ISLE Or, THORNS, ASHDOWN FORIEST
by
Michael Longley

The Introduction to
Garth Christian's book 1Ashdown
Forest' begins thus:
The Weald of Sussex has been called
'the place where London ends and Encland can begin', and
there is no question that Ashdown Forest, an integral part
of the Weald, forms the finest stretch of open heathland
within 70 miles of the capital.11
Ftom Roman times until the days of the Armada the forest was the birthplace of the iron industry in the South of England. In 1254 the Sherif f of Sussex called upon the County's ironmasters to provide Henry III with 30,000 horse‑shoes, and 60,000 nails (2 per shoe,eh?) Only in the seventeenth century did the forest revert to a place of natural beauty and peace.
Some 6,40C acres (out of an original 13,000 acres) remain as common land which is now protected by Act of Parliament of 1885.
Throughout the middle ages those living on the per​iphery of the forest created enclosures for their stock, thus reducing the extent of the common land. Many disputes took place, but the Commoners often fought stubbornly for theirlrights'.
isle oC Thorns covers an area of about 100 acres which todaj encompasses the Camp and recreational facil​ities leased to Sussex University by the Manor Charitable Trust, and the main house and two cottages. isle of Thorns was known ‑.n 1564 as "Isle of Thornesgill~l. The Island arises froT the fact that water courses almost surround the area wi‑.h sources dividing at the high ground on the perimeter o.~ the property to the North. The area would have been erclosed centuries ago and was known to have been a farm tp un4,‑.il the 1920s. A farm cottage stood between the Ixesent house and Barn Cottage (near the entrance) and the original drive (or track as it would have have been) is on a line of the divisor between the fork of the present drives. In that cottage some 100 years ago the grandfather of the late wife of the present owner of Barn Cottage died in a fire which destroyed the cottage.
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12.Island Cottage to the east of the main house replaced the former farm cottage and possessed the remains of a dairy when purchased in 1978.
It is recorded that in August, 1922 Lady Wolseley visited the farmer, Mr Martin. He was then 70 years of age and remembered his father had worked for General Davies in ex​cavating what is known as "The Danes Burying Ground" near 'Gales', the house on the opposite side of A275, where once lived Viscount Cecil of Chelwood, the man who helped create the League of Nations.
In the late 1920s Alfred Wagg, the well known merchant banker and benefactor, purchased the Isle of Thorns through the Manor Charitable Trust, creating the extensive facilities which now exist for recreations; the present house was built for his own occupation and that of subsequent managers. The brochure produced about 1930 extolling the virtues begins: "In order that the health and happiness of an open air holiday may be forever available for those who need one, and in particular for those whose homes are found in some big city, 100 acres in one of the most beautiful parts of Sussex have been purchased and laid out as a summer call.nping ground at the Isle of Thorns."
Train fares from London to Forest Row were reduced for parties of eight and upwards such that the fare for a boy under 16 for the weekend, seven or fourteen days was 2s.ldi
Wagg, who died in 1969, also purchased Broadstone Warren, now used by Boy Scouts, and Hindleap Warren (London Feder​ation of Boys Clubs) at Wych Cross.
The Trustees of the Manor Charitable Trust appear to have concluded in 1970 that Isle of Thorns with its extensive facilities had outgrown its usefulness and the ‑present use was found to be closest to the terms of the original trust. Iin 19'(1 the house and Island Cottage, as it is now known, together with 22 acres, was sold by Private Treaty. The pre​sent owners souoht to purchase at that time, but it was pilvertised before viewing could take place and another prospective purchaser bought the properties 'blind'. In 1978 the property again came on the market and a successful deal was concluded.
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13.
The house, built in 1929, has changed in internal layout quite significantly. Undoubtedly the greatest improvement was the formation of the sun lounge (unkindly referred to as the 'weather lounge' from time to time). This area was previously only enclosed on two sides.
The passage of fifty years has enabled the house and the gardens to reach a state of peaceful maturity. There are a number of ?specimen' trees and shrubs. Notable among these are the Smoke Bush (Cctinus Coggygria) at the west end of the north lawn; Swedish Whitebeam (Sorbus Intermedia); a p‑air cn north lawn dnd bne to the immediate west of the house. The cluster of American Red Oaks in the north‑east corner of the north lawn were planted by Mr Green, Barn Cottage, who also, as part of his duties, had to soft soap and polish the bark of the two groups of silver birches, now gnarled, on the north lawn. There are many and varied rhododendrons and some fine Eueryphia bushes to the north of the drive as it emerges in the front of the house.. The high beech hedges (hand cut) by the south drive are worthy of note. An unusually large white heather bush stands on the per​imeter of the north lawn, opposite the front door.
The water supply from a well in the woods between the 2 paddock areas to the north of the house proved inad​equate in the early &ays, necessitating water to be carried to the house. A new well was dug within living memory at the near highest point in the middle of the paddock directly north of the house, now surrounded by a small clump of trees. The top water level is est​imated to be 70 ft. below ground. Once lifted to the ground, it did at least gravitate to what is now the utility roam, from which it was pumped to large tanks in the roof ‑ still there as there is no way of getting them out! A mains supply now exists and solar panels produce domestic hot water when conditions permit.
The forest and garden have their share of wild life. Deer are frequent visitors, usually under cover of dark​ness. They favour roses. flowering shrubs and fallen apples. At least 4 nesting.pairs of house martins frequent the house regularly raising two broods each.
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There are 5 nest sites in use and certain first floor windows marked with a handkerchief on the handle cannot be oDened! Nightjars are heard if not seen and nest in the vicinity. A snipe was observed last winter.

AN ARTIST IN
This
is the story of George Etherton, Grandfather of our avid Etherton, a committee member of the society,
own D

L
and the craft that he carried on in Danehill at the Old
Forge, iahich is now the Wlinery ,
Taken from a copy of the Sussex County Magazine, dated
February, 1932. By C.E.Tritton.
John Kerner.
Sussex is the poorer by the death last December of Mr. George Etherton of Danehill. He was a genuine craftsman of the old school, worthy of the dignity and honour of the name, such as is all too rare to‑day: to him, indeed, the designation of artist is not ina‑ppropriate.
lie came of an old Sussex famill.y and his forge was known
for miles around as a place where good workmanship was
assured. Specimens of his handicraft have been exhibited
all over Sussex and many a country house has some of his
work in it ‑ fire‑backs, fire‑dogs and baskets, door 'Latches
and knockers ‑ no two alike, and adorned with flowers,
fir‑cones, birds or family crests. At the wonderful
'Pageant of Ashdown Forest' in ‑1‑929 his skill as chief
smith brought him into great
Here is what the
Duchess of York wrote afterwards to Mlr W. Hambro of Kidbrooke
Park:​

"I should be glad if you would tell Mr Etherton of

Dane Hill how much I appreciate the rose he has

wrought in iron for me. I think that the design

has been most beautifully carried out. I think

it was very clever of him to do a lily and a bird

during the performance for you and Lord Edward

Gleichen.11
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