
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: 6.5 miles. 
time: 4 hours.
map: OS Landranger 199 
(Eastbourne & Hastings); OS 
Explorer 124 (Hastings & Bexhill)
start point: Three Oaks Station.
enD point: Hastings Station.
public transport: Train from 
Charing Cross or Victoria, or St 
Pancras International (faster but 
more expensive); change at Ashford 
International or Hastings onto a 
local service running between 
Ashford and Brighton via Hastings. 
At the time of writing this was an 
hourly service but only every other 
train stops at Three Oaks. NB 
Whichever route you take, you 
must be in the first carriage to get 
off at Three Oaks.
swimming: In the sea at 
Covehurst Bay and Hastings.
places of interest: Hastings 
Country Park and nature reserve; 
Hastings old town and resort. 
refreshments: The Three Oaks 
Inn (TN35 4NH, tel 01424 813303), 
Three Oaks; The White Hart 
Beefeater (TN35 4LW, tel 01424 
813187), Guestling. Hastings has 
plenty of pubs, cafés and 
restaurants.
weeKenD suggestion: 
Combine with Walk 24, Winchelsea 
to Rye (see for details).

T his beautiful walk wanders through gentle rolling 
fields and woodlands to reach one of the very few 
undeveloped stretches of coastline in the South East. 
The area is now a nature reserve rich in different 

habitats, including traditional meadowland and the tangled 
woodland of the undercliff. After reaching the sea the route follows 
the coastal path where there are challenging ups and downs, which 
make this a tougher walk than its distance would suggest.

The first swim on Fairlight Glen beach at Covehurst Bay 7  
is at the bottom of a steep footpath where regular users have 
built a series of steps. It has no car access and no facilities and is 
recognised as a naturist beach. The rock here is crumbly yellow 
sandstone and mudstone, and frequent landslides have given rise 
to a shoreline of broken cliff and steep, wooded undercliffs, quite 
unlike the sheer chalk cliffs at Dover or Eastbourne. The track to 
the beach is sometimes obliterated by landfalls and when we did 
the walk it was officially closed, with notices telling you not to 
go down. These were, however, clearly ignored by many people 
and the path had been partially restored with rough wooden steps 
in the worst parts. It was passable but a scramble, not advisable 
for anyone unsure on their feet. Once down, you reach a rocky 
foreshore and beach that has stretches of sand at low tide, but is 
reduced to a narrow, rocky strip at high tide. 

According to some naturist websites, Fairlight Glen was the first 
beach to be recognised by a local council as officially naturist, in 
1978. This sounds very late but the key may be the term ‘officially’, 
since long before the 1970s some beaches were accepted by custom 
and practice as nudist areas. Apparently the ‘official’ designation 

A short but hilly walk through pretty 
countryside with some scrambling to a 
lovely undeveloped stretch of shore, which 
is a naturist haven. 

three oaks to hastInGs,  
east sussex
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was withdrawn from Fairlight in 1999, but that 
probably made little difference to those who use 
the beach, whether drawn by the freedom to be 
naked or by its peaceful seclusion, free from roads, 
cars and buildings. 

Naturism as a movement dates back over a 
century. It was in Germany that the first real nudist 
club, Freilichpark, opened in 1903. In England 
the first organised manifestation was the English 
Gymnosophical Society formed in 1922, in a very 
loose sense a forerunner of British Naturism, the 
present-day federation of naturist societies. 

Germany, however, was not the absolute 
pioneer. Surprisingly, it turns out that the first 
known naturist association in the world was in 
India, although presumably British by culture. It 
was the Fellowship for the Naked Trust founded 
in 1891 by Charles Edward Gordon Crawford, 
a District and Sessions Judge for the Bombay 
Civil Service, and it appears to have attracted 
only two other members, the sons of a British 
missionary. Perhaps there is a bizarre justice 

in India laying claim to this ‘first’ given that 
its dominant public culture today is intensely 
prudish. Naturism, as an organised movement, 
rather than simply liking to go naked now and 
again, only makes sense as a reaction to prudery, 
and even catches from the prudish a faint echo 
of coercion. Happily, there is none of this in 
Fairlight Glen, where no one will tick you off if 
you choose to wear a costume.

The second opportunity to swim is at the end 
of the walk, off Hastings beach 9 , which is also 
a mixture of shingle and sand, a town beach but 
rarely crowded. Hastings itself is an interesting 
place with a long maritime history and a dramatic, 
hilly site overlooked by the ruined castle. It is one 
of the Cinque Ports, once had a major fishing 
industry and still has the largest beach-based 
fishing fleet in England. There are remnants of 
the elegant resort it became in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, but sadly it has declined more than many 
of the old resorts, and a lot of the pretty houses 
look badly in need of repainting.

1  from three oaKs  
Turn left out of the station on a 
road that crosses the railway line. 
Just on the other side of the line 
turn left into a very minor road, 
Eight Acre Lane, which runs parallel 
to the railway line and, after about 
quarter of a mile, goes under it to 
continue parallel to it on the other 
side. Ignore a footpath on the left 
as you go under the railway and 

another one a little further on, 
which you may miss as it is not well 
marked. Take the next FP on the 
left, shortly after passing a road to 
the right, Rock Lane, and just after 
passing buildings on the right and 
left sides of the lane. The FP is 
what looks like the second of four 
driveways. There is a sign but it is 
not easy to spot.
1 mile

2  crossing the a259 
Take the path through a wood 
following signs, which distinguish 
it from a private track. After 
about 300 metres you reach a 
clearing. Veer uphill, to the right, 
looking out for a faintly marked 
path crossing the grass to a 
signpost on the other side of  the 
clearing. At the sign-post there is 
a good view back over the fields. 

dIrectIons
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of the field, into a steep dip, over a 
little bridge and up the other side 
through some woods.
2 miles

5  fairlight loDge hotel 
Walk through a field, which when 
we did the walk had been cleared 
along the path. Continue uphill, with 
the hedge line to your right. You will 
soon see a large hall, with turrets 
on your left, which is the hotel. At 
the top of the hill follow a path on 
the left, cut through the crops, and 
into the woods above the hotel. 
Follow the wooden fence, and 
continue past the large, three-
truncked, boundary beech tree. 
Cross a gravel driveway and 
continue along the path over a stile. 
Follow this path until you reach a 
minor road, Fairlight Road.
3 miles

6  to fairlight glen 
Cross the road and look for a 
continuation of your path to the 
right, running parallel with the road, 
until you reach a left turn towards 
the coast. After about 200 metres, 
ignore a path crossing at right angles 
and continue downhill on steps by 
the side of a wood until, after 
another quarter of a mile, you reach 
the main cliff top path. You will begin 
to see signs for Fairlight Glen beach.
3.5 miles

7  Down to the sea 
Turn right along the cliff top path, 
initially up a series of steps, until 
you reach a turning to the left near 
a stream, which will take you down 
to the beach. As mentioned in the 
description of the swim, this was 

what appears to be a private 
driveway, but which is indicated by 
a FP sign. Pass some houses and a 
small field/garden to find a narrow 
path straight on and slightly 
downhill. 

4  The next bit is tricky. The path 
goes through a field and past some 
trees into another field where one 
path goes straight on, but you turn 
right down a rather faint path. If 
you turn too early, you will come 
across a small, private stone circle; 
retrace your steps and continue 
straight on. If you pass the turning, 
you come to a hard track, actually 
the drive to someone’s house, and 
this indicates you have missed the 
turning. Go back. The correct 
turning heads down to the corner 

The path continues through the 
wood to bring you out on a big 
main road, the A259.
1.5 miles

3  hastings country parK 
Turn right and walk a little way 
along the road round a slight bend, 
and look for a poorly marked path 
on the other side which will lead 
you on in the direction you were 
taking before you met the road. 
Cross the road with care, go over 
the stile and follow the path through 
a field, keeping along the fence on 
the left-hand edge. At the signpost 
marked Hastings Country Park 
continue to the left of some houses 
to reach a minor road. Cross this 
and continue on a narrow path that 
very soon turns sharp right through 

fenced off with a warning sign when 
we did the walk, but was evidently 
regularly used. From this point it is 
rather a steep scramble down to 
the beach, which would probably 
be slippery when wet. After your 
swim go back up the track and turn 
right at the cliff top path to walk on 
in a westerly direction.
4 miles

8  on the cliff tops 
From here follow a clearly marked 
cliff top path up and down until you 
reach the top of the funicular railway 
above Hastings. On our walk, several 
paths closest to the coast had been 
temporarily closed due to weather 
damage. For an alternative and less 
hilly route further inland, follow the 
signs for Barley Lane car park, turn 
left out of the car park and follow 
the road past the caravan park. 
When you come to a cliff-top field, 
cross it diagonally to the left until you 
reach the top of the funicular.
5.5 miles

9  hastings 
Go down the steps by the funicular 
and continue into the old town until 
you reach the sea front. Walk to the 
west along the front until, about 
halfway to the pier, you should see a 
sign to the station some way after a 
roundabout and at the second of 
two T-junctions. Head inland 
following signs or taking Harold Place 
and its continuation, Havelock Road, 
to reach the station, about a quarter 
of a mile away from the front.
6.5 miles

Margaret Dickinson, Emma 
Beatrice Clark.
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