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About This Book

Despite the increasingly sophisticated range of leisure pursuits and interests available to us, walking still enjoys huge popularity as a form of recreation. At its most basic, it may consist of a stroll around the block to walk off an excessively large Sunday lunch. Real devotees, however, will head for the hills or the mountains every weekend whatever the weather, clad in the most expensive equipment, only happy when they have completed their regulation twenty-five miles for the day, and regarding anyone content with less as a sad couch potato. Whatever their degree of devotion, most walking enthusiasts will agree that it is nice to have an objective to aim for. It may just be the windmill on the hilltop above the town which rewards its visitors with a beautiful view on a clear day. It could be a high mountain that requires several hours’ toil and effort to reach the summit or the desire to walk further in a single day than you have ever done before, or simply the desire to put as much distance as possible between yourself and your neighbours’ Saturday afternoon barbecue party.

In recognition of the fact that walkers like to have an objective or purpose, a number of official long-distance walking routes (eighteen at the time of writing) have been created across Great Britain, designated in England and Wales as national trails, and north of the border as Scottish National Long Distance Walking Routes. What distinguishes these routes from the many other name paths in Britain is that the maintenance of them is funded centrally in recognition of their popularity and importance. They all aim to incorporate places and features of particular historic or scenic interest, and the completion of a single route is itself a worthy objective for any hiker. The purpose of this book is to give an overview of all eighteen routes and also to provide a sneak preview of what is likely to be the nineteenth, namely the Pennine Bridleway, part of which has in fact already acquired national trail status. Also covered in full in this book is Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Walk which although not a national trail nor properly waymarked, is still hugely popular nearly 40 years after its conception and is walked more frequently than many national trails.

The nineteen routes range in difficulty from the gentle 73-mile Great Glen Way, a very easy and superbly well waymarked walk through stunning Scottish highland scenery, to the formidable 255-mile Pennine Way and the massive 628-mile South West Coast Path which is likely to take you months if not years to complete. Every chapter begins with some basic details about the route described in it, brief information about its origin, and then a detailed but light-hearted description of the route itself, highlighting all the places of interest on or near it, and pointing out aspects of the walk that are of potential interest, challenge or even amusement.

I should make three other things clear about the book. Firstly, it is not enough on its own; I could not advise you to walk one of the described routes using this book alone. By all means have the book with you on your travels if you have the room in your rucksack, but you will need a guidebook dedicated to your chosen route that includes the necessary mapping. The best are those published by Aurum Press or Cicerone, easily available from bookshops or via Amazon on the Internet, although for both the Pennine Way and the Coast to Coast there is really no substitute for Wainwright’s’ companion guides which are classics of their kind. You will also need an up-to-date accommodation guide, and if you are planning to use public transport to get you to and from the route, you will have to check the latest timetables. All this information is easily obtainable from local tourist information centres or the Internet.

Secondly, the book makes no assumptions about your level of experience and fitness; it is written just as much for the uninitiated and inexperienced walker as it is for the super-fit, super-equipped traveller. You must draw your own conclusions, having read about each route, as to whether or not you feel sufficiently fit and able to attempt it.

Thirdly, there is certainly no rule which dictates that you must walk the whole route in one go, and in fact you may find it more rewarding to do bits at a time, taking each section slowly and making detours to places of interest. Accommodation is also, of course, a matter of personal preference. Hotels and guest houses are not always easy to come by, particularly on the more remote stretches of the route, and here campers have a distinct advantage. The freedom of erecting a tent on a remote hillside brings joys that others miss: seeing at first-hand the glories of a perfect sunset, suddenly feeling blissfully at one with the mysteries of night... and scurrying for the nearest shelter when a violent thunderstorm blows your tent away at half past three in the morning.

Bearing in mind that the shortest route described in this book is 79 miles, and many of the routes have stretches where even small settlements can lie more than ten miles apart with featureless countryside in between, you will quickly appreciate that if you are unable to manage more than six miles or so in one day, and even then cannot put one foot in front of the other for two days afterwards, long-distance walking is not yet for you. You will need to get fit.

While you are getting yourself fit, get properly equipped. Don’t be conned by the owner of the town’s outdoor-wear shop into thinking that for your modest rambling round the park you need an accumulation of gear that even Chris Bonington would regard as excessive for an assault on K2. The most important thing to get right is footwear. Get yourself a decent pair of walking shoes or boots. Until you get into really serious walking, comfort is more important than durability, so don’t get yourself anything too fancy to begin with. New boots are agony at first, so for goodness’ sake don’t set off on a major expedition in a pair of boots you only wore to try on round the shop.

If the idea of one of the walks described in this book is still daunting, there are an ever-increasing number of smaller long-distance routes available, in the 30–40 mile range, that can easily be broken into sections of say ten or twelve miles.

I would strongly recommend you start with the South Downs Way. It is very easy to get to, there are no route-finding problems, it is relatively short and can be completed comfortably in ten days by even the fairly inexperienced traveller, and the scenery is tremendous. Do not be tempted to go straight for the ‘big one’ and attempt the Pennine Way as your first major undertaking, or indeed any of the other routes described in this book as strenuous or severe. There will be plenty of time for those once you have experienced easier routes and the mental, physical and logistical demands that even they will entail. It really is not worth putting your life at risk.

I would also respectfully suggest that it is pointless to put your life at risk by venturing outside in the worst weather. If you do decide to keep going no matter what, ensure you have a good breakfast inside you, that someone knows where you are, you have sufficient clothing and high-energy food to keep you warm and sustained, and ideally that you carry a mobile phone in case of an emergency. When walking through featureless terrain in bad light, low cloud or mist, you should carry a torch and a compass, which of course you should know how to use.

A book of this nature can never be completely up to date. While I have made every effort to check information for accuracy at the time of writing, you may find things are different when you walk the routes described. Hotels or pubs may shut, visitor attractions may disappear or indeed spring up beside the route, and the routing of paths may change either temporarily or permanently, owing to erosion, bad weather, development or other unforeseen circumstances. The best advice is always to follow waymarked diversions carefully, and ring ahead to check the availability of food and accommodation. The more sadistic purveyors of torture equipment would be hard pressed to devise a nastier punishment than arriving at a little village after twenty miles of hard footslogging, only to find that the old inn advertised as offering a fine range of real ales and bar meals has now shut.

Enjoy.





Chapter One

The South Downs Way
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	Designation: National trail.

	Length: 99 miles (main route) or 96 miles (via alternative bridleway from Alfriston).

	Start: Winchester, Hampshire.

	Finish: Eastbourne, East Sussex.

	Nature: A well-defined route along the chalk ridges of the South Downs with spectacular views to the sea and across the Weald.

	Difficulty rating: Moderate.

	Average time of completion: 7–9 days.



HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS WALK:


	Winchester

	Harting Hill

	Chanctonbury Ring

	Steyning

	Devil’s Dyke

	Ditchling Hill

	Alfriston

	Seven Sisters

	Beachy Head

	Long Man



It was some sixty million years ago that great chalk deposits on the seabed bulged up into a great dome, the crest of which eroded over time to leave two chalk masses which form the North and South Downs. When the first settlers arrived on the Downs some six thousand years ago, they and their descendants preferred the drier, safer hills to the swampy Weald below. Thus originated the long, unerring tracks over the South Downs, which were to be used by generations of settlers, including Bronze Age traders who used them for the transport of minerals such as jet and gold, and the Romans, who fully exploited the downland routes as a vital link between the rest of Britain and mainland Europe. Now, with the flat lands of the Weald somewhat more hospitable than they were, the Downs have become ideal for recreational use.

The South Downs Way is the ideal walk for those with little or no previous experience of long-distance walking. There is good access to all parts of the route by road and public transport, accommodation is plentiful throughout and although there are some strenuous climbs, it is reasonably easy to accomplish, with well-signposted and well-defined paths and tracks. On days of clear visibility the march across the chalk downlands of Hampshire and Sussex, described by Kipling as ‘our blunt, bowheaded, whalebacked Downs,’ brings massive rewards. From this platform of chalk you can gaze across the English Channel towards France, across the endless patchwork of fields, forests and villages of the Weald, or perhaps down to the great valleys of the South Downs, with their lovely rivers – the Arun, the Adur, the Ouse and the Cuckmere – that have cut through the soft downland chalk. You can enjoy the multitude of bird, insect and animal life on the Way, which may include skylark, linnet, yellowhammer, corn bunting, Adonis blue butterfly, rabbit, common shrew, harvest mouse, brown hare, badger, and of course the famous black-faced Southdown sheep. You can gaze down at the chalk grassland, bedecked with squinancywort, knapweed, wild thyme, vetch, trefoil and speedwell. Whilst looking groundwards you may find a shallow depression of chalk or clay constituting a dew-pond, of which there are many on the South Downs, created to provide drinking water for sheep. You can descend to a multitude of delightful villages with their solid Norman churches, indicative of the commitment of the Normans to Christianity after their invasion, and the cottages of that vital local building material, downland flint. Indeed there is so much to see off route, including a wealth of fine churches and other historic buildings, that copious detours are to be recommended in order to get the best out of what the Way has to offer. A further advantage of a detour to a small town or village is that having gained a hearty appetite by the satisfying march along the roof of Hampshire and Sussex, you can enjoy a drink or a meal at one of the many pubs and tea rooms that are available.

Most of the guidebooks describe the route from east to west. My opinion, however, is that the walk works far better in reverse. The prevailing wind will be on your back, and there is something rather special about ending at the seaside, in the delightful and hospitable town of Eastbourne. It has to be said that the final few miles of the main route, across the Seven Sisters chalk cliffs and past Beachy Head, are as thrilling a climax as can be imagined, whilst the walker approaching Winchester travelling westwards and tramping along anonymous paths and tracks in the middle of Hampshire might well feel like a diner whose gourmet chef, having served him an exquisite plate of Anchois aux Poivrons followed by Cromesquis a La Polonaise, has gone home early leaving him with a tin of Happy Shopper fruit salad and a bottle of squirty cream.

Winchester to Exton (12 miles) via Chilcomb

ENJOY: Winchester, Cheesefoot Head, Lomer, Exton

The walk starts at Winchester, the ancient capital of Saxon England, and worth a day of any walker’s time. Anyone entering the city from the east cannot miss the massive statue of King Alfred, who was largely responsible for Winchester’s prominence in pre-Norman times. The city’s chief glory however, is its cathedral, begun in 1079 and, at 556ft, one of the longest in Europe. It is renowned for its magnificent chapels and medieval wall paintings. Nearby is a thirteenth-century deanery and a Pilgrim’s Hall where pilgrims lodged in the Middle Ages on their way to Canterbury. You will not have been the first walker to set off from this city on a long journey eastwards.

The Way uses metalled roads to head eastward out of the city and having crossed the M3, sets off into the countryside. Close by is Twyford Down, scene of bitter protests as the M3 was being built, and indeed traffic noise seems to dominate as the Way follows a field-edge path eastwards, then turns left onto a metalled road that enters Chilcomb, a pretty village with an early Saxon church. After leaving Chilcomb you carry on along a metalled road, turning left to join a track, climbing all the time. Proceeding over Telegraph Hill, from which Winchester can be viewed, the Way crosses the busy A272 and reaches Cheesefoot Head (3.5), the first significant viewpoint of the walk, with fine vistas across Hampshire. It is the site of a great natural amphitheatre and it was here that General Eisenhower addressed the Allied troops in 1944 before the D-Day landings. From Cheesefoot Head the Way descends, heading north-east, then turns right onto a track and strikes south-eastwards across Gander Down. The A272 is crossed again, and good firm tracks are followed southwards and uphill to reach Milbury’s, a popular pub whose name is presumably derived from the ancient burial mound known as Mill Barrows, lying immediately to the south. The Way turns left at the crossroads by the pub and follows a hilltop road, rounding Kilmeston Down. Good views are available from here towards Hinton Ampner House, a rebuilt eighteenth-century manor house close to Cheriton, the site of a major battlefield in the English Civil War.

For a couple of miles you lose the views as you turn right onto a track, heading south-eastwards towards Beacon Hill. The highlight here is Lomer, the site of a lost medieval village, and its picturesque pond immediately adjacent to the path. Then suddenly, by Beacon Hill, the ground seems to fall away; the Way turns right then left along metalled roads and plunges off the plateau and steeply down to Exton, offering splendid views to Old Winchester Hill and the Meon valley. Exton (12), in this valley, is a village with an attractive church and pretty cottages, while the Meon is a lovely chalk stream, praised by Izaak Walton for its fishing.


The Meon Valley Railway

Opened in June 1903 and closed in February 1955, this picturesque line linked Alton with Fareham. The hilly terrain meant that construction was not always straightforward and a number of navvies were killed or injured in the building work. Drunken fights were commonplace and it is reported that one very drunken navvy was stripped of his clothes and thrashed by his mates with stinging nettles.



Exton to A286 for Cocking (22.5 miles) via HMS Mercury, Queen Elizabeth Country Park, Uppark and Didling Hill

ENJOY: Old Winchester Hill, Butser Hill, Queen Elizabeth Country Park, Uppark, Harting Hill

This is a long section, but it could conveniently be broken at Queen Elizabeth Country Park or the B2146 above Harting. Having followed a road north-east out of Exton, the Way crosses the busy A32, crosses the Meon and follows a succession of narrow, stony tracks eastwards out of the valley, in the shade of trees and under the old Meon Valley Railway. It is messy walking for a while after leaving the old railway, but becomes clearer and more open, if also steeper, as the Way turns south then east again and climbs up to reach Old Winchester Hill (14.7), at 648ft the most elevated ground so far. The summit is noteworthy for its Iron Age fort and associated defensive earthworks which date back to around 200 BC. However, you can enjoy the summit simply for its wonderful views, that on a half-decent day extend as far as the Isle of Wight, and also the nature trail and nature reserve that are situated here.

Sadly, the airy hilltop grassland walking does not last; the Way reaches a road, turns left onto it, and then right onto a path that plunges downhill again to pass Whitewool Farm, just beyond which you turn right onto a metalled road, and shortly left onto a track leading to Henwood Down. There is then another right turn onto a track, crossing a minor road at Coombe Cross. By turning left, however, you may soon reach East Meon and its beautiful church, famous for its magnificent Tournai font of black marble, depicting the Creation. It has been described as ‘a Bayeux Tapestry in stone’.

Returning to the route, further climbing leads to the good viewpoint of Salt Hill (well over 700ft), and, beyond Wether Down, the stark buildings comprising the former naval base of HMS Mercury (18.9). You reach a metalled road and turn left onto it to pass this. At length you reach a road junction, cross straight over and head eastwards, beginning the final march on Butser Hill. You proceed initially on a track and then turn left to proceed beside a road. The rise of the ground towards Butser is almost imperceptible – the hard work has been done reaching the top of Salt Hill – and you can enjoy the lovely views to East Meon Church. As the summit draws closer it is likely that you will not be alone enjoying the hilltop (20.4) that, at 888ft, represents one of the major summits of the South Downs Way. Only those walkers who are very pressed for time, or those urged on by inclement weather, will not stop here. The hilltop is a magnet for hang-gliding and kite-flying enthusiasts, its Bronze Age tumuli will interest the archaeologist, and its panoramic views across Hampshire and to the Isle of Wight will impress anybody fortunate enough to be there on a clear day.

The Way swings to the south-east and a glorious downhill plunge on springy grass takes you underneath the A3 London–Portsmouth road. Beyond the underpass you reach the information centre and café on the edge of the huge woodlands making up Queen Elizabeth Country Park (21.2). The Park not only has good facilities but also a huge range of very well-marked walks amongst the woodland. The network of paths hereabouts can be a little bewildering to the walker who may search in vain for the familiar acorn symbol or simply the words ‘South Downs Way’.

There is then a long climb through the forest, heading north-east on a good track, and on fine weekends there are certain to be other walkers and cyclists for company. At last, at Faggs Farm, things level out, the trees relent and there is then excellent well-signposted eastward walking on good paths and metalled tracks above the pretty village of Buriton with its fine Georgian manor house and rectangular pond. The views from the Way are improving all the time. At Sunwood Farm (25.3), you reach the border with West Sussex. Until the extension to Winchester was opened in 1989, this used to be the western end of the route, and although it is a pleasant enough spot, it seemed a lame start or end to a great walk. At length you cross the B2146, where you can detour to the left to visit the pretty village of South Harting, which offers both accommodation and refreshment. Nearer at hand, and accessible by a detour to the right down the B2146, is Uppark. Built around 1685–1690, it has been described as a copybook example of the Wren-style country house. The author H. G. Wells spent part of his boyhood there. The house was very badly damaged by fire in 1989 but has been miraculously restored, and you may well wish to break off from your exertions to enjoy a tour of the house. However, shuffling slowly from room to room can feel as exhausting on the feet as actual path walking, and you may be forgiven for being one of the less appreciative students of the set of paintings in the Long Gallery or the detail on the ornamental vase which Lady Emprynghame-Beaumont brought back from Outer Mongolia in 1739.

Beyond the B2146 you enter thick woodland, climbing up in a south-easterly direction to reach the B2141(the main Chichester–Petersfield road) then, having crossed this road, you go forward to reach Harting Hill, the first real highlight in West Sussex. Though at roughly 750ft it lacks the loftiness of Butser Hill, there are splendid views to the north of the escarpment, most notably to the village of South Harting, whilst looking back there are views which can extend as far as the Isle of Wight and Portsmouth. Harting Hill, like Butser Hill, is a popular haunt for daytrippers, perhaps because its superb views are obtainable within a few yards of the well-used car park. It is also the start of a magnificent seven miles of South Downs Way walking, on a succession of well-marked paths that are free from road tramping or traffic noise. After following the top of the escarpment on excellent tracks, with more splendid views to the north, the Way turns sharp right and changes direction to go round the western side of Beacon Hill. You then turn abruptly from south/south-east to due north to contour the hill’s eastern side. There seems no obvious reason why Beacon Hill, with its Iron Age summit fort, is bypassed by the route, although it has to be said that the traverse of it is very demanding and you may be glad to be spared its rigours. Having met the path coming down off Beacon Hill, you have a short descent followed by a swift climb to the summit of Pen Hill. Ahead you can make out the beautifully-shaped downland slopes, largely wooded, that comprise Treyford Hill and Didling Hill; moreover, on a clear day it is possible to identify Bognor Regis on the Channel coast.

There is a less interesting interlude as the Way descends to pass Buriton Farm, turning left then almost immediately right onto a good track, and there follows a climb through the woods of Philliswood Down. A sharp left turn at a crossroads of paths brings a clearing in the woods revealing five Bronze Age round barrows known as the Devil’s Jumps (31.3). The woodland thickens for a while as you pass the grounds of Monkton House, once lived in by the art collector Edward James, and you may hear the shrill cries of the resident peacock. At length, the woodland relents and there is a sequence of magnificent open walking, heading just south of east, with breathtaking views to the Sussex countryside including some tremendous panoramas of Chichester harbour. Indeed, one of the most satisfying moments on your entire journey is to emerge from the trees and find yourself on the open ridge, high above the Weald, with the spire of Chichester Cathedral soaring proudly from the flatlands close to the harbour and, in the immediate foreground, the tree-clad slopes of Treyford Hill, Didling Hill, Linch Ball and Cocking Down. A footpath leading off to the left soon after the woodland is cleared will take you to the so-called Shepherd’s Church of Didling. Started by the Saxons, only the font remains from that time. The rest is early thirteenth-century. Its gnarled bench-ends are its most remarkable internal feature, but its field setting gives it a beauty and solitude that is timeless. When the field is not cultivated, another possible detour is to the triangulation point at Linch Ball at just over 800ft. On a clear day not only can you see across the Solent to the Isle of Wight, but you can also identify Chanctonbury Ring to the east.

Shortly after Linch Ball, the path drops to the A286 just above Cocking, and on the descent you may be accompanied by vanloads of marksmen travelling to or from shooting butts on the Downs. At the A286 (34.5) the bus company have kindly placed a stop right on the route, and there are regular buses to Cocking. It is fairly easy for the purist, who will insist even on off-route diversions being walked, to stick to his principles for the descent to the village for rest and refreshment. His principles will be more severely tested next morning on the realisation that after a steep climb up on a pavement-less main road, there is another climb to regain the height lost since Linch Ball, and twelve miles to the next pint of beer.

A286 to Houghton (12 miles) via Crown Tegleaze and Littleton Farm

ENJOY: Bignor Hill, Upwaltham, Toby Stone viewpoint, Amberley Working Museum

The Way continues in an easterly direction with a long climb from the A286 via Manorfarm Down onto Heyshott Down, with only very restricted views to the south. However, a short detour takes you to the triangulation point at the summit of Heyshott Down, from which there are fine views to the north. Thereafter, you enter another thickly forested section. The going is very fast at most times of year, as the trees provide welcome shelter from summer heat and reasonable protection from the rain. You continue over Graffham Down, above the attractive village of Graffham which is hidden from view by the trees, although easy footpath access to the village is possible. As you reach Woolavington Down, the woodland begins to thin out and a slight incline upwards takes you to the summit of this section, the 830ft junction of paths known as Crown Tegleaze. There is an elegant signpost here but the views are still limited because of the thickness of the surrounding forests. However, beyond this point you leave the dense forest behind and suddenly the ground falls away, your route dropping steeply through fields to reach the A285 Chichester–Petworth road at Littleton Farm (39.8). If there is time to spare, it is worth walking a short way down the main road to the right to view the little flint church of Upwaltham. Originally built in the twelfth century, the nave and apse have remained completely unchanged since.


Downland churches

Visits to downland churches such as Didling and Upwaltham are an integral part of walking the South Downs Way, and you should try to include time to explore them in your itinerary. Sadly, access to churches on this or indeed any other national trail can be something of a hit-and-miss affair in these days of vandalism, and the building may be locked with no information as to how to gain legitimate entry. Thankfully, there do remain many churches around which you are able to wander at will, with literature to assist and enlighten you, whether a glossy guidebook or a selection of ageing copies of the monthly church magazine.



After crossing straight over the A285 the route climbs again, following a wide track which passes the edge of woodlands on Burton Down, and emerges just south of two prominent masts signifying the advent of Bignor Hill from which there are superb views on a clear day. These will include the spire of Chichester Cathedral and the coastal settlements of Bognor Regis and Pagham, with the sea forming a rich blue backcloth. Nearer at hand, but worthy of a photograph or two, is Halnaker Windmill, sitting proudly on its hilltop; it dates back to 1750 although has been heavily restored since. Shortly, the Way meets Stane Street, a Roman road constructed to link Chichester with London. The area is steeped not only in history but pre-history; just south-east of the junction with Stane Street is the site of a Neolithic camp, and there are numerous tumuli nearby. The Way passes across a car park, with a very steep road running down to Bignor and its Roman villa which was discovered in 1811. Wooden buildings with thatched roofs have been built over the exposed foundations to give some idea of what the villa may have looked like, and there are also some fine mosaics to see.

Back on the Way, an airy walk on a wide track just north of east takes one to Toby’s Stone (42.5), a memorial to a well-known local huntsman. Here is one of the best views so far, encompassing the Arun valley and downland beyond, the Sussex coastal plain, and the sweep of countryside north of the Downs. It is at its most spectacular when the Arun has flooded and many parts of the valley are under water, but on any clear day the views to the coast and the sea are stunning. Reluctantly, you have to drop down to the foot of Westburton Hill, then after a sharp right turn the Way gradually climbs once more onto Bury Hill, skirting the extensive woodlands of Houghton Forest to the immediate south. Excellent views open up once more, the most enticing prospect being the Arun valley straight ahead. There is a slight descent to cross the very busy A29, then the Way plunges down to the flat valley bottom and having reached and crossed the Arun, follows alongside it for a short while before rising to meet the B2139 and turning right. A left turn here takes you to the village of Amberley which contains an imposing castle ruin dating back to 1380, thatched cottages and a Norman church.

The Way follows alongside the B2139 (46.5) briefly before branching left on a country lane, but by continuing straight on you arrive at the railway station and the refreshment facilities at Houghton. Adjacent to the station is the Amberley Working Museum, a magnificently comprehensive array of exhibits, memorabilia, crafts and trades of yesteryear, with a particularly fine display of old buses. The sight of a double-decker bus parked close to the route should not therefore encourage you into thinking that you have an easy ride back to base, for it may simply be the museum’s latest exhibit, having been declared unroadworthy some forty years ago and not been driven at all since ferrying a troop of Girl Guides to Butlins.

Houghton to Adur Crossing (12.8 miles) via Washington

ENJOY: Sullington Hill, Chanctonbury Ring, Steyning Bowl

The initial climb out of the Arun valley consists of a gentle incline up the lane, with the added bonus of a free glimpse at some of the exhibits of the Amberley Working Museum. Then, having turned right at a T-junction of roads, you leave the road by turning left, and make a long steep ascent on farm tracks to the top of Rackham Hill. You should watch out for cyclists coming down the hill towards you at enormous speed. It is a relief to reach the top of the escarpment, now proceeding more decisively eastwards again. The reward for the effort, apart from the satisfaction of reaching the halfway mark on the route, is a splendid view of the Arun valley and the hills that have been left behind, and a return to ridge walking, where views to the Weald and the sea are equally impressive. You can clearly make out the towns of Bognor Regis and Littlehampton, as well as the medieval ruins of Arundel Castle.

The whole of the 6-mile stretch from Amberley to Washington is South Downs Way walking at its very best, with no significant undulations and good open walking on wide tracks, virtually free from woodland. In fact woodland is much sparser on the second half of the walk. The Way passes close to Parham Park, and the beautiful Elizabethan mansion of Parham House, and then goes on past Springhead Hill and Chantry Post on Sullington Hill (50.3), where in each case the presence of a nearby car park and access road brings a brief spate of casual walkers. In due course another break in the ridge signals another sharp descent, not to a river valley but the dangerously busy A24 London–Worthing road (52.4) which has to be crossed. (An alternative route, leaving the main route at Barnsfarm Hill, takes you down the north side of the escarpment onto a track, and in due course over a footbridge across the A24 into the picturesque village of Washington.) Having crossed straight over the A24, you briefly join a metalled road then turn right, but by continuing on the road downhill you reach Washington. Though you may immediately think of the American city, ‘Washington’ actually means a Saxon settlement of the sons of Wassa. The church is largely uninteresting but the village is undeniably picturesque and there is a welcome pub where admirers of Hilaire Belloc still gather to sing his West Sussex Drinking Song, ending with the words, ‘The swipes they take in at Washington Inn is the very best beer I know.’

There follows a short but steep climb to the Iron Age hill fort of Chanctonbury Ring (54), the path following a clearly defined but somewhat winding course to the summit. The Ring actually consists of a clump of beech trees, planted within the oval-shaped hill fort in 1760. It is still possible to make out parts of the low bank and ditch. Although many of the trees were lost in the great storm in October 1987, it remains a useful shelter on a wet day as well as a splendid viewpoint. There is another prominent Iron Age fort, Cissbury Ring, clearly visible nearby, and this is worth a detour if time permits. The Way proceeds in a south-easterly direction, and you will enjoy another splendid high-level promenade which soon passes the grand (but strictly private) buildings of the sixteenth-century stately home, Wiston House.

The walk arcs in a crude semi-circle round Steyning Bowl then changes direction from south-east to north-east to go over Annington Hill and then descend gradually, by means of a track and along a minor road, to the next big valley, the Adur (pronounced ‘Ada’), just below Upper Beeding. You enjoy a short riverside stroll before crossing the river by means of a footbridge (59.3), immediately beyond which is a most useful tap, provided by the Society of Sussex Downsmen; it is one of a number of useful water points on the South Downs Way. Buses are available to Steyning from the nearby A283. Steyning is a beautiful little place, its finest corner being Church Lane which shows off virtually every form of local building material – timber, flint, brick, tile, thatch, Horsham stone and slate – with some houses dating back to the fifteenth century. Arguably the finest building in the town is the part twelfth-century St Andrew’s Church, which contains fine Norman carvings. The original building was founded in the eighth century by St Cuthman; legend says he arrived and settled in Steyning having pushed his invalid mother in a wheelbarrow from Devon, and residents should not be too surprised to be confronted with weary but waggish walkers asking where the wheelbarrow is parked as they themselves may have some use for it.

Adur Crossing to A27 Crossing for Lewes (15.3 miles) via Truleigh Hill, Devil’s Dyke and Pyecombe

ENJOY: Fulking Escarpment, Devil’s Dyke, Ditchling Beacon

Most walkers will agree that the Adur valley, rather disfigured hereabouts with industrial workings, lacks the appeal of the Arun valley. Fortunately, perhaps, you do not linger here long, but after proceeding quickly to the busy A283 and crossing it, you immediately climb back onto the escarpment. Your reward for this brisk ascent will be the good views to Chanctonbury Ring as well as Lancing College Chapel. This Gothic-style building dates back to 1848 and in this country is beaten for height by only three other ecclesiastical buildings, namely Westminster Abbey, York Minster and Liverpool Cathedral. As you near the top of the hill, you reach Truleigh Hill with its rather untidy assembly of buildings, but among them is a most useful youth hostel (60.9).

Once past the buildings, fine eastward ridge walking returns with the crossing of Edburton Hill and the Fulking escarpment. The best views lie northwards to the Weald, a vast area of woodland, farmland, small villages and towns which separate the South Downs from the North Downs. Immediately below you are the villages of Edburton and Fulking. Edburton boasts an excellent fresh fishery, and Fulking is a beautiful village with a very popular pub. Both villages have given their names to hills, which form part of this section of the route. These pleasant hills, however, serve merely as appetisers for Devil’s Dyke (63.5), the undoubted highlight of this section of the Downs. Just before you reach the Dyke, you will clearly see the huge conurbation of Brighton from the Dyke Hotel, and indeed the Dyke area remains a splendid playground for the Brighton populace. The Way passes along a splendid grassy promenade where a fine day will bring out hosts of hang-gliders, then begins the dramatic descent alongside the Dyke itself. This is a deep dry valley with Ice Age origins, and remains a remarkable natural feature, with an array of interesting vegetation.


The Devil’s Dyke

Legend has it that the Devil created it in a bid to flood the Weald where Christianity had taken hold, but when he saw a candle being held by a watching woman, he fled, leaving the job unfinished, believing the candle to be the rising sun. Since Sunday is one of the most popular days for visitors to this spot, local church leaders may ruefully reflect that in inadvertently leaving such a remarkable feature in the state he did, the Devil did not do too badly after all in wooing would-be churchgoers away from their weekly observance.



The combination of the Dyke itself and the considerable panorama to its north certainly makes for fine walking, and it is with reluctance that you will drop down to the road at Saddlescombe, only to climb up again almost immediately onto Newtimber Hill. A detour along the road to the left will take you to Poynings. With its fine fourteenth-century flint church, cosy pub, and picturesque assembly of buildings in the shadow of the Downs, it is almost the definitive downland village. Newtimber Hill commands fine views in all directions, and it is followed by a brisk descent to the A23, the busiest road crossing so far, fortunately crossed by means of a bridge. Immediately after comes the pretty village of Pyecombe (66.2), and for once you find yourself passing through a village actually on the route rather than having to detour to reach it. Downland flint is the dominant motif of the village, and there is a lovely twelfth-century church of flint and pebbledash. The village was well known as a centre from which shepherds’ crooks were supplied. The Way reaches the busy A273 and turns left alongside it, but you soon cross over it to join a path which heads eastwards away from the road and climbs again, this time alongside a golf course. You then turn sharp left to come within sight of the Clayton Windmills (67.5), better known as Jack and Jill. Jack is a brick tower-mill of 1876, and Jill, a much older lady, is a wooden post-mill of 1821. She came from Dyke Road, Brighton, in about 1850.

Near the windmills, from which there is easy path access to Hassocks and its convenient station, the Way swings again to the east and for several miles enjoys a glorious high-level promenade, with superb Wealden views to the north. Around this point, you cross into East Sussex. The path maintains a good height, rising slightly to reach Ditchling Beacon (69.3), at 813ft one of the highest spots on the Way, with panoramic views not only to the Weald but also to the sea. The sprawl of Brighton is still visible, as are the coastal settlements to its east. Ice creams will often be available at the car park, and on Bank Holidays you can derive some smug satisfaction from watching indolent drivers jostling for parking space.

Beyond the car park there is road access to the village of Ditchling, which boasts a largely thirteenth-century church and a wide range of facilities. However, if you decide to make the detour you will have a very long climb back up afterwards. The high-level walk continues, passing Streat Hill with evidence of Bronze Age habitation, and reaching Plumpton Plain above the village of Plumpton, famed for its picturesque racecourse. Then at Blackcap, amidst an abundance of tumuli, the Way turns away from the scarp edge and seems to turn half back on itself, heading initially in a south-westerly direction before swinging south-eastwards over Balmer Down. This is undoubtedly an anticlimax after what has gone before, with restricted views and the path losing height all the time. Moreover, this next section is bitty and you should follow the signposting carefully, for in recent years the Way has been re-routed to take advantage of a footbridge over the monstrously busy A27 road (74.6). In order to meet up with the original route, which crossed the A27 at Newmarket Inn, a tedious stretch beside the dual carriageway follows and it is only when you reach the garage at Newmarket Inn that you can turn away from the A27 and things quieten down. However, you could choose to walk on alongside the A27 into Lewes, the ancient county town of East Sussex. The town contains Norman castle remains and a jumble of medieval streets with a variety of buildings, mostly Georgian and made of local materials. Lewes comes to life on 5 November with one of the most elaborate and impressive bonfire processions in the country, while the wealth of antique shops and both ancient and modern book dealers provide constant delight for the connoisseur and bibliophile.

A27 Crossing to Alfriston (13.6 miles) via Rodmell and Southease

ENJOY: Firle Beacon, Alfriston

The route moves away from the A27 and begins a climb back onto the escarpment, which now faces north-east rather than north. Soon you reach Juggs Road, an ancient route that was used to carry fish to the market at Lewes. As the route proceeds south-eastwards, there are good views all along this stretch to the town, as well as Newhaven and out towards Seaford. The contrast with, say, Heyshott Down and Graffham Down could not be starker, for this area of downland is almost totally exposed with an absence of trees throughout this section. Well-defined tracks take you over Swanborough Hill, Iford Hill, Front Hill and Mill Hill above the Ouse valley and its villages of Kingston-near-Lewes, Itford and Rodmell; in due course you descend to this valley, dropping down to a track then turning left along it to reach the unclassified Lewes–Newhaven road.

You turn right onto the road and shortly left, and it is then a short stroll to the pretty village of Southease. Undoubtedly its most interesting feature is its flint church (80.6) complete with round Saxon tower – one of only three in the whole of Sussex. The church, which contains box pews and some thirteenth-century paintings depicting scenes from the life of Christ, is right on the route and its shady churchyard is a lovely place for a rest on a hot day. A short road walk eastwards takes you across the River Ouse and then over the railway line. There is a useful railway halt here, with trains to Lewes and Newhaven, although train times should be checked carefully in advance to avoid a long wait.

You cross the busy A26, the main road linking the port of Newhaven with the A27 trunk road, then have an immediate steep ascent onto Itford Hill. Once the lost height is regained there follows another splendid high-level eastward march on excellent paths, the escarpment now more north-facing again. The ridge walking is easy and satisfying, as the Way passes Beddingham Hill and Firle Plantation, with views out towards Glyndebourne, well known for its festival of opera. The nearby village of Glynde will forever be associated with John Ellman, whose claim to fame is as a first-class sheep breeder of the black-faced Southdown sheep, which can be found grazing along parts of the route. The ridge walk culminates in another of the great summits of the South Downs Way, the 713ft Firle Beacon, bestrewn with tumuli, and the sight, unusual on this part of the walk, of a large clump of trees making up Firle Plantation. As with Ditchling Beacon, the best views are to the north, with Charleston farmhouse immediately ahead. Charleston farmhouse has no dancing connections but was in fact the headquarters of the Bloomsbury Group, the set of influential English writers and philosophers which included Virginia Woolf and Lytton Strachey.

From Firle Beacon the Way continues over Bostal Hill and past the quaintly-named Bopeep Bostal; the curious walker will be reassured to know that ‘bostal’ in this instance, a term peculiar to the South Downs, means a path up a steep hill. From here it is almost all downhill, the Way passing further tumuli as it drops down to the Cuckmere valley, the last great valley on the South Downs Way. In due course the buildings of Alfriston come into view, and you descend between two patches of woodland and onto a metalled road that leads into the village (88.2). This is one of the biggest settlements actually on the route itself, and it is a fascinating place, with numerous timber-framed, tile-hung and weatherboarded houses, particularly round the square. Several of them house attractive shops and eating places. There are a number of ancient inns in the village; the thirsty traveller who stops at the Star Inn might note that its timbers are ornamented with carvings of beasts, and at one corner of the inn stands what is arguably Alfriston’s most celebrated landmark; a large red lion which was once the figurehead of a seventeenth-century Dutch ship. Two other treasures in the village are the fourteenth-century Clergy House, the National Trust’s very first acquisition, and the fourteenth-century flint church of St Andrew, known as the Cathedral of the Downs. There is an interesting range of shops, including the marvellous post office offering takeaway teas and hot pies, and another devoted to light music nostalgia. Frank Sinatra and Nat King Cole enthusiasts will find no better collection this side of the Atlantic.

MAIN ROUTE
Alfriston to Eastbourne (10.6 miles) via Westdean, Exceat and Birling Gap

ENJOY: Westdean, Seven Sisters, Beachy Head, Eastbourne

The main route of the Way proceeds across the Cuckmere River then enjoys a delightful stroll southwards along the river bank, which serves as a very pleasant contrast to the high-level walking that characterises so much of the route. The riverside walking ends at Litlington, a pretty village of flint cottages and a charming tea garden. You cross straight over the road here and proceed away from Litlington on a track, rising all the while and passing Charleston Manor, part of which dates back to 1200. Amongst the manor’s attractions are a walled garden, a medieval dovecote and one of the biggest tithe barns in the county. Having passed the manor, the Way climbs steeply into a substantial area of beech woodland known as Friston Forest. Soon the Way enters the village of Westdean (91), which is a peaceful and secluded place with a flint-built rectory dating back to the thirteenth century. The part-Norman church of All Saints contains a memorial to Lord Waverley who, as Sir John Anderson, was Home Secretary during the Second World War and introduced the air-raid shelter bearing his name. It is believed that Alfred the Great had a palace here, probably on the site in the village centre where the ruins of the medieval manor and a nearby dovecote are preserved as ancient monuments.

There follows a steep descent south-westwards to the Cuckmere at Exceat Bridge, where you are confronted by the extremely busy A259. Exceat is a major tourist honeypot, boasting a wildlife exhibition and complex, and numerous signposted walks beside the Cuckmere Estuary and back into Friston Forest. Amidst the wealth of signposting, it is quite easy to lose the route of the South Downs Way. It has changed in recent years and now follows the east side of the estuary, with its splendid array of wildlife, to reach the sea. Your arrival at the Cuckmere Estuary is a most exciting moment, signifying that the journey is almost at an end. First, however, you must negotiate the final significant range of hills of the South Downs: the Seven Sisters.

The Seven Sisters consist of a series of dramatic chalk clifftops rising to over 500ft. The depressions separating each clifftop, or Sister, are the valleys of ancient rivers, formed when the chalk extended further seawards, but later cut off when the sea pounded the chalk away. Even after nearly a hundred weary miles, you will not fail to be thrilled by this magnificent sequence of chalk cliffs, providing superb views both to the sea and inland, and serving as a fitting and splendid culmination to so much hard but satisfying downland walking. Each Sister has a name; from west to east they are Haven Brow, Short Brow, Rough Brow, Brass Point, Flagstaff Point, Baily’s Hill and Hill Brow.

Having negotiated the final Sister, you descend to a freak cleft in the South Downs known as Birling Gap (95), near to which is a flight of steep steps that saw use by eighteenth-century smugglers. This is another popular spot for visitors – refreshments may be available – but it can be a frightening place in stormy weather, and coastal erosion has made the houses here particularly vulnerable. The ground rises again, passing the Belle Tout lighthouse, which was operational between 1834 and 1901 and was subsequently turned into a private house. Coastal erosion recently led to the building being moved, piece by piece, from its original position. Using one of a plethora of available paths, you climb to the last but arguably most famous summit of the South Downs Way, namely Beachy Head, which at 534ft is one of the highest cliffs on the South Coast, and on a clear day it is possible to see the Isle of Wight and Dungeness in Kent. At the base of the cliff is the distinctive red and white lighthouse, built in 1902 to replace the Belle Tout lighthouse, and capable of sending a beam sixteen miles across the English Channel. In 1999 a portion of cliff fell down hereabouts, and you should take care on the cliff edges as erosion makes further cliff slips very possible.

Beachy Head is an immensely popular spot, and on most days you will not be alone as you stride over the turf and – again with a fair number of paths to choose from – begin the steady descent to the final objective: the town of Eastbourne (98.8). At the foot of the hill the South Downs Way officially ends, and you may then follow the promenade to reach the town centre and its impressive range of amenities. Eastbourne, with its 3-mile esplanade and fine array of shops, parks and theatres, is a most pleasant place to linger at the end of a long walk, if time is available. Two features of particular interest are the Wish Tower, formerly a Martello tower (coastal defensive fort) and now a coastal defence museum, and the bandstand which contains seats for 3,000 and offers frequent band concerts to delight audiences and passers-by. As you proceed into the town after your long pilgrimage from Winchester, you might like to think that the band’s robust rendition of When The Saints Go Marching In is really for you, even though at that precise moment you may feel a more appropriate tune to be Show Me The Way To Go Home.

ALTERNATIVE BRIDLE ROUTE
Alfriston to Eastbourne (7.4 miles) via Jevington

ENJOY: Wilmington Long Man, Windover Hill, Jevington

Like the main route, the bridle route crosses the Cuckmere footbridge just beyond Alfriston, then continues eastwards along the track, turns left and enjoys a stroll through the water meadows by the Cuckmere. Soon you reach and cross a metalled road, then join a track that heads south-eastwards, shortly crossing another road. A right turn along this road takes you to the tiny church at Lullington, just 16ft square with room for over twenty people. Beyond the road the Way, still following a track, proceeds eastwards then south-eastwards, climbing onto Windover Hill. As well as commanding splendid views to the Cuckmere Valley, the Way is within easy reach of that most extraordinary Sussex Downs landmark, the 226ft high Long Man of Wilmington.


Long Man of Wilmington

Restored in 1874, nobody knows for certain how, or why, it came into existence, but one expert suggests that the figure, holding a staff in each of his outstretched hands, was a ‘dodman’ holding posts for surveying and establishing ley lines. Another theory is that he represented King Harold of the Saxons, with a spear in each hand. Others claim it represents a pagan god, a medieval pilgrim or even to have Roman origins.



The South Downs Way passes directly above the Long Man so he cannot be properly appreciated from the path itself. If you wish to get a better view, you would be well advised to detour towards the village of Wilmington itself, which is also worth a visit, with its fourteenth-century Benedictine priory remains and a part Norman church with an enormous yew tree in the churchyard. Windover Hill is of interest to the historian, for it contains a group of Neolithic flint mines on its south face, and further south of the mines is a well-preserved long barrow, 180ft long and stretching to 50ft wide. From the summit of Windover Hill there is then some fine high-level walking before the Way drops down through the Lullington Heath Nature Reserve and along the north-east fringe of Friston Forest to reach the village of Jevington (92). There is a most attractive flint church with a Saxon tower, and there are a number of pretty flint and tiled cottages and a picturesque pub, the Six Bells. From Jevington, the Way rises for the last time and the town of Eastbourne unfolds ahead. Passing Willingdon Hill, the route runs beside a golf course and drops down to Paradise Drive where, for walkers taking this alternative route, the South Downs Way ends (95.6 via bridle route). The ending is as anticlimactical as it is sudden, with some unexciting walking required to reach the seafront, the shops and perhaps most importantly the train home.





Chapter Two

The North Downs Way

[image: img]


	Designation: National trail.

	Length: 125 miles (main route) or 130 miles (loop route).

	Start: Farnham, Surrey.

	Finish: Dover, Kent.

	Nature: A walk along the escarpment of the North Downs through Surrey and Kent, with fine views across the Weald and north towards the capital.

	Difficulty rating: Moderate.

	Average time of completion: 10–11 days.



HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS WALK:


	St Martha’s

	Box Hill

	Chevening

	Canterbury

	Dover



The North Downs Way, opened in 1978, may not be the oldest national trail but its roots lie in pre-history. The ridge of the North Downs (the formation of which I explained in the section describing the South Downs Way) is believed to have formed part of a trading link between the peoples of Surrey and Kent and the Isle of Portland after the retreat of the ice approximately 10,000 years ago. It is even claimed that paths along the North Downs were used by pre-Ice Age hunters some 250,000 years ago. Until England was separated from the rest of Europe about 5,000 years ago, people from what is now France and Germany may have gained access to central England by these routes. Since then, it is likely that the routes were used for cattle-droving and long-distance travel on foot or on horseback – routes which the creation of newer roads has rendered obsolete. There is a popular misconception that the North Downs Way follows the same course as the Pilgrims’ Way, a route taken from England’s former secular capital, Winchester, to what could be regarded as its spiritual capital, Canterbury. Although recognition has been given to the proximity of Canterbury with a loop route which leaves the principal route near Wye and continues to Dover right through the cathedral city, there are considerable differences between them. In any case, the Pilgrims’ Way does not have quite the same scenic beauty or historic significance. Not only is it not a properly marked route, but it tends to remain beneath the chalk escarpment rather than climbing onto it as the North Downs Way does, it has probably only been called the Pilgrims’ Way since the mid-nineteenth century, and some historians now doubt whether medieval pilgrims actually used it at all!

The nearness of London to the chalk escarpment does undoubtedly have an effect on the character of the route. In contrast to the South Downs Way there are few long uninterrupted stretches of path walking, and it can be fiddly and disjointed. Busy roads and railways run parallel to, and across the route in many places, creating a constant barrage of noise. Development is so intense that camping is difficult, if not impossible; even the smaller, prettier villages situated on or near the route have expanded through insensitive post-war building so there is little sense of isolation or tranquillity. Virtually the whole route is green belt commuter country, conjuring images not so much of broad vistas of rolling pastures and unspoilt woodland as bowler-hatted FT readers scrambling for the last portion of standing-room on the 7.42.

Logistically and technically the North Downs Way is not difficult. Access to amenities is never a problem, as there are so many towns and villages close to the route. There is a fair amount of up-and-down work, with the path rising to nearly 900ft in places but, save one or two steep climbs, there is nothing that is too arduous. There are ample rewards for modest effort in terms of some superb viewpoints and many attractive stretches of airy downland and beautiful beech-woods. Originally the North Downs were covered with dense woodlands of ash, hornbeam, beech and yew. Much of this has been cleared to expose grazing land, but several pockets of woodland remain, with many lovely flowers including violet, primrose, stitchwort, hazel, honeysuckle and lady orchid; the North Downs is the only area in Britain where the lady orchid is to be found. On the thin chalky soils of the Downs the walker can also find yellow trefoil, rock-rose, hawkbit, pinks and blues of the scabious and knapweed families, and autumn gentian. Birds include the skylark, yellowhammer, woodpigeon, woodpecker, kestrel, chaffinch and grey partridge, and on the ground, you should look out for voles, rabbits, foxes and badgers. In August you may see the beautiful chalkhill blue butterfly on the more exposed grassland, but marbled white butterflies may be seen earlier in the year, especially on the first half of the journey.

Farnham to Newlands Corner (14.4 miles) via Seale and Puttenham

ENJOY: Farnham, Watts Gallery, St Martha’s Hill

Farnham is a very agreeable place to start the journey; best known as the home of the writer William Cobbett, author of Rural Rides. Its loveliest street is the elegant Castle Street with its Georgian buildings and almshouses, overshadowed by its splendid red brick Norman castle. It dates from the twelfth century and was the palace of the bishops of Winchester until 1925. The North Downs Way starts rather unceremoniously by a busy road junction of the A31 with the road coming down from the station. It follows eastwards alongside the A31 but then thankfully leaves it by turning right, passing a fine timbered house and underneath the railway, and follows a track into a pleasant meadow, joining a peaceful country road. Detouring along this road for a mile or so brings you to Waverley Abbey, the first Cistercian house in England, dating back to 1128. However, the route turns left off this road onto Compton Way, and crossing the River Wey, passes Moor Park College, then climbs steeply away from the valley.

Near the top of the hill, the Way leaves the road, turns left, proceeds across fields and then passes through an area of woodland, broken up only by Crooksbury Road near the end. Emerging from the woods, you turn right onto Sands Road and drop down to Farnham Golf Club where there is a left turn into Blighton Lane. After passing the golf course turn right onto a pleasant path which climbs steadily alongside the golf course and, after crossing Binton Lane, proceed along a field edge. There are good views on the right to the wooded Crooksbury Hill and its distinctive mast. The Way passes round the edge of the village of Seale; a detour down the road will bring you to Seale Church, almost entirely rebuilt in the nineteenth century but with some medieval fragments and a glorious view from the nearby war memorial.

You continue through an area of woodland and then emerge onto pastures with fine views east towards Puttenham Common. The route descends gently to Totford Lane then, having crossed the lane, enters Puttenham Common and begins climbing up again, soon reaching the village of Puttenham (6.6) and proceeding by road down its attractive street. Its church has features dating from the twelfth century and south of the church is Puttenham Priory, a Palladian building dating from 1762. The village lies right below the very busy A31 Farnham–Guildford road, which runs along a narrow 500ft chalk ridge. As you proceed from Seale to Puttenham it is a constant and attractive feature to your left, and although you may be disappointed that the Way itself does not proceed along it, you would have to concede that the traffic noise would spoil the walk to some extent. The ridge is known as the Hog’s Back, and one wonders how many local residents are dying to be asked by walkers or other visitors, ‘Do you know the Hog’s Back?’ so they can reply, ‘I didn’t know he’d been away!’

From Puttenham the Way crosses the B3000 Compton–Hog’s Back road and proceeds along a path past Puttenham golf course and through woodland. You pass underneath the busy and noisy A3 London–Portsmouth road, and soon reach a minor road. The route turns left onto the road and then shortly right onto a sandy lane, but a little further up the road is the Watts Gallery, exhibiting a collection of paintings by the nineteenth-century artist George Frederick Watts, best known for his allegorical works such as Hope and Mammon but also well known for his portraits of biblical and classical subjects. By detouring down the road in the opposite direction, you will pass by the ornate Watts memorial chapel and into the village of Compton. The church is worth visiting because it contains the only double-deck sanctuary to survive in England. The purpose of the second, ‘upstairs’ sanctuary is a mystery. The Norman railing, carved from a single piece of wood, is reputedly the oldest architectural wood carving in an English church.

Back on the Way, the route proceeds resolutely eastwards towards Guildford and round the edge of the Loseley Estate and its nature reserve, although views to Loseley House, built in 1562 with stone from Waverley Abbey, are restricted by woodland. The Way proceeds along the northern fringes of the woods, then into more open country past Piccard’s Farm and onto the A3100 (11). A detour left along this road takes you into Guildford, a most attractive town with a steep cobbled high street containing many historic buildings, notably the seventeenth-century almshouses and the Angel Hotel which has an old wooden gallery and coaching yard. There is a castle, built by Henry II, of which only the keep survives, and a modern cathedral. The Way, however, goes more or less straight over the A3100, once again crosses the River Wey, and then after crossing the A281 and flirting briefly with the outskirts of the city, it begins the climb to St Martha’s Hill. The ascent, initially on the fringes of woodland known as Chantries, continues through woodland to reach the beautiful hilltop church of St Martha, rebuilt in the nineteenth century from a ruin, the original church dating back to 1200. During the climb there are glorious panoramic views of the Surrey countryside. From the church you drop down to a road then climb again to Newlands Corner (14.4). This provides another good viewpoint and, because it is on the A25 Guildford–Dorking road, is a popular stopping-place and picnic area for motorists. The A25, which you cross here, used to be a major arterial road, but with the completion of the M25 is rather quieter and if you have time you may wish to detour alongside it to visit the pretty villages of Albury and Shere. Albury has an attractive park with fine cedar and yew trees, and in the park is a church with a remarkably ornate chapel built by Pugin as a mortuary chapel for Henry Drummond, the owner of the park.


Downs Link Path

On your way from St Martha’s Hill to Newlands Corner you meet the Downs Link path. This route runs from Shoreham-by-Sea to Guildford and, as the name implies, forms a link between the escarpments of the North and South Downs. Where long-distance paths overlap, there is always the possibility of overlapping waymarking as well, and thereby the possibility of confusion; a tired walker late in the day following a sequence of beautifully formed arrows may receive an unpleasant surprise when, expecting to arrive in a village that has promised him dinner and a much-needed night’s sleep, he is confronted with a signpost indicating that the village is now further away than when he started that morning.



Newlands Corner to Reigate (17.4 miles) via Ranmore Common

ENJOY: Mole Stepping Stones, Box Hill, Colley Hill

The Way, after crossing the A25, enters woodland, initially going eastwards as far as the Shere–East Clandon road. After crossing this road and emerging from the woods to pass Hollister Farm, the Way reenters woodland and follows a broad forest track across Netley Heath and the edge of Hackhurst Downs, then leaves the track and descends steeply in a south-easterly direction to meet a minor road linking the A25 with Effingham. You turn left onto this road, and proceeding north-eastwards, begin climbing again. After briefly following the road, the Way turns right and continues across White Downs through a further area of woodland, although breaks in the woods do allow good views to Dorking and Leith Hill, which at 965ft is the highest point in Surrey. Eventually the Way reaches a minor road at Ranmore Common (21.7), within sight of an attractively-situated church which, like St Martha’s Church, is right on the path. Known as the Church on the North Downs Way, it is faced entirely with cobbles.

The Way leaves Ranmore Common by means of a minor road and passes through the Denbies estate, joining a track to begin the descent to the valley. There was a large Italianate house here but it was demolished in 1954, and the estate is now better known for its vineyard beside which you pass during you descent. The valley – used by the Romans to take Stane Street to London – was created by the River Mole which has here cut a spectacular gap through the North Downs; Box Hill rises steeply on the other side, and the enjoyment you may feel as you drop downhill will be tempered with dread at the thought of a stiff climb almost immediately afterwards. The descent takes longer than somehow one feels it should, and its beauty is not enhanced by the noise of the busy A24, which runs through the valley. On reaching the valley floor, you meet railway, road and river in close succession, crossing the railway to reach the A24 road. By detouring up the A24 northwards you will reach a station from which trains are available to the pleasant town of Dorking nearby. It will also be possible to view the Burford Bridge Hotel, where Lord Nelson finally separated from Lady Nelson in 1800 and Keats completed Endymion in 1818. Thankfully you are spared having to walk across the A24, an underpass having been created instead, and you can proceed safely to the crossing of the Mole.


Mole Stepping Stones

The river crossing may be undertaken by a clearly signposted footbridge, but the more direct and romantic crossing is by means of a set of stepping stones. At times when the river level is higher than normal this crossing may not be feasible and the footbridge will have to be used. Even when the stones are usable, you would be well advised, particularly in wet weather when the stones are already slippery, to check the soles of your boots for accumulations of mud or other alluvial deposit before making the crossing. Few things will be more harmful to the dignity of the intrepid traveller, equipped with all the latest hi-tech gear, than being involuntarily propelled into the murky depths of a Surrey river, particularly if the victim’s performance is witnessed by a herd of tittering juveniles on the opposite bank.



There is then a punishing climb from roughly 160ft to 560ft in less than half a mile, onto the chalk plateau of Box Hill (23.9). With its sweeping views across the Weald, it is an immensely popular spot, particularly at weekends and holiday times. Thirsty walkers will be well catered for, with ice cream vans sure to be in attendance in summer, and the Boxhills pub, claiming to be the highest pub in Surrey, situated nearby. A stone on the hill marks the spot where one Peter Labellieres was buried upside down; because he thought the ‘world is turned topsy-turvy’ he believed his body would eventually be righted! The hillside contains lovely woodland, including whitebeam, juniper, yew, oak, birch and the box trees on its flank which gave the hill its name. Box is in fact the densest English wood, and Thomas Bewick, a famous engraver of birds and animals, claimed that one of his blocks, made of the wood, was sound after being used 900,000 times. The Way proceeds eastwards, passing through the woodland of Brockham Hills and losing height all the time, although the views remain good.

You pass along the south edge of Betchworth Quarries and go forward to the B2032, just north of Betchworth which has a useful station on the Guildford–Redhill–Tonbridge line. You turn left onto the B2032, and follow this road round a right-hand and then left-hand bend. When it finally straightens out, the Way turns right off the road through a narrow strip of woodland, left again, uphill and then right once more to follow the side of the Buckland Hills and Juniper Hill. There is thick woodland along the steep slopes to the left, and more open country to the right. Just beyond Juniper Hill there is a sharp left turn, and you rise steeply upwards to the summit of Colley Hill. There then follows an exhilarating high-level walk, first on Colley Hill and then Reigate Hill (31.8), on a good track towards the A217 just north of Reigate. There are superb views both to the north and to the south; the south brings more excellent Wealden panoramas, while to the north you have views right into the heart of London. The great vistas prompted a senior Army officer to build an ornate viewing pavilion here in 1909. Fast, largely level walking takes you forward to the A217, and the possibility of a detour to Reigate, past a motley collection of edifices including a watertower, a fort and a cats’ home.

Reigate to Oxted (10.2 miles) via Merstham

ENJOY: Gatton Park, Merstham, Oxted Downs

The A217 is crossed by means of a footbridge. Beyond the crossing is a car park and a refreshment hut, but do not expect to drink your beaker of tea in peace, for you are just a stone’s throw from its junction with the M25, and the traffic noise is considerable. You proceed through attractive National Trust-owned woodland, then turn right onto a driveway through Gatton Park. The early nineteenth-century house is now a school, while St Andrew’s Church, within its grounds, is of Gothic composition and has what Pevsner describes as one of the best private chapels in the country. Until 1832, despite having just 23 houses, the settlement of Gatton returned two members to Parliament, making it the most rotten borough but three in the country. It is no wonder that Pevsner describes the Town Hall, built in 1765 and in which elections for the borough were solemnly held, as a ‘very English political joke!’ The Way leaves Gatton Park and proceeds gently downhill through fields into Merstham (34). Merstham is a very pretty place, although it has the misfortune to have the M25 run right through its middle; particularly noteworthy is the church of St Katharine, the tower of which dates back to 1220, and a road called Quality Street with attractive old buildings including examples of firestone, brick, half-timbering and tile-hanging.

You cross the M25 and leave Merstham by way of a right turn into Rockshaw Road. The road runs parallel with the M25 which is on the right, and, with the M23 coming in from the left, you could be forgiven for feeling like the jam in a motorway sandwich. Immediately ahead is the interchange of these motorways, and the lover of motorway engineering can obtain a grandstand view of it from the bridge just ahead. The North Downs Way, however, leaves Rockshaw Road just short of the bridge, turns left and passes under the M23, climbing to a triangulation point some 660ft above sea level, higher than Box Hill. You continue eastwards, crossing a minor road and proceeding to Willey Park Farm where you turn right and follow a track heading south-east. You cross another minor road to join a road that proceeds over White Hill, where there is a good viewpoint, while just south of the path on White Hill is the Iron Age hill fort of War Coppice.

Two roads head off to the left, leading into the commuter town of Caterham, and just after the second turning you leave the road, taking a right turn on a footpath to contour the partially-wooded Gravelly Hill. There are excellent southward views from the hillside before you enter the woods and head in a more north-easterly direction to pick up the crossing of the A22 London–Eastbourne road. Almost immediately after crossing the A22, the Way forks right along a track which proceeds eastwards past Quarry Farm, and after crossing a wide track that leads onto Winders Hill, drops down south-eastwards to meet a minor road. You cross the road, following a track steeply uphill north-eastwards onto the wooded Tandridge Hill and the beautiful National Trust-owned South Hawke, providing splendid views. You then drop down the steep chalk cliffs through the woods, using steps. This is one of the finest moments of the walk so far, if a little unnerving for those with a fear of heights, for you are now crossing over a railway tunnel and, looking straight down, can see the railway emerging from the tunnel far below as it heads towards Oxted. It is a fine combination of natural beauty and man’s ingenuity. Once over the tunnel, the Way continues to lose height, proceeding through the woods and into open country, then having passed some limeworks, soon reaches a minor road (42). The Way crosses more or less straight over but by following the road to the right you will reach Oxted, a commuter town with little to see, although the old town contains some old timber-framed cottages, and direct trains to London are available.

Oxted to Wrotham (18.4 miles) via Otford

ENJOY: Titsey Place, Sundridge Hill, Chevening, Otford Mount

Beyond the Oxted road the North Downs Way proceeds eastwards, initially in open country and then alongside the thickly wooded slopes of the Titsey Plantation to the left. You reach a T-junction of paths on the edge of Titsey Park; Titsey Place, within the park, dates back to 1775. At the T-junction you turn left and climb steeply up Pitchfont Lane to the road junction at Botley Hill; at 882ft the highest point of the North Downs. At the junction you turn hard right onto the B269, then shortly turn left off it and cut through woodland and open country to the B2024, immediately below Tatsfield. There are some fine views on the Botley–Tatsfield section; indeed local housebuilders tried to draw Londoners to developments around Tatsfield by saying ‘Come to the London Alps!’ It has to be said that there are occasions, particularly when rain and mist sweep over the North Downs, on which it is hard to visualise any similarity between these murky heights and sun-drenched snow-capped peaks of Switzerland and France.

Joining the B2024 briefly, you proceed straight ahead at a three-way junction onto a lane beside the golf course, and a right turn at the next fork takes you onto a drive which goes forward to the A233 Westerham–Biggin Hill road. You have now crossed the border into Kent. Detouring to the right along the A233 brings you to Westerham. Referred to by Daniel Defoe as a ‘handsome, well-built market town,’ it is indeed an attractive place, and although rather spoilt with modern development, retains some pleasant features including a green, market square, the part-thirteenth-century church of St Mary, and two fine seventeenth-century buildings; namely Grosvenor House and Quebec House. After crossing the A233 the Way, having lost some height from Botley Hill, climbs up again, through woodland initially and then onto the more open country of Hogtrough Hill.

You continue in a generally north-eastward direction, following firstly a minor road, then field edges, to the 760ft triangulation point on Sundridge Hill. You then skirt the northern fringes of the beech woodlands at the northern end of Chevening Park, briefly entering the woods themselves at one point, and then begin to veer to the southeast. As you do so, you pass close to the village of Knockholt that lies to your left. The Way continues south-eastwards, dropping steeply downhill into the wide Darent valley, with magnificent views across Chevening Park, its tree-fringed lake, and its red brick house, thought to have been built for Lord Dacre who died in 1630. At length you reach the B2211 and follow it briefly to the left to reach the A224, turning right onto this road and crossing over the M25. Just to the southwest is the M25 interchange with the M26. The route soon leaves the A224 just short of Dunton Green to turn left onto a minor road and then immediately right, heading north-eastwards across fields and over the main London–Tonbridge railway line. It may make a pleasant change to observe rushing trains rather than rushing vehicles. A glance at the map reveals that this particular stretch of line lies between two of the longest railway tunnels in southern England: the Knockholt and Sevenoaks tunnels (the former running underneath the escarpment of the North Downs).

From the railway the route continues on a well-defined track towards Otford, turning right onto a road and then proceeding eastwards over the Darent into the village centre (53.7). Otford is a most picturesque place, where even the roundabout comes with pond and weeping willow. Some parts of the church date back to the eleventh century, and the Bull Inn contains a sixteenth-century fireplace. There are also remains of an Archbishop’s Palace, the work of Archbishop Warham and in use from the early sixteenth century. Refreshments should be available in the village, and if so it may be wise to take advantage of them; after a brief walk on the A225 the Way, continuing in the same easterly direction, leaves the road and heads very steeply uphill to Otford Mount, from where there are superb views across the Darent valley and beyond. The route stays at a good height, crossing a minor road and proceeding round the north edge of woodland within sight of Otford Manor, and above the village of Kemsing. Its church of St Mary is of Norman origin, but contains a remarkable decorated rood screen, Pre-Raphaelite reredos and gold altar canopy. All this was created in the twentieth century by the Gothic revivalist Comper, and described by Simon Jenkins as ‘an uncommonly harmonious work of twentieth-century art.’

Back on the Way, you cross another minor road, after which there is a mixture of open and woodland walking, the route still proceeding roughly in an easterly direction, on the top fringes of the escarpment. Then, in Chalk Pit Wood, a more extensive patch of woodland, the Way swings in a southward direction and, crossing a minor road, drops down steeply through cornfields to reach a wide track; the course of the old Pilgrims’ Way. Turning left onto the track, it is a straightforward walk eastwards below the escarpment to reach Wrotham (60.4). Once again, you are close to the convergence of two motorways, this time the M26 and M20.


Brass Rubbings

The Way passes round the northern edge of Wrotham, but it is worth detouring to view the charming village centre with its outstanding medieval church, which is particularly rich in brasses and has a remarkable portrait gallery with about fifty figures of five families ranging in date from 1498 to 1615. A brass-rubbing is a most personal and rewarding souvenir of a visit to a church on a national trail, but the hiker, having completed it, would be well advised to post it home. It would be such a pity if rainwater, seeping through his rucksack, soaked his lovingly-finished reproduction of Lionel, Duke of Clarence (d.1368) or Roger Mortimer, Earl of March (d.1398), resulting in an indelible imprint on his only dry T-shirt.



Wrotham to Medway Bridge (10.6 miles) via Upper Bush and Cuxton

ENJOY: Coldrum Stones, Holly Hill, Rochester

Leaving Wrotham, the Way crosses the A227 and the M20, and proceeds north-eastwards on a minor road past Hognore Farm then, when the road executes a hairpin bend and starts to descend, it continues on up the hill and into the woods, gaining the upper fringes of the escarpment once more. The Way meets the A227 again but immediately turns right onto a minor road and soon left onto a footpath, staying in the woods as it continues eastwards through Trosley Country Park, immediately south of the sprawling Vigo Village. A detour down the escarpment brings you to the peaceful and isolated Norman church of Trottiscliffe, and half a mile or so to the east are the Coldrum Stones, a megalithic long barrow thought to date back to 2000 BC. Back on the Way, having gained all the height, you promptly lose it again, descending through woodland on the southern fringes of Whitehorse Wood, then climb back up to the top of the escarpment. The views hereabouts are truly magnificent, and this area is justifiably popular with visitors. The Way proceeds northwards up a lane past the 643ft Holly Hill triangulation point, then when the lane ends it continues north through Greatpark Wood before turning eastwards and then north-eastwards. The going is still predominantly through woodland, broken up by just two patches of open land. Immediately to the east now is the less congenial Medway valley, but although the valley is heavily built-up with a number of industrial villages and towns, the woodland of beech, hornbeam and yew hides it from view.

In due course, you reach a crossroads of paths; while a right turn leads shortly down to North Halling in the valley, the Way turns left and follows a course slightly west of north, proceeding downhill through North Wood and onto the hamlet of Upper Bush. Swinging north-eastwards again on a track and then footpath, you arrive at the Cobham–Cuxton road just west of the village of Cuxton. Instead of proceeding into the village, the Way appears to shy away from it, turning left and climbing steeply to cross the railway. The route then executes a rather crude semi-circle round Cuxton, heading north-eastwards initially, dropping steeply and then rising to a thin area of woodland. Superb views now open out across the Medway valley, with your eyes being irresistibly drawn to the Medway bridge, for which you are now heading. Before reaching it, however, you have to drop south-eastwards between two further areas of woodland to complete the circuit of Cuxton, then turn left and proceed beside the busy A228 to reach the junction with the M2 and the all-important Medway crossing. Cuxton, despite being shunned by the path planners, does have some redeeming features, including a hillside church with a Norman nave, and a sixteenth-century gateway which is the only surviving feature of a late fifteenth-century house called Whorne’s Place.

The exciting crossing of the Medway may be delayed if you wish to visit nearby Rochester, reached by continuing north-eastwards along the A228. The city contains a twelfth-century 128ft high Norman castle keep (the largest in England), several timbered houses, Benedictine priory ruins, traces of the walls of the old Roman settlement of Durobrivae, a seventeenth-century guildhall, and a cathedral, built between the twelfth and fifteenth century, which has a magnificent west doorway with highly decorative carving. The cathedral contains the tomb of St William of Perth, who was murdered near Rochester in 1201 during a pilgrimage; after he was buried, a number of miracles were reported to have taken place at his tomb. The city has strong associations with Charles Dickens who spent much of his life in the area, and parts of Rochester appear in his novels Pickwick Papers, Great Expectations and The Mystery of Edwin Drood.

Returning down the A228 to rejoin the Way, your next task will be to cross the Medway, using the right-hand side of the splendid M2 motorway bridge high above the river (71). It is an undeniably exhilarating experience, albeit somewhat alarming for the vertigo-sufferer!

Medway Bridge to Hollingbourne (15.3 miles) via Detling

ENJOY: Kit’s Coty House, White Horse Stone, Boxley

Coming off the bridge, you continue on a track running parallel with the M2, turning right just past Nashenden Farm and climbing onto Wouldham Downs with good views to the Medway valley and the woodlands beyond. The Way then veers south-eastwards over Burham Common to meet the A229 just below Chatham at Blue Bell Hill, the footpath graduating to a narrow metalled road and, soon after Burham Hill Farm, passing the Robin Hood, an isolated but most welcome pub. At Blue Bell Hill the Way, rather than crossing the A229, turns southwards and proceeds along a path parallel with it, swinging west of south to reach Kit’s Coty House, a Neolithic burial chamber consisting of three upright stones, 7–8ft high, surmounted by a capstone nearly 13ft long. Although their survival over several thousand years is remarkable, their preservation has not been assisted by the graffiti which has been carved on them. Some of the graffiti is in fact well over 100 years old and could therefore be said to have acquired historical interest of its own. However, the iron cage in which the stones are enclosed denies contemporary North Downs Way walkers the opportunity to fascinate future generations of pilgrims with their own suitably apposite inscriptions.

Beyond Kit’s Coty House the Way goes onto meet and cross a road junction, then proceeds eastwards, going under the A229. You pass more prehistoric stones, consisting of a single megalith known as the White Horse Stone, and a whole group of fallen sarsen stones – actually the ruined burial chamber of a prehistoric long barrow – known as as the Countless Stones but marked on the map as Little Kit’s Coty. These lie on the west side of the A229 underpass, with the White Horse Stone on the east side. Immediately beyond the White Horse Stone you briefly follow a track then turn left and proceed extremely steeply up the escarpment, through beech-woods. Turning right at the top, you go south-eastwards along a path which hugs the border between the woods to the right and open fields to the left. The path takes you virtually all the way to Detling which lies immediately beyond the crossing of the A249 Sittingbourne–Maidstone road. By detouring right at the one minor road crossing on this section, you may descend to reach Boxley, an unspoilt village with a green, pond, and ruins of a twelfth-century Cistercian abbey. The A249 crossing, reached by a sharp right turn and steep descent, is the closest you get to Maidstone.


Maidstone

This bustling Medway town, badly affected by flooding in the autumn of 2000, boasts the largest church in Kent (All Saints) as well as a fourteenth-century Archbishops’ Palace. After the introduction of hops from the Continent in the sixteenth century, the town became the centre of the Kentish brewery industry. As you walk through Kent you will see many fine examples of oast houses or kilns which were formerly used for drying newly picked hops.



The Way turns left at the A249 (81) and proceeds briefly alongside it in order to negotiate a safer crossing point of this very busy road. Walkers wishing to visit Detling, which offers some albeit limited amenities, need to turn right onto the A249 and then cross at the next junction.

From the A249, you follow a rather disjointed course south-eastwards along footpaths to Hollingbourne. You pass through a mixture of woodland and open downland, from which there are excellent views. Soon after the A249 crossing you reach the ruins of Thurnham Castle, described as a typical Norman defensive work, and known to have been occupied by Robert de Thurnham in the latter half of the twelfth century during the reign of Henry II. The only other obvious landmarks are three minor road crossings, leading respectively to Thurnham with its fine brick-and-timber Friars Place, Bearsted on the outskirts of Maidstone, and Broad Street. When you reach a fourth road, you turn right along it and descend to Hollingbourne (86.3), turning left at the first crossroads to continue.

I have walked parts of the Detling–Hollingbourne section in glorious autumn sunshine, with splendid views across the Garden of England, but I once walked the whole of it under sullen overcast skies, with continuous mud underfoot; the descents were particularly unpleasant, since it was quite impossible to put one foot in front of another without at least one foot slithering out of control. Muddy footpaths can of course occur on even the simplest stretch of a national trail. Sometimes the mud will cover only part of the path, leaving the walker ample room to pass by without soiling his footwear or his trousers. At other times, however, the mixture of mud and water can be so widespread that the walker is left with an unpalatable choice. He may attempt to chart a parallel course through an uncompromising army of spiteful pathside vegetation which seizes every opportunity it can to wrap itself round him, or deposit stings, thorns or other sharp objects on or through his person; alternatively, he may try to wade through the quagmire, each step accompanied by the very real fear that the leg might emerge from it without a boot or shoe on the other end.

Hollingbourne to Boughton Lees (12.8 miles) via Charing

ENJOY: Pilgrims’ Way, Lenham, Charing

Hollingbourne is a very pleasant village of old timber-framed houses, and its church contains a number of fine features including a chapel with 124 shields round its walls, and a life-size marble effigy of one Lady Elizabeth who died in 1638. The good news is that it also marks the start of a fast, easy stretch of the Way along excellent tracks and paths that follow the line of the old Pilgrims’ Way, continuing right up to the commencement of the loop section near Boughton Lees. Although your route stays some way down the escarpment, with no real scenic highlights, the views across Kent are still excellent and despite the presence of two major roads nearby, there is a pleasantly rural feel, and a sense of relief that London suburbia and the industrial Medway valley have been left behind. Ironically the route does have to pass the big Marley factory complex about three miles beyond Hollingbourne. This stretch runs parallel with three important lines of communication, namely the M20 (motorways are never far away on the North Downs Way), the Maidstone–Ashford railway with several useful stations, and the A20. Three pretty villages lie on the A20 close to the route of the Way along this stretch, and they are all easily reachable from the path using the numerous crossing tracks and roads available. First is Harrietsham, which contains charming seventeenth-century cottages and almshouses, and a church with a beautiful fifteenth-century west tower. Next is Lenham, with its fine square surrounded by medieval houses, a tithe barn, a church with excellent wood carvings, wall paintings, another splendid tower dating back to the fourteenth century, and a floor memorial dedicated to one Mary Honywood who died in 1620 leaving 16 children, 114 grandchildren and 228 great-grandchildren! Another interesting feature in Lenham is a building named Saxon Warriors, so called because of the discovery of a fifteenth-century house inside with foundations that contained three skeletons with swords, daggers and spearheads dating back to the sixth century. Some four miles beyond Lenham is Charing. This again contains several attractive cottages of brick and timber; the sixteenth-century Peirce House in the High Street has fine overhanging gables and close timbers. There is a thirteenth-century church with yet another magnificent tower dating back to about 1500, and the remains of an Archbishop’s Palace that was built here around 1300, and in which Henry VIII stayed in 1520 on his way to Calais.

The Way crosses the A252 at Charing (94.4) – from which it is a short walk to the right, down to the village – then continues along the edge of woodland, still following the Pilgrims’ Way, to the hamlet of Dunn Street just above the village of Westwell. It is worth making a detour to visit the village to look at the lovely thirteenth-century flint church, which has a magnificent Gothic stone chancel screen. You enter Eastwell Park, passing right by the lake and also a church which was hit by a bomb during the Second World War, and is now a ruin; Eastwell House, though Tudor in appearance, is of twentieth-century origin. The Way reaches the A251 just beyond Eastwell Park at Boughton Lees (99.1) and goes over the main road. This marks the end of an almost continuous south-eastward progression which has persisted since leaving Hollingbourne. Over the road, you follow a minor metalled road north-eastwards towards Boughton Aluph. It is along this road that you must choose whether to follow the coast route to Dover via Wye, proceeding more directly towards your goal along the escarpment, picking your way along a disjointed sequence of often muddy lanes and tracks, the view eventually becoming dominated by the sprawl of Folkestone. Or there is the other route via Chilham and Canterbury, where after taking cream teas by the old village square in Chilham, you can proceed to Canterbury, with its historic cathedral, fine range of shops, theatres, live music, medieval pubs, wine and jazz bars, and restaurants offering choice foods from China, Italy, Spain, Mexico and Thailand. But it’s up to you.

MAIN (COAST) ROUTE
Boughton Lees to Etchinghill (13.6 miles) via Wye and Stowting

ENJOY: Wye Downs, Wye Nature Reserve

The coast route leaves the Boughton Lees–Boughton Aluph road fractionally after the loop route does. It bears right, following a path that goes round an orchard and soon reaches the A28 Ashford–Canterbury road where it turns left. You briefly follow alongside this busy road, then cross it and proceed through more orchards and fields, crossing the Great Stour to reach Wye (101.4). The orchards, which have existed in Kent since Roman times, serve as a reminder of Kent’s reputation as the Garden of England; the county’s traditionally mild climate has allowed many types of fruit, especially apples, to flourish, and in late summer the trees hereabouts will be groaning with Cox’s Orange Pippin, Bramley, Golden Delicious and Worcester Pearmain. Wye is a large and interesting village, with a college that dates back to the midfifteenth century, a mostly eighteenth-century church with a massive tower and magnificent Queen Anne chancel, some fine town houses including the early seventeenth-century Old Vicarage House and the timber-framed Yew Trees, and several Georgian buildings.

At a crossroads in the village centre you turn left, then right onto a track that climbs back onto the escarpment, past another orchard then through open land and woodland. An unusual feature on the hillside is the Crown Memorial, a large chalk cross cut into the Downs. Having gained the top of the escarpment, the Way turns right and some pleasant high-level walking follows in a south-easterly direction through the Wye and Crundale Nature Reserve. You may be fortunate enough to see badgers or fallow deer hereabouts, whilst plant life includes orchids, wild thyme and cowslips. The Way crosses the minor road connecting Wye with Hastingleigh and continues south-eastwards; then at the Brabourne–Waltham road, you turn right onto it and shortly left, following a metalled lane and then a good track below Hastingleigh. You turn right onto a minor road, and pass a triangulation point, from which there is a tremendous view on a good day.

As the road begins to drop steeply, the route turns left onto a track which contours the hillside for a while, then seems to give up the struggle and plunges down to a minor road. You turn left and follow this road through Stowting (108.1), avoiding the road bearing left to the church, and arrive at a T-junction of roads. You proceed straight over it, joining a footpath and climbing steeply up Cobbs Hill to reach the B2068 road. The Way turns right just before the road and proceeds parallel with it on a field edge, passing two junctions but staying on the right of it. Just past the second junction you cross, turn left onto a path, and continue in the same south-easterly direction passing to the north of the village of Postling and following a dry valley. It is easy to detour to Postling, with its church bearing the unusual dedication of St Mary and St Radegund; it has a thirteenth-century tower, some twelfth-century wall painting, and a perfectly preserved dedication stone. The area has associations with the novelist Joseph Conrad, who wrote Typhoon and Lord Jim here.

You reach another minor road and cross it, but by turning right and following this road it is possible to reach Sandling station on the Ashford–Folkestone railway line. Having crossed the Sandling road, you then rise to and pass the giant masts of Swingfield radio station, still heading south-east, and enjoying excellent views from the hilltop. You arrive at the edge of a wood, where you turn left and drop down to the B2065 just south-east of the village of Etchinghill (112.7). The whole of the rest of the walk beyond Etchinghill overlaps with the Saxon Shore Way, a walk of just over 150 miles between Gravesend and Hastings, round the coasts of Kent and part of East Sussex.

Etchinghill to Dover (12.6 miles) via Creteway Down

ENJOY: Caesar’s Hill, The Warren, Shakespeare Cliff, Dover

Crossing the B2065 by Etchinghill, the North Downs Way passes under the disused Canterbury–Lyminge–Folkestone railway and climbs steeply onto the escarpment, heading east then south to meet a minor road just south of the hamlet of Arpinge. You cross the road but stay roughly parallel with it, proceeding alongside first the left and then the right of minor roads heading eastwards, all the time remaining above the steep escarpment. The sprawl of Folkestone, and the sea behind, are now clearly visible below, signifying that journey’s end is near, whilst dominating the foreground is the huge terminal for private and haulage traffic for the Eurotunnel. Still close to the road, but following a more winding course, the Way negotiates Castle Hill (also known as Caesar’s Hill), passing Iron Age earthworks. You veer north-east to meet the A260 Canterbury–Folkestone road (117.3), then cross it and proceed immediately alongside a minor road heading just south of east along Creteway Down. You pass a triangulation point at 557ft, and soon afterwards the road and path meet the B2011 (the old A20 Folkestone–Dover road), and the Valiant Sailor pub.


Folkestone

From the Valiant Sailor you have reasonably convenient access to the town of Folkestone. Folkestone, a busy Channel port and seaside resort, is the birthplace of the physician William Harvey and the site of the first nunnery in England, established in AD 630. Although there are some quaint old buildings around the harbour, many of the town’s buildings date from the nineteenth century, the resort having developed following the arrival of the railway. Although the Valiant Sailor is as near to the heart of Folkestone as the route gets, it is still quite a long walk from the pub into the town, with a long uphill trudge back to the Way afterwards.



Having crossed the A20, the Way takes a path immediately to the right of the pub, then turns left and, for much of the remaining five miles or so to Dover, continues along the cliffs high above the Channel. Initially you look down on the Warren, a chalk landslip basin rich in fossil remains, tree and scrub growth, and wild flowers. It has been described as one of the great classical landslip areas of the country. You then proceed along the cliffs all the way to Shakespeare Cliff, passing Abbot’s Cliff and the old firing ranges at Lydden Spout. These clifftops mark the eastern end of the North Downs escarpment. Down below the cliffs is Samphire Hoe, created by the spoil from the Channel Tunnel construction, on which rye grass and other vegetation has been encouraged to grow. The cliff walking is a fine climax to the North Downs Way, with views out to sea which may on a clear day extend to the French coast, although the enjoyment of the walk is undoubtedly marred by the noise on the nearby A20. The Way descends from Shakespeare Cliff to follow an underpass beneath the A20, and emerges in the village of Aycliff. The route turns right onto a metalled road, then shortly left through a housing estate. You climb some steps to reach an area of rough pasture, then follow a narrow but clear path north-eastwards across this pasture, with excellent views to Shakespeare Cliff and out to sea. You keep to the right of the buildings of Dover Young Offender Institution, passing the remains of a twelfth-century Knight’s Templar church, with its distinctive circular nave. You then turn right into Citadel Road and follow it to a T-junction with the North Military Road. The Way turns left, but by detouring right you reach a viewpoint and car park from which there is a magnificent panoramic view of Dover Harbour. The viewpoint car park provides easy access to the Western Heights; these are earthworks which were enlarged to create a complex network of fortifications to protect the country against threats from France in the nineteenth century.

You follow the North Military Road, ignoring a metalled road signposted for the Drop Redoubt, but soon afterwards you turn right up some steps and head south-eastwards round the edge of part of the old fortifications, with wonderful views to the town and harbour of Dover. The route then swings north-eastwards, dropping steeply down two flights of steep steps, the second of which is the 64 St Martin’s Steps. At the bottom you bear right and then left into Adrian Street, turn left up York Street, cross it and proceed via Queen Street and King Street into Market Square, where the North Downs Way ends (125.3). Dover is Britain’s nearest point to mainland Europe, and as Roman Dubris, was an important naval base and the starting point of Watling Street. There is a vast amount to see and do in the town; its most interesting feature is the Norman castle. The castle has a twelfth-century keep, a Roman beacon dating from AD 50 (one of the oldest Roman buildings in the country), the Saxon church of St Mary in Castro, and an underground network of secret wartime tunnels. These were dug during the Napoleonic war and used as a headquarters to plan the Dunkirk evacuation. Other attractions include the Roman Painted House which includes some Roman wall paintings, and the White Cliffs Experience which provides a history of Dover from the Roman times to the Second World War. Despite the construction of the Channel Tunnel, there are still plenty of sea connections to the Continent.

LOOP ROUTE
Boughton Lees to Canterbury (13.1 miles) via Chilham

ENJOY: Godmersham Park, Chilham, Canterbury

The loop route leaves the Boughton Lees–Boughton Aluph road by turning left, and follows a footpath across fields to reach Boughton Aluph with its flint church containing a thirteenth-century chancel and fourteenth-century nave and transepts. Continuing north-eastwards, the route crosses a minor road and passes the buildings of Soakham Farm, then climbs up into woodland. To the right, in the Stour valley, is Godmersham Park with its Georgian mansion which Jane Austen, who was often a guest here, is reputed to have used as the basis for her novel Mansfield Park. The Way stays on the fringe of the woodland then drops downhill away from it, heading initially southeast but turning north and joining a track which passes through the hamlet of Mountain Street and into Chilham (105 from Farnham via loop; distances given hereafter are via loop). Chilham is a lovely village, dominated by its castle with a Norman keep and seventeenth-century Jacobean mansion built for Sir Dudley Digges, a high official of James I. There are some magnificent memorials to members of the Digges family in the church, which has a fine fifteenth-century tower with a chequerwork of flint and stone. There are many excellent old half-timbered houses in the village square. The Way proceeds northwards out of Chilham, crossing the A252 Maidstone–Canterbury road and following a metalled road to the village of Old Wives Lees, which is not as quaint or picturesque as it sounds. However, it does have one fine feature, namely North Court Oast, one of a number of old oast houses that have been converted into private dwellings.

You turn right in the village to join a wider metalled road, then when the road bends to the right you continue in a generally north-easterly direction, with a fair bit of up-and-down work. You pass firstly across an orchard, then through a small strip of woodland, emerging into further orchards and going under the railway, before joining a track that takes you to Chartham Hatch. This stretch is particularly attractive at apple blossom time, and with hopfields and more old oast houses also in evidence, you do feel very much in the Garden of England. Chartham Hatch is unexciting but Chartham itself, reached by turning right at a minor road junction and detouring southwards, has a lovely thirteenth-century church. The church contains a splendid early fourteenth-century brass dedicated to Sir Robert Septvans, but is best known for its beautiful tracery in the upper parts of the windows.

From Chartham Hatch the Way goes through pleasant woodland, still heading north-east, to reach the A2, passing the Iron Age settlement at Bigbury. It joins a minor road to cross over the A2, then turns right (south-east) and briefly runs parallel with it before resuming the north-easterly progression, dropping to cross a stream and rising to skirt the National Trust viewpoint of Golden Hill. Once over Golden Hill, you pick up a road leading into Harbledown, from which it is a short walk into the centre of Canterbury (112.2). The Way is not waymarked in Canterbury itself. Canterbury is a lively university city, and though many of its historic buildings were destroyed in the Second World War, its magnificent cathedral survives.


Canterbury Cathedral

The first cathedral was built in AD 597, but this has disappeared, and the present cathedral was initiated by Archbishop Lanfranc in 1067. Its finest features are its Norman crypt with exceptionally fine carvings, its twelfth-century choirstalls, and its huge fourteenth-century nave. You will surely want to enjoy these for yourself, particularly if you have travelled from Farnham and like to think that, where the route of the North Downs Way coincides with the Pilgrims’ Way, you have been travelling in the steps of the Canterbury pilgrims of long ago. It is unlikely, however, that your desire to identify yourself with your travel-weary forebears will assist in gaining you exemption from the now compulsory and not insubstantial admission charge.



Canterbury to Dover (17.6 miles) via Patrixbourne and Shepherdswell

ENJOY: Patrixbourne, Barham Downs, Waldershare Park, White Cliffs Country Trail

If you are continuing to Dover on the loop route you need to head for St Martin’s Church on the A257 Canterbury–Sandwich road, just east of the city centre. By the church, built in AD 560 and one of the oldest in the country, the Way proceeds away from the A257 on a good, wide track in a south-easterly direction, passing through orchards to reach Patrixbourne (115.4). This is a very pretty village with a picturesque group of nineteenth-century cottages built for the tenants of a now vanished estate, and ornately designed in Tudor style. The late Norman flint church contains some exquisite carvings around its south door. Close by is the chalk stream called Nail Bourne, which dries up during periods of low rainfall. Having joined a minor road to pass through the village centre, the Way turns right onto another minor road by the church and then left, climbing past a patch of woodland onto Barham Downs – once a favourite gathering place of Roman legions – and continuing south-eastwards, roughly parallel with the A2. Shortly before reaching the B2046, the Way forks left, crosses that road and passes through two small settlements; Womenswold and Woolage. Womenswold has a pretty flint church on a grassy mound, surrounded on three sides by eighteenth-century red brick cottages.

Still heading south-east, you pass over Three Barrows Down and through a narrow strip of woodland to cross the Canterbury–Dover railway. By turning sharp left right on the railway crossing you may detour to Barfrestone and its beautiful eleventh-century Norman church of flint and Caen stone. The church boasts some amazingly intricate and perfectly preserved late twelfth-century carvings. The Way picks up a track, still heading south-east, then just beyond Long Lane Farm turns right to proceed in a southerly direction along a path towards Shepherdswell, also known as Sibbertswold. You soon cross a road (122.5) and the immediately adjacent East Kent Light Railway. This is actually a preserved fragment of the old East Kent Railway, which was one of the least successful ventures of the remarkable railway entrepreneur, Colonel Stephens. Designed to serve what are now disused collieries between Shepherdswell and Richborough (just north of Sandwich), it certainly has its share of tales, some tall, some true. It is reported that in 1945 a farmer on his way to market to sell his produce, incensed by the failure of a train to stop in response to his hand signal, lay in wait for the train as it returned two and a half hours later, and pelted it with rotten eggs, tomatoes, apples and other items from his compost heap.

From the railway, the Way carries on southwards to meet another road (both these roads lead immediately to Shepherdswell village centre and its railway station on the Canterbury–Dover line) and heads out into the countryside again, apparently aiming straight towards Dover. Unexpectedly, however, you have to swing to the east and then north-east, away from your ultimate objective. You cross a minor road just above Coldred at its tiny church of St Pancras, with flint walls and some Saxon features. Soon afterwards you enter the grounds of Waldershare. The park, which contains many fine species of beech, lime and chestnut as well as a huge eighteenth-century Palladian belvedere, is dominated by a Queen Anne brick mansion. The route joins a driveway then, on leaving the park, forks left to pass the church which contains some splendid monuments. Once past the A256 Dover–Margate road, you pass round the edge of Minacre Farm, crossing two tracks and turning left onto a third to reach a T-junction at the village of Ashley, where you turn right, head downhill and once again proceed south-eastwards on course for Dover. You reach another track by Maydensole Farm, turning right onto the track then bearing left to skirt an area of trees. Once round the woodland, you head in a more southerly direction towards Dover, now on an old Roman road which was built to link Dover with Richborough, where the Romans under Claudius landed in AD 43. The Way overlaps with the White Cliffs Country Trail, which links Dover with Sandwich Bay. You pass through the hamlet of Pineham, now enjoying straightforward walking on a well-defined track, before going under the A2. Soon the track becomes a metalled road which drops down steeply, crossing the Dover–Deal railway. At a T-junction, the Way goes straight over to pass the edge of Connaught Park, and carries on in a straight line to a street that emerges in the town centre of Dover (129.8). Having missed out on the sea views offered by the main route, you may wish to head for the waterfront without delay. The smug walker who has accomplished the loop route could of course head purposefully for Shakespeare Cliff and claim that in enjoying the fleshpots of Canterbury and the exhilarating sea views, he has had the best of both worlds.
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