

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




Publisher’s Note


The beneficiaries of the late Peter Frank Brandon’s estate have agreed to transfer the copyright of his unfinished text for this book to Professor Brian Short.
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Fig. 1 (Frontispiece): Ploughing at Strood Farm, below Chanctonbury, June 1934. (West Sussex Record Office, Garland N9403)
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Dedication by Peter Brandon


To my Mother’s humble forebears whose skills helped shape the Sussex landscape, the inspiration to the writers mentioned in this book.




What is the fascination about Sussex that it should inspire book after book to be written in its praise and honour … that it should capture the hearts and fill the imagination of those who cannot even lay claim to be its own sons and daughters?


Thurston Hopkins, The Lure of Sussex (1928)








EDITOR’S PREFACE


By Brian Short


Most of the original text for this book was written by Peter Brandon prior to his death in November 2011, but the book remained unfinished. As time allowed, I have edited the text, researched suitable images and added the footnotes that Peter indicated but never wrote, always conscious of preserving, as far as possible, the energetic text so characteristic of the man. As well as this introduction I have also added a brief final chapter to further contextualise Peter’s work, and where appropriate, I have inserted references to work published since 2011. He was still writing this book during his last period of hospitalisation. The visitor to his hospital bedside in Worthing would see a pile of books (mostly from the London Library) and assorted manuscripts scattered across his meal tray as he searched vigorously for the mot juste to include.


A pandemic and another European war have arrived upon us since Peter’s death. This book is concerned with the discovery of the Sussex countryside before the Second World War, in what now seems, by contrast and at least superficially, like an innocent, indeed charming age in which writers welcomed the countryside surrounding them. So, we vicariously contemplate another time, seemingly another world, one with its own looming problems, of course, but through the writers’ skill with words, we too can embrace rural Sussex, visit the haunts described and partake in something of the sense of environing nature offered to them.


Peter Brandon was, above all, an outdoors man, who found pleasure and a professional pride in the countryside of his adopted Sussex. As a landscape historian and historical geographer, he certainly looked to the past and drew inspiration from his scholarly investigations. But his interests in the environment also caused him to consider the future, to support countryside planning and to emphasise the importance of the humanities in revealing the complexities of human–nature interrelationships. Hence this book.


His text is not overtly theoretical but, in many ways, he was at the forefront of what has come to be called ecocriticism, the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment.1 This not a term he used himself, but it is applicable perhaps in that our lives, and those of the writers considered here, were lived in a place. He saw the Sussex countryside phenomenologically, as a lived experience – a two-way interrelationship between the writer and their surroundings. In this light Jonathan Bate has written, ‘The poet’s way of articulating the relationship between humankind and environment, person and place, is peculiar because it is experiential, not descriptive.’2 Of course, politics intrude, as does chronology and passing time. Was there a different landscape experience to be had from the depths of the late-nineteenth century farming depression, compared with, say, that experienced during the Great War? Certainly, the latter coloured many experiences, as is so well known, and therefore perhaps we should not get overly concerned with striving to find any unchanging essence of human–environment relations in any supposedly pure form. Context, place and time are all, and always, important.


So, to contextualise the rest of this book, I hope that a brief biography of Peter Frank Brandon will help to characterise his writings.3 He was born on 16 July 1927 at his maternal grandmother’s home in Shoreham, the only son of Frank and Doris, whose father Frederick Parsons was a sand and beach merchant. As a child, Peter’s grandmother had picked up flints from Shoreham beach, work which frequently entailed fording the Surrey Hard (next to the modern Sussex Yacht Club) at low tide with horse and cart, filled with flint cobble and shingle, for dispatch by train to London, for ballast and building purposes. Peter regularly visited his maternal grandparents in Shoreham.


Frank was a master butcher in Twickenham, marrying Doris in 1925 and living over the shop in Hampden Road, Peter’s home for more than twenty-five years (Figure 2). Peter attended secondary school at Twickenham, but soon moved on to Clark’s College, Putney, where he studied accountancy for his intended career. He did, in fact, look after the shop’s accounts and, together with his younger sister Gill, worked in the shop and made deliveries by bicycle, which Peter later claimed gave him a sense of place and feel for the local landscape. He was also inspired by Richard Jefferies, whose nature writing he devoured, and who had also lived briefly in nearby Surbiton. Jefferies offered a way into writing that was to remain with Peter throughout his life.


He was called up for war service in 1945, at the very end of the conflict, serving in the RAF but without either flying or demonstrating any real enthusiasm. Instead, he undertook a three-year teaching qualification at Borough Road Teacher Training College, finishing in 1951, aged 24, and in the following year being also awarded an External London general degree in Geography, English and History, which he had undertaken concurrently by private study.





[image: Illustration]


Fig. 2: Frank Brandon and the family shop in Twickenham. (Family photograph collection, by permission of Mrs Gill Hooker, née Brandon)


He began teaching in Hampton but following his father’s death in 1957 he gave this up to briefly take on the family shop. Peter as a shopkeeper is an interesting thought for those of us who knew him. However, within a year or so, the family had sold up and moved to Kingston Buci, Shoreham. Gill married shortly after, and Peter continued to live with his mother until her death in 1991 and thereafter lived alone.


This Sussex location imbued him with a passion for both the South Downs and the Weald. But while still at Twickenham, he had visited Juniper Hill Field Centre where he was introduced to the techniques of geography by S.W. Wooldridge (1900–63), first Professor of Geography at King’s College London, whose own book on the Weald was to be such an influence, not only on Peter, but on generations of post-war Wealden enthusiasts. This is perfectly captured in the opening lines to the editors’ preface:




It would be difficult to find anywhere in the world an area of comparable size which exhibits so perfectly the responses of plant, animal and human life to the stimuli of varied physical environments as the Weald which Londoners have at their doorstep.4





Peter had also enrolled for a part-time degree at Birkbeck College and in 1959, the year of moving to Shoreham, he achieved a first-class honours degree in geography. He then proceeded to a PhD in historical geography, also at Birkbeck, for a thesis on Sussex medieval common fields and common lands (Plate 1).5 In 1961, he was appointed to teach geography at North Western Polytechnic, Kentish Town, and commuted from Shoreham to north London for twenty-six years, until taking early retirement in 1987 and taking on the role as a sessional tutor in the Centre for Continuing Education at the University of Sussex, where he quickly became a popular lecturer on the Landscape Studies interdisciplinary BA degree.


Peter never published anything that might be regarded as conceptual or abstract, preferring thought-provoking empirical work. But one abiding influence was undoubtedly the French geographer, Paul Vidal de la Blache (1845–1918), the founder of French human geography, who held that the role of people is not passive, since within limits they can modify their environment to advance their own ends. People and land were inseparable, expressed through culture – building materials and styles, food and drink, language, costume, etc. – ‘like a snail moulded to its shell’. Vidal was the moving force behind a spate of French regional monographs and Peter’s life work reflected this, translating it into a south-eastern English landscape, revealing how the interactions between culture and topography, or between farming and soil, resulted in differing histories and human landscapes.


By the early 1980s he had produced scholarly articles in many of the leading national geography, history and regional journals, as well as producing, in 1974, his highly acclaimed The Sussex Landscape under the editorship of W.G. Hoskins. With this and his edited South Saxons and his History of Surrey, he became increasingly known to a wider audience.6 The 1974 volume became a standard fixture on reading lists accompanying undergraduate and adult education courses, and in the introduction he wrote, ‘I have written this book in the hope that readers will take to the by-roads, footpaths, bridleways, coastal creeks and waterways, and so savour the real essence of the Sussex scene’.7


But in 1979 there was, in retrospect, a significant shift in Peter’s writing when he published a chapter in an edited volume, Change in the Countryside: Essays in Rural England, 1500–1900. Now there was a newer emphasis: the infusion of artistic creativity into the landscape through the spread of designed gardens and parklands in the south-east, and the theme of creative cultural endeavour and its links to the environment stayed with him for the rest of his life.8


And with its greater emphasis on the eighteenth century and beyond, there was also a shift from his earlier concern with the medieval period, underlined by a 1981 article on the designer Philip Webb and his links with Sussex and William Morris c.1900, together with a paper investigating the impact of London’s proximity on the Wealden landscape and the interpretations of that landscape by nineteenth-century artists.9


The last twenty years of his life were extremely productive. And another theme in his interests now also emerged strongly: a fierce resistance towards any development threatening to spoil rural landscapes, whether the iconic South Downs or the more ‘ordinary’ (and thus less protected) areas such as the Sussex Low Weald. Never content to shut himself in his study, he became engaged with a variety of conservation organisations: a member of the Society of Sussex Downsmen (now the South Downs Society) from 1987 and president from 2004 until his death; chairman of the Sussex branch of the Campaign for the Protection of Rural England (as it then was) from 1986 to 1999, and from 1992, he and I were both among the founder members of the Sussex Downs Conservation Board, the forerunner of the present national park.


Perhaps his most accessible work was the trilogy of books concerned with the South Downs (1998), the Kent and Sussex Weald (2003) and the North Downs (2005). All demonstrated his characteristic verve and depth of feeling, with much of the books’ charm emanating from their synthesis of historical and contemporary, artistic and literary themes. A final major publication (and for me, his best work) was The Discovery of Sussex (2010), in which he was quite clearly working towards the themes that would be developed in this present volume, his last book.10


Through these books and his prolific lectures and media appearances – television, radio and local newspapers – over many years, he had established himself as the distinguished authority on the landscape history and protection of rural Sussex. So, these are his last words.


Asked on the day before he died from kidney failure, ‘What present advice would you pass onto folk?’


He replied, ‘We must fight to keep what countryside we have left!’
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INTRODUCTION




Take of English earth as much


As either hand may rightly clutch.


In the taking of it breathe


Prayer for all who lie beneath –


Not the great nor well-bespoke,


But the mere uncounted folk


Of whose life and death is none


Report or lamentation.


Lay that earth upon thy heart,


And thy sickness shall depart!


It shall sweeten and make whole


Fevered breath and festered soul;


It shall mightily restrain


Over-busy hand and brain;


It shall ease thy mortal strife


’Gainst the immortal woe of life,


Till thyself restored shall prove


By what grace the Heavens do move.1





Rudyard Kipling urges readers to find themselves in nature and familiar places. Most Sussex poets and writers have always been country lovers. Generations of Sussex writers have itched to demonstrate in verse and prose the life they saw before them and the pleasures and values of country living. The dominant strand in Sussex literature has been the writers’ predilection for the outdoors, its landscape, rural places, natural things, rural pursuits and country lore. As poets in the English lyric tradition, their keynote was praise or celebration of the peace and beauty resulting from their self-discovery of the countryside. In prose, there is a strong, persistent, elegiac undertow. And so, poets and writers created a radiant vision of England’s pleasance in Sussex’s inexpressibly beautiful countryside. We shall not follow in the footsteps of a Clare, or a Wordsworth, or a Hardy, but Sussex writers, including some of the best loved in the English language, actively amassed an unrivalled and much-prized body of literature in a rural setting.
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Fig. 3: Sussex writers in their landscape: 1. William Hay (Mount Caburn); 2. Reverend James Hurdis (Burwash); 3. Charlotte Smith (Bignor and Woolbeding); 4. D.H. Lawrence and the Meynell family (Greatham); 5. Ford Madox Ford (Bedham); 6. Eric Gill and Amy Sawyer (Ditchling); 7. John Halsham (Lindfield); 8. Virginia and Leonard Woolf (Rodmell); 9. Lady Dorothy Wellesley (Withyham); 10. William Blake (Felpham); 11. Wilfrid Scawen Blunt (Shipley); 12. Richard Jefferies (Crowborough and Goring) and Arthur Conan Doyle (Crowborough); 13. Hilaire Belloc (Shipley); 14. Rudyard Kipling (Rottingdean and Burwash); 15. Habberton Lulham (Hurstpierpoint); 16. Sheila Kaye Smith (Northiam); 17. Eleanor Farjeon (Houghton); 18. S.P.B. Mais (Southwick); 19. Ernest Raymond (Haywards Heath); 20. Stella Gibbons (Hampstead, north London); 21. Arthur Stanley Cooke (Brighton); 22. Arthur Bell (Storrington); 23. Charles Dalmon (Washington); 24. Andrew Young (Hove and Stonegate); 25. Julian Bell (Charleston); 26. A.A. Milne (Cotchford, Hartfield); 27. Henry James (Rye); 28. H.G. Wells (Midhurst); 29. John Cowper Powys (Burpham). (Map by Sue Rowland)


In time, this became a veritable counterculture, nurtured by writers who had been estranged from cities in the years between the two world wars and concerned by the alienation of city dwellers from nature with the relentless spread of urbanisation, and its accompanying economic attitudes and values. From this perspective, they presented a rousing case for the preservation of the heritage of rural Sussex, anticipating lively issues of sustainability and harmony, which have been reawakened in our own day in a global context. Locally, they became profoundly concerned about deterioration, particularly worried at the loss of ‘place’ through suburbanisation and a general ‘dumbing-down’ of the Sussex coastline with every field striped with imitation Tudor villas. They regarded the time in which they lived as one of confusion, not untouched with despair, very wearied and awaiting change for the better.


This book deals with the poets and writers who fell under the charm of rural Sussex and left a literary legacy. Their primary locations, together with the physical divisions of Sussex, are recorded in Figure 3.


However, the writers who lived among fields, woods and muddy lanes would have enjoyed nature in ways we cannot readily do today. They felt a breeze from the Downs with a scent of thyme, experienced silence and the glorious night sky, listened to the murmur of waves on an uninhabited seashore and heard a louder chorus of birds singing in the trees than we do. It seems now that theirs was a pre-urban world in the glow of its last sunset, without a care or doubt, in which it seemed as if nothing could ever come to harm. Here was their version of that ideal world that has haunted the dreamer, rebel and pastoral poet for centuries.


But visions of a rural Arcadia were not for everyone. There was no electricity or gas in rural districts and a day’s work might be measured out in pails of water drawn from a pump or well. It was also a world of ramshackle cottages with appalling sanitation and utilities, the workhouse, low wages, a life of drudgery and hardship, especially for women, restricted education and few opportunities for self-advancement for working people. Unsurprisingly, many of those who could do so vanished to London and other towns and cities, including Brighton, and by the 1960s an older Sussex-born generation had almost become extinct. So, reading earlier Sussex authors is a reminder of the Sussex that has largely disappeared.


The best way to soak oneself in the scenery and places spiritualised by Sussex writers is to search a map and walk or cycle into the outdoors, always trying for the byways with grassy verges and roses in the hedges and bridleways and footpaths leading to fields, meadows, woods and brooks. And stop often, following the Golden Rule of getting off the beaten track and over the first stile you can find. This brings the satisfaction of discovering at first hand the places where Sussex writers found deep and lasting happiness in gathering their quickly changing scene into a few inches of paper. To Richard Jefferies, for example, this gave a sense of a seventh heaven, ‘a spirit land seemingly scarce fit to be touched or long watched lest it should fade away’.2


The practice of purposeful walking made writers so intensely local in their inspiration that places they visited, generally very ancient and picturesque ones, often enter penetratingly into their works to form its whole substance and constitute a record of their wanderings in search of views, trees, rivers, flowers, animals, birds, hills, fields and ruins. This means that, in some ways, this is a geography book as well as a literary history.3


On account of this strong sense of place in Sussex writers, often their motivating force, the where of a poem or a story is often its most important element, not simply because it sets the predominant atmosphere, creates the appropriate tone or leads to associated thoughts, but rather because the place is the story, the fabric of the literature itself. Landscapes of a writer’s mind, of course, can be some imagined locale, no less than a real one, but they were created out of real fields, woods and streets and, however inaccurate or falsified, they are not entirely divorced from the real world, for there needs to be a reality behind it for the myth itself to take a hold on a reader’s imagination.


Many discoveries are to be made. The imaginative impulse and visualising emotions writers drew from these places can also be explored; how they handled their material, sometimes by combining separate effects or monitoring and altering details like a landscape painter, or describing what is transient, for example. Knowing a writer’s art in seeing, imagining, interpreting and transforming a landscape familiar to them also reveals to the reader much of the county’s presences and past character. This can add greatly to the enjoyment of an author’s work and is also a delightful way of absorbing unconsciously the cultural history and geography of Sussex as well as gaining a greater knowledge of the vast changes in the Sussex landscape since the end of the last war.


We also learn something of the personalities of the writers themselves for, as C.E. Montague remarked in The Right Place, an attempt to describe a place may well be a description of it, but also as certainly, something of a description of the person who made it.4


One can enjoy, of course, Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The Way Through the Woods’ or ‘The Ballad of Mine Pit Shaw’ without discovering the real places near his home at Burwash, which inspired him to write about them. But by following in the poet’s footsteps to such actual sites, one is introduced not only to the extraordinary charm of the beautiful, wooded landscape but also to something of his creative processes and emotions that produced his works.


This is the exhilaration that Edmund Blunden experienced crouching behind the wicket at Horsham when distracted by music welling within him to the refrain ‘Here Shelley lived’, which came from ‘wooded knoll to knoll, from leaning spire to lime-tree avenue’. Between overs, Blunden looked upon the rising ground of parkland at Denne, whose long tracts of softest greensward and spiky oaks are believed to have been among Shelley’s first memories and which Blunden liked to think had stirred him in childhood to his later extraordinary poetic flights.5


These examples can be multiplied: Hilaire Belloc at the remote Gumber on the downland; Charles Dalmon among the cottages and orchards of Washington; Virginia Woolf at Alciston, inspired to write her last novel, Between the Acts; or John Keats, inspired by the stained-glass windows in the Vicars’ Hall in Chichester and in Stanstead Chapel nearby, beginning ‘The Eve of St Agnes’ in the Hornet Square at Eastgate Chichester in 1819, and the first lines of ‘The Eve of St Mark’, also inspired by Chichester and giving a sense of people walking to evening prayer in an old county town on a coolish evening.6


The literary and landscape story is taken in this book to 1939, which marks the end of Sussex’s predominance in English rural writing and creatively its best years. To most modern readers, several of the writers included are perhaps half-forgotten and others unknown, but they had a certain degree of fame in their day and deserve to be rescued from oblivion.





1


A SECOND EDEN


From this proud eminence the ravish’d eye
Sees Earth and Heav’n and Heav’n and Ocean vie,
To form a second Eden …1


As an aircraft from the Continent loses height nearing Gatwick Airport the view from its windows reveals a large, intimate patchwork of small fields separated by thick hedges rolling to the bevelled edge of the long, grey wall of chalk hills closing the distant view. The powerful visual appeal of this singular landscape with its capacity to arouse strong emotional responses was the venue of the Sussex poet and writer in ‘Secret Sussex’, still somewhat detached from the rest of England. Despite creeping urbanisation, the landscape differs absolutely from the stark, hedgeless, linear and seemingly dehumanised, utilitarian, Mondrian-like landscape of northern France, over which the aircraft had just flown.


But ever since the seventeenth century, people with a liking for the magic of great scenery have resorted to Box Hill on the North Downs, ‘the busiest spot in the world’, to drink in the immense view of the Weald and the long bare line of the South Downs on the horizon, the view made famous by Tennyson’s four well-known lines:




You came, and look’d and loved the view


Long known and loved by me,


Green Sussex fading into blue


With one grey glimpse of sea.2





For this is one of the great landscapes of England, reckoned among the loveliest hill, dale and coast that England can show. And for those with a special sensibility to landscape, the rippling wooded folds ending in that dreamful line of distant undulating chalk hills so deeply affected the eye that here was something of a second heaven. The view has relieved low spirits, banished grey moods and stirred the deepest human emotions. Here was love, beauty, awe, wonder and reverence, meditation, consolation, fortitude and humility, and thus it has entered vividly into the artistic imagination and by its marked individuality has impressed itself on the public’s mind. Yet, do what poets and writers will, there remains an unknown quality. Arthur Bell was probably correct in remarking that the very best verse in the world, set to the very best music, would still fail to give a full appreciation of this world of loveliness.3


By the accidents of geology, south-east England is moulded in a striking earth architecture. From Leith Hill, although it only rises to 1,000ft with the aid of the folly on its top, twelve counties could be seen before the modern growth of trees, and it is still possible to view the great sweep of country from the English Channel to the south and the Dunstable Downs, far beyond, to the north. The chalk upland of the Chilterns dips under London, rises again to form the North Downs and reappears in the South Downs, the overarch of chalk having been subsequently eroded away to expose the broad levels of the intervening Weald. Within the departed crest are panoramas as grand as they are beautiful.


These views are diverse almost to the point of absurdity and they change quickly. On account of this differing series of rocks there was a corresponding diversity of plant, animal and human life. This led to Sussex historically having sharply distinctive little economies ‘joined at the hip’, each with different faces and rural cultures, and the field scientist’s habit of observing its topography, fauna and wildlife has led to enormous leaps in perception over the last 200 years.


In the Weald, a remnant of old Europe, every feature, whether natural or made by humans, tended to be tiny and seemingly laid together in a Lilliputian plan, with secluded nooks – the perfect place for withdrawal to a haven or a healing sanctuary, for it had the intimacy of a cradle and all the homeliness of a home. Here too, there is always a river or shallow brook within sight or hearing, and much of the Wealden charm emanates from the delightful stragglement of nature and dense network of ‘secret’ bridleways and footpaths traversing secluded copses, little fields and streams. Many were old ‘iron ways’, tracks used to move ore and products of furnace and forge such as those from around the site of Burwash Forge or from the old ironworks at Stream Farm in Chiddingly. For some, such things at close range were too enthralling to leave much time for the wider prospect. And one of the most mystical of ‘secret’ places is Amberley Wild Brooks, of which C.E.M. Joad has written, ‘Here, if anywhere, one feels, the nature gods still stayed’.4



Filling Veins with Life


Although they never consciously set out to be regional writers, the Sussex poets and writers developed a passionate attachment to their particular piece of country and to its particular pleasures. And it was nostalgia for the Sussex past in which writers principally indulged, which Jonathan Bate has cynically suggested ‘must be a sign of the sickness of the present’.5


Sussex seemed to lack modernity. The nostalgia, an unavoidable human trait, was a sense of a lost past, but time and place were conjoined: to be in Sussex was to be conscious of the past all around them, so it was easy for writers to convey the myth of an England irredeemably rural and unchanging. Thus, as we shall see, Kipling found at Burwash a landscape so ‘alive with ghosts and shadows’, such a ‘site of memory’ that it could tell the nation’s history.6


Almost half-forgotten is the character of the Sussex countryside, which was the inspiration to the writers considered here. So tremendous has been the transformation of Sussex from around 1900 that no one alive can recall, or even imagine, what that countryside was like and what were the habits, attitudes, outlooks and everyday life of its people. There is far more difference between life in Sussex today and 100 years ago than there was between the life of our great-grandparents and the days of the first Queen Elizabeth, for in 1900, Sussex, apart from the seaside resorts, had more in common with the Sussex of 1800, or even 1700, than today’s Sussex with all its modern appliances, post-industrial and cultural shifts.
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Fig. 4: Habberton Lulham, photograph accompanying his ‘Amberley and her Wild Brooks’. (SCM 13, 1939, p. 598)


In 1900 villages were still collections of farmsteads and their attendant farm workers’ cottages. There were also the crafts of the millwright, ploughwright, blacksmith, saddler, harness-maker and shoemaker. The church, inn and village store/post office were lively centres. Horse power still ruled the pace of life: as late as 1939 Amberley residents could still hear the teams of farm horses, a farm boy sitting astride the leading horse with a string of others, each one tied to the next, making for the Wild Brooks in the evening (Figure 4). Ways of farming had seemingly changed little for centuries: Southdown sheep flocks thickly dotted the turf of the Downs and thistledown floated down on visitors in high summer. Hundreds of small family farms still existed in the Sussex Weald. Hazel and chestnut coppices were regularly cut and were the preferred home of the nightingale. Men had not left off singing and the tuneful note of sheep bells, the swish of the scythe and the melody of the bell-team of wagon horses on the road were familiar sounds.






So, newcomers encountered a region that retained more than vestigial survivals of a people’s cultural inheritance. On the Downs sheep-farming practices extended back to biblical times. The lean soils of the Weald still sharpened the wits of small family farmers, who have since disappeared, though many of their small fields remain. To a considerable degree, speech, manners, customs and country wisdom handed down over many generations still prevailed among Sussex country people up to the time when the motor car had barely intruded. Moreover, weighted with tradition, Sussex was still a place saturated in legends and folklore, sham ghosts and bristling with relics – prehistoric earthworks, abbeys, castles, ancient manor houses, old villages and market towns.


All these were naturalised into the landscape and imbued with the slow rhythm of old country life and seclusion. History writing, landscape painting, photography and film, as well as poetry and literature, all popularised the past, building on Sussex’s beguiling identity and continuity in contrast with the fast-changing times over most of Britain. The overall effect tended to give a false sense of an enduring, unchanging, ‘timeless’ Sussex landscape, therapeutically valued by a reader who was disturbed at the speed and extent of change.


The Sussex landscape itself was an extended record of the county’s history. A revelation in the 1920s and 1930s was provided by the thrilling archaeological excavations of the Curwens and their followers on the South Downs, which revealed a legacy of human occupation extending over more than 5,000 years. Before the ploughing up of the Downs during and after the Second World War, the complex of prehistoric earthworks everywhere inscribed on the turf was something physical, tangible. Edward Thomas remarked how potent was the appeal of ‘sheep-walk scarred with a thousand tracks and memorials of a people of uncharted antiquity’, and his wife, Helen, wrote of her thrill at encountering this prehistoric landscape and of the wave of patriotism that came over her when she felt she was ‘in the heart of England’s being’.7




This glory of the Downs has almost disappeared since the ploughing up from 1940. The old chalk grassland is now one of the rarest habitats in Western Europe. This makes it difficult, if not impossible, for readers who did not know them in childhood to understand fully the inspiration derived by earlier generations of poets and writers. The soft, velvety nature of the short, springy turf made walking delightful. Unwearied, everyone was fleeter of foot, sturdy ramblers donned seven-league boots and strode, or leapt for joy, and when cyclists ground their pedals, they had the sensation of flying through the air. Horses, hounds, foxes and hares ran faster than anywhere else and the turf was superb on which to play cricket. It is not surprising that Goodwood celebrated in 2002 the third centenary of its first cricket match and the second of its race meeting.


Thus, Sussex was a place where landscape and history were inextricably fused. In still summer heat, the visitor could associate Sussex in their minds with one of the quintessential English scenes, that of the ploughman and his ox team, shaven turf, a flock of sheep clustering on a hillside with the strange music of tinkling sheep bells gradually moving away into silence, larks spiralling overhead. These scenes depicted the way of life on which Sussex had been founded for centuries, and writers’ evocative descriptions travelled all over the English-speaking world.


The most explicit book to deal with the Sussex past was Arthur Beckett’s The Wonderful Weald (1911), in which the reader never seems to leave the historical pageant of a medieval wonderland. But the past, as we shall see, was also the core of Belloc’s The Four Men and Kipling’s Burwash period, and it was the inspiration for Amy Sawyer’s preservation of Sussex dialect. Both Yorkshireborn ‘John Halsham’ and Virginia Woolf came to recognise the local people as the true bearers of the identity and values of Sussex rather than the ‘townee’ visitors and residents who sketched, photographed and ogled them.8


‘Halsham’ was the pseudonym of George Forrester Scott, grandson of a stockbroker and whose father was the secretary of a national insurance company and his mother the daughter of a banker. Although never very wealthy, he dug steadfast, even hermetic roots into the mid-Sussex countryside, leaving an unsurpassed record of changes in the landscape and society of the Sussex Weald at a time of transition between old and new ways of living. He also came to champion landscape protection in Sussex and was the first in the county to apply his acute seeing eye to the transience of beauty in the shifting light of day and season. This earned him the description of ‘the perfect countryman’.


Trumpeting Sussex with Religious Fervour


Northerners might find the chalk odd, rather like finding an albino blackbird, and prefer their rugged uplands to the flaccid, soft, smooth Downs. But the Sussex man or woman never saw the friendly and familiar Downs and distant sea without a lift of happiness in their hearts, and in the breeze from the sea the visitor felt strangely refreshed. The magnificent prospect of the long line of the Downs westward from the summit of the Devil’s Dyke, was suggested by James Thorne as early as 1844 as being perhaps unequalled in any of the southern counties.9


Indeed, the South Downs became the most celebrated range of hills in England between around 1900 and 1939. Written of, poetised, painted, photographed, advertised and mimicked, their fame spread worldwide. Numerous writers absorbed them into their very being, and Richard Jefferies, D.H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf were transported into rapturous ecstasy. Another was the poet Laurence Binyon, who was mesmerised by the harmonious beauty of the wave-like Seven Sisters cliffs, an iconic view of the outline of England that has certainly won worldwide acclaim, and he thought of the hearts that had ached to see it:




What eyes have waked


Ere dawn to watch those cliffs of long desire


One after one rise in their voiceless choir


Out of the twilight over the rough blue


Like music!10





And there were the striking views to the patterned coastal plain and to the water meadows in the gaps between the chalk, flooded in winter, where the Arun, Adur, Ouse and Cuckmere wandered aimlessly about the level land, seemingly with no idea of the sea’s direction.


The writers’ deep devotion to their particular landscape cannot be questioned. Richard Jefferies’ attachment to the South Downs amounted to the mystical. Wilfred Scawen Blunt found it difficult to recognise natural beauty other than that of the deep oakwoods and sheltering hedgerows of his native Weald and frankly confessed that it meant more to him than all the English colonies put together. The Ditchling calligrapher Edward Johnston recalled the enlightened, blessed moment when he found its surroundings, to which he gave more love than to any woman. Eleanor Farjeon confessed that the Downs meant more to her than any human being. All took pleasure in learning about an entirely new way of life, and the many commonplace authors, perpetually on the stretch with their obsessive scrutiny of nature, could actually weary the reader.


The astonishing beauty and ceaseless variation of the Sussex landscape might also be the subject of Christian reverence and religious awe as if it was gifted with a special place in God’s scheme. Considered as divine a landscape as the Vale of Tempe, eyes and heart were lifted up to a ‘heavenly geography’ spreading ethereally to a heaven on earth, which would have been sacrilege to link with ordinary landscapes. Its celestial grandeur was viewed as one of the sacraments prepared for man and to be discovered by him as a heavenly vision where one could see and walk with God and heaven alike.


To Belloc, in whom the land was always expressed in religious terms, Sussex was a ‘holy place’ where God shone all around, as if a star like that which shone over Bethlehem marked out Sussex as blessed. Villages such as Washington under the Downs were also ‘holy’. Looking down from Chanctonbury Ring upon the Weald was to see the ‘Plains of Heaven’ in contrast to the Babylon of London. Vera Arlett saw the Weald as her friend and ‘heavenly blue’ and ‘holy ground’ and where beauty put a ‘diadem of holiness’ on it. Maurice Hewlett, scanning the distant Weald, found the ‘truce of heaven’, while Michael Fairless envisaged the Downs as ‘lone heavenward hills’. The sculptor Eric Gill thought of paradise in his family’s evening excursions through Poynings, under Newtimber Hill and by the round hill of Wolstonbury to Clayton. Numerous other writers saw the landscape as all but divine and to them, looking down on the earth from the Downs was like looking upwards to heaven.


In their uplifting sense of openness to beauty and goodness, few landscape writers can have been more eloquent advocates of the benefits of faith. The Reverend F.W. Orde Ward discovered a little nook on a summer’s day whose beauty was like ‘Heaven’s gate to things supernal’. His vivid awareness of the beauty and goodness of Sussex enter into the religious feelings of his Songs of Sussex (1910), poems in praise of Sussex with the spiritual message, singularly appropriate for the needs of a generation being herded into towns, that Sussex was a green sanctuary as God had made it. Here, sinners from the world outside could repent in tune with nature, their souls shriven in secluded valley altars washed in Sussex dews and purified in the ‘precious greeting of Sussex hills’.


His songs are essentially simple and sincere religious verses written with many gracious and tender touches in a poetical calendar of sea, downs, woodland and heath. They were inspired by his love of place: Eastbourne, Seaford, Ashburnham, Wilmington, Willingdon, Herstmonceux and Jevington. At each, he sought God and found him. At Bayham Abbey, he declares his brotherhood as priest of the bracken glades and woodland spirit, the briar and brake dearer to him than is a nestling baby to a mother, and the wonder of the world mingles in him at that holy place where he saw the living heart of God laid bare. Sussex has skies that look down bluer, woods are greener, its waters more musical, the sheen of woman’s brow more beautiful, and its toiling people happy. Altogether, his verses recall the mood Wordsworth conveyed in his ‘Lines written above Tintern Abbey’.11


There were other specifically spiritual messages. The Reverend Francis Rosslyn Bruce (1871–1956), naturalist, writer and Rector of Herstmonceux, collected in Sussex Sacred Songs (1927) religious verses from parishioners. And a religious tone infuses other books, such as Michael Fairless’ The Roadmender, which envisaged Sussex nature in a secular light as a womb where dwelt the happy, the wise and the unconceived.


Sussex authors were not modest about their beloved landscape. One of their undeclared aims was to redefine and maintain Sussex as a special geographical place with a separate individuality. This was done by building on its history and traditional ways of life against a background of timelessness. Many were never free from a self-conscious pride in Sussex and, like all patriots could, by even the simplest statement inflame the mind and heart of a reader. Hyperbole could be infectious and Arthur Beckett, founder and first editor of the Sussex County Magazine, was perhaps the most insistently assertive of all (Figure 5).


In his hubris can be seen a cause of the hurrying feet seeking the Sussex scene in the interwar years. In The Wonderful Weald he explains that it had been his mission to ‘teach’ readers to love the region. In fact, as a newcomer himself, he was learning the traditions of the ‘old’ Sussex in order to restore knowledge of them to the new town-bred arrivals. He became a strong propagandist, and in glorying Sussex he declared that it had the best hills, the springiest turf, the sweetest sunshine, the purest air and the most famous sheep in England, and averred that he had never met man nor woman who did not envy those bred or nurtured in the county. His boisterous note continued in his songs. One version by Beckett of Kipling’s poem appeared thus:
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Fig. 5: (Left) Arthur Beckett (1872–1943), founder of the Society of Sussex Downsmen, and his brother-in-law, R. Thurston Hopkins (1884–1958), as president. Hopkins had recently published Sheila Kaye-Smith and the Weald Country (1925) and in the year the photograph was taken, Sussex Pilgrimages (1927). (SCM 1 [2], 1927, p. 84)




For it’s good to live in Sussex, the land ’o brave and free,


Where men are bruff and honest – such men as you an’ me.


If you weren’t born in Sussex, whoever you may be


Then come and die in Sussex land, sweet Sussex by the sea.12





In such reactions, the county’s writers were forever searching, transforming and measuring against other parts of Britain a new image of Sussex as if they were trying to create from Sussex a new sense of English national identity, much as Lambarde, Camden, Drayton and others had proffered Kent to sixteenth-century England.


The suggestion was that Sussex was both singular and secretive, yet at the same time the platonic idea of England, so identified with English qualities as to fill one with a sense of England itself. The glorification of the Sussex landscape, through synecdoche, aroused patriotism for England. It is found in Charles Crocker’s Kingley Vale, and very explicitly in Binyon’s ‘Thunder on the Downs’ (see page 65).


Such meditations on nationhood, as expressed in pastoral images, were led by the fear of invasion and disruption by Napoleonic France in Crocker’s case.13 For the early twentieth-century writer, the impetus came from the disquieting news from the Continent in the interwar years, which contrasted so strongly with the peaceful landscape they saw around them. And these feelings could easily spill over into extremely jingoistic praise of England as the most beautiful and best country in the world. Their passionate patriotic feeling flooded their hearts with a thankfulness. Back-slapping exercises in regional pride could reach extraordinary heights of enthusiasm that Belloc, with the flamboyant braggadocio of a Bergerac de Cyrano, claimed had turned the county into one of England’s minor religions.


The literary notion was created that the essential England was not London or the industrial Midlands and north. This spirit pervades Walter Wilkinson’s A Sussex Peep-Show (1933), in which he does not disguise his distaste for modern civilisation. He had two objectives in his journey across Sussex, one to reach the Downs and the other to avoid Brighton.14 This was regarded by Weiner as a sign of a fundamental unwillingness to accept an industrial and commercial modern society, a symptom he took to be one of British economic decline.15


This insistence on the significance of the south country aroused considerable clatter. Southerners, in the main, were amused at the arrogance, but it was not in the best interests of the county. In the Midlands and north, not to mention other delightful places, it was an irritant to be mocked and scorned. The most significant literary reaction, as we shall see, was Stella Gibbons’ Cold Comfort Farm, a parody, indeed almost a kind of hymn, of hate against Sussex.16 The cultural effect was to be profound. The remedy for the passionate love of Sussex was yet more love. But love does have a dynamic, dangerous side, and it was to transform Sussex or, as some insisted, destroy it.





2


SUSSEX PLACES AND THE ARTISTIC IMAGINATION


Wild Arun too has heard thy Strains,
And Echo, ’midst my native Plains,
Been soothed by Pity’s Lute.1


In the Beginning


The earliest Sussex poets normally wrote only about the local landscapes they could see, ride or walk over from their manor houses and parsonages, the focus of their daily lives and what was nearest and most interwoven with them. They saw the landscape from the back of a horse, struggling through mire and ruts, and knew it intimately. Their poems tended, therefore, to be of familiar, loved places and not the broader aspects of Sussex landscapes they infrequently visited but this may be one reason why, to modern taste, much is insipid.


This parochial restriction began to change with improved roads from the mid-eighteenth century, a notable consequence being Elizabeth Hitchener’s ‘The Weald of Sussex’ (1822), but it was the facility of travel by railway that really first opened the door on the Sussex landscape.2 So, ironically, without the modernity of trains, especially on local lines where they ambled along slowly, poets, writers and artists could never have appreciated Sussex’s beautiful changing scene, discovered much of its ancient past or readily compared and contrasted one landscape with another. Consequently, some of the most useful insights into landscape by Victorians and their successors are attributable to railway travel.


Early passengers of the Brighton Railway, for example, were astonished to find themselves within 35 miles of London whirling through wild and beautiful country around Balcombe Station. And as the rail network was later extended, Sussex became even more accessible, and therefore more known, to urban travellers who were introduced for the first time to a slower tempo of life in beautiful scenery (Figure 6).
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Fig. 6: The London, Brighton & South Coast Railway network in Sussex by 1922. (Map by Sue Rowland)


Paradoxically, it was the railway that also gave writers rural seclusion, enabling them to reach their refuges in which to write but equally to run up to the hurly-burly of London whenever they liked. Clearly, from the moment of the building of the first railway line across Sussex in 1841 it was a love-match between people, landscape and transport, which has been as significant in the history of Sussex’s cultural history as it has in that of communication. Even more significant was the coming of the motor car, which was to make accessible even the most remote parts of the countryside. But by the 1930s, Sussex was becoming subtly suburbanised in the way of all Sunday afternoon motoring areas around cities and much of its literature of that period has a flavour of ‘beauty spots’ and ‘Olde Tudor’ tearoom.



Seeing the Light in the West


We can survey a broad picture of the history and geography of literary creativity in the county, and of the underlying landscapes that produced an intellectually exhilarating effect on the mind, by imagining two separate vantage points overlooking the countryside. To seek the locale of most of the Sussex writers up to the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries one would make for St Roche’s Hill (now better known as the Trundle), high on the Downs above Chichester and about 1 mile from Goodwood House. There are few eminences from which the eye can take in so much beauty as in this extensive and variegated panorama. Rolling downland passes into the highly cultivated coastal plain which, in turn, meets the sea in the headlands and creeks of Chichester Harbour and leads the eye to the distant Isle of Wight (Plate 2). The focal point of this exquisite view is the spire of Chichester Cathedral.


Early Victorians and their eighteenth-century predecessors rode to the hill to gorge on this view that, to Horace Walpole, resembled ‘in no slight degree that kind of horizon with which Claude was accustomed to bound the finest of his pictures’.3 Such a commendation gained the view a special fame in an age when ‘fashionables’ saw landscape through the eyes of Claude Lorrain and other seventeenth-century painters of Italian scenery. Guests and visitors to Goodwood House banqueted at Carne’s Seat in the park for the sake of this view.


Some later authors also derived inspiration from much the same prospect. Hilaire Belloc’s love of Sussex initially came from Gumber Corner on the Downs above Slindon, which he called the ‘watch tower of England’.4 The favourite view of the famed ecologist Sir Arthur Tansley was from Bow Hill, the dramatic backdrop to the Kingley Vale National Nature Reserve, which also affords much the same beautiful view but also extends eastward along the coast to Highdown Hill, near Worthing, and northward into the Surrey Hills. This was the subject of Charles Crocker’s ‘Kingley Vale’ (1837), the earliest poetic statement from that numinous place.


These broadly similar views disclosing western Sussex fading into Hampshire, more or less encompass the locale of almost all of the inspiration for the literary, artistic and musical creativity in the whole of Sussex up to around 1900. Like all cathedral cities, Chichester bubbled with intellectual and religious life, which overflowed into literature and the arts. The wooded western South Downs were then more favoured scenically than the bare downs eastwards, and the Arun was their fairest Sussex stream.


Moreover, this district was a nobleman’s Arcadia with the age-old ‘business with pleasure’ atmosphere then so conducive to the arts. The patronage of the elite was a crucial requirement for authors, and here were William Hayley of Eartham and Felpham, the MPs William Huskisson and William Wilberforce, the Dukes of Richmond and Norfolk and the 3rd Earl of Egremont – the ‘Maecenas of the age’ in Crocker’s phrase. The gentry also included the brothers Burrell of Knepp and West Grinstead, and clergy sufficiently disposed to the arts to have been beneficed by a number of these distinguished patrons.


This was the world of Chichester’s Thomas Weelkes, organist of the cathedral and composer of charming madrigals; Jasper Mayne, the Dean, who wrote with the intensity of John Donne; Bishop Henry King, whose moving exequy to his wife was a tale of married love during bloodshed and civil rebellion; and the composer of church music and diarist, John Marsh. Here, too, had been the earliest Sussex writers, James Taylor, the Water Poet, Thomas Otway of Trotton, William Collins, Charlotte Smith, Hayley and William Blake. And we have already noted the poet Keats’ productive visit to the Chichester district. But there were also painters such as the brothers Smith of Chichester, and Stubbs, admired by the 2nd Duke of Richmond, and Turner, famously at Petworth and Copley Fielding around Arundel and the South Downs.


The same district was also the homeland of humble Charles Crocker and William Hersee from Coldwaltham, the nearest Sussex equivalents of the poet Robert Bloomfield, the Suffolk ‘Farmer’s Boy’. Hersee (1786–1854) had a patron in Hayley, and his volume of verses, Poems, Rural and Domestic (1810), was sponsored by the Prince Regent, Lords Egremont, Mahon and Carrington, William Huskisson, the brothers Burrell and other West Sussex celebrities.5 Later, the western Weald had also claimed Wilfrid Scawen Blunt as its first major writer and in the first third of the twentieth century, incomers Hilaire Belloc, Habberton Lulham, Esther Meynell, Eleanor Farjeon, Galsworthy and Tickner Edwardes, together with Ivon Hitchens and numerous painters.


The dominance of these western landscapes in early verses can be illustrated by examining James Taylor’s anthology, The Sussex Garland, published in 1851, to discover the particular places that inspired the earliest Sussex verse.6 The South Downs emerge overwhelmingly with thirty-eight poems (including Lewes), but the western downland was more favoured than the eastern Downs (twenty-five poems to thirteen). This is partly accounted for by the prolific Charlotte Smith, together with the preference for wooded landscapes compared with bare downs, but perhaps mainly, as we have seen, the presence of the great landed patrons.


Of the waters, the Arun earned fond praise from William Collins, and its beautiful hangers, flowery meadows and woods were also beloved by Charlotte Smith. The stream winds its way through places lined with willow, alder, poplar and sycamore, backed by the hanging woods of beech and yew that thrilled Constable on his visit to Arundel in 1834, and its banks are clothed with waterside plants seen at their best in summer, such as the great hairy willowherb, balsam and tansy, commemorated in the novel of that name by a local naturalist-parson, Tickner Edwardes of Burpham. A walk along the Arun’s banks between Pulborough and Arundel reveals one of the most beautiful and least-changed valleys in Sussex.


The poetic spirit also touched the coastal towns in Taylor’s collection: St Leonard’s and Rye are represented with one each, Hastings with two, Chichester with three, and Brighton, although still a fledgling watering place, scored twelve. The cliffed coast of Sussex inspired four. The Weald is represented by twelve poems, including Taylor’s own appreciation of the ‘green hills’ of Newick, where he lived. He wrote of the green lanes (old drove ways) carpeted with primroses in spring, the tinted foliage and the brown fallows in autumn and of his rambles along the banks of the River Ouse.


The East Comes into View


Yet, if we search for the places in Sussex that dominated the arts from around 1900 to 1939, we should move across Sussex and ascend to another vantage point, Firle Beacon, which has one of the most distinctive profiles in the whole of the South Downs (Plate 3). The magnificent panorama from its summit includes the rounded summit of Mount Caburn, below which Lewes nestles, and there is the distant view of the Forest Ridge of the Weald as well as the cliffs at Seaford Head. There are views of Glyndebourne, which became the site of the internationally famous opera house, and a glimpse across the River Ouse to Rodmell, which held Virginia Woolf ’s home.


On a warm day in high summer, a fresh breeze sometimes blows on Firle Beacon while a heat haze hangs over the great expanse of Downs and Weald. Chalk headlands repeating themselves westwards disappear into a boundless infinity as they merge and enlarge into one unbroken line in the water vapour. Northwards, the Weald fades away in the misty light and Lewes is lost to sight in its river valley. In all this silent treeless country, there are few buildings visible and there seems to be no sign of human activity, the road traffic along the A27 being hidden by hedges. There is almost an eerie timelessness, making one feel that this is an entry to another world, somehow central to Sussex’s history, and it also helps to explain why twentieth-century and earlier writers sang Sussex’s praises with such strong feelings and why people aspired to follow their example and go to live there. The scene also largely explains why this book has been written.


A radius of less than 10 miles from Firle Beacon circumscribes most of the creative activity in Sussex in the forty years before the Second World War and could be seen as the cradle of modern Sussex literary and artistic endeavour. Once again, the associated names are legion. In the wake of Kipling’s arrival at Rottingdean in 1897 came Alfred Noyes, Enid Bagnold and Angela Thirkell, together with painters Henry George Hine and William Nicholson. Just beyond is the scene of the evocative watercolours of Eric Ravilious and Peggy Angus’ interiors. Then we recall Cyril Connolly, Arthur Beckett, Ernest Raymond and Alfriston artist Frank Wootton. The ‘Bloomsberries’, Virginia and Leonard Woolf, Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant, Clive Bell and Maynard Keynes need no effort of memory. And just over Mount Caburn was the Ditchling colony of the sculptor and letter-cutter Eric Gill, which also housed Brangwyn, Charles Knight, Amy Sawyer and etcher Edgar Holloway, while Brighton was exciting Graham Greene and Patrick Hamilton.
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