Circular walk round Offham Hill & Mt Harry
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3 St Peter's Church, Offham
The 'new' church was built in 1858/9 to replace the old church at Hamsey, also dedicated
to St Peter, which apart from falling into disrepair was suffering from dwindling
congregations due to its remoteness. The architect was Ewan Christian of 10 Whitehall
and Parker Ayers & Co. of Haywards Heath were the builders. The cost of £2,636 did
not include furnishings or decoration. The church was consecrated by Bishop Gilbert on
21 July 1860, ten years into the 58 year incumbency of Sir George Shiffner, who was
known affectionately as 'Sir Jarge'.
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1 Offham village
Offham has had various names in the past including: Wogham, Wocham, Oakham,
Wougham, Wodham, Woham and Offham Street. By 1770 the turnpike from Lewes to
East Grinstead had been constructed and the toll house was situated where today the
Drove joins the main road. In the Tithe schedule of 1838 William Hollingdale is the toll
gate keeper and the 1841 Census tells us that he also carried out shoe repairs. In 1851
Alfred Smith collected the tolls and in 1861 James Barnes and his wife, Maria, had the
job. By the next census year, 1871, the building is described as a shoemaker's shop, late
Toll House and no reference is made to a toll gate keeper from this time on.
2 The Jubilee Shelter, Offham
This was built to commemorate the Silver Jubilee of King George V and Queen Mary in
1935. The site and materials were donated by Sir Henry Shiffner and building was carried
out by voluntary labour from the village. Responsibility on completion was given to the
parish council. An ornamental oak seat was paid for by Elsie, Lady Shiffner as a gift to
the parish. Owing to various circumstances including the widening of the road and
granting of planning permission, the shelter was not completed until two years later in time for the coronation of George VI and Queen Elizabeth on 12 May 1937.

4 Offham Hill Causewayed Camp
The causewayed camp (one of five in
Sussex) shown at the centre of the
photograph, above the rectangular water
authority pumping station, was of
Neolithic date. Analysis of snail shells
from the initial camp has demonstrated
that the early stages of its life were in an
oak, hazel and hawthorn woodland
clearing, and that the woodland on the
Downs here was finally cleared from the
Bronze Age. Much of the area of the camp
has been destroyed by one of the
numerous chalk pits, probably of
nineteenth-century date. and the double
ditch on the eastern side has now
disappeared.
5 Chalk Pit and Wharf

The bridleway to Landport, running below the present A275, was the original coaching
road from Chailey to Lewes. It was also the route for the horse and cart transport carrying
chalk from the old pit nearest Offham down to the wharf, which had been cut in the early
1800s to shorten the journey and make loading of barges easier. In 1807 a new quarry
was opened by George Shiffner (behind the building now the Chalk Pit Pub). As this
created an even longer journey he devised a plan for a funicular tramway to take wagons
of chalk under the road and down the steep slope directly to the waiting barges. Plans
were drawn up by William Jessop and construction was completed in 1809. It was said
to be the first railway in southern England and was way ahead of its time but sadly, by
the end of the 19th century, it had fallen into disuse.
6 Battle of Lewes 1264
The Battle of Lewes, where Simon de Montfort defeated King Henry III, took place on
Offham Hill in 1264. This, along with the battle of Evesham the following year, helped
to pave the way for our modern parliamentary system.

11 Beacon on Mt Harry - The inscription reads:

7 Offham Windmill

Built about 1764, the owner in 1791 was Mr James Sicklemore. In 1811 the cap and sweeps
were blown off during a gale and in 1826 the sweeps were struck by lightning. From 1825
- 1855 it was probably owned by John Steere and known as Steere's Mill. Then followed
a succession of owners, tenants and millers: B. Aylwin; Eli Ashdown, miller; Edward
Gillam Lea; Charles Saunders; John Hurst, tenant 1881; James Broad.
During John Hurst's tenancy the cap and two sweeps blew off and, not being worth
repair, it was allowed to become derelict. In 1901 demolished by the 1st Sussex Volunteer
Royal Engineers testing a new type of gun cotton.
8 Hamsey Sheep Down
In 1622 an agreement was signed
by 13 men. The document reads:
“by reason the common sheep
down of Ofam will not keepe the
whole sume of sheep that are now
laid”. They were set quotas and
fined if they were broken. Amongst
those signing were Tuppen Scrase
of Coombe and John Constable of
Mill Laine.

THE LEWES BEACON
"This beacon brazier was erected by East Chiltington and
Hamsey Parish Councils to commemorate the Golden Jubilee
of Queen Elizabeth II, June 2nd 2002.
Mount Harry was the site of a beacon, from at least the 16th
century until late into the 19th century. It was lit as part of
the defence system for the south coast as a means of warning
the local militia when invasion threatened. Since the 19th
century it has been lit to celebrate national events."
12 The Coombe (Manor of)
Originally a tudor farmhouse, it was occupied by Tuppin Scrase in 1608 followed by
James Rivers (1633) prior to Richard Bridger buying the estate in 1657. The Bridger family
made extensive alterations and the east front dates to 1730. Mary Bridger married George
Shiffner in 1787. He later became MP for Lewes (1812-26) and was knighted in 1818. The
plantation was planted by George Shiffner. During WWII it was occupied by the Canadian
forces and most of the Downland was a military training area. It was let in late 1940s to
Lord Snowdon’s father Ronald Armstrong-Jones. Sold to Mr and Mrs Dick Cannon in
1950s. Now in the ownership of Martin Armstrong and family.

Sheep on Offham Hill, early1900s

13 Mill Laine

9 Chesterdean Bottom

On a map of the Manor of Hamsey dated 1776 (ESRO MOB 1699) this valley is shown as
Chesterdean Bottom. It is the only reference ever made to it by that name and further
research is needed to investigate this.
10 Lewes Race Course
Richard Budgen’s map of 1724
shows a ‘Hor∫e Cour∫e’ but the first
recorded meeting was on August
16th 1751. The first stand was built
by public subscription in 1772 and
burned down in 1842. It was rebuilt
in 1874 and enlarged in 1893. In 1824
it was regarded as one of the finest
courses in England and was
frequented by the Prince of Wales,
later George IV. The last meeting
took place on September 4th 1964
after funding from the Horseracing
Levy Board was withdrawn.

Former occupants include John Constable in 1620 and Francis Corner in 1776. In 1840
George Harmer held 70 acres and employed 4 labourers. The original farm buildings
were further to the north and were moved when the new drive to Coombe was constructed
in the 1860s following the building of the new church. A map of 1707 shows ‘Mill-layen’
so it is likely that it takes its name from the earlier mill at Mt Harry, the mill at the
racesourse being constructed in 1764.
14 Old School House

Budgen’s map of 1724 showing a ‘Hor∫e Cour∫e’ west of Lewes.
Interestingly the map also shows the earlier windmill at Mt Harry
after which ‘Mill Laine’ probably takes its name.

Built by the Rev. George Shiffner in 1848, the
building consisted of a large room, open to the
rafters - this was the main school. At the back
was a smaller room for the infants. Suspended
above the roof was a bell. It was replaced by
the new school at Cooksbridge in 1907. By 1911
the building had been converted into a Reading
Room then in 1920 Mr E. C. Knight, the Agent
for the Coombe Estate, took over a part as his
office. It was converted it into a dwelling for
Elsie, Lady Shiffner, in 1947. In 1959 virtually a new house was superimposed on the
original. The school entrance remained at the back, but otherwise few features remained.

