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Parish Churches in the Downland & Their Connections With Places of Memory & Power in the Landscape:

This short paper looks at three parish churches – St Peter, Firle, Sussex; St Mary, Wiston, Sussex and St Mary & St Gabriel, South Harting, Sussex. These three churches have several things in common:

· The parishes are all scarpfoot settlements on land in the scarpfoot to the north of the South Downs

· They are all below hills with Bronze Age Barrows and/or Iron Age hillforts:

Firle        – Firle Beacon Bronze Age Barrows

Wiston    - Chanctonbury Ring Bronze Age Barrows, univallate Iron Hillfort & Roman 
                 Temple

South      - Two Hillforts: 1) Harting Beacon (Beacon Hill) Bronze Age Barrows, 
Harting      Univallate Iron Age Hillfort, Roman settlement in dry valley between     
                  Harting Beacon & Harting Down. 2) Torrberry Hill south of South Harting 
                  the hill is a spur of the South Downs and contains evidence of Bronze 
                  Age settlement, a univallate Iron Age Hillfort & the medieval folklore that
                  the hill was formed when the devil burnt himself when drinking punch
                  from the Devil’s Punch Bowl near Hindhead in Surrey.

· There are monuments and in the case of St Peter Firle and St Mary & St Gabriel South Harting a chapel/ ruins of a chapel to recusant families. Firle the Gage Chapel & its monuments; South Harting the remains of the Caryll Chapel to the south of the 
Chancel & the monument to Sir Richard Caryll c. 1619 inside the south transept (moved from the derelict Caryll Chapel in the C19th) along with the effigies of the Cowper family c. 1600. While St Mary’s Wiston contains in the south chapel the 
Monument to Sir Richard Shelley c. 1540 & Sir Thomas Shelley c. 1612.

The paper considers the application of a centre and periphery argument the centre of power shifting from the hillforts to the parish settlements, while the advent of Protestant doctrine in the later C16th saw the labelling of places like hills with prehistoric features as places of superstition to be avoided, but places that continued to draw people. Some Catholic retaining a longitudinal temporal spiritual sense of attachment others drawn by folklore that developed outside the sphere of organised official religion amongst ordinary people.


