, feeding immense flocks, bordered by cornland at lower levels, made productive by the sheep’s dung. Farmers of more than two thousand years earlier would have recognised this same austere landscape with its plough-oxen and shepherds. The 18th- and 19th-century downland farmers in these Eastern Downs thought of the wooded Western Downs beyond the Adur river, as if it were another country (which in several respects it still is). This landscape of the Eastern Downs has almost totally vanished since the second World War, though people over the age of 60 years wistfully recall the life, sounds and scents of its immemorial past as familiarly as does the modern child the present great blocks of wheat, superstores and country parks.




[image: Illustration]


2 The South Downs Environmentally Sensitive Area. Note its extreme vulnerability to urban encroachment in the Brighton area and in the hinterland of Portsmouth.





This 18th-century idea of the South Downs is confirmed by the parson-naturalist Gilbert White who described his native village and the Downs with such charm and affection in his Natural History of Selborne (1798).1 He recorded that the Sussex Downs ‘is called the South Downs, properly speaking, only around Lewes’. He also observed the two distinctly different breeds of sheep divided by the river Adur, each adapted to its different terrain which had evidently been long lasting. The contemporary agricultural writers, Arthur Young and William Marshall, adopted the same customary use of the name ‘South Downs’2 but it was not only people with farming interests who accepted these limits. Dr. Gideon Mantell, the pioneer geologist of the South Downs, explained in his The Fossils of the South Downs (1822) that his book was originally intended to comprehend only the eastern part of the Sussex Downs as far as the Adur valley ‘which constitutes the western boundary of the South Downs’. Later 19th-century writers adhered to the same usage, the famous archaeologist Lane Fox (who later adopted the name Pitt Rivers) noting the limited usage of the name South Downs as late as 1868 when he wrote his pioneer essay on the archaeology of the Downs.3
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3 The chalk cliffs at the Seven Sisters.





It was not until the late 19th century that the public began to think of the South Downs as extending right across Sussex to the county border with Hampshire. W.H. Hudson in his classic Nature in Downland (1900)4 observed this change in the perception of the South Downs and noted that general use then had it that the name then comprehended the whole range of the chalk hills in Sussex. This recognition of the physical and cultural integrity of the larger area is presumably due to more general travel by railway which had the effect of blurring original differences in dialect, folklore and farming and made feeling for landscape less local. The new fashion for historical and descriptive writing on a county basis also contributed to the changed view.


It is only in recent years that writers have chafed at county boundaries and treated the South Downs from a geographical and ecological point of view, so extending the definition to cover the continuation of the Downs into Hampshire. Thus the South Downs may now be said to have three component parts, the Eastern Downs, the Western Downs and the East Hampshire Downs, together with the river valleys which cut across them and the land immediately below them (the scarpfoot). The scenic and cultural heritage of the blocks of downland varies one from another in several respects, and each has its admirers, but it is the primordial shapes and ancient presences of rounded hills such as Mount Caburn, Firle Beacon and Windover Hill and the toy villages and half-hidden little country churches of the Eastern Downs that came to be regarded as the epitome of the South Downs and the most beautiful of all the English chalk country. It is this section of the South Downs that acquired worldwide fame with Kipling’s verses which seeped so deeply into the mind as to bring tears to the eyes of exiles who longed for home. It is significant that the most recently published book on the South Downs, Michael George’s The South Downs (1992), celebrates in photography not the whole range of the chalk hills but the special feeling engendered by the ‘White Cliff Country’ where the Downs meet the sea and add ‘their magnificent white cliffs to the outline of England’.


Few lines of hills have caught the public imagination for generations as has the steep northward-facing escarpment of the Downs, whether rising smooth-shaven abruptly from the flat Weald, ‘so noble and so bare’ in Belloc’s felicitous phrase or mantled with hanging woods. This virtually unbroken steep wall forms the horizon for hundreds of thousands of inhabitants in southern England and has remained unchanged for centuries. Those who know the Dorset or the Berkshire Downs are unprepared for its formidableness and grandeur. For the people of the Surrey and Sussex Wealds this great wall is the familiar backdrop to their daily lives. They feel more comfortable having it there, unspoilt, a reassuring image of home which greets them on return. Persons who have loved that view, but are now too infirm to visit it, value it as profoundly for simply being there. It is reckoned that views including the distinct skyline of the South Downs increase the sale value of almost every country dwelling—even if binoculars are needed actually to identify them! With the knowledge that beyond the Downs is sea, the crest has also been a constant source of fascination and inspiration, a boundary between the seen and the unseen, which to William Anderson of Clayton near Ditchling signified a point of departure for imagination and invention.5 It has been spared from building in past times by the depth of wells needed and more recently by the determination of landowners, planners and amenity societies to preserve it inviolate, so that hardly a building breaks the smoothness of the skyline. Only national authorities have outraged it. A ‘supergrid’ of electricity pylons from the now vanished power station at Shoreham Harbour strides over the Downs with the insensitivity of the mechanistic Martians in H.G. Wells’s War of the Worlds, blundering over the skyline, as at Fulking north of Hove, and crashing through valleys and spurs instead of following the lines of the land more naturally as on the West Dean estate. The same sense of reverence due to the Downs is lacking in those now erecting a rash of telecommunication masts.
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4 An aerial view of the line of the escarpment, looking westward from Mount Harry near Lewes.





Alec Clifton-Taylor, in a memorable television broadcast on Lewes,6 was asked where he would most like to live. He replied, without hesitation, ‘two miles north of the Downs, looking at them’. It is evident that the affluent have had the same preference certainly for some two thousand years, witness a long line of Roman villas, including Bignor, and country houses, mostly of Elizabethan or earlier origin, which lie in the calm beauty under the northern edge of the Downs, neither too close nor too far away, which fulfilled all the requirements to enjoy the special character of downland country. Passing from west to east the great houses and estates included Lavington (now Seaford College), Burton Park (until recently a girls’ school), Cowdray, now a ruin, but once the greatest of all, Pitshill, Parham, Wiston, Danny, Streat Place, Glynde Place, Firle Place, Wootton and Folkington Manors. It was much more convenient and much more amenable for grandees to farm the rich soil below the Downs and run great flocks of sheep on the downland itself rather than to live there, for the Downs can be bleak in the winter. This is probably the reason why the once numerous country houses in the Downs themselves have not lasted as long as those at the Downs’ foot, e.g. Halnaker, a ruined medieval mansion, Michelgrove, Muntham Court at Findon and Hangleton Manor near Brighton.


It is to the way the Downs stand in marked contrast to the Weald and the sea, and not because of their height, that their impressiveness is due. As W.H. Hudson observed, the pleasure in looking over a wide prospect does not depend on the height above, because whether the height be 500 or 5,000 feet, we experience much the same sense of freedom, triumph and elation in an unobstructed view all around.7 H.G. Wells, who spent part of his boyhood at Uppark, has expressed the effect of this matter of height differently but with the same meaning: ‘It is after all not so great a country this Sussex, nor so hilly. From the deepest valley to highest crest is not 600 feet. Yet what greatness of effect it can achieve. There is something in these downland views, which like sea views, lifts a mind out to the skies.’8


As one explores the Downs, one also comes to the realisation that the downland can impinge on the senses on a scale that feels more vast than the actual extent, for this, too, is only relative, and has nothing to do with the actual size of the country. The range of the human eye is only about twenty miles and seeing that distance conveys the same exhilaration as would be experienced on the Russian Steppes. Thus seeing the horizon all around one, or at least in an arc or a semicircle, as is the arrangement of the hills in southern England, induces a notable feeling of expansiveness. The uneven lie of the land in the Weald sharpens this impression, for, standing on one of the many vantage points on the crest of the Downs, we see the horizon sinking below eye level. This seems to make the sky the inner side of a sphere enclosing the earth, and this increases immensely the sense of the apparent distance.


Thus with their considerable elevation, their abrupt rising and dipping, and with deep, ravine-like valleys cleaving into the escarpment, the Downs feel more nearly true mountainous country than other chalklands and, in views across the Weald towards Blackdown, Hindhead, Leith Hill and the rampart of the North Downs closing the horizon, one can savour something of the solemn grandeur and sublimity which was the ‘sort of delectable mountain feeling’ which tranquillised Bishop Wilberforce at East Lavington, near Duncton Hill.9 In certain light, as when the Downs disappear mysteriously into cloud or mist, or silhouetted against the setting sun, this feeling is reinforced and it recalls Gilbert White’s description of the Downs as a ‘majestic chain of mountains’.10 Even in reality some of the downland slopes are steeper than those of some mountains. It is a stiffer climb, for example, up Kingston Hill, near Lewes, than over parts of the Mourne Mountains in Ireland—and the air is as keen.
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5 This ruined terrace is almost all that remains of Muntham Court near Worthing.





The Eastern Downs


The absence of trees or hedges bestows a striking individuality on the shape and form of the land because chalk, whether grazed or cultivated, retains an impressive and monumental simplicity wherever gently curving lines are not masked by woodland or engulfing scrub which makes the form of the hills scarcely discernible. The peculiar smoothness and bareness results from centuries of shaving by sheep and plough (villages and farmsteads being visible only in hollows). This has given rise to broad, bare, round and smooth sensuous outlines of hills which have long appealed as the shape of the human figure. W.H. Hudson likened them to ‘the solemn slope of mighty limbs asleep’,11 F.W. Bourdillon saw them as ‘softly rounded as a mother’s arm about a cradle’. In the present sexually-liberated society Alan Ross has explicitly identified the chalk’s contours to the beauty of the feminine body.12


The visitor’s experience here is distinctively different from that of the Western Downs. The wide open stretches of the bare-sloped Downs are to be seen at a single glance. They hold fewer secrets. It also means that a developer cannot hide anything ugly from the public eye and, because any building breaks this smooth outline, there can be few English landscapes less suited to any form of development. The sense of space and height created by these broad, bare expanses can be overwhelming. The emptiness is very evident, and it engenders a sense of antiquity, a feeling for the age of earth and of the oldness of man’s possession of the Downs. With tumuli outlined against the sky it feels like a vast sacred burial ground. Where trees exist, they are weather-beaten and stunted. Woodland has survived only fragmentarily, typically in small patches on steep slopes on the escarpment, as at Clayton Holt, Offham, above West Firle and Wilmington Holt. Possibly some such patches may never have been completely cleared by man, in which case they may contain relict ancient woodland species. In a few places elsewhere great landowners have left their mark on abandoned downland by creating plantations and shelter belts over the past two hundred years. Some of these are in the form of positions held by the armies at Waterloo or in the shape of the Duke of Wellington’s hat or boots, as at Falmer.
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6 A view towards Ashcombe, near Lewes, from Housedean Farm. In this 19th-century landscaping the beech trees are both functional and ornamental and there is a diversified land-use and refinement lacking in much of the present-day Downs.





Traditionally, these Eastern Downs were the principal sheep rearing area of the South Downs and the most arable. Its glory was the fine sweet turf singled out by botanist John Ray as early as 169113 as its most distinctive feature. This chalk country had been originally covered with forest. It was cleared by early man because it was easier to use rudimentary cultivation tools on chalk than on the heavy clay of the Weald. Ultimately, cultivation gave way to grazing animals on the higher ground and gradually the traditional old chalk grassland came into being on the sheepwalk. Thus chalk grassland is very much the creation of sheep, it being a ‘sheep-adapted’ community of plants which were capable of withstanding their constant cropping. Consequently it is a vegetation type that is entirely dependent on grazing by sheep both for its initiation and continued existence. Since the last war, almost all of this habitat of the old chalk grassland has been lost to ploughing, and although the billowing swells of the chalk are as distinctive under corn as they were once under turf, much of the special charm of the Eastern Downs has been lost. It is now like an efficiently-run factory, where most of the wildlife in the regimented wheat has been killed off by pesticides, herbicides and artificial fertilisers. The skies are emptier, too, and much of the archaeological heritage has been obliterated.


It was in the Eastern Downs that Kipling was stirred to write his verses entitled Sussex and numerous others by the magnificent white towering cliffs and the sea. He loved the solitary places below the cliffs, seeing and hearing the surf crashing against the rocks. He also captures skilfully the essence of the then intangible atmosphere of the Downs such as the voice of the shepherd, the barking of his dog, the cries of the sheep, the far-off clangour of sheep-bells, the jingling of harness and the calls of birds, all so simple and familiar to downsmen since the very beginning of man’s farming on the Downs some five thousand years ago but now as irrecoverable as Atlantis. It was the almost unbroken turf to the edge of the cliffs that Kipling loved especially:




Clean of officious fence or hedge,


Half wild and wholly tame,


The wise turf cloaks the white cliff edge,


As when the Romans came …14





This ‘Kipling’ country is the insuperable stretch of downland that forms the ‘blunt, bow-headed, whale-backed downs’ in Kipling’s own phrase, which lies between Beachy Head and round about Lewes. It is still possible to savour it, for example, along the Seven Sisters’ cliffs, but were Kipling to re-appear he would find the landscape with which his poetry is expressive of his intense identification, utterly transformed by arable farming, despite its cultural importance and outstanding natural beauty. Although one does not have to be a farmer to appreciate a well-ploughed expanse of earth as trim as a garden plot, it may be that, in the future, past literature and landscape painting may play some part in the re-creation of landscapes recalling some of the enchantment Kipling knew before it was ploughed up wholesale.


Several viewpoints on the crest have entered the national consciousness, views which stand for many as the emblems of their Mother England, notably the beacon hills on which fires told of the most important events in English history, such as Ditchling Beacon, made famous by Richard Jefferies and by Charles Knight’s arresting image of the inter-war years (Plate XIX).


From Black Cap or Ditchling Beacon, the highest point in the Eastern Downs, the vast view across the Weald towards Crowborough Beacon and the North Downs is matched by the splendid line of the steep escarpment of the Ouse valley running like a pier from Kingston Hill, or the deep vale between Mount Caburn and the distinctive profile of Firle Beacon, opposite one of the most ‘mountain-like’ views in the Downs. The most popular and accessible of these vantage points is the Devil’s Dyke, first ‘discovered’ by Regency tourists from Brighton for the contemplation of the view which enthralled Constable. Ever since it has been trippers’ paradise, collecting in the past a funicular railway, an overhead walkway, a railway station and a zoo, and now the resort of hundreds of car-borne tourists. A different type of landmark on the crestline in the transitional belt between the Eastern and Western Downs is the now severely windblown clump of trees on a Roman temple within an Iron-Age hillfort at Chanctonbury Ring, planted in his boyhood by Charles Goring of Wiston in 1760. This led to many imitative coronals on the Downs, each beautifully arched by nature in conformity with the smooth rounded hilltops, the outer trees being stunted by the wind and the inner ones rising above them in the shelter, seeking light. By its presence felt for miles around, Chanctonbury has acquired a mystical and symbolic force without equal in southern England. Its recent replanting will ensure that the magic of its ancientness and sanctity will inspire future generations.
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7 Chanctonbury Ring, before the Great Storm of October 1987.





Although such vantages are memorable, it is the secretive hollows and secluded places which provoke stronger emotions. Hospitable, sheltered refuges from the rather bleak, windswept chalk uplands are provided by two types of dry valley. These were familiar to the Saxons who contrasted -denu (dene) valleys from -cumb (coombe) valleys. The latter are bowl-shaped troughs with steep sides usually etched into the escarpment or on the side of a main valley, as at the Devil’s Dyke or at Coombes in the Adur valley, which takes its name from this feature. When wide enough, a village or hamlet has snuggled into it, as at Coombes. The denes are generally winding valleys, sometimes several miles long. Although now dry, they are the watercourses of ancient streams. They have relatively wide, flat-floored bottoms and interlocking spurs, just like normal headwater valleys, such as the one in which Balsdean lies, north of Rottingdean, or that above Bishopstone or Telscombe. Whole tree-like branching systems of these old river beds exist. Their sides are so steep that they sometimes carry scrub or a smooth thin covering of grass that has defeated the plough, so creating welcome ribbons of bio-diversity in blocks of cereals. They invariably contain derelict farm buildings used in the ‘Golden Age’ of downland farming before the 1870s. They penetrate so deeply into the heart of the Downs and form such an intricate maze, and so empty are they now of human life, that one can easily get lost, yet the thickly populated coast between Brighton and Worthing, with its noisy highways, is only a few miles away. Exuding peace and quiet, they are home to most of our native orchids, many of the other beautiful wildflowers of the chalk and have relatively large populations of butterflies. Hence most of the Sites of Special Scientific Interest are located on their valley sides, whereas intensified agricultural activities elsewhere have robbed the Downs of much of their former interest and character. It is also here, in the tiniest of hidden folds, that are found little squat downland churches, snugly crouching against a hillside, ‘little better in appearance than dovecotes’, as Gilbert White described them, together with mellow cottages, huge barns with steep sloping roofs encrusted with orange-coloured lichen, and renowned pubs. Many of the elms planted around the villages to provide shelter still survive the Dutch Elm disease on account of their isolation. These comfortable, cosy and home-like villages convey a sense of timelessness because such places as Bishopstone near Seaford, West Firle, Glynde, Alciston, Telscombe, Stanmer and Falmer were for long estate villages and still survive little altered, bearing the imprint of estate stewardship over many generations. Even modern buildings have not destroyed the sense of the past which seems to have taken hold of these places.


The Western Downs


To even the most superficial observer, the South Downs change character as they begin to strike obliquely inland away from the white cliffs and rise higher and wider as they extend westwards towards Butser. There is no abrupt transition between the Western and Eastern Downs but west of the Arun one is acutely conscious of entering a different country, although a part of the single range of the South Downs, special and distinct, with a cryptic and compelling fascination of its own. Whilst undeniably chalk country, its more wooded nature contrasts with the bare downland of Salisbury Plain, the Dorset, Marlborough and Berkshire Downs, as well as the Eastern Downs, which are more commonly thought of as archetypal chalk scenery. The glory of the Western Downs was never the turf that made the Eastern Downs famous and loved, though locally, at Harting and Levin Downs, for example, this exists as an important habitat. Their chief feature is the high beech forests with their spectacular autumn tints. Thus savouring the Western Downs is a distinct experience. There is a special ‘language’ to be learned. The eye is not set free along curves and hollows spread like an ocean without check. Much of the surface of the rolling hills is fenced off with a girdle of trees and one is forced into narrow ways between trees at every turn. The woods mask the forms of the chalk hills and the antiquities and wildlife are not instantly visible as on the Eastern Downs. They are kept ‘secret’ and have to be sought out. Those devoted to the austere bare Downs are inclined to regard the Western Downs as ‘downless’ Downs, and so hardly proper Downs at all.
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8 Glynde Place is really the focus of two estate villages grafted into one; the older lies on the hillside below the great house and the church; the other arose from lime-quarrying and dairying in the 19th century and is focused on the railway station.





Yet the Western Downs are invested with a particular charm and significance. They are less touristy, being more remote from seaside resorts than the Downs further east, and have so many ancient, unobtrusive places hidden away that extensive landscapes belong more to folklore and memory than to the present. There is an air of the North Downs and the Chilterns about these Downs with their large patches of acid soil above the chalk bedrock, their beechwoods, the long rural tradition of wood-using industries, and the smaller, often hedge-bound, fields.


Walking or riding over them brings the realisation that they have rather a different topography from that of the Eastern Downs. Missing, except at Amberley Mount and the dramatic Great Coombe of Butser with its mountain-like steep sides, and Rake’s Bottom, also in Hampshire, are the curving forms of great promontories jutting out from the escarpment, and the deep, winding coombes etched through the escarpment itself. Rare, too, are Kipling’s ‘blunt, bow-headed, whale-backed downs’, for gently rounded scenery is less prominent, being generally wide plateau surfaces. On these flatter surfaces, and also on the less elevated country seawards, the chalk is plastered with a cover of Clay-with-Flints which is more retentive of rainwater than the chalk itself. On the highest ground, as at Tegleaze Farm and the Mardens, rainfall is considerably greater than in the Eastern Downs, and it is cooler and less sunny, so the climate can be harsh for southern England.


This distinctive milieu is a land of magnates, Norfolks, Richmonds, Leconfields, Cowdrays and others with a locally sporting and farming tradition evolved over centuries. Although sheep and corn have always figured in the economy, neither has been as prominent as further east. A good deal of land has been preserved traditionally for sport, and much of this was not suitable for anything else, given the state of the farming art in the past. As early as the Saxon period extensive areas on the higher parts of the Downs were zoned for hunting which after the Conquest were owned by successive lords of Arundel Castle and other wealthy lay and ecclesiastical magnates. In the 17th century these famed hunting grounds attracted the 1st Duke of Richmond to the district. The vanished glories of the Charlton Hunt are still imprinted on the face of the Downs in the form of widely planted fox coverts. One cannot walk far when undergrowth has died down in winter without encountering clear evidence on the ground of an old deer park or Forest. This is normally a prominent bank with an inside ditch, in contrast to wood boundary banks where the ditch is outside. This was to keep the deer inside rather than out, as at East Dean Parkwood.


Some patches of woodland are survivals of uncleared ancient wildwood with ‘indicator species’ of flora, including lichens, Dog’s Mercury, Anemone, Lily of the Valley and Bluebell. Other woods originated on poor sheep pasture in the 16th and 17th centuries. Yet the present scene is largely Georgian, the result of conscious artistry in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. This involved the visual remodelling of the land surfaces of entire estates such as Arundel, Goodwood and West Dean so as to combine beauty and utility in a tradition created by John Evelyn in Sylva (1664), and according to the then prevailing Arcadian aesthetic of The Picturesque. The woodland and farmland that embellishes the present scene reflects the great landowner’s desire to make his home good to live in and to look at and to provide his incidental sport and leisure. It lends a tranquil, serene, spacious air of grandeur and ease which is generally missing in the stark landscape of the Eastern Downs, the traditional preserve of the peasant and yeoman. The English landscape is seldom as grande luxe as on the 12,000-acre Goodwood estate with its grandiloquent views across downland, coastal plain and sea or in the Duke of Norfolk’s estate where traditionally the opening cricket match against an overseas Test team takes place in May. H.G. Wells, recalling his upbringing at Uppark, noted of the Western downs: ‘In no other country in the world has such a continuous effort been made to elevate leisure, or the appearance of it, to a finely judged art’. The romance of the old deer park at Uppark in heavenly rolling downs captivated him:
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9 The 3rd Duke of Richmond (1735-1806), essentially the creator of Goodwood House and its estate.







About that park, there were some elements of a liberal education; there was a great space of greensward not given over to manure and food grubbing; there was a mystery, there was matter for the imagination. It was still a park of deer. I saw something of the life of these dappled creatures, heard the bellowing of the stags, came upon the young fawns in the bracken, found bones, skulls and antlers in lonely places. There were corners that gave a gleam of meaning to the word forest, glimpses of unsullied natural splendour. There was a slope of bluebells in the broken sunlight under the newly green beeches in the West Wood, that is now precious in my memory. It is the first time I knowingly met beauty.


(Tono-Bungay, 1909)15





Similar experiences are to be had in the present high woods as at Monkton on the West Dean estate, now the haunt of the Buzzard and other occasional raptors such as the Red Kite and the Marsh Harrier. Overall, the woodland on big estates has a striking individuality which somehow seems to retain its new-mintedness despite some recent planting mistakes, such as the over-enthusiastic planting with conifers. Such landscapes, although maintained largely at private expense, are national assets which give a much needed quality and style to our rapidly degenerating countryside. Year after year the edges of these woods are adorned with a lavish succession of snowdrops, celandines, wild daffodils, primroses, bluebells and campion, rounded off by a display later in the year of foxgloves and hemp agrimony. Part of the enjoyment of this chalkland is the pleasure of plunging into the cool freedom of mysterious woods on a summer’s day, or watching the fox with his rabbit in the evening. Then fallow and roe deer, in herds of a dozen or more, come out of the woods to feed on growing corn, their eyes shining like the rays of miniature torches in a car’s headlights. One of the loveliest scenes that man and nature have jointly created are the hanging woods on the escarpment of the Western Downs and on the East Hampshire Hangers, so called because the trees literally hang from the steep hillsides, as above Heyshott, Graffham, Duncton, Barlavington, Sutton, Bignor, Harting and Buriton. These woods contain patches of scrub interspersed with groves of yew, beech and ash, through which there are glimpses of soaring views across the Weald.


The most remarkable of the woods are the yew groves of Kingley Vale National Nature Reserve which has become famed as the finest yew forest in Europe through the ecological research of Sir Arthur Tansley, who became the foremost authority on British vegetation.16 Although yew has growing habits which make it difficult to date, several gnarled old yews in the core of the Reserve stand on the edge of former dew ponds, suggesting that they began to grow when the downland was abandoned for sheep grazing with the fall in population towards the end of the 14th century, making them about 600 years old, no more, though they look and ‘feel’ much older. Higher up the steep slopes of the northern edge of the great coombe are masses of bird-sown yew up to 100 years old, marking another time when sheep grazing was on the wane. In the midst of the Reserve is a commemorative sarsen stone (from Wiltshire!), marking Sir Arthur’s favourite view in Britain across the Sussex coastal plain and the creeks of Chichester Harbour to the Isle of Wight, of which the spire of Chichester Cathedral is the focal point. It also acknowledges Tansley’s 40-year-old ambition to protect the yew forest for all time, at last achieved with the first tranche of British nature reserves created in 1952, when he was the first chairman of the Nature Conservancy. Richard Williamson, warden here for more than 30 years, managed the downland scrub, chalk grassland and trees for wildlife: some 228 species of downland flowers, including 12 species of orchid, 39 species of breeding butterflies and 57 species of breeding birds have been recorded, including many rarities.17


The crest of Bow Hill, the dramatic backdrop to the Reserve, commands a most beautiful view, encompassing nearly every place described in this book, eastwards to Beachy Head, southwards to the sea, westwards towards the Hampshire, Dorset and Wiltshire Downs, and northwards over the wooded Downs near the Mardens as far as the Surrey hills. Breaking the skyline are four enormous Bronze-Age barrows, visible for miles, consisting of two ditch bowl-barrows and two bell-barrows, the latter being about 500 years later. Nearly a mile to the west is a very fine twin bell-barrow, a great rarity. A long barrow lies just to the north of the four barrows. A prehistoric field system with prominent lynchets lies on a spur running down into the Reserve, and on a spur of Bow Hill is a slightly hollowed trackway interrupted by a group of flint mines, possibly c.3000 B.C., or earlier, which indicates that the trackway was in use in or before the Neolithic period, making it one of the oldest humanly-made features on the Downs.
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10 Sir Arthur Tansley’s memorial in the unforgettable setting of the Kingley Vale National Nature Reserve.





This quintessential downland landscape of Kingley Vale retains that rare and almost inexpressible charm that springs from an ancient human landscape in the possession of natural beauty and which has been made and re-made countless times by successive generations. Here its richness and verisimilitude can be savoured at leisure in the kind of countryside that has more or less vanished elsewhere in the Downs. The past seems to pervade everywhere, for every considerable earthwork created by prehistoric and later peoples has survived the bulldozer. The four barrows are known locally as the Devil’s Humps or the Kings’ Graves and the tradition was that if one ran round them seven times without stopping the Devil would appear. The Kings were legendary figures thought by local people to have fallen in battle with the Vikings c.A.D. 900.


The thickly wooded downland west of the river Arun was ‘the hills of the South Country’ which so profoundly moved Hilaire Belloc as to become his spiritual home. He always wrote of Sussex as if it were the crown of England and the downland bordering the river Arun as the jewel of that crown. Spiritually, the Sussex of his verse and other writings is Slindon and the surrounding downland where he spent his Sussex boyhood. He wrote with great gusto of the high woods, ‘noisy in the loud October’, through which he rode on horseback, tramped on foot, or viewed from the deck of his sailing boat in the English Channel. We catch glimpses in his verse of that most special West Sussex view, the long curving line of the wooded escarpment of the Downs against the pines on sterile sands at its foot. Belloc evoked the Western Downs, not as a dream but as a number of specific real places, so that he can be placed in his setting of sea, grassy glades, high woods and waving corn. Halnaker Mill, still standing on the skyline near Boxgrove, is the subject of one of the favourite modern poems in the English language, expressive of the heart-rending signs of agricultural decay which he took as a sign of national decline. The chapter including the poem The Boy that sings on Duncton Hill, which closes his book The Four Men (1912), is an evocation of mysterious Barlavington Down at nightfall on All Souls’ Day (2 November) when the invisible dead emerge from their graves as a cloud of human ghosts to re-people briefly their ancient landscape of boundary dykes, lynchetted fields and rough woods.
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11 View along the escarpment towards Ditchling Beacon from Barlavington Down.





Walkers who have traversed the South Downs Way through the high Western Downs beyond Butser may find the low chalkland of the East Hampshire Downs an anti-climax. Yet it has an individuality of its own. The best way to become acquainted with it is to walk or ride along its unfrequented footways and bridle ways, for example, the old trackway between West Meon and Warnford which offers views across serene country. Another good introduction is along the Wayfarers’ Way long-distance footpath between Emsworth and Inkpen Beacon in Berkshire which takes to the higher country between Hinton Ampner and Droxford, and yet another beautiful and instructive route follows the South Downs Way to Old Winchester Hill, which commands the best views. Standing on the ramparts of the great Iron-Age fortress is a green mantle which once clothed the high chalkland but is now only an oasis amongst regimented rows of winter wheat where similar rich habitats have been ploughed and sprayed out of existence. The magnificent views are in a full circle of the horizon towards Salisbury Plain, the Berkshire Downs, Hindhead, the Vale of Fernhurst, the Western Downs, the Isle of Wight, the Solent, the New Forest and the Dorset Downs. So remote, still and empty is the landscape that it is impossible to believe that it is the immediate hinterland of the large towns of Portsmouth, Eastleigh, Fareham and Southampton.
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12 Hilaire Belloc wrote with a depth of feeling unequalled of the ‘lonely, tall and silent woods’ of the Western Downs.





Another major element of the Downs is that of the river valleys by which they are divided.18 Although these wetlands so contrast with chalkland as to have been omitted from the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty when its boundaries were initially drawn up, their water meadows (brookland) have traditionally been integrated into the sheep-and-corn farms on the low, smooth hills on their flanks because they offered rich summer pasture. The waters of the Cuckmere, Ouse, Adur and Arun are gathered in the muddy Weald and are strongly tidal when they find their way through magnificent gaps in the chalk range, so they lack the pellucid quality of the Hampshire chalk streams Meon, Test and Itchen, whose clearness and trout fishery is proverbial. Nevertheless there are few more beautiful places in England than all these valleys, visually connected in the mind with peacefulness and an extraordinary sense of time. Several of the villages were little ports engaged in sea fishing and salt-making before farmers began embanking the rivers to reclaim farmland in the early middle ages. The rivers sweep hard in places against almost precipitous cliffs, relics of former river cliffs of great age, and the white scars on these hillsides marking an abandoned quarry add greatly to the attractiveness and historical interest of the scene. The quiet reaches of brookland are cut by formerly interconnecting but now choked channels and remnants of abandoned control hatches, signs of traditional skills of drowning and draining the meadows, now lost, but for centuries matter-of-fact and seasonal. Since the last war the rivers have been confined into massive embankments which has permitted an extension of arable and improved pasture into the floor but which has greatly reduced the flora and wildlife. The least changed of the river valleys is that of the Arun. The stream itself is lined in places with overhanging willow, elm, poplar, sycamore and alder and the river banks are still clothed with waterside plants, seen at the best in late summer, such as the bright flowers of Balsam, Tansy commemorated in the novel of that name by a local name by a local naturalist-parson, Tickner Edwardes of Burpham, and the Great Hairy Willowherb.
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13 The Adur valley from Topfield near Henfield, looking across to Chanctonbury Ring. New Inn Farm in the foreground supplied bargemen with refreshment when the river was improved for navigation from 1806.





The Amberley Wild Brooks in the Arun valley are a classic example of a wetland. They extend over 900 acres in a depression in the natural flood plain where the river crosses the Gault Clay vale. They consist of wide, peaceful dyke-drained grazing pastures with an endless variety of grasses and aquatic and marsh plants, with an occasional stretch of reedbed or swampy woodland. In the north the woodland grows on the only natural peat bog in south-east England outside the New Forest. The Brooks are thick with dragonflies, grasshoppers, butterflies and snails as well as wild flowers and they are one of the main wildfowl haunts of bird-watchers in southern England. The Wild Brooks have a numinous quality for some people. C.E.M. Joad wrote of them in the 1950s: ‘Here, if anywhere, one felt, the nature gods still stayed; this was one of their last lurking places …’.19 It has also been a constant source of inspiration to artists of all kinds, and has notably been immortalised in music by John Ireland’s piano piece ‘Amberley Wild Brooks’.20
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