
highdown Gardens

1  Start your walk at the new 
Highdown Gardens Visitors 
Centre (located about 75 metres 
in from the entrance to the gardens, 
on your right). The Centre was built 
following a substantial grant from 
the National Lottery Heritage Fund. 
Many amenity improvements in the 
gardens including better accessibility 
were also funded from this grant. The 
visitor centre (which has an access 
lift), will give you a lot of background 
information and help you to get the 

most out of this heritage trail walk. 
There is free admission to the Centre 
and the gardens.

As well as new facilities for visitors, 
the Lottery grant has also enabled the 
team at the gardens to conserve rare 

often take place in the summer 
months. This is the last section of the 
Gardens and is laid out with trees and 
shrubs, namely cotoneaster, lime, silver 
birch, and arbutus. Often missed by 
visitors, it is a quiet area in which to sit 
and relax. To the north of the lawn is 
a bed on a sheltered bank. Agave and 
aloe enjoy this sunny dry spot along 
with palms and cordylines.

7  The Gardeners. Since 
the inception of the Gardens over 
100 years ago there have only been 
five head gardeners. The first three, 
James Buckman, Ron Read and John 
Bassindale were employed by Frederick 
Stern. Bassindale continued as head 
gardener under the Council until 1976. 
For the next 36 years the role was 
taken by Chris Beardsley, whose tenure 
included restoring the Gardens after 
the devastation wrought by the Great 
Storm of 1987. Jo Hooper became the 
first female head gardener in 2012. 
Today, Gwen Parker-Tregoat is in 
charge, and leads a dedicated team of 
staff and volunteers, who are creating a 
garden for the 21st Century.

the woods are carpeted with spring 
flowers such as Blanda and Scilla.

5  Chinese Hornbeam To 
the south is the Chinese hornbeam 
(Carpinus turczaninovii). This beautiful 
weeping tree was planted by Queen 
Mary in 1937. It was propagated from 
the larger original tree which grows 
close by, to the west.

6  Performance Area. Walking 
eastwards through a long pergola 
covered with Buddleja alternifolia you 
now enter the Lower Lawns which is 
where open-air theatrical performances 

plant specimens for the future, some of 
which you can see in the glass house on 
your left as you enter the gardens. No 
one knows what rare plants may be lost 
to the world due to changing climate, 
adding greater urgency to this vital 
conservation work.

You may want to visit the sensory 
garden during your visit, which 
includes sculpture and has wheelchair-
friendly access. Full details of the 
gardens and its facilities can be found 
at https://highdowngardens.co.uk/

2  Chalk Pit. Following the main 
path from the entrance we now enter 
the Chalk Pit Garden. In days gone by 
this pit was dug to extract chalk which 
was then used to lime famers’ fields. 
This process helped improve the soil 
and increase crop production. In 1909 
Frederick Stern decided to experiment 
to find out which plants would grow 
in the chalk downland soil. At first 
Cotoneaster, junipers and other shrubs 
were planted in the chalk rubble and 

when these grew successfully, other 
plants were added. The result is the 
chalk pit rock gardens and ponds you 
see today.

3  Lime Kiln Pond. To the 
south of the chalk cliff is the Lime Kiln 
Pond. The pond was built in 1910 on 
the site of an old pig sty. When the 
sty was cleared a disused lime kiln was 
discovered. The pond and surrounding 
rock garden was then created with 
the help of Clarence Elliot, a leading 
authority on rock gardens in the Stern’s 
time.

4  Beech Wood Walk. Leaving 
the Rose Garden you enter the Beech 
Wood. This was badly damaged in the 
Great Storm of 1987 but is now largely 
replanted with new trees. In the spring, 
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These have been called ‘the impossible 
gardens,’ as many people doubted 
whether it was possible for flowers, 
shrubs and trees to flourish on thin, 
alkaline chalk soils. However, from 
1909, Frederick Stern was determined 
to prove them wrong. His quest began 
as no more than a passing fancy, to 
give some natural colour to the bright 
white chalk that faced the tennis court 
he had created in the chalk pit shortly 
after his arrival.

In 1919 Stern married Sybil Lucas, who 
would come to share his passion for 
Highdown and its gardens. During the 
1920s and 30s society’s elite visited 
the Sterns and admired their growing 
collection of exotic and rare plants. 

Visitors included Edward, Prince of 
Wales (later Edward VIII) and his 
mother, Queen Mary. Queen Elizabeth, 
mother of our present Queen, also 
showed considerable interest in 
Stern and his work at Highdown. The 
leading plant collectors of the day 
contributed new species, including 
rare plants from China discovered 
by the celebrated plant hunters 
and explorers Frank Kingdon-Ward, 
Reginald Farrer and Ernest Wilson. 

Frederick (knighted for his services to 
agriculture in 1956) served in the First 
World War and was part of the prime 
minister Lloyd George’s negotiating 
team at Versailles in 1919. Lloyd George 
tried to persuade Stern to take up a 
career in politics, but Stern instead 
chose horticulture, for which we 
must all be grateful: had he gone into 
politics, these extraordinary gardens 
may never have been created.

Sybil Stern was an important 
personality in her own right and was 
highly respected in Worthing for her 
charitable works and her role as a 
magistrate, to which she dedicated 
over 30 years of service. The gardens 
are as much her legacy as her 
husband’s.

Sir Frederick Stern and Lady Sybil Stern

Highdown Gardens 
& Hill Trail

Historical highlights
Ritual and Riot

Without written evidence, we have to speculate about the 
importance and significance of Highdown as a site of ritual and 
celebration for the local community across the generations and 
centuries. 

Midsummer bonfires were once lit in many parts of England on 
23rd June, Midsummer’s Eve (not to be confused with the Summer 
Solstice on 21st June). A bonfire was reported to have been built 
and lit at Highdown on Midsummer’s Eve in 1830, and we can 
wonder if this was an ancient practice? In the south of England, 
it was Midsummer’s Eve and not Hallowe’en that was regarded as 
the auspicious time to commune with the spirit world and keeping 
a bonfire burning throughout that shortest night of the year was 
seen as a powerful act of communing with the unseen forces.

In 1834, during a time of much economic distress, rural labourers 
gathered on Highdown to protest their grievances and call out 
fellow labourers from as far away as Yapton (some ten miles to 
the west). This is reminiscent of the ‘hue and cry’ gatherings used 
to ferment medieval peasant rebellions. It strongly suggests that 
Highdown had a powerful hold over local people and may have 
been linked to old ideas of magic. The labourers were forcibly 
dispersed by the local yeomanry, and one of their leaders, George 
Ede, was arrested and sent to the House of Correction at Petworth 
for six weeks.

In Victorian times an annual cricket match was held on Highdown 
at Midsummer.

In recent years Sompting Village Morris Dancers have gathered here 
on the eve of the Summer Solstice, to dance and light a symbolic 
bonfire. In Sussex, it was said that the ‘little people’, or ‘pharisees’, 
as they were known, could be seen dancing on the top of Sussex 
hills at Midsummer. Such beliefs certainly dated back to Saxon 
times or even earlier.Historic research and text: Chris Hare, www.historypeople.co.uk 

Design: Blacker Design | Photography: Sam Hare, Steve Collins, Daniel Fairman, 
Judy Fox, Paul Robards, Steve Speller, Ed Watts and Worthing Museum and 
Gallery.

These heritage trails have been adapted from those originally published by 
the Worthing Heritage Alliance between 2011 and 2013.
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Uncover Worthing’s historic 
past and explore the local 
area with a choice of five 
trails:

 Worthing Town	  Cissbury Ring

 Pier, Parks & Seafront

 Highdown Gardens & Hill

 Tarring

Worthing Heritage Trails

Highdown  
Gardens & Hill

The Highdown Tea Rooms used to be 
the garage where Sir Frederick kept his 
chauffeur-driven Bentley.

Retrace your steps to the entrance 
of the gardens, but now continue 
across the car park, passing the South 
Downs National Park information 
sign on your left. Bear left, up the 
hill, making your way to the Miller’s 
Tomb, situated by a low-lying flint 
wall and surrounded by iron railings.

9  The Miller’s Tomb. Here 
is the last resting place of Highdown 
miller and reputed smuggler, John 
Olliver. Born in Lancing in 1709, Olliver 
may have worked for the Customs 
Service as a young man, if so it was 
a good apprenticeship for his later 
smuggling activities. John took over as 
miller of Highdown on the death of 
his father in 1750, who had been miller 
before him. The mill stood on the 
top of the hill just to the west of the 
present clump of trees (which you will 
come to later in this trail). It was a post 

mill and is believed to have stood on 
that spot for centuries. It was blown 
down in a storm in 1826.

Legend states that miller Olliver used 
the sails of the windmill to signal to 
smuggling vessels out at sea. There was 
probably no windmill on the coast of 
southern England more visible than 
Highdown Mill. Although Olliver lived 
in a humble cottage on the northern 
slope of Highdown (long since ruined), 
the canny miller amassed a number 
of properties in the Worthing area, 
including The Hollies in Tarring High 

Highdown house, tomb, 
and prehistoric enclosure

Leaving the gardens, turn right until 
you come to The Highdown – hotel, 
restaurant, cafe.

8  The Highdown. The 
Highdown, formerly Highdown Towers 
and prior to that the Dower House, 
was built in the early 1850s by the 
then landowner David Lyon. The first 
occupant was John Golds, a gentleman 
farmer, who lived in the house with his 
wife and eight children. By 1881 George 
Graham and his wife were in residence. 
The family were evangelical Christians 
and noted preachers. During the 1890s 
and early 1900s John Pierce, a senior 
civil servant at the Board of Trade, was 
the occupant. He lived there with his 
wife and their niece, who they appear 
to have adopted, having no children of 
their own. Frederick Stern purchased 
the property and adjoining land in 1909. 
Sterns Nightclub was a well-known 
destination during the 1980s and ’90s. 
Today The Highdown includes a Hotel, 
restaurant and cafe. 

Street (See Tarring Heritage Trail). 
Olliver rented out these properties, 
which added to his growing income.

On his cottage he erected a wrought 
iron weather vane which depicted an 
Excise man with a drawn cutlass chasing 
a smuggler, while the Excise man in his 
turn was being pursued by an old lady 
with a raised broom. Most ingeniously 
of all, when the wind blew, hinges 
on the weather vane caused the old 
woman’s broom to crash down on the 
head of the Excise man.

The tomb you are looking at was 
erected over thirty years before the 
eccentric miller’s demise. To build his 
tomb, Olliver would have needed 
the permission of the landowner, 
Westbrooke Richardson of Findon 
Place, and the vicar of Goring, the 
Rev Penfold, himself an important 
landowner. Olliver clearly had friends 
in high places, which may explain why 
no questions were ever asked about his 
own considerable wealth.

A local newspaper account stated that 
2000 people attended Olliver’s funeral 
in 1793. He had lived to the grand age 
of 84 and it seems the entire local 
population from all the surrounding 
villages turned out to bid him farewell. 
Six young women dressed in white 
carried his coffin, while one of his 
grand-daughters read the funeral 
service. The miller had left plenty of 
money for the mourners to drink and 
eat their fill. Indeed the day seems to 
have ended in a riotous manner.

The inscriptions on the tomb were all 
written by Olliver himself, and focused 
around his mediations on death and 
redemption. One verse refers to the 
skeletal designs on the tomb –  
Why start you at the skeleton, 
‘Tis your own picture that you shun; 
Alive it did resemble thee, 
And thou, when dead, like that shall be.

Legend states that if you run around 
the tomb seven times, the miller’s ghost 
will jump out at you.

For many years, Frederick Stern, who 
was Jewish, invited poor Jewish children 
from the East End of London to camp on 
his land at Highdown during the summer 
months. Perhaps they even made their 
camp fires up by the miller’s tomb?

Walk through the gate in the flint 
wall to your left. 

This wall marks the ancient boundary 
between Goring and Ferring parishes. 
In the nineteenth century this was also 
the border between land owned by 
the Lyon family at Goring Hall and the 
Hentys at Ferring Grange. 

Walk up the rising ground in front of 
you for about 400 metres until you 
come to the circular earthwork and 
tree clump on top of the hill. 

10  Highdown Prehistoric 
Enclosure. The ditch and 
embankment was first cut sometime 
in the late Bronze Age (about 1000 BC) 
and then re-cut at a later date before 

the Roman occupation in 43 AD. The 
question still remains as to whether 
this was a fortified enclosure, a ritual 
site, or simply a pound for livestock. It 
may, of course, have been all three!

The real interest of Highdown from 
an archaeological point of view lies 
in the Saxon cemetery discovered 
by Mr Henty’s workmen in the 1890s. 
In common with many nineteenth-
century landowners, Henty wished to 
copy the fashion – begun by Charles 
Goring of Wiston at Chanctonbury 
– to plant circular clumps of trees on 
prominent hilltops in their ownership. 
It was while digging holes to plant 
the saplings at Highdown, that human 
remains were found, complete with 
spears, shields, jewellery and other 
burial goods. A total of 199 bodies 
were excavated, making it one of the 
largest early Saxon cemeteries ever 
discovered in the country.

Were these men and women, newly 
arrived from land that today is part 
of modern Germany, invaders who 
had seized this land by force of arms, 
or were they a hired force, brought 
in to protect the old order? It seems 
likely that it may have been the latter. 
Excavations at the site of a nearby 
college, a mile away to the east of 
Highdown, in 1988, revealed the 
existence of a Romano-British villa 
that was still functioning at the time 
the Saxon burials were taking place. 
Perhaps the villa owner paid these 
people for protection? As the years 
or decades passed could there have 
been intermarriage between the two 
communities? It is impossible to know. 

A beautiful late Roman period goblet, 
complete with running hare motif 
was discovered in one burial. Was this 
a gift? Had it been stolen or traded? 
Whatever the truth, archaeologists 
believe it originated in the Middle East, 
possibly Alexandria. It is now on show, 
along with other remains from the 
cemetery, in Worthing Museum.

In 1937 a Roman bath house was 
discovered on the western slope of 
Highdown. Plans for a further dig were 
halted when vandals destroyed some 
of the archaeology. It was believed 
that there may have been a villa here. 
The war intervened and the dig at this 
spot was never recommenced.

Curiously, the findings of a dig at 
Highdown, carried out in 1988, 
following the Great Storm, have never 
been published.

11  Stand by the old OS trig 
point. From here you can look over 
to the tall radio masts on Bignor Hill, 
to the north-west, and, on a clear day, 
on the horizon to the south-west, you 
can make out the spire of Chichester 
Cathedral, a distance of 18 miles. 

Introduction to Highdown 
Gardens & Hill
Highdown Hill is not, geologically, part of the South Downs, but the 
remnant of a far older line of hills, long lost to time and erosion. 
Today it is the only hill on the coastal plain between Brighton and 
Portsmouth, offering marvellous views to the west and to the east. 
On a clear day, it is possible to see the Isle of Wight to the west, 
and Beachy Head to the east: no wonder it was a place of wonder 
and spiritual significance to our ancient ancestors.

This walk will lead you back through the centuries, from the 
Edwardian grandeur of Sir Frederick and Sybil Stern, the smuggling 
days of John Olliver, the days of Saxon warriors, until, finally, we 
remember the Bronze Age people who dug the circular earthwork, 
still very visible on the summit of Highdown after more than 
3,000 years. 

Highdown is the southerly point of the South Downs National 
Park, while much of the land is in the custodianship of the National 
Trust. The beautiful and unique chalk gardens, created by Frederick 
Stern, are owned by Worthing Borough Council and a wonderful 
place of relaxation and serenity, open to the public, free of charge.

Directions: Approach on the A259 from the Worthing direction. 
It is necessary to drive to Angmering on the A259 and use the 
roundabout to return towards Worthing on the eastbound 
carriageway. The turning to Highdown Towers is on the left. There 
is a sign but motorists should approach at a moderate speed to 
ensure they indicate in sufficient time.

Duration: allow 1 hour each for the Gardens and Hill.

Terrain: Some, but not all, of Highdown Gardens is suitable for 
those with access requirements and mobility needs. Highdown Hill 
is off road and hilly and therefore not suitable for those with access 
requirements. Please wear appropriate footwear – boots or shoes 
with strong grip. Ground may be wet and slippery.

Parking: Please note vehicle access to the car park is limited by a 
2.1m height barrier

Dogs: Dogs are not permitted in Highdown Gardens but are 
welcome at Highdown Hill

By train: The nearest station is Goring by Sea - Highdown is a 25 
min walk @timeforworthing

For more local inspiration and information, events, 
plus accommodation, shopping, eating and drinking 
& more . . .  timeforworthing.uk
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