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Introduction
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Here are fifty-two of my favourite walks through the beautiful county of West Sussex; I have travelled the world and can think of no finer place to be on the planet. There is so much to see around us: these walks open the door to the downs, estuaries, river valleys, woods, moors, marshes and mudflats down on the coast. We are not just walking; we are looking at the detail of the countryside around us and enriching our lives by admiring its complexity.


In these pages I’ll show you where to find wild orchids, hear the song of the nightjar and stroll beneath the greatest oak trees in the land. Together we will stride along the seawalls to watch the wild geese of winter and see the vast flocks of wading birds as they wheel in ever-changing shapes against the sunset. We will wander into the reed beds to hear the soothing, gentle susurration of the wind as it whispers with the flowing tide.


In the spring we can walk the ways through the coppice woods and see countless wild daffodils turning the woods bright yellow in the morning sun. Here we can listen for the spring call of the cuckoo and the nightingale, the song thrush and the garden warbler. Three hundred different species of wild flowers can be yours to view along the tracks and woodland paths which wind through the weald, which was once the dark and frightening forest of Anderida.


With my walk maps we can search for the tombs of ancient ancestors of the Bronze Age, scattered across the county; we can hunt the hilltops for the old mines where flints were extracted and broken up into usable tools such as axe and arrowheads, scrapers, hammers and knives – each tool had its own particular purpose. They are all there to be discovered. We can examine the hilltop forts of the Neolithic people of 8,000 years ago, and those of the Iron Age just before the Romans arrived.


My walks will also take you along the shingle banks of the coast, where we can look at unusual flowers that grow only there, and watch for sea ducks and terns that pass by on migration. Wherever possible I describe the little village churches on our route: each is individual and contains its own detail of life over 1,000 years of Christian culture. We can wander along the banks of the Rother and the Arun, enjoying the slow and sinuous curves, and hear the call of snipe and lapwing as they plunge in springtime flight about the meadows of the Wild Brooks.


Best of all, perhaps, we can soar like an eagle above the county along the crest of the Downs at Harting or Amberley, and see the buzzard gliding around us or watch the flocks of house martins swooping through the air as they gather for the flight south in the autumn. These Downs also have 300 species of wild flowers to enjoy, forming the centuries-old springy turf you can feel beneath your feet. On another day we can enter the ancient forest of 30,000 yew trees at Kingley Vale, the finest yew forest in Europe, or stroll along the ancient drove-ways where flocks of sheep were herded in centuries past.


With me on each journey, as ever, is my trusty white Morris Traveller, which acts as the start/finish marker on the maps and gets an honorary mention at the close of each walk. To assist in orientation I have provided Ordnance Survey grid references in the standard form – and although, for the most part, the walks are simple and straightforward, it is recommended that walkers provide themselves with appropriate Ordnance Survey maps, sensible clothing and a mobile telephone in case of emergency.


There is so much to see, so put me in your pocket and get walking now!
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Brandy Hole Copse
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Its proximity to Chichester makes this an accessible and favourite walk for Cicestrians, its total distance being 4 km (2.5 miles).


I actually start from the Lavant end of the route; you can park at the roadside on Hunters Race, off the A286 on the Chichester side of Lavant at SU853076, and enter the Hunters Race meadow through the slipway in the hedge. The meadow was once a gravel pit, now grassed and planted with thousands of cowslips. Cross the circular mounds to admire the sculptures of iron men made of gas bottles, situated on Centurion Way, which was the route of the old railway line. Fair numbers of herbs and flowers can be found along the way, which include teasel, comfrey, hardhead, and ox-eye daisies.


The walkway south is paved; best taken in with afternoon sunshine, when a few woodland butterflies may join you. There are also good numbers of woodland birds all the way around this walk, including blackbirds, robins, great tits, great spotted woodpeckers and a rookery. Large trees of sycamore, oak, holm oak, ash and lime line the way, and bramble and hawthorn blossoms attract butterflies. Passing under the road bridge, note the blackened brickwork above from the last sugar-beet trains up to 1991 (the passenger service was stopped in 1935). This is another access point from the north end of Chichester.


Next, turn right into Brandy Hole Copse Local Nature Reserve. This is partly funded by nine different agencies, including the RSPB and Wildlife Trusts, and is run by the Friends of Brandy Hole Copse, who do all the voluntary work of warden duties and management. They have done a wonderful job and need lots of help, so consider joining them if you can. Here you will tour their reserve, following the 2,000-year-old fortification bank built by late Iron Age people to protect their land from unfriendly tribes and Romans invading from north. This is known as Devil’s Ditch and runs for 6 miles from Halnaker to West Stoke. It involved 110,000 tons of gravel movement. Here you will pass ‘dragon’s teeth’ used in World War Two, which fortified Sussex from invasion from the south. I usually walk clockwise through the chestnut coppice, enjoying the bluebells and honeysuckle, then on to the two splendid woodland pools that are home to moorhens and kingcups.


Follow the ditch back east, enjoying the remarkable lofty trees as you go, some of which toppled in the hurricane of 1987. On the walk back along the previous route you should make a diversion at the road bridge, a little farther east, to see the third woodland pond tucked away here; another true delight, as is the return back along Centurion Way to the Minotaur, which would have put the wind up the Romans and the Ancient Brits.


The Morris awaits, hidden behind the hedge, glad of my return.
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Church Farm, Barnham
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Beware: this walk crosses a railway line with fast-moving trains, so if you have any hearing impairment take extra caution. The walk is 7 km (4.4 miles), over farmland with thick hedges and reedy rifes.


Parking can be found in the overflow church car park, amid the buildings of Church Farm, 600 m south of Barnham station at SU956035. You must then visit St Mary’s Church and leave a donation. The ‘white cap’ tower of the church acts like a focal point during much of the walk. Look for the stone Tudor rose on the eastern outside wall of the church. Inside it looks like a splendid rose-coloured barn with two small Norman windows on the south side. There’s lots of history to be seen even before you start this walk along the 1820s canal that once connected Chichester to London. A pink-painted swing bridge beams on display as you step westward along the curving banks of the old towpath.


A small patch of woodland will appear at the rail crossing: listen out first and be sharp in crossing the track. The trains are frequent and appear unexpectedly around the corners. Carry on down the old canal between newly planted hedges of oak and field maple on the right, with much yellow fleabane growing in season, and bristly ox-tongue at the far end. Passing the sewage works, note pied wagtails feeding on the sewage filter beds. A hundred metres after the last building, turn left down some steps, walking south across the meadows, looking out for the moorhens in the pools. Go half right along the sycamores and then, by a thick hedge, cross the stile into a meadow of Yorkshire fog grass.


Once you’ve arrived at Sack Lane, turn left, noting several ‘dead’ tractors, one a T21 Fordson. Walk straight through Lidsey Lodge Farm and into the driftway, through a metal gate, where you’ll find white bindweed (ladies’ petticoats). Turn right along the muddy cows’ walkway, then under some power cables. After about 200 m, cross left, diagonally, through a new fence: cross the railway again, taking the same care, noting the common horsetail growing around stones. Head south-east for a single pointed fir, then over the footbridge and turn half left, to the left of two fingerposts, finding a green metal footbridge over Lidsey Rife, and so on to Bognor golf course. Cross the greens north-east, to the footbridge with an old dogwood bush next to it. Turn sharply right to follow a hedge in a right-hand curve, but look left for a trig point hidden in bushes.


Take the next fingerposts pointing left, back under the power cables, following a rife. Cross the next footbridge, go left then right and follow the new yellow stone path back to canal – and on to the white cap, chatting to the white Morris.
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Ebernoe Common


[image: fl.jpg]


Here is a walk of 2.6 km (1.6 miles) through the lovely Wealden woods and meadows of a national nature reserve, which is managed by Sussex Wildlife Trust.


Park at Holy Trinity Chapel SU976278, east of the A283, almost 5 km (3 miles) north of Petworth. Built in 1867, the chapel is beautifully maintained, with quixotic brickwork and a pure white interior. The east window shows thirteen at the Last Supper, Christ risen, holding orb and sceptre, angels adoring; the west window displays a fine design of vines. Kneelers show wild flowers: note number seven, which shows fritillaries. The churchyard is famous for its 120 species of plants: dozens of spotted orchids and some large teasels by the south door when I visited in June.


Next walk south, down to fifteenth-century Furnace Pond. Herons and grebes can be spotted here. Follow the trail back uphill as it curves left then, coming to a cattle grid and interpretative board, turn right at the fingerpost. The track climbs a little to a grove of very large and spectacular old beech and oak trees; some have bat boxes attached to help conserve the fourteen separate species of the sixteen found in the UK. You’ll find dead wood on left, deposited to help support the fungi (1,000 species of fungi have been named in this wood) and also for the beetles, whose larvae feed on the carbohydrates released when the wood decomposes. Among the beetles you may see in summer is the cardinal beetle, rich cardinal-red in colour – a colour seen in Renaissance paintings of elevated clergymen. There are also many species of wasps, bees and ichneumon that depend on dead wood – a very valuable habitat.


The woodlands are also home to butterflies such as the purple emperor, the white admiral and the silver-washed fritillary. You will certainly see speckled woods all through the summer on this wide, grassy ride. The track then descends through hazel and oak coppice where dormice might live. Robins and wrens, marsh tits and long-tailed tits are common here, as are woodpeckers and owls.


As you descend to a boggy area with willows, look for a right turn on a fingerpost. Next, cross a lovely buttercup meadow, with sheep sorrel, hardhead, and stitchwort. You will arrive at some woodland, where you’ll see a broken stile: note the fallen beech-root plate on your right, under which grows yellow pimpernel.


Step down the bluebell bank to the bog below – the footbridges should get you across. Walk up the other side to find various woodland plantings of hazel coppice, Scots pine and chestnut coppice; look out for hard ferns in ditches. Tall oaks will greet you as you come to the minor road where you should turn right, first noting a small patch of wood mellick grass under the gate. The road here takes you back through quintessential English countryside and through the middle of a village cricket pitch. You can’t get more eccentric than that, unless you drive an old Morris like mine through the deep field and catch a boundary four off a googly on the way.
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Lavington & Duncton Commons
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Pine woods, heather moors and open farmlands with the backdrop of the Downs are yours on this 6.2 km (3.9 miles) walk.


Start at the National Trust roadside car park at SU949187 – the car park is not easy to find, being just north of a line between Graffham ham and Duncton. The small display panel tells you about hobby falcons, stonechats and sundews. Walk east past this, onto a track through ling and bell heather. Note that pines have been left here and there for the hobby falcons to breed, because they like clumps rather than solid woodland. Having crossed the open area, you’ll come to a stile (but no fence) where you should turn left, with a long rhododendron hedge on your left. After 250 m, turn right onto a long straight ride through some lovely tall Scots pines – no arrows to be followed yet. Woodpeckers, great tits, blackbirds, all calling.
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