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July 5, 1941

whose contours are literally flowering before the
eyes. Fold after fold of orchard and wood, pasture
and hop-garden run away into a distance limited
by the heavy line of the Sussex Downs, a series of
valleys splashed blue-green by the sprayed hops in
summer, by the pink and white of the spring
orchards, darkened by much holly and pine and
chestnut, uplifted by the red and amber foolscaps
of oast-houses tipped as if with white feathers.
Sometimes, especially about the Goudhurst country,
you can stand on one side of a valley and see very
little except the slope of the other side, its hop-
gardens and orchards painted in dark parallels down
the slant, the red and white splashes of farmsteads
breaking up the squares of the fields, the dark holly-
hedges throwing up into shining relief the yellow
strips of corn. No other country in England quite
gives the impression, as this does, of being ready-
made Van Gogh : the shining corn, the dark parallels
of erops, the folded blue distances, the red and white
houses. Do painters never come here ? Sometimes
as I drive through this country I stop and frame
my hands against the summer valley-sides in
despair because I work in words instead of paint.
A whole world of landscape painting, of the truest
English pastoral, flowers uninterpreted here summer
after summer.

The charm of all this country lies not simply in
its richness, which is remarkable, but in its rich
variations within a comparatively small space.
Country composed almost solely of pasture and elm
and hedgerow, as in the southern part of Leicester-
shire, seems to damp the mind. There is country
of the same kind in Eastern Yorkshire and indeed
in every part of the great eastern English plain.
It is when country begins to fold into a series of
quickly repeated valleys and where soil and climate
are so happily blended that you can grow not only
standard crops like wheat and potatoes and grass
but specialised crops, with all the specialised design
and architecture their culture entails, like hops and
cherries, strawberries and Spanish chestnuts, that
landscape becomes a perfect delight. Softened by
sun and sea-wind, such a district must become in
time a sort of vast garden whose crop rotations are
endless, a huge tract of fertile landscaping rich with
more or less permanent touches of design, the woods,
the orchards, the hop-gardens, that will go on
delighting generation after generation. Itsluxuriance
is such that it overflows into the gardens. Great
hydrangeas of blue and pink bloom by the houses,
fuschias spill down terraces of rock, quinces glow
everywhere in the long temperate autumns which,
in good years, bring out the primroses in November.
Not signs of the sub-tropical of course, and not to
be compared with the extreme West Country, but
touches of embroidery on a land already distin-
guished by the happy design given by great fertility.

All through this country the feeling of the nearness
of the sea is pleasant. From the high points of the
North Downs you can see the smoke-stacks of ships
beyond Dungeness, but as you go over through the
green switchback of the valleys between Charing
and Rye there is scarcely another point, I think,
at which you can get a glimpse of the sea. Yet to
know that you are travelling down to the sea, even
without a sight of it until the hills break abruptly
above the marshes landward of Rye, creates a kind
of mild stimulant pleasure in the mind. When
finally you do see the sea there is, T think, a slight
feeling of disappointment. For here, about Rye and
Winchelsea, the sea is in the wrong place. It is
divorced from the true land, the cliff on which both
Rye and Winchelsea stand, and lies rather meanly
beyond a couple of miles of sea-marsh broken in one
place by the mud-banked Rother, which still takes
moderate ships, and farther west by the dark lonely
fortress of Camber Castle, isolated between the two
towns and the sea. All this, of course, is the result
of a great sea-catastrophe. In the fourteenth century
the sea advanced and took off this limb of land,
destroying four-fifths of the port of Winchelsea in
a night of natural calamity for which there is,
I suppose, no parallel in our recent history. Win-
chelsea remains broken and enchanted, its one
remaining church cut in half, the ghost of what
might have been the most charming coastal town
in England.

. Rye remains. What to say of it after its years of
arty re-discovery, I hardly know. If there is a sea-
town in England that is easier on the eyes I have
not yet found it. To say that everyone now knows
it, that those crazy cobbled streets of russet houses
and  exclusive numbers are now self-conscious
pictures for the tourist, is not enough. In England
the beautiful town, or the town in the beautiful
situation, is faced with two choices : the terrors of
the tea-and-ham-and-eggs shack, with all the traps
for tourists which have desolated the Gorge at
Cheddar and the long glen at Matlock, or the hand
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of middle-class preservation. In spite of art and
snobbery, there is no doubt which is the better
choice, and to this Rye has long since been com-
fortably given up. Useless to protest that it is full
of tea-shops. Naturally it is. Equally useless to
protest that it exists solely for the pleasure of
middle-class ladies, arty artists and cliques of
writers. The port still has its trade; ships still
come up the yellow-grey Rother estuary ; fish-nets
are made here by the ton, and the town has a life
of its own.

As you come back into Kent across the Rother
Levels, where the skyscapes above the flat dyke-
lands are vast and snowy with sea-cloud and the
reeds flower fawn-silver by the waterside and the
great hedges of hawthorn, you see the land rising
again in the north, towards the Isle of Oxney and
Appledore. The true marsh lies farther east, full of
that odd air of remote beauty which sea always
gives to sea-marshes and which has something to
do with the larger and loftier area of sky that can
be seen on flat land. The villages are small here,
without the luxuriance of the upland villages of the
Weald ; the churches are squat, often flint-faced.
But there is a church here that is pleasure even to
a man who has been brought up, as I was, on the
cream of church architecture, the glorious diet of
Midland battlement and spire. Brookland should
not be missed : simple, primitive, cold as marsh air,
its windows of clear glass, its font solid lead and the
great wooden bell-tower completely detached from
the church itself. They say that smugglers were
once active in and about this stout, plain-windowed
little church, and I do not doubt it at all.

At Appledore you are among the charm again :
the russet and brown, pink and white houses, the
neat air of reflected prosperity. A windmill or two
uplifts the already high ridge ; there are long views
towards the sea, then heavy woodlands that cut
them off. There was a port here once, before the

abruptly changed course of the Rother, in 1287,
finished Appledore’s days of sea prosperity. Now
there is no touch of the sea: only pastoral calm,
deep primrose woodland, road-dykes mauve with
lady-smock in April, dark ponds lit up all summer
by yellow water-lilies. And here, perhaps, is the
place to say something about the roads of this piece
of country. If there is anything crazier than this
jumble of lanes that wriggle and tangle together
like eels on their way to the coast I have not yet
found it in England. It used to be a fairly regular
custom of mine to drive round and about here on
Sunday evenings in summer. In all these excursions
I think I never navigated a course that could be

-called conscious or without getting hopelessly lost

only five or ten miles from home. If these roads
were designed to fuddle invaders or, which is most
improbable, to help smugglers, then they were
successfully made. There are no roads quite so
irritating and charming in the whole of England.

But however you get lost on these roads there is
always an unfailing compass point ; it can be seen
from almost everywhere on this flatter land—the
straight back of the North Downs and the great
bear-skin of woodland, almost black in winter and
summer, fiery-bronze in autumn, that lies above the
sun-bleached loins of chalk. As the sea attracts you
to the south, so this line of hills has some sort of
magnetism as you turn north. And as you come up
off the yellow clay, crowded with skylarks in Spring,
and up the first step of the richer cherry-lands that
lie on the ledge between Weald and hills and so into
sight of the stark chalk that suddenly breaks into
beech-woods of superb height on,the hill-tops, the
feeling of attraction grows stronger still. To discover
what lies on the other side of the hill—this feeling
inevitably draws you up the deep-carved lanes, along
which the summer flowers grow richer as the soil
grows poorer and whiter, up to the rising wall of
beeches and the eternal copper floor of leaves swept
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