SO YOU THOUGHT YOU KNEW EVERYTHING ABOUT THE TRUNDLE – A James Kenny Experience

On Sunday 3rd October James, ably assisted by Ian Scrivenor-Lindley, took us on a journey through time in his autumn walk. Meeting at the North Triangle Car Park in biting rain and wind, seven CDAS members braved the elements to be rewarded with an insight into the landscape on and surrounding the Trundle, its uses and features.

The word Trundle is Anglo-Saxon in origin meaning a circle (as in trundle wheel), but before we could circulate we needed to climb the steep hill side – no mean feat in the wind and rain. Ahead of us we could see the low banks of the early Neolithic causewayed enclosure which appears to form a spiral feature around the hill, rather than the usual concentric circle model. Identified in the 1920s from an aerial photograph and later radio carbon dated from just into the 5th century BC, it is the earliest in Sussex and would have been cleared from the surrounded woodland to stand out as a feature in the landscape. Probably constructed as a joint effort by the local families the banks were formed by piling up the spoil from digging pits, creating a ‘walkway’ to the central area. Its use may have been as a meeting or trading place. Behind us James invited us to imagine the later Bronze Age landscape; with the eye of faith we could just see the outline of field systems in the middle of Goodwood racecourse and the position of cross dykes. The Trundle itself has not been farmed, except possibly in Roman times, so the archaeology is still near to the surface. 

Moving on up the hill we passed the remaining radar tower that formed part of the chain protecting South and East England in WWII and stopped again at a patch of vegetation in a shallow depression which James identified as the site of St. Roche’s mediaeval chapel and the later windmill. As James held on to his hat and we put our backs to the wind we understand completely why it had been constructed there! A gibbet to display bodies had also been sited at the top of the hill in full view of anyone travelling on the road from Chichester to London (the present day Chalk Pit Lane).

Heading back down the leeward side of the hill we reached the deep V-shaped ditch and associated bank of the Iron Age hill fort which had been cut into the causewayed enclosure. Now much shallower than originally constructed it would have been a very effective defensive structure, probably with a palisade, to house the warrior elite of the time. The surrounding farmsteads might have benefitted from their protection as there is evidence of four and six post structures and storage pits within the fort which could have housed excess grain, possibly exacted as tax. Excavation of a farmstead nearby has shown that it was not defended in its own right. However the fort was never improved by the addition of extra ditches etc and went out of use by 100 BC. Speculation is that the occupants relocated to the Chichester area within the protection of the Entrenchments.

As we trundled around the bank of the fort we reached the West gate where we paused to imagine the landscape in the later Neolithic when monuments were being erected and ritual landscapes emerging. Although there are no stone remains there would have been henges and wooden structures, visible now that the woodland had been cleared; excavation has revealed one such structure and it is easy to speculate that there are more.

Descending to the West car park we were thankful to move onto the wooded pathway around the West Dean Estate. The banks that we were walking on are suggestive of the boundary of a mediaeval deer park, but this needs to be confirmed;  earlier records show the existence of a Deane Estate belonging to Alfred the Great which might have extended this far.

Leaving the woods we stopped to view yet another landscape. With the path of the Chichester to Silchester Roman road visible in the fields, we envisaged the settlements dotted along the route and compared it to the village of Binderton nearby. At Binderton House the Lord of the Manor had improved his view of the countryside by evicting tenants, pulling down the church and rebuilding it in a more convenient location, asking to be buried there when he died. He neglected to ask permission of the Bishop, who promptly refused to sanctify the new church and so it was never used. On the death of the Lord of the Manor the villagers placed his coffin in the churchyard and left it there!

Finally entering West Dean Village we took stock of the weather and decided to visit the church before cutting short our walk. Here we discovered a ‘gem’. The church itself had a mediaeval tower and a very plain interior as it had been renovated in 1934 after a fire, but outside we could clearly see the stonework of a tall narrow Saxon doorway which according to James is undocumented. This was certainly a great way to end our day. Some of group then visited the pub while other, wetter people decided to go straight back to the car park, driving home to be greeted by a brief glimpse of the sun!

These walks are a great learning experience and James is always ready to answer even the simplest questions or discuss things in depth. So far I have been on two walks and in each case there have been less than a dozen people although there are places available for sixteen; it’s free, informative, always around five miles, good company and generally involves a pub at lunchtime. The next walk is in July so book your place early and enjoy a great day out. 

Finally many thanks to James and Ian for sharing their expertise and organising the trips.

Linda Bullimore

