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Downs in West Sussex c. 1840–1940
by John Godfrey

An examination of the tithe surveys of the 1840s, the Lloyd George 1910
Valuation Office material and the National Farm Survey of 1941–43 relating
to the 100 square miles of the South Downs between the rivers Arun and Adur
enables a picture to be built up of the way the land was owned and farmed
during a century of rapid agricultural and social change. The study confirms
the importance of large landowners in the West Sussex downland and the
position of the study area as the natural habitat of the close parish, with land
in few hands and the rural population small, deferential and conservative
politically. In addition, changes over time and in the fortunes of individual
families are discussed, as are changes in the size of holdings and the growth of
owner-occupation. Finally, changes in land-use are described, with particular
attention being drawn to the changing balance between arable and pasture on
farms in the study area, the abandonment of remote farmsteads and the
importance of mineral working and forestry. As the Second World War
approached, military use also became important.

INTRODUCTION

LAND OWNERSHIP

his article draws on a study of the ownership,
occupation and use of land in an area of about
100 square miles of land on the South Downs
between the valleys of the river Arun to the west
and the river Adur to the east.1 The area constitutes
one of the great blocks of land into which the South
Downs in Sussex are divided by the rivers draining
south from the Weald to the sea (Fig. 1). Geologically,
the area is dominated by the Upper and Middle
Chalk which constitutes the dip slope of the Downs,
rising gently northwards from the coastal plain
towards the scarp. The soils of the Upper and Lower
Chalk are generally free-working and naturally welldrained with good nitrogen content. Agriculture was
the dominant activity throughout the period studied
and remains so to this day. The vintage years of
Victorian high farming were built on the highly
successful system of sheep-corn husbandry for
which the South Downs became justly famous.
Cattle were grazed in the river valley pastures, cereals
grown on the lower slopes of the Downs, roots and
cereals on the scarp-foot and sheep grazed on the
high Downs, with the rebuilt Arundel Castle and
other great houses constant reminders to those
working in the fields of the power and prestige of
their landlords.2

As will be seen from Table 1, three people (the Duke
of Norfolk, Charles Goring and Col. George
Wyndham) each owned more than 3000 acres in
this area in 1840. Together, these three individuals
owned 43 per cent of the land. Of the three, Goring
lived in the area, at Wiston, and Norfolk was at
Arundel Castle, just outside the area, but at the
centre of his estate. Wyndham lived at Petworth
House, some 12 miles from Arundel, and was the
major owner in the Petworth area. Table 1 also shows
that there were five owners of between 1000 and
3000 acres in 1840. They were Rev. P. G. Crofts of
Sompting Abbotts, Capt. George Pechell of Castle
Goring, the Hon. Robert Curzon and Baroness de la
Zouche of Parham, Sir Richard Ainslie and Lord
Boston and George Gibson of Sandgate. These five
individuals owned a total of 7281 acres, or 18 per
cent of the land. Sixteen people owned between 300
and 1000 acres in 1840 and, together, they owned a
total of 9454 acres, or 23 per cent of the land in the
study area. Finally there were 24 owners of between
100 and 300 acres, owning a total of 3650 acres, or
9 per cent of the land.
Whereas the Norfolk, Goring, Curzon, Ainslie
and Boston, and Crofts estates were concentrated
into continuous blocks of land, often straddling a
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people owned more than 3000
acres, and they were representatives of the same families who
had been the dominant owners 70 years previously.
However, there was a significant difference: two of them
owned considerably more land
than their predecessors had
owned in 1840 and the total
amount of land which the
three owned had increased
from 16,224 acres (40 per cent
of the land in the study area)
to 21,390 acres (53 per cent).
The Duke of Norfolk’s ownership had increased to 10,418
acres and that of Charles Goring of Wiston to 7604 acres.
The holding of the owners of
the Petworth estate had fallen
slightly, from 4079 acres to
3368 acres.
Also as in 1840, there were
five owners of between 1000
and 3000 acres in 1910, but
Fig. 1. The study area showing the South Downs between the Adur and Arun valleys.
again, the amount of land they
(Source: The Agricultural History Review volume 49, part I, 2001.)
owned was greater than that
owned by their counterparts in
Table 1. Land ownership in the study area in 1840.
1840: 9385 acres (24 per cent) compared with 6330
Acres
%
acres (16 per cent) in 1840. The owners concerned
Duke of Norfolk
7653
19
were Lord Zouche of Parham, Maj. Gen. Richard
Charles Goring
4492
11
Godman of Highden, Washington, Mrs B. E. Tristram
Col. George Wyndham
4079
10
of Sompting Abbotts, Henry Padwick of Horsham
Rev. P. G. Crofts
1527
4
Capt. George Pechell
1385
3
and Lady Somerset of Castle Goring. With the
Hon. Robert Curzon and Baroness de la Zouche 1238
3
exception of Henry Padwick, all these owners lived
Sir Richard Ainslie and Lord Boston
1136
3
on their estates. Mrs Tristram had inherited the
George Gibson
1044
3
16 owners of 300–1000 acres
9454
23
Sompting Abbotts estate, owned in 1840 by Rev. P.
24 owners of 100–300 acres
3650
9
G. Crofts, and Lady Somerset was the successor in
5067
12
Others
title to Capt. George Pechell, some of the estate
40,725 100
having been exchanged with the Duke of Norfolk.
number of parishes, those of Col. Wyndham, Capt.
Seventy-seven per cent of the land (30,775 acres)
Pechell and George Gibson were more dispersed,
was therefore owned in 1910 by owners of 1000 acres
with separate blocks of land, often several miles
or more.
apart. This is particularly striking in the case of the
There were six owners of between 300 and 1000
land owned by Col. Wyndham of Petworth. The
acres in 1910, compared with 16 in 1840. Together,
Norfolk, Goring and Curzon estates were concentrated
they owned 3841 acres (9 per cent). They included
around the seat of their owner, whereas Wyndham’s
Hugh Wyatt of Cissbury, Findon, whose estate then
land was controlled from the estate office at
comprised 972 acres, compared with the 664 acres
Petworth.
of his eponymous predecessor in 1840. The
Table 2 shows that in 1910, as in 1840, three
Wyckham estate in Steyning was in the ownership
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Table 2. Land ownership in the study area in 1910.

Duke of Norfolk
Charles Goring
Lord Leconfield
Lord Zouche
Maj. Gen. Richard Godman
Mrs B. E. Tristram
Henry Padwick
Lady Somerset
6 owners of 300–1000 acres
12 owners of 100–300 acres
Others

Acres
10,418
7604
3368
2836
1988
1944
1591
1026
3841
2539
3592
40,747

%
26
19
8
7
5
5
4
3
9
6
8
100

of the same family (Trevor/Brand) in 1910 as in 1840,
and had increased slightly, from 502 acres to 521
acres. In Findon, the large estates owned by William
Richardson and Thomas Fitzgerald in 1840 were
owned by the retired army officers, Col. Margesson
and Col. Thynne in 1910, and had increased from a
total of 1257 acres to 1519 acres. In 1910, there were
26 owners of more than 100 acres of land in the
study area, compared with 48 in 1840.
Table 3 shows that, in 1940, the Norfolk and
Goring families remained the two largest landowners.
Norfolk owned 9462 acres (23 per cent), a little less
than in 1910, but more than in 1840. Similarly,
Goring owned 5873 acres (15 per cent), compared
with 7604 acres in 1910 and 4492 acres in 1840.
Leconfield no longer owned land in the area, his
land in Storrington (Hurston Place Farm and
Hurston Street Farm), Sullington (Manor Farm),
Coombes (Applesham Farm) and Sompting (Halewick
Farm and Cokeham Farm) having been sold off in
the 1920s. Some of this land had been bought by
other estates (part of Hurston Place Farm by the
Parham estate and Cokeham Farm by the Sompting
estate) and the rest had been sold to existing tenants
(Passmore at Applesham Farm, Hecks at Manor Farm,
Sullington). In place of Leconfield, the Hon. Clive
Pearson, proprietor of the Parham estate, was the
third owner of more than 3000 acres in 1940, the
estate having expanded from 2836 acres in 1910 to
3088 acres in 1940. So once again, as in 1840 and
1910, three owners of more than 3000 acres were
dominant in 1940, together owning a total of 18,423
acres, or 46 per cent, compared with 40 per cent in
1840 and 53 per cent in 1910.
Table 3 shows that there were just two owners
of between 1000 and 3000 acres of land in 1940:
Col. Ulric Thynne of Muntham Place, Findon, and
Maj. G. Tristram, proprietor of the Sompting estate.
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They owned 1836 and 1643 acres respectively. These
two owners compared with five owners of 1000 to
3000 acres in both 1840 and 1910. Thynne’s
ownership had grown considerably since 1910,
when he owned just 562 acres, all in Findon. By
1940, he had acquired a further 1274 acres of land
in Findon and in Sullington, the combined holdings
of Muntham and Cobden Farms being occupied in
1940 by John Heath. Maj. Tristram’s estate at
Sompting was much the same size (1643 acres) in
1940 as it had been in 1910 (1944 acres) and 1840
(1572 acres). The land owned by the Somersets of
Castle Goring had declined from 1026 acres in 1910
to 987 acres in 1940. Fifty-four per cent of the land
(21,902) acres was owned in 1940 by owners of 1000
acres or more.
There were 15 owners of between 300 and 1000
acres in 1940. These included substantial former
tenant farmers, such as W. D. Passmore (Fig. 2) and
J. W. Passmore at Bramber and Coombes, A. C. and
B. J. Hecks at Sullington, F. Stacey at Washington
and L. and S. Ruff at Amberley. Also included was
Walter Langmead, like the Passmores and the Hecks
relatively recently arrived in Sussex from the West
Country. Conversely, the Hon. T. A. Emmett’s
Amberley Castle Farm had been reduced from 636
acres in 1840 to 315 acres in 1940 and his
management was less successful, the farm being
classified grade B owing to the owner’s lack of
experience. There were 21 owners of between 100
and 300 acres in 1940. They included Brig. Gen.
Wyatt at Cissbury, whose family’s holding in Findon
was considerably reduced from what it had been in
910, the recently arrived Bowermans in Angmering,
Linfields (the horticulturalists) in Sompting, and the
National Trust, who had acquired land in Washington.
There were 41 owners of more than 100 acres in
1940, compared with 48 in 1840 and 26 in 1910.
Information on land ownership in the study area
in 1840, 1910 and 1940 is summarized in Table 4. It
will be seen that the major variation which occurred
during the period was the concentration of
ownership into fewer, larger estates in 1910,
compared with 1840 (77 per cent held by owners of
1000 acres or more in 1910 compared with 61 per
cent in 1840), and some dispersal of ownership
between 1910 and 1940, with a similar proportion
of the land in the area in the hands of larger owners
in 1940 as in 1840 (59 per cent compared with 61
per cent). The analysis completed by Bateman for
the early 1880s concluded that 41 per cent of the
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in few hands, only Findon was
identified as subdivided and
Amberley was much divided. 4
Brandon and Short concluded
that ‘In west Sussex the
downland was dominated by
still powerful landowners’5 and
this examination of land ownership in the downland parishes
between Arundel and Steyning
confirms the accuracy of their
analysis: the area appears to have
been the natural habitat of the
close parish, with land in few
hands and the rural population
small, deferential and conservative politically.6
L A N D O C C U PAT I O N
The largest occupier of land in
1840 was Charles Goring. He
occupied a total of 1744 acres of
his own land, at Great Barn, Upper and Lower
Buddington Farms in the parishes of Wiston and
Findon. The land in the two parishes was contiguous
and together constituted the home farm of the
Wiston estate. The next two largest occupiers were
both tenants of the Duke of Norfolk: John Drewitt,
who farmed the adjoining Peppering and North
Stoke Farms in Burpham and North Stoke (1713
acres), and William Wyatt, who rented a total of
1593 acres at Michelgrove, Myrtlegrove and
Northdown Farms in Clapham and Patching. Other
occupiers of land in more than one parish were
Thomas Duke (818 acres in Clapham, Burpham and
Storrington), Harry Goring (434 acres in Wiston and
Findon), Robert Holmes (915 acres in Sompting and
Burpham), the Hon. George King (215 acres in
Storrington and Sullington), the Duke of Norfolk (883
acres of woodland in Clapham, Patching, Angmering
and Warningcamp), Capt. George Pechell (250 acres
in Patching and Angmering), James Penfold (407 acres
in Sompting and Angmering), William Stanford (696
acres in Parham and Steyning) and Hugh Wyatt (928
acres in Findon and Storrington). In all but one case,
that of Robert Holmes, these holdings were
contiguous and are treated as single units of occupation
for the purposes of the following analysis.
There were twelve very large farms (i.e. farms of
700 or more acres) in 1840. Together, they covered

Fig. 2. W. D. Passmore of Applesham Farm, Coombes, Chairman of the
Chanctonbury District War Agricultural Committee, c. 1942.

land in the country as a whole was owned by owners
of more than 3000 acres, 13 per cent by those who
owned 1000–3000 acres, 14 per cent by those who
owned 300–1000 acres, 12 per cent by those who
owned 100–300 acres and 20 per cent by those who
owned less than 100 acres.3 Data have not been
assembled on the amount of land owned elsewhere
by owners of land in the study area, but Table 4
suggests that more land was owned by larger
landowners and less by small owners here than was
the case nationally.
Wilson did not make use of the 1840 material
in his gazetteer, but he described land in three of
the nine parishes in the study area on which he
commented as being in one estate in 1870. Land in
four parishes was described as not much divided or

Table 3. Land ownership in the study area in 1940.

Duke of Norfolk
John Goring
Hon. Clive Pearson
Col. Ulric Thynne
Maj. Guy Tristran
15 owners of 300–1000 acres
21 owners of 100–300 acres
Others

Acres
9462
5873
3088
1836
1643
7943
3505
7061
40,411

%
23
15
8
5
4
20
9
16
100
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13,286 acres, or 33 per cent of the
Table 4. Land ownership in the study area in 1840, 1910 and 1940.
land. Four of these farms were
1840
1910
1940
owner-occupied and eight were
No. Acres
%
No. Acres
%
No. Acres
%
occupied by tenants, six of
3000+
3 17,455
43
3 21,390
53
3 18,423
46
whom were tenants of the Duke
1000–3000
5
7281
18
5
9385
24
2
3478
13
300–1000
6
9454
23
6
3841
9
15
7943
20
of Norfolk. The owner-occupiers
100–300
24
3650
9
12
2539
6
21
3505
9
were the Hon. Robert Curzon,
5067
12
3592
8
7061
16
–100
Charles Goring, Hugh Wyatt and
40,725 100
40,747 100
40,411 100
Hugh Penfold. The first three
occupied the home farm on their
Applesham Farm, Coombes (1246 acres), George
estates (Parham, Wiston and Cissbury respectively),
Saunders Davis of Myrtlegrove (1229 acres), Albert
and Hugh Penfold occupied the land he owned at
Short of Findon (1224 acres) and J. V. Pickford of
Annington Farm, Bramber. The tenants included
Annington Farm, Bramber (1157 acres). There were
John Drewitt (Peppering and North Stoke Farms),
a further six occupiers of very large farms (more than
Thomas Duke (Lee Farm and Coombe Farm), William
700 acres) in 1910 and the total area which these
Elphick (Steyning), John Hampton (Applesham Farm),
12 farmers occupied was 15,955 acres, 39 per cent
Robert Holmes (Wepham Farm and land at Sompting),
of the land. Five of these holdings were ownerBushby Levy (Tolmare Farm), Richard Lidbetter
occupied (including the largest four) and seven were
(Maudlin Farm) and William Wyatt (Michelgrove,
tenanted. Eleven of these very large farms included
Myrtlegrove and Northdown Farms).
land in more than one parish.
There were 32 larger farms (300–700 acres),
There were then 29 larger farms (300–700 acres)
together occupying 11,776 acres, or 29 per cent of
in 1910, compared with 32 in 1840. Together, they
the land. Within this group, larger holdings included
occupied 14,384 acres (35 per cent of the land)
Sullington Manor Farm, Amberley Castle Farm,
compared with 11,776 acres in 1840 (29 per cent of
Upper Barpham Farm, Lychpole Farm, Springhead
the land). Within this group, larger holdings
Farm, Church Farm (Angmering) and Clapham
included Rackham Farm, Kithurst Farm, Hurston
Farm. There were 37 smaller farms (100–300 acres)
Place Farm, Springhead Farm, Amberley Castle Farm,
in 1840, occupying a total of 9412 acres, or 23 per
Angmering Park Farm and North Farm, Findon.
cent of the land. Finally, smaller holdings of less
There were 27 smaller farms (100–300 acres) in 1910,
than 100 acres occupied 5887 acres, or 15 per cent
occupying a total of 5078 acres (12 per cent of the
of the land. There were 81 farms of 100 acres or
land).
more, occupying a total of 34,838 acres. The average
There were 68 farms of over 100 acres in 1910
size of farms of 100 acres or more was 430 acres.
(compared with 81 in 1840), occupying a total of
Twenty-one of the 81 holdings (26 per cent) were
35,669 acres. The average size of farms of 100 acres
owner-occupied in 1840. These holdings comprised
or more in 1910 was 512 acres, compared with 430
a total of 7348 acres (18 per cent of the land). The
acres in 1840. In general, therefore, farms had
balance of 60 holdings (74 per cent of the total) was
become fewer (by 15 per cent) and bigger (by 16 per
occupied by tenants, and these holdings contained
cent) between 1840 and 1910. Eighteen of the farms
a total of 33,377 acres (82 per cent of the land).
over 100 acres were owner-occupied in 1910, and
As in 1840, the largest occupier of land in 1910
they covered a total of 9449 acres (27 per cent of
was Charles Goring, a descendant of the Charles
the land). Fifty-one were tenanted, and they
Goring who had occupied the Wiston Estate home
accounted for 26,022 acres (73 per cent of the land).
farm in 1840. In 1910, however, Goring occupied
These figures represent a significant change in the
2749 acres, one thousand acres more than his
balance between owner-occupation and tenanted
ancestor in 1840. His farms were in the adjoining
land between 1840 and 1910, to the advantage of
parishes of Washington, Wiston, Steyning and
owner-occupation. To a large extent, this resulted
Findon. In all, there were seven occupiers of more
in the largest landowners keeping in hand the land
than 1000 acres in 1910, compared with only three
in their ownership, consolidated between 1840 and
in 1840. The seven were Goring (2749 acres), Maj.
1910, rather than in the arrival of new ownerGen. Sir Richard Godman of Highden (2033 acres),
occupiers of land. This may be attributable to the
the Duke of Norfolk (1418 acres), W. J. Passmore of
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the same time, the amount of
land occupied by smaller
1940
holdings increased from 15
No. Acres
%
per cent of the whole to 20 per
18 20,443
51
cent. The decline was in the
16
6663
16
number of holdings between
30
5213
13
100 and 700 acres, which fell
8092
20
from 69 in 1840 to 46 in 1940.
40,411 100
In particular, the number of
larger farms (300–700 acres) fell by half (from 32
to 16), and the amount of land they occupied fell
from 29 per cent of the whole to 16 per cent.
However, this squeeze on larger farms did not
occur evenly throughout the period. In fact, the
amount of land they occupied increased between
1840 and 1910 (although their number declined)
and then fell quite dramatically to 1940. This
represents the process whereby the occupation of
holdings was consolidated during the study
period, smaller holdings becoming larger between
1840 and 1910, and then very large between 1910
and 1940. Thus, Barns Farm, Sullington, contained
302 acres in 1840 and had increased to 527 acres
in 1910. By 1940, however, it was included with
the adjoining Cobden and Muntham Farms in
Findon and Clapham, the total holding
comprising 1924 acres.
The proportion of land which was owneroccupied increased from 18 per cent in 1840 to 27
per cent in 1910, but then fell to 24 per cent in 1940.
In 1910, a significant proportion of such land was
occupied by large, aristocratic owners — the
Norfolks, Gorings and Zouches — but their position
declined between 1910 and 1940: for example,
Goring’s occupied land fell from 2748 acres in 1910
to 1099 acres in 1940. The total number of farms
over 100 acres fell from 81 in 1840 to 68 in 1910
and 64 in 1940. The average size of holding over
100 acres increased from 430 acres in 1840 to 512
acres in 1910, and fell slightly to 506 acres in 1940.
Nationally, holdings of over 700 acres accounted for
only 6 per cent of the land in the country as a whole
in 1940, compared with 51 per cent in the area.
Comparable national figures for smaller farms (with
figures for the study area in brackets) were 300–700
acres: 19 per cent (16 per cent), 100–300 acres: 45
per cent (13 per cent), and under 100 acres: 30 per
cent (20 per cent). 8 Thus, in 1940, there was a higher
proportion of larger farms in the study area and a
smaller proportion of smaller ones than in the
country as a whole.

Table 5. Land occupation in the study area in 1840, 1910 and 1940.

Holdings No.
(acres)
700+
12
300–700
32
100–300
37
–100

1840
Acres

%

No.

13,286
1176
9412
6251
40,725

33
29
23
15
100

12
29
27

1910
Acres

%

15,995
14,384
5290
5078
40,747

39
35
13
13
100

effects of the agricultural depression, when many
landowners were forced to take farms in hand, for
want of tenants.7
There were 18 occupiers of more than 700 acres
in 1940, and together they occupied a total of 20,443
acres. The largest occupier was F. Stacey, who
occupied the 1947-acre Lee and Middle Farms in
Angmering and Storrington. J. Heath occupied 1924
acres at Barns, Cobden and Muntham Farms, in the
parishes of Storrington, Findon and Clapham. The
Hon. Clive Pearson occupied 1529 acres of his own
land at Parham Park and Kithurst Farm and W. D.
Passmore owned and occupied 1535 acres at
Applesham Farm, Coombes. W. H. Ingram occupied
1284 acres at Patching and Wepham Farms, and the
Duke of Norfolk and L. Langmead both occupied
1243 acres. As previously, the land occupied by the
Duke was woodland and Langmead’s extensive
holding was in the parish of Findon, where he
occupied three adjoining farms. Other occupiers of
more than 100 acres were J. Goring at Wiston Estate
Farm and Findon Park Farm (1099 acres) and J. G.
Jenkins at Myrtlegrove, Patching (1083 acres). These
18 very large farms of over 700 acres covered a total
of 20,443 acres. There were 16 occupiers of larger
farms of between 300 and 700 acres and 30 occupiers
of smaller farms of 100–300 acres. The former
accounted for 6663 acres and the latter for 5213
acres. Small holdings of less than 100 acres occupied
a total of 7692 acres. Twenty-two of the 64 holdings
(34 per cent) were owner-occupied in 1940. These
holdings comprised a total of 9679 acres (24 per cent
of the land). The balance of 42 holdings (66 per cent
of the total) was occupied by tenants, and these
holdings contained a total of 30,732 acres (76 per
cent of the land).
Land occupation in the area in 1840, 1910 and
1940 is illustrated in Table 5. It will be seen that,
over the 100 years, the number of holdings over
700 acres increased from 12 to 18 and that the
amount of land which they contained increased
from 33 per cent of the whole to 51 per cent. At
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LAND-USE
Land-use in 1840 is shown in Table 6. These data
are easily available from the Tithe Maps and
Apportionments, although, as will be seen, it is more
difficult to extract comparable information on a
parish basis from the 1910 and 1940 material.
Comparisons may, however, be made on a farm by
farm basis and, as will be explained, it is possible,
using also other sources, to establish ways in which
comparisons may be made on a parish basis at
different points in time.
Burpham and Steyning, with 40 per cent and 39
per cent arable land respectively, and 46 per cent
and 50 per cent meadow, pasture and down, were
close to the average pattern of land-use in 1840 and
may, in this sense, be considered ‘typical’. The
distribution of land-use within the two parishes was
similar, with rough grazing on the higher ground
to the south of the parish, on the Downs, arable on
the lower slopes and meadows in the brooks of the
rivers Arun and Adur respectively. Parishes with
above average proportions of arable land in 1840
were Bramber and Sompting (53 per cent) and
Warningcamp and North Stoke (50 per cent).
Parishes with below average proportions of arable
land were Parham, with only 18 per cent, and
Clapham, with 30 per cent. In Parham an unusually
high proportion of the land was parkland and
pasture, and Clapham had the highest proportion
of woodland (397 acres, or 22 per cent) of any parish.
In general terms, the land was more intensively
cultivated towards the eastern end of the study area,
rather than the western end, where six parishes
contained over 1500 acres of woodland, 57 per cent
of the woodland in the whole of the study area. Most
of this woodland was owned and occupied by the
Duke of Norfolk.
Information on land-use is available by farm and
parish from the 1840 records and in both written
and map form. Land-use profiles and maps may
therefore be produced on both a parish basis and
on an individual farm basis. However, land-use
information is much more sketchy in the 1910
material as this was not a requirement of the survey.
Where relevant information occurs, it is often given
in a form that cannot easily be analyzed (for
example, ‘455 acres of meadow and arable’,‘2455
acres of down and arable’9). It is therefore very
difficult to produce any meaningful comparisons
between land-use in 1840 and 1910, using the 1910
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Table 6. Land-use in the study area in 1840.

Arable
Pasture
Meadow
Down
Wood
Other

Acres
16,182
9031
4685
5150
2713
2964
40,725

%
40
22
12
12
7
7
100

Table 7. Land-use in Parham in 1840 and 1910.
1840
Acres
Arable
230
Pasture/grass
550
Park
280
Wood
172
32
Other
1264

%
18
44
22
14
2
100

1910
Acres
110
606
380
189
0
1285

%
8
47
30
15
0
100

material. However, where the surveyors provide
sufficient information about land-use, it is possible
to produce estimates of land-use patterns in some
parishes in 1910. On this basis, Tables 7 and 8
compare land-use in Parham and Findon in 1840
and 1910.
In Parham, the principal change which occurred
between 1840 and 1910 was a decrease in the
amount of arable land and an increase in the amount
of parkland and pasture. The amount of woodland
remained much the same between the two dates.
There was less change in Findon, with a smaller
decline in the amount of land in arable use and a
correspondingly smaller increase in the proportion
of land in the parish used as meadow and pasture.
Sufficient data on land-use are included in the 1910
material to enable an attempt to be made to compare
land-use in 1910 and 1840 in the case of only two
parishes.
The 1940 material includes data on agricultural
land-use on individual holdings (numbers of acres
used for different purposes) and on the extent and
location of land ploughed up for the 1940 and 1941
harvests. The 1940 material does not, however,
include information on other uses — woodland,
industry, residential development and so on. Nor
does it show information on land-use in map form.
This may be because it was thought unnecessary to
undertake any further work to map land-use in view
of the availability of the national Land Utilisation
Survey conducted only a few years previously in the
early to mid-1930s. It is possible to calculate
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Table 8. Land-use in Findon in 1840 and 1910.

Arable
Meadow
Park
Down
Wood
Other

1840
Acres
1476
517
0
2131
144
68
4336

%
34
12
0
49
3
2
100

1910
Acres
1452
386
195
1914
202
221
4370

Table 9. Land-use in the study area in 1840 and 1940.

%
33
9
4
44
5
5
100

agricultural land-use by parishes from the available
data, although this is inevitably crude because, in
the absence of maps showing the distribution of
land-use, it is not possible to know which parts of
farms — and what proportions of uses — are to be
found in each parish. However, Table 9 shows what
can be calculated from the 1940 data for land-use
and compares the results with the 1840 data.
The published Land Utilisation Map 10 was
surveyed on the 6-inch scale between 1932 and 1934
by the schools of the county. Checking was
completed in 1935 and the map was published in
1937. It is unlikely that significant changes occurred
between the date of the preparation of the map and
the conduct of the National Farm Survey, the 1930s
being a period of continuing depression in British
agriculture, although there may have been some
changes in the early years of the war before 1941.
This is confirmed by the fact that, when the areas
ploughed up for the 1940 and 1941 harvests are
plotted on a base map produced from the Land
Utilisation Map, the areas newly ploughed up often
abut neatly onto the areas shown as in arable use in
the early 1930s.
Table 9 shows a reduction in the total amount
of arable land from 16,182 acres (40 per cent of the
total) in 1840 to 11,005 acres (27 per cent) in 1940,
with a corresponding increase in the amount of
land-used for meadow, pasture and rough grazing
from 18,866 acres (46 per cent) in 1840 to 21,652
acres (54 per cent) in 1940, indicating that
considerably more land was under the plough in
the study area in 1840 than in 1940.
Apart from the changing balance between arable
and pasture on farms, other land-use issues which
may be studied by reference to the three data sources
are the importance of mineral extraction and related
industry (sand at Storrington, Sullington and
Washington, chalk and lime-burning at Amberley
and brick and tile making at Clapham), the
concentration of woodland in the south-western

Arable
Pasture
Meadow
Down
Wood
Other

1840
Acres
16,182
9031
4685
5150
2713
2964
40,725

%
40
22
12
12
7
7
100

1940
Acres
11,005
7596
3683
10,373
?
7754
40,411

%
27
19
9
26
?
19
100

quadrant of the area and its importance for game,
timber and related woodland industries, the impact
of residential development during the period under
review (for example, Halewick Farm, Sompting), the
replacement of agricultural buildings on the Norfolk
estate and the military use of the area during the
Second World War (including the military training
areas at Lee Farm, Angmering and Wiston, the flamethrower training establishment at Storrington and
the army camp at Barns Farm, Sullington).11
CONCLUSION
It is important to examine the economic fortunes
and performance of the larger estates in a regional
and national context, in an attempt to understand
why it was that some estates and some owners
proved more resilient to changing circumstances
than others. Thompson concluded that, in general,
the landed aristocracy did better than the landed
gentry in accommodating the pressures for change
to which landowners were subject during the study
period.12 Rubinstein identified the fact that it was
the very richest landowners who could best bear the
strains of the agricultural depression and rising
taxation, while the small and weak landowners
increasingly went to the wall, particularly those who
were purely agriculturalists, possessing little in the
way of mineral deposits or urban property.13 Both the
Gorings and the Norfolks benefited from the fact
that their estates contained elements of both these
valuable categories of land. The experience of the
owners of the Arundel estate during this period
supports Thompson’s broad conclusions on the
fortunes of the landed aristocracy nationally; indeed,
the achievement of the Norfolks in increasing their
share of the land from 19 per cent in 1840 to 23 per
cent in 1940, at a time when many other landed
families struggled to maintain their position is
remarkable and needs to be examined for possible
explanations (Fig. 3).
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The first reason for the success of the Norfolks is,
fortuitously, few transfers of the estates: three in the
whole of the period, but just one between 1856 and
1975. This minimized the damage which might have
otherwise have been caused, particularly in the 20th
century, by additional death duties, the division of
the estate into smaller ownerships, sales off and the
general disruption of relationships and working
practices which tend to follow successions. Secondly,
both the 15th and the 16th Dukes of Norfolk were
major figures on the national and international
stage. They were well-educated, in touch with
progressive thinking, open to new ideas and had
the confidence and resources to carry though
programmes of major change and reform, while
maintaining the traditional values of the English
landowning aristocracy. Thirdly, the wealth of the
Norfolks did not solely depend on their ownership
of agricultural land in Sussex. The 50,000 acres
owned by the 15th duke included land in Yorkshire,
Surrey, Norfolk and London as well as in Sussex and
the estate was exceptionally lucrative, including as
it did a great deal of urban property in Arundel,
Littlehampton, Dorking, the Strand estate in London
and, above all, substantial portions of Sheffield.14 It
was the fact that the estate contained such
significant, urban wealth-producing property,
providing an alternative income stream from that
available from the agricultural estate alone, which
explains the ease with which the Norfolks appear
to have ridden the agricultural depression of the late
19th century and to have carried out an impressive
programme of investment in new farm buildings
on the Arundel estate. Finally, the fact that the Dukes
of Norfolk were resident on their Arundel estate and
that the estate formed a self-contained block of land
with Arundel Castle at its centre meant that the
interests and well-being of the estate were
continually at the forefront of the minds of the
owners. These factors, taken together, explain the
decision of the Dukes of Norfolk to maintain, and
in fact extend, their agricultural estate in the area
during the period under review.15
The history of the second most significant
aristocratic family in the study area, the Zouches,
could hardly be more different from that of the
Norfolks. The Parham estate changed hands no
fewer than eight times during the period under
review, frequently descending through the female
line. Both these circumstances were debilitating and,
in 1922 the estate was sold on behalf of the last
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Fig. 3. Henry, 15th Duke of Norfolk, 1908.

Zouche owner, a female minor, to the Hon. Clive
Pearson, son of the financier Sir Weetman Pearson,
1st Viscount Cowdray, and an example of the class
of new gentry, the rise of whom Thompson identifies
as the novel feature of the 20th century.16 The record
of the Leconfields at Petworth is similar to that of
the Norfolks in that the estate experienced only two
successions during the 100 years (and only one
between 1859 and 1952). The Gorings of Wiston,
not aristocrats, but substantial landed gentry,
improved their share of land in the study area during
the period under review.
The findings of this study in general support
conclusions reached from studies elsewhere that
suggest that in an area in which large estates owned
the majority of the land, aristocratic owners
generally did better than landed gentry in retaining
their position in the period under review, but that
the performance of individual families and estates
was influenced by critical and contingent factors.
These factors included the pattern of succession
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experienced by each family; the education, ability
and access to information and new thinking of the
controlling owner; the owner’s access to alternative
sources of income, particularly relating to urban
property, minerals, industry and the possibility of
remunerative sales off for housing and other
development; the skill with which available income
was re-invested in the improvement of the
agricultural estate and trends in the agricultural
economy are accurately predicted; and the extent
to which the relevant land was central or peripheral
to the estate and the owner’s interests.17
Because of the relatively high proportion of land
in the ownership of large estates in the area, owneroccupation was less widespread here than elsewhere,
with farms being let to substantial tenants and the
old 19th-century system being perpetuated into the
modern era. However, owner occupation grew after
the First World War and the new owner-occupiers
took over from the aristocratic proprietors some of
the leadership roles in the rural economy and
society. The amount of land occupied by larger farms
was greater in the area than elsewhere and the
structure of land ownership and occupation in this
part of the South Downs may be attributable to the
fertility of the soil and the favourable climate of the
area, which created the right conditions for
successful, relatively large-scale farming which
distinguished the Downland zone from the Wealden
region.18 The period saw the progressive abandonment
of more remote farmsteads and settlements in the
high Downland. As the result of the introduction
of compulsory elementary education and the rising
expectations of the rural workforce, it became more
difficult to persuade labourers and their families to
live at remote farms and the sites became
abandoned. In some cases, more remote farmsteads
were abandoned for residential purposes, but
continued in operation for livestock and the storage
of grain and straw. In 1840, there were still some
country parsons in the study area who were parttime farmers, deriving a supplementary income from
their glebe land, but this practice had largely died
out by 1910. Other examples of dual occupationists
include country publicans, who often owned or
occupied a few acres of farmland, and small farmers
who also earned a living by using the raw materials
on their land, such as John Bishop, farmer and brickand tile-maker in Clapham in 1840.19
Agriculture was the dominant land-use
throughout the period under review, but other uses

were also important, if localized. In particular, there
was extensive woodland, especially on the superficial
deposits of clay in the south-western sector of the
study area, increasing residential development and
important industrial activity related to mineral
extraction. The most striking feature of the history
of land-use, however, is the prominence of arable
farming in 1840 and its relative decline by 1940. In
1840, owners and tenants such as Hugh Penfold at
Botolphs and Francis Gell at Coombes were growing
arable crops on top of the South Downs, the soil
enriched by liming, and much of the lower land
was also given over to crop production. By 1940,
despite the Government’s plough-up campaign, the
amount of land under the plough was two-thirds
what it had been in 1840 and farmers were
organizing rough shooting on scrubland on the
Downs above Sompting where corn had been
growing a century before.20
The fact that the steady decline in arable
production on the South Downs from a peak in the
mid-19th century is well-documented, having been
brought specifically to the attention of scholars by
Henderson in 1935, 21 has not prevented the
emergence and continuation of a commonly held
belief that the South Downs were one continuous
grassy sheep-walk for hundreds of years until the
land was ploughed up during the Second World War.
Of course, the changes which have occurred in
agricultural technology in the last 50 years have
enabled crops to be grown in previously unimagined
quantities on land which it was not previously
economical to plough, but it is important that
decisions on the management of the South Downs
should not be obscured by myth, but informed by
an understanding of the reality of the history of
agricultural use of the area. Essentially, the position
is that the South Downs have always been important
for the production of corn, and the amount of land
used for this purpose is related to the price of this
staple commodity. Thus, as the price of corn rises,
land is taken into production, to be later returned
to pasture or rough grazing when prices fall. The
extent to which ploughing rises up the contours of
the South Downs reflects the relative prices of
agricultural products at the time, and its position
may be likened to a tidemark of agricultural
prosperity. When commentators arrive on the scene
at a particular stage in the agricultural cycle, they
will tend to describe and celebrate the landscape as
it is at the time, or perhaps as it was alleged to have
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been just a few years beforehand. Thus, writers such
as Arthur Beckett, Hilaire Belloc and S. P. B. Mais,
who did so much to create the myth of the landscape
of the South Downs in the popular imagination,
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were celebrating a landscape of the early part of the
20th century, which was affected by agricultural
depression and was arguably atypical in the broader
historical context.22

Author: Dr John Godfrey, 14 Maltravers Street, Arundel, West Sussex, BN18 9BU.
NOTES
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9
10

11

12

J. D. Godfrey, ‘The ownership, occupation and use of land
on the South Downs between the rivers Arun and Adur in
West Sussex, c. 1840–1940’ (unpub. DPhil thesis,
University of Sussex, 1999).
For a discussion of the problems involved in using three
documentary sources, see J. Godfrey & B. Short,
‘Ownership, occupation and land-use in the South Downs
1840–1940: a methodological analysis of record linkage
over time’, Agricultural History Review 49, part I, (2001).
J. Bateman, Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland
(London: Harrison and Sons, 1883), 515.
J. M. Wilson, The Imperial Gazetteer of England and Wales
(London: Fullarton 1870).
P. Brandon & B. Short, The South-east from AD 1000
(London: Longman, 1990), 319.
D. R. Mills, Lord and Peasant in Nineteenth-century Britain
(London: Croom Helm, 1980).
R. Perren, Agriculture in Depression, 1870–1940
(Cambridge: Economic History Society, 1995), 21.
National Farm Survey of England and Wales: a Summary
Report (London: MAFF, 1946), 89.
West Sussex Record Office IR/52.
Land Utilisation Survey of Britain, Land Utilisation Map of
England and Wales Sheet 133 Chichester and Worthing
(London: HMSO, 1938).
The army training areas on the South Downs during the
Second World War are shown in Public Record Office MAF
48/394.
F. M. L. Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth
Century (London: Routledge, 1963) 125.

13

14

15

16
17

18

19
20
21

22

W. D. Rubinstein, Men of Property: the Very Wealthy in
Britain since the Industrial Revolution (London: Croom
Helm, 1981), 206–8.
J. M. Robinson, The Dukes of Norfolk (Chichester:
Phillimore, 1995), 212 and 236.
See also B. Bannister, ‘The park and farm buildings of the
Duke of Norfolk, Arundel estate, West Sussex’, (unpub.
Building Conservation thesis, Architectural Association,
1993), 48.
Thompson, 343.
For a comparison with another county, see J. Waymark,
Landed Estates in Dorset Since 1870: their Survival and
Influence (unpub. PhD thesis, University of London,
1995).
E. W. H. Briault, in L.D. Stamp (ed.), The Land of Britain:
the Report of the Land Utilisation Survey of Britain, vol. 7,
South-eastern England, parts 83–4, Sussex (east and west)
(London: Geographical Publications, 1942), 497: ‘The
Weald, difficult to farm and backward; the Downland, a
region of progressive farmers successfully using their
varied soils; the coastal plain, a belt so fertile as to yield
good results without the exercise of any particular skill or
enterprise.’
Godfrey, 467.
Godfrey, 474.
H. C. K. Henderson, The Agricultural Geography of the
Adur Basin in its Regional Setting (unpub. PhD thesis,
University of London, 1935).
A. Beckett, The Spirit of the Downs (London: Methuen,
1909; H. Belloc, The County of Sussex (London: Cassell,
1936); S. P. B. Mais, See England First (London: Richards
Press, 1927).

