
wild swimming walks  
leads you on 28 adventures into the 
beautiful countryside of southern 
England. discover swimming meadows 
along the Thames, secret coves of the 
sussex seashore and hidden islands of 
the Essex coast.

all the walking routes are accessible 
by train and each comes with ideas for 
places to visit and refreshments along 
the route. includes suggestions for 
longer weekends away as well.

ThE famous  
swimming ladiEs  
of london’s hampstead 
ponds share their favourite 
walks with a dip. leave the 
car at home this summer 
with 28 days out across 
southern and eastern England. 

featuring secret lakes, river 
meadows and sandy seaside 
beaches, Wild Swimming 
Walks is rich with stories, 
photos and natural history. 
Complete with detailed 
directions, maps and 
practical inspiration, this 
book is perfect for families, 
walkers and swimmers alike.

includes downloadable 
route information to print 
out, or take with you on 
your phone or tablet.

 
 

£14.999 781910 636015

The kenwood ladies’ Pond 
on hampstead heath has 
been a women’s swimming 
pond since 1926.  world 
famous for its history and 
idyllic setting, it has become 
a  magnet for london 
residents and visitors alike. 
margaret dickinson (editor) 
is a year-round wild swimmer, 
documentary film-maker and 
writer who campaigned to 
save swimming on the heath. 

if you like Wild Swimming 
Walks you might also like 
these other titles from 
WildThingsPublishing.com:
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INFORMATION

Distance: 8.5 miles (options of 7 
miles and 10 miles for Rye Circular). 
time: 5 hours (3.5 and 5.5 hours 
for options).
map: OS Landranger 189 (Ashford 
& Romney Marsh); OS Explorer 125 
(Romney Marsh) and 124 (Hastings 
and Bexhill).
start point: Winchelsea Station. 
enD point: Rye Station.
public transport: High-speed 
trains (with a surcharge) from St 
Pancras International, change at 
Ashford International. Slower trains 
(without surcharge) from other 
London stations. At the time of 
writing, trains from Ashford 
International to Rye are hourly but 
there is only one train every two 
hours to Winchelsea. 
swimming: In the sea at 
Winchelsea Beach. 
places of interest: Winchelsea 
town and St Thomas’s church; Rye 
Harbour nature reserve; Camber 
Castle, Rye.
refreshments: The New Inn, 
Winchelsea town (TN36 4EN, tel 
01797 226252); Beach Café (TN36 
4NG, tel 01797 223344) and Ship Inn 
(TN36 4LH, tel 01797 226767), 
Winchelsea Beach; various pubs and 
restaurants in Rye and a handy 
Budgens next door to Rye station. 
weeKenD suggestion: Stay in 
Rye and next day take the train one 
stop to Three Oaks to do walk 25, 
Three Oaks to Hastings. Alternatively, 
just explore Rye one day and do the 
walk the next. 

A 
 few hundred years ago the site of Winchelsea 
station was under the sea. From a boat above 
it you would have seen the great, walled town 
of Winchelsea rising from the water on a little 

promontory above a busy harbour. Now you look across grazing 
land to a sleepy village on a hill where only the ruined gateways  
2 , 3  indicate how big the built-up area once was. The country-

side around has an eerie, unsettled feeling as if the sea has not 
quite gone. Its contours preserve such a strong memory of the 
old coast that it is all too easy to imagine the tide raging back 
across the levels. 

The sea’s retreat was an episode in a long, uneasy relationship 
between town and shifting shore. Winchelsea is a new town in the 
sense of a settlement built from scratch according to a plan. The 
surprise is that it is more than 700 years old and the grid of wide 
streets that look like a 19th or 20th century development are based 
on a plan drawn up in 1288. Edward I founded the town to replace 
Old Winchelsea, a port located on a shingle spit somewhere in 
Rye Bay. It had been destroyed by a series of storms that battered 
the coast between 1233 and 1288, breaching the shingle bar and 
changing the topography of Rye Bay. 

Old Winchelsea and Rye were members of the Confederation 
of the Cinque Ports, the alliance of coastal towns that provided 
the king with ships in return for special privileges. They were 
not among the original five and were given the status of ‘Ancient 
Towns’, after which the group became known as ‘the Cinque 
Ports and the two Ancient Towns’. New Winchelsea inherited Old 
Winchelsea’s role, and over the next 100 years endured destructive 

An unashamedly romantic walk through the 
remnants of an ancient, half-abandoned 
town, across desolate marshes, past a 
ruined castle to the coast.

wInchelsea to rye,  
east sussex 

Walk 24
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attacks by first French and then Castilian forces, 
but also enjoyed the benefits of commercial and 
military importance. All this came to an end when 
the harbour silted up in the late 15th century,  
precipitating a prolonged decline. 

In the 18th century a calico industry helped 
support what remained of a population and 
during the Napoleonic Wars the town hosted a 
garrison once again, but by the late 19th century 
it had shrunk to a picturesque village celebrated 
by the discerning bourgeois from bigger towns 
as a delightful place to visit or settle. Famous 
residents included actress Ellen Terry, writer Ford 
Madox Ford and spymaster Vera Atkins. John 
Everett Millais painted The Blind Girl and The 
Random Shot there. Spike Milligan is buried in 
the churchyard. There were once several churches 
and the remaining one, St Thomas’s 2 , stands in 
a spacious square amid gothic ruins. The interior 
seems disproportionately vast for the present town 
and yet even this is a remnant, as the nave occupies 
what was once just the transept of the massive 13th 
century church. Histories of town and church are 
on sale in the church and there is a small museum 
in Court Hall on the corner of High Street, 
opposite St Thomas’s.

From Winchelsea the walk goes along the top of 
the former peninsula 3  with views to the sea across 
Pett Level, an area of marsh and meadow criss-
crossed by ditches and so flat that it mimics the 
sea, which once covered it. The Level is separated 
from the hillside by a particularly wide, deep ditch, 
the Royal Military Canal 5 . It runs through Rye 
and right round the back of Romney Marshes and 
was constructed during the Napoleonic Wars as 
part of coastal defences. Our walk drops down to 
follow the canal through reedy areas rich in bird 
life before crossing the Level to the shore, which 

is bounded by a great dyke built in case one day the 
sea might try to return. 

There is good swimming here at mid to high tide 
from a steeply sloping shingle beach, but as the sea 
recedes, sand and mud flats are gradually exposed 
until, by low tide, there is a long walk to the water 
and then a very long paddle until it is deep enough 
to swim. The bay is slightly sheltered and the 
shallows break the force of a big swell, so that the 
sea in summer is rarely too rough for swimming, 
but is often choppy enough to churn up the sand 
and mud to make the water look rather murky near 
the shore. As you swim out it clears pleasantly. 

The settlement of Winchelsea Beach 7 - 8  is a 
largely 20th century development, which features 
a big caravan park and bungalows straggling along 
unpaved roads, screened by windswept hedges. 
Nearby is a large lake, Long Pit, the result of past 
shingle extraction and now part of Rye Harbour 
nature reserve, home to a variety of waterfowl and 
marshland birds. 

The walk passes near Camber Castle 9 , an 
impressive ruin standing isolated on the marshes 
and, like Winchelsea town, stranded by the sea’s 
retreat. It was built on a shingle spit to defend 
the large anchorage between Winchelsea and 
Rye. A tower of 1512 was later incorporated into 
a large military fort constructed on the order of 
Henry VIII between 1539 and 1544. The silting 
of the port made it obsolete by 1637 and Charles 
I ordered its demolition, but fortunately the order 
was not carried out. The interior is open to the 
public for brief periods during the summer (check 
details with English Heritage). 

The destination, Rye, is a small town with a 
long history, many famous former residents and 
too much to see in a day, let alone in an hour or 
two after a long walk.
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1  winchelsea 
Leave Winchelsea station, turn  
right to cross the railway track  
onto a minor tarmac road leading 
towards the promontory on which 
Winchelsea stands. After about a 
quarter of a mile, cross the River 
Brede, walk through a small group 
of houses to a junction with the 
U-bend of the main A 259 and take 
a footpath to the right over a stile 
signed ‘1066 Country Walk’, a 
newly developed walk which 
partially coincides with our route. 
The path passes a sewage works on 
your left, is briefly hedged on both 
sides, but soon goes over a stile into 
an open field, where it veers slightly 
left with a ditch and wood on the 
left. Pass two signed but faint paths 
off to the right and continue as the 
path starts to wind uphill and 
becomes a sunken track. Near the 
top follow the path left through a 
gate and past a beacon on a knoll 
to the right.
1 mile

2  the ancient town 
After the beacon, as houses 
appear, head roughly straight on 
towards a long, low wooden 
building in front of  a tiled house. 
Go through a gate to the right of 
the low building and follow a 
surfaced lane towards the main 
A259, where, looking left, you can 
see one of  Winchelsea’s medieval 
gates, the Pipewell Gate. Cross 
the main road to continue along 
Mill Road and take the first turning 
right, Hiham Green, to pass Court 
Hall and the town museum on the 
left. Cross a side road, High Street, 
to pass St Thomas’s church on the 

left and the New Inn on the right. 
Continue to the edge of  town 
passing public lavatories on the 
left. The road bends right and 
passes a remnant of  masonry on 
the left. Just to the right of  this, go 
over a waymarked stile. (You have 
missed the stile if  you reach a 
junction with the main A259.) 
1.5 miles

3  to wicKham manor 
From the stile follow a faint path 
across a field to an intersection 
with a fenced path, which you 
cross by means of  two stiles to 
continue roughly straight on. The 
path, still quite faint, leads slightly 
downhill towards a large tree and 
a gap between trees. In the 
distance, ahead and to your left, 
you may see the ruins of  one of 
the other town gateways, New 
Gate. Head for the gap in the 
trees, go through a gate with a 
waymarked sign and veer slightly 
right up a slope to where you get 
a good view of New Gate to the 
left and now behind you. Looking 
ahead there is a stone house, 
Wickham Manor, and to the left  
of  it a rather beautiful barn. Go 
over a stile to the left of  the barn 
to cross the Manor drive by means 
of  another stile opposite. 
2 miles

4a  the shortcut 
Turn left on the Manor drive 
instead of  crossing it, left again 
where it joins a road and then 
right onto a footpath heading 
down to the marshes to rejoin 
the main route at the bridge  
over the canal. 

4b  the main walK  
After crossing the drive, cross 
the next field to the far left-hand 
corner. (Do not be misled by an 
old track to a gate on the left.) 
At the corner go over a 
waymarked stile and cross a 
tarmac lane into a field. Here 
the path marked on the map is 
straight on but, when we did the 
walk, it had been rerouted 
round the field edge to the 
right. So, follow it round, first 
parallel to the road, then turning 
left and then right through a 
gateway. Ignore a permissive 
path signed to the left and 
continue along a field edge with 
trees on your right to a strip of 
woodland serving as a wide 
hedgerow. Cross two stiles and 
continue through the next field 
(planted with sunflowers and 
wild flax when we walked). On 
the far side go over a stile by a 
lane, turn sharp left to go 
through a little gate beside a big 
gate onto a stony track. A few 
paces down turn right off the 
track on a waymarked but faint 
path. Look for two buildings 
ahead and keep them slightly to 
your left as you cross the field 
looking for a waymarked stile on 
the far side. The stile appears to 
lead into someone’s grounds 
past a small building, but follow 
the path left of  the building, 
then sharp left to skirt a house 
on the right and continue 
between overgrown hedges to a 
T-junction with a grassy track. 
Turn right downhill, enjoying 
great views over the marshes. 
3 miles

5  the royal military canal 
At the bottom the path winds 
through a reed bed. Where it joins 
a track turn right and after a few 
paces turn left over a gated bridge 
crossing a drainage ditch. After the 
bridge turn left along the ditch. 
After about quarter of a mile, cross 
a small ditch joining the one on your 
left. Ignore a signed path to the left 
and continue to cross another much 
larger waterway, the Royal Military 
Canal. On the other side, at a 
T-junction, turn left and walk with 
the canal on your left for between 
quarter and half a mile to a 
waymarked cross-path where you 
turn right towards the sea. (The 
path on the left is the shortcut from 
Wickham Manor.)
3.75 miles

6  across the marshes 
The path to the sea is not easy to 
follow despite waymarks on most of 
the gates. Start in the direction 
indicated by the signpost, keeping a 
small ditch on your right. This ditch 
ends just as it is nearly joined at right 
angles by a ditch on the left, but a 
gap between the ditches allows you 
to continue roughly straight on. 
Some way off to the right there 
should be a larger ditch running 
towards the sea, and the route lies 
roughly parallel to this but at varying 
distances. So, keep looking for the 
next gate and waymark while 
heading for the coast, bounded here 
by a road and dyke. The path joins 
the road at a rather inconspicuous 
signpost near the parallel ditch and a 
good field’s distance to the right of a 
group of farm buildings. 
4.5 miles

7  the beach  
Cross the road, take steps to the 
top of  the dyke and turn left to 
walk with the sea on your right. 
You can swim here, but there are 
groynes running parallel to the 
shore which, when partly under 
water, are a hazard. A little further 
on by Winchelsea Beach Café the 
road turns inland away from the 
shoreline and the swimming gets 
better because the groynes are at 
right angles to the shore. 
Continue along the shore, on the 
dyke or parallel path passing a 
caravan park. After about quarter 
of  a mile pass some flats and a 
road and track both at right angles 
to the shore. 
5.5 miles

8  past long pit 
About 150 metres further on 
along the beach, turn onto a track 
heading slightly inland at an oblique 
angle. After a few metres, pass a 

track on the left and then two 
footpaths on the right, but 
continue to the end of  the track 
where on the left there is a signed 
path, and a few paces further on 
an unsigned track. Take either as 
they meet after about quarter of  a 
mile. The track is more pleasant as 
it runs beside a large lake known 
as Long Pit. Once past the lake the 
track runs through bushes, 
emerges to more open ground 
and reaches a junction with a 
cross-path. Turn right here along a 
path with messy hedges both 
sides. Go over a stile and continue 
on an almost invisible path across 
a field with a fence on the right, 
ignoring a farm track on the left. 
At the end of  the field go through 
a gate and turn left on a track 
towards buildings, but just before 
the buildings take a path across 
open ground on the right towards 
Camber Castle.
6.5 miles
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9  from camber castle 
Before reaching the castle you will 
see two metal gates ahead, more or 
less side by side, both with a 
waymark sign. You can take either 
route, both to the left of the castle, 
but the quickest is the one more to 
the right and just to the right of a 
wire fence. (If you deviate to take a 
closer look at the castle, return to 
this path along the wire. Be careful 
because beyond the castle, slightly 
to the right, are new waymarked 
paths, not marked on the map we 
were using, which look as if  they 
lead to Rye but are for exploring 
the nature reserve.) So, taking the 
path by the wire, continue across 

fields with a distant view of Rye 
church tower above the marshes. 
The path seems to head too far left, 
leading towards outlying houses 
strung along the A259. As you draw 
near, the path rises onto a low 
embankment that veers slightly right 
as it joins a larger embankment. 
This forms one edge of the Royal 
Military Canal, which separates you 
from the road and the houses. 
7.5 miles 

10  into rye 
Walk along the embankment 
towards Rye. After a metal gate 
follow the embankment and path as 
they veer away from the canal then 

curve back, heading to another 
metal gate. Go through this onto a 
narrow tarmac lane and walk on 
towards Rye. At Rye Harbour Road, 
where you see the masts of yachts 
along the river, turn left and cross 
the Military Canal to a junction with 
the busy A259, called at this point 
Winchelsea Road. Turn right to walk 
with the river on your right, passing 
tall black buildings on the far bank. 
Follow the road as it bends right to 
cross the river, and just after the 
bridge cross the A259 on a zebra 
crossing. At a small roundabout 
where the A259 turns right along 
the river’s left bank, leave it to take 
Cinque Ports Street straight ahead. 
Ignore turnings right and left until 
you come to a V-junction where 
you take the left fork, and a little 
way along you will see a sign to the 
station to your right.
8.5 miles

Route option 
Rye Circular (10 miles): To 
start the walk from Rye, turn right 
out of Rye station, leaving Budgens 
on your left, and turn left on a 
moderately main road. At the next 
junction turn right down Cinque 
Port Street to join the main A259, 
which you follow across the river 
and part way round a bend to the 
left. Near this take a track on the 
right, which leads to a waymarked 
footpath. Follow the path across flat 
pastureland, crossing a series of 
ditches, to join the Winchelsea to 
Rye route near the bridge over the 
River Brede, and pick up directions 
from step 1. 

Margaret Dickinson, Bambi Ballard.
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