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Introduction 

This guide is one of a developing information series showcasing 

the heritage of Sussex. At Sussex Heritage Community we are 

convinced that it is vital to value our rich heritage in Sussex.  

It is also important to generate awareness, conservation and 

education about the very wide range of buildings, points of 

interest and landscapes that make Sussex such a delight to live in. 
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St. Helens Church, Ore in Hastings and The Historic Ridge 

Introduction 

The Great Ridge of Hastings is part of the High Weald, designated as an Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), covering 1,461 sq km (565 sq miles) of Sussex, Kent, and 

Surrey. 

St Helen’s ancient church is set on this high sandstone ridge above Hastings – an area known 

locally as ‘The Ridge’, several hundred feet above the coast. There may have been a Saxon 

wooden church on the site long ago.  The Old Church has been repeatedly altered over time; 

however, the monks of Fecamp in Normandy built the original stone church fabric immediately 

after the Battle of Hastings. The Fecamp monks controlled an area stretching from the Priory 

Valley of Hastings to Winchelsea. This area was called Rameslie (see below). 

It is thought that the monks of Fecamp built the church on the Great Ridge because it gave the 

very best sighting of ships at sea towards Rye and Winchelsea. Old Winchelsea, set on the end of 

the cliff line at Pett with its shingle banks, was a large fishing village with a working population 

of around four to five thousand people, some seven hundred houses, fifty inns and two churches 

- until 1287 when it was destroyed by a great storm surge in the sea.  

Why was the church dedicated to St Helen? Historian Kathleen Tyson points out in her 2018 

book Carmen Widonis – The First History of the Norman Conquest, that St Helen had Dacian 

ancestors, just like the Normans. St Helen became the wife of the Roman Emperor Constantine, 

and she was the very first Christian convert in a Roman royal family. Kathleen also points out 

that St Helen was the favourite saint of King William the Conqueror’s wife, Matilda of Flanders, 

and her daughters, although oddly none of them were named after the saint as you can see here: 

Adeliza, Cecelia, Adela, Agatha, Matilda, and Constance. 

The Great Ridge of Hastings stretches and climbs from beyond the famous 1066 town of Battle 

at 265 feet, to Starr’s Green (321 ft), Telham Hill (383 ft), Crowhurst Park (462 ft), Breadsell 

Farm (446 ft), Wychnour (416ft), Beauport (452 ft), Holmhurst (456 ft), St Helen’s (413 ft) and 

down to Ore Village (406 ft).  The landscape then rises up over Fairlight and the Fire Hills of the 

Hastings Country Park and drops down to Pett and Winchelsea Beach. Its high point in this last 

section is by Mallydams Wood at 531 ft. 

Old St Helen’s church is on the edge of the parish of Ore in the ancient hundred of Baldslow, 

part of the Saxon Rape of Hastings. Its population in 1831 was only 331 but it grew rapidly so 

that by 1861, there were 1,636 residents. Now, there are several thousand (5,697) people in Ore 

and in Hastings the population has grown to 94,855  - greatly exceeding the housing stock. 

The original woodland route on the Great Ridge was a Roman Road built over the top of a 

Neolithic and Iron Age trackway. It offers splendid views out to sea towards France and north 

across the beautiful East Sussex landscape. The original Roman Road connects Sussex to Kent. 

It leaves Hastings towards Maidstone, travelling via Bodiam and Sandhurst and on this route 

metal detectorists have found copious quantities of iron slag indicating a Roman iron works 

nearby. At Benenden, the Roman Road becomes aligned on the lathe boundary of the Wye and 

Lympne Saxon estates – and here there is a trace of a branching Roman Road which goes to 

Canterbury. The Hastings branch of the road then runs from Maidstone to Rochester. On this 

last section of the route, the trackway can be seen clearly at White Horse Stone. 
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Historic Locations 

St Helen’s Old Church is located on the edge of the district of Ore and Ore village. The word 

‘Ore’ is derived from the ancient word Ora – meaning ‘flat-topped ridge – but may certainly 

make you think much more of metals and mining - there is extensive evidence of Iron Age and 

Roman occupation in the Hastings area. There is a Roman naval Classis Britannia bathhouse and 

accommodation complex together with bell pit, iron slag piles at Beauport Park on The Ridge. 

There are several Iron Age ring forts nearby including one on the same hill as the Norman Castle 

of Hastings, where Duke William the Bastard placed his first wooden prefabricated defence 

installations in 1066, before he became King of England at Christmas 1066. 

When Sir Nicholas Pevsner (1902-1983) came to examine the architecture of the Hastings 

churches for his The Buildings of England - Guide to Sussex (1965), he included a separate page for St 

Helen’s Old Church at Ore – as a distinct settlement. For archaeologists, the above facts made 

an ideal background for further research into all areas of The Ridge including the grounds of St 

Helen’s Church. The results of the archaeology survey confirm that the church has at least one 

thousand years of history. The building complex is divided up into two parts – Old St Helens, 

which provably existed in stone in Norman times of the 11th and 12th century - and collapsed to 

part ruin in the Victorian era, and the new modern church next to it. Of course there are stone 

churches built by the Anglo-Saxons. A Saxon church foundation may have been present from 

which the Normans took some stone – if it really was stone rather than wood – but much of the 

stone seems to have come from Caen in France. There is also vestigial evidence of previous Iron 

Age occupation on the church site – and certainly, a trackway probably even older than the Iron 

Age, dating back to the Neolithic passes through the church land. Ancient peoples used ridges to 

travel across the landscape to avoid swamps and marshes and also to be able to see their enemies 

from afar – and perhaps packs of wolves. 

Although I have no way of proving it for certain, I would like to mention that there is a 

possibility that some of the stone for later alterations to the church may have come not by boat 

from Normandy, but from Battle Abbey a couple of miles away, since that is also built of Caen 

stone, and when the often profligate, dissolute and cursed Webster family bought the Abbey, 

they let it fall to ruin over time and it was extensively robbed. 

In documentary evidence, historians have found that the first mention of ‘Ore’ as a place was in 

1107, where there is a man living in the vicinity called Robert de Ore – a loyal subject no doubt 

of King Henry I. However, no documentary evidence of a named church can be found until the 

Ecclesiastical Valuation of 1291. Until the industrial age, the land around was pastoral woodland 

and farmland, part of the High Weald of Sussex. 

Directly adjoining the church site was the early medieval manor house of Ore Place (now 

demolished but previously a Jesuit seminary) and there is a demarcating sandstone wall 

separating the farmland from the site of the ecclesiastical property. The old church was 

abandoned to ruin in 1869 and the roof was deliberately taken down, leaving two towers. 

In October 2002, David Martin gave some statistics and information about the site. There are 

1,926 people buried in the churchyard and there are eighty 17th to 19th century memorial stones – 

most heavily weathered – the sharpest of these dated to 1776 in the reign of George III. David 

points out that in the Civil War between Oliver Cromwell and the Royalists, no burial records 

were kept. 
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Inside the north wall of the ruined Chancel is the probable canopied tomb of William de Ore. 

His effigy and the painted slabs were smashed during the Reformation of Henry VIII and 

Thomas Cromwell, of Hilary Mantel’s ‘Wolf Hall’ fame. Another memorial is to the Lords of 

Ore Manor from 1624 to 1641 – the Crispes. An earlier brass dating back to the 13 to 1400s is 

probably for John Halle and his wife Amy (also called Alice or sometimes even Amice). This 

name confusion often occurs because of the difficulty of reading ancient charters. 

Other people buried here at one time may include Richard Halle (Hawley) of East Hoathly, who 

married Anne, the daughter of John d’Ore. The hero and governor of Quebec, General Murray, 

born 1721, was buried here in 1794 (see below) and it is rumoured that even John of Gaunt 

(Ghent) visited the location. North-east of St Helen’s Old Church is Coghurst Hall, the seat of 

Charles Hay Frewen, MP. 

It is thought that St Helens Old Church and Hastings Castle are the only two buildings dating 

back to the 1066 era – so the oldest in Hastings. The church is now listed as Grade II and is also 

registered as a scheduled monument by Historic England. National Lottery funding has been 

obtained to repair and conserve the ancient site. Archaeologists have ensured that it is also 

marked as archaeologically sensitive and the Holy Well excavated deep down into the sandstone 

Hastings Greensand of The  Ridge, found here, is also protected in the conservation area. (see 

also Holmhurst below). 

To try and show some colourful human light onto the rough grey Caen stonework, I thought it 

worth investigating the lives of the several persons mentioned above – Robert de Ore, the Crispe 

Lords and Halle and his wife. 

Robert de Ore and John Halle 

Robert de Ore was born in 1339, the son of John de Ore who died in 1361 (it seems there had 
been ‘John’ in the family name since 1107 - see above). Robert was Commissioner of the Rape of 
Hastings and was granted the right as a Sussex tax collector to levy a toll on fish caught, to help 
pay for the fortification of Rye in 1385. Rye as a Cinque Port was almost endlessly attacked by 
the French and was also in civil war with Yarmouth. His family lived had in Ore Manor from the 
12th century. The family became Lords of Pett, Hollington and Guestling and it is thought the 
Ore lords were related to the Etchingham family too. When the French burned down the 
Convent of Rye, then Robert signed the charter of lands giving space in Rye to the Austin Friars. 
Robert died around August 1409. Sir Richard d’Ore of this family, was a noted knight. Robert’s 
land at Pett Levels and Ore were left to his niece Amy and her husband John Halle. 

There is extensive information about this man and his family, but strangely, it is strictly 

controlled by Parliament and may not be reproduced in full or even in substantial part. So I have 

précised the key elements for you from other sources. If you would like to read the whole of the 

history of Robert de Ore, then please go here: 

https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1386-1421/member/ore-robert-1339-1408 

There is also a remarkable quantity of heavily restricted parliamentary information about John 

Halle and his family and how he was connected in many ways to the Pelhams and Ashburnham’s 

– great families of the Sussex landscape. See here for more on John Halle: 

https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1386-1421/member/halle-john-ii-1434 

 

https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1386-1421/member/ore-robert-1339-1408
https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1386-1421/member/halle-john-ii-1434
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The Crispe Family 

It seems likely that the reference to the Crispe family at St Helen’s may be connected to Sir 

Henry Crispe who was the son of John Crispe of Quex, Birchington, Kent. In 1544 he fought 

with the army in France when it captured the port of Boulogne. He was appointed Sheriff of 

Kent for 1546 and was knighted in 1553. He was a Member of Parliament (MP) for Dover in 

March 1553 and of Winchelsea later in that same year. He was returned as the member 

for Canterbury in 1558. You may recognise ‘Quex’ Park as the home of a Bond villain! 

Once again, the heavily restricted parliamentary information is contained here: 

http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1509-1558/member/crispe-%28cripse%29-

henry-1505-75 

Finally, here is a not so heavily restricted link to the life of St Helen, the wife of the Emperor 

Constantine: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helena,_mother_of_Constantine_I 

Names of Great Ridge Locations 

We now look at some of the derivations of the places named on the ordnance Survey map of the 

Great Ridge at Hastings. 

Starr’s Green 

Possibly named because of the ability to see the Milky Way star fields at night. Starr is usually 

taken as meaning ‘star’. However, the Dictionary of Sussex Surnames states that Starr is a name 

found only in Sussex in the early 16th century and this is likely derived from Steer. So someone 

who moved into Sussex back then had the name changed by the Sussex accent from Steer to 

Starr. It is a possibility. 

https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Starr_Name_Study 

Telham 

The name seems to trace back to a man called Titel: hence Titel’s Farm. Titlesham dates to 765. 

This was the purported location of the first sighting by Duke William of King Harold’s army as 

they assembled on the evening of 13th October 1066, before the famous battle the next day. 

Breadsell 

The earliest record of the name is dated 1593. You may read Bread-seller into the name but there 

is no proof of this. Instead the root of the word seems to mean ‘tricky’. Breadsall was originally 

written Bregdeshale in 1002. From this we can read: Old English braegd, meaning trick or deceit 

and braegdan meaning crafty. 

Wychnour 

This name is most interesting because it derives from an ancient people called the Hwicce – 

these people spread-out over England and some may have come south from Warwickshire to 

settle on the Great Ridge of Hastings. You can see this conversion from Hwicce to Wych in the 

name Wychwood dated to 872 – Hwicce-wudu – forest of the Hwicce tribe or peoples. The word 

may also be linked to the tree – Wych Elm. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hwicce 

http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1509-1558/member/crispe-%28cripse%29-henry-1505-75
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1509-1558/member/crispe-%28cripse%29-henry-1505-75
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helena,_mother_of_Constantine_I
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Space:Starr_Name_Study
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hwicce
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Holmhurst  

Middle English for Holy Well. There is a Holy Well site at St Helen’s Old Church. There is a 

spring line in the sandstone, and it would not always be necessary to drill down several hundred 

feet to find water. The water can be brackish and discoloured red because of the iron stone 

within the sandstone. The head water of the River Asten (now called the Combe Haven) rising in 

Senlac Field is often red with iron. When divided up into ‘holm and hurst’ then holm comes 

from Old Norwegian – small island and hurst means wooded hill perhaps with a holly tree. It 

certainly is not obvious how putting the two words together suddenly connects it to a well. 

Coghurst 

This is located on the northern backslope of the ridge, dropping down from over four hundred 

feet to around one hundred feet. It seems to mean in Old English, a cog-like circular wheel-

shaped wooded hill. The Sussex Dictionary of surnames also links Cog to the sea and particularly 

to Winchelsea and Guestling both with Cinque Port connections. There was a cottar (peasant 

farmer) at Ticehurst in 1285 called Coggere. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunlight streams through an ancient window at 

St Helen’s Old Church on the Great Ridge of Hastings 
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The Power of Rameslie 

In order to understand why St Helen’s Old Church was placed there by the monks of Fecamp 
we need to look at the origins of the monasteries in the Hastings area. There are three early 
monastic foundations in the Hastings area – Fecamp, Grestain and Le Treport. The site of 
Fecamp in the Seine-Maritime area of Upper Normandy in what is now France, is a very ancient 
place. The Merovingian king Waningus formed a nunnery and a monastery there in the 660s, but 
these were both destroyed by Vikings around 841/842. Then Richard I of Normandy in 990 
decided to build a church at the site where - in legend - Joseph of Arimathea had permitted a 
piece of fig tree with the blood of Jesus upon it to take root on the shore. Richard invited the 
famous William of Volpiano from Cluny in Burgundy to come to rebuild the abbey under 
Benedictine rules. He also built Mont Saint-Michel on its island in the sea on the French coast. 

Later, when English King Edward the Confessor had to flee to Normandy and go into exile, the 
monks of Fecamp were good to him and in thanks, he gave them land at Steyning in Sussex 
where there was a good harbour. But before that, Emma of Normandy, King Cnut’s wife had 
given land at Hastings, Rye and Winchelsea to Fecamp, and this was called Rameslie (Rome’s 
land). There were two other monastic foundations – in part of Hastings there is a link to 
Grestain, founded in 1050 by Herluin de Conteville and Arlette, the mother of William the 
Conqueror - and at the ancient harbour of Bulverhythe the monks at the Abbey on the cliff top 
were from Le Tréport Abbey (Abbaye Saint-Michel du Tréport) in the Diocese of Rouen, Seine-
Maritime), founded by Count Robert of Eu in 1059. 

So you can see that long before 1066, the Normans had a large number of Norman monks in 
Sussex who could report to Duke William, helping him plan his invasion. If the winds were 
favourable,  was quicker for monks to sail to the coast of Normandy from Rameslie’s Winchelsea 
or from Dover (20-30 miles) than it was for someone to ride to Stamford Bridge near York to 
alert King Harold (two hundred miles). Consequently, Rameslie was a powerhouse of 
information backed by the Pope and by Cluniac Benedictine practices fully loyal to Normandy. 
Duke William had the Pope’s banner and Harold had failed to find favour with the Pope. 
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Ore Place 

We will have to use our imagination to envision the late medieval manor house called Ore Place 

because it was demolished in 1987, although some brickwork remains, and it is a Scheduled 

Monument. Nevertheless it had a remarkable history. We first come across the name of John of 

Gaunt (really Ghent) (1340-1399) who was claimed by the historian Thomas Walker Horsfield 

(1792-1837) as being the original owner of the land and property. Archaeologists have thrown 

doubt upon this by dating the building to the late 1500s, about one hundred years after John of 

Gaunt died. Horsfield surveyed the history of the Lewes area and then the whole of Sussex and 

wrote two books:  

The History and Antiquities of Lewes (1824-26) and The History, Antiquities and Topography of the County 

of Sussex (1835). 

Horsfield says that Ore Place was a house of religion, one of several homes owned by Sir 

Richard Steele (1672-1729), the Irish playwright, co-founder of The Spectator who seems to 

have sold it to the Crispe Family. It certainly would be ideal for this MP for Winchelsea. In 1874 

there were substantial alterations made for the Dowager Lady Elphinstone (1883-1961) (nee 

Lady Mary Frances Bowes-Lyon) who was the elder sister of Queen Elizabeth, The Queen 

Mother. It passed to an eccentric landowner called John Farmer-Atkinson who did not like 

Jesuits. When he died, the Jesuits purchased it – see below). When World War II began, the 

Royal Army Service Corps moved their records into the building, and these were added to by the 

Army Catering Corps in 1947. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 
 

The Jesuit College – Ore Place 

Another fascinating and historic location at Ore Place was the Jesuit House – a sister house of 

the Jesuit College at Aix-en-Provence. The building was called a theologate and opened in 1906. It 

had a remarkable library of twenty thousand books and room for a hundred and twenty students 

of religious philosophy. It was here in Hastings at Ore Place that the hitherto controversial 

philosopher-priest Teilhard de Chardin was ordained on 2nd August 1911 by Monsignor Amigo, 

Bishop of Southwark in the Ore Place Chapel. Teilhard was in Hastings for four years, 1908 to 

1912. Ore Place closed in 1926. It is a great shame from a heritage perspective that these 

buildings were demolished in 1987 to make way for a housing estate. The philosophical 

conversations held here in the early twentieth century have been reflected now in New Age 

thinking as the planet comes under threat from global warming and pollution. 

Teilhard de Chardin 

He was born in the Auvergne in 1881 and became a Jesuit at eighteen. He read many books on 

aspects of evolution including the works of Charles Darwin and was fascinated by the growing 

discovery and knowledge of fossils. An early problem for his twin fascinations of science and 

religion was that the Pope – Pius XII was concerned that these ‘discoveries’ made the biblical 

statements about God making Adam a little tricky. But Teilhard could see that science was right. 

There is a movement afoot to have him ‘rehabilitated’ by the Vatican after his argument with 

Papal authority. But before we get to that, probably his most controversial aspect is his 

connection to the Piltdown Skull fakery of Charles Dawson. Dawson was an intellectual 

degenerate and consequently we do not know which of his achievements to trust – if any. For 

example he wrote a History of Hastings Castle which is still quoted in academic papers - yet how do 

we know if his work is still valid when he was manufacturing a range of fake coins, implements 

plaques and a notorious skull? At Hastings Museum, they had to remove all his work to a 

separate glass case so that the public would know that he was a faker rather than leave the items 

in amongst the ‘sound and provable’ artefacts. 

Thankfully, I have not found any evidence that Teilhard was faking anything – but he was 

unfortunately tainted later. For example, the noted biologist and science writer Stephen Jay 

Gould mentions Teilhard de Chardin as being in some way implicated in the Piltdown Forgery in 

his 2010 book Hens’ Teeth and Horse’s Toes. Some critics mention that because he had been to 

parts of Africa where the types of bones found the forgery could have come from, he might 

have brought them back with him. He was certainly lecturing in Egypt but not in archaeology or 

palaeontology. His later work in China helping to discover Peking Man was well after Dawson 

had died. In the forged ‘missing link’ skull, the teeth are from a chimpanzee, and the jaw is from 

an orang-outan which does not occur in Africa but in Borne and Sumatra – and the main part of 

the skull is of a medieval western man. So he could have brought over some chimpanzee teeth – 

but later on, bones and filed down teeth stained in the same way as that of the Piltdown Man 

were found in a trunk belonging to Martin A. C. Hinton (1883-1961) of the Natural History 

Museum in London. Hinton was of a Lamarckian philosophy, a believer that what happened to 

the parents during life could be passed on to the child – so for example, if a Bluetit learned to 

peck milk bottle tops, this would mean its offspring did not have to learn that skill but were born 

with it. This theory has been disproved. 
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Here are the key dates: 

1864 – Charles Dawson is born in England 

1881 – Teilhard is born in France 

1883 – Hinton born 

1905 to 1908 - Teilhard teaches physics in Cairo, Egypt 

1908 – Teilhard arrives at Ore Place, Hastings. 

1909 – 31st May – Teilhard meets Dawson while on an excursion to Fairlight Cliffs, Hastings. 

1911 – Teilhard is ordained as a priest. 

1912 – Charles Dawson ‘discovers’ Piltdown Man. 

1916 – Charles Dawson dies. 

1918 – Teilhard de Chardin leaves Hastings 

1953 – Piltdown found to be a fake. 

1955 – Teilhard de Chardin dies in New York, USA. 

1961 – Hinton dies 

1970 – Hinton’s trunk is found. 

2003 – Full nature of all Dawson’s forgeries discovered 

One telling or even clinching piece of evidence that Teilhard was innocent is the letter set out in 

Brian Gardiner’s excellent article in the Zoological Journal of the Linnean Society, Volume 139, Issue 3, 

November 2003: 

George Gaylord Simpson had received a tablecloth in 1951 signed well before that year by 

Charles Dawson, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Teilhard de Chardin and others. Simpson, wrote a 

reply to Charles S. Binderman on 21 September 1984, in answer to an enquiry about Arthur 

Smith Woodward. In the final paragraph he wrote: 

‘However, I must still add a more curt reply to one of your questions. I hope your book 

about the Piltdown hoax does not blame either Sir Arthur Smith Woodward or Père 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. As regards the latter, Steve Gould's piece in Natural 

History for August, 1980 simply is not true or at best is not logical or acceptable.  

Teilhard, whom I knew very well, happened to be at the A.M.N.H*. when the discovery 

that Piltdown Man was a hoax was made known. Teilhard told me that he had never 

before known and that it had never occurred to him as possible that ‘Eoanthropus’ was a 

hoax. Father Teilhard, S. J. was often mistaken but to my knowledge he never lied 

outright. Who dunnit? Most likely Dawson alone. For one more bit of evidence, he had 

perpetrated a previous hoax.’ 

*AMNH is American Museum of Natural History. To read the whole fascinating article go here: 

https://academic.oup.com/zoolinnean/article/139/3/315/2624201 

https://academic.oup.com/zoolinnean/article/139/3/315/2624201
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In the end, for absolute guilt, the jury is still out - with Dawson being the most likely suspect and 

Hinton being a close second as a willing accomplice. It was vital to prove that Man originated in 

Sussex. That he was white and perfect and that everyone else in the world was descended from 

people who lived in England – an England created by God on God’s English soil – a veritable 

Jerusalem, and as William Blake puts it so well – and did those feet in ancient times….’ A truly 

shocking business. We should be ashamed. 

However, Teilhard de Chardin seems to have nothing to be ashamed of – in fact, he is back in 

favour. 

Teilhard’s time at Ore Place was taken up with philosophical discussions about the role, purpose 

and destiny of Man. Severe French politics had forced the Jesuits out of France. Even before 

Teilhard was born – the Jesuits – The Society of Jesus, was forbidden to teach in France and so 

Jesuits had moved across the Channel to Sidmouth in Devon, and Hollington Park in St 

Leonards-on-Sea. But in 1896, French politics became more pliable and so the Jesuits moved 

back from the Hastings area to France to the town of Aix-en Provence. However, a change of 

French government meant that almost as soon as they had settled back in France, they were 

banned again and not only that but on 7th July 1904, all their assets were to be seized and the 

French state determined to persecute them physically. 

The eccentric who lived at Ore Place at the time – 1905, had died and that was the right moment 

to buy the land of fourteen acres and the manor house – moving the Jesuit assets safely to 

England, juts in time, and giving the one hundred and twenty religious philosophers a room 

each. 

The battle for minds was, and still is – an imbalance between those who do not think there is a 

soul, God, or heaven and those who hope there is. The heavily secular French government did 

not like anyone saying that humans were spiritual. Pope Pius X said that the French government 

wanted to ‘tear God out of the mind and heart of Man.’  

 

So Ore Place became the top intellectual home of the Jesuits. Teilhard called Hastings, ‘the Cannes 

of England’. He loved the place. Not only could they walk at Fairlight and across the Fire Hills but 

when Bertram, the fifth Earl of Ashburnham converted to Roman Catholicism, he gave them 

free rights to roam on his 600-acre wooded estate. When not debating Christian philosophy, 

Teilhard used his time to search through the Ashburnham woodlands looking for fossils – 

checking every quarry and Wealden clay area. Edwardian England supported such studies – both 

religious and scientific. However, the Pope was not happy. He did not like the idea that science 

might gain the upper hand over religion. He considered such science studies as modernism and 

said: 

‘Modernists are inflated like bladders with the spirit of vanity and modernism is the synthesis of all heresies.’ 

So the Pope started to excommunicate thinkers, forcing the Jesuits to have to swear an anti-

modernist oath not to alter church dogma even if science proved it to be incorrect. This put 

Teilhard on a collision course with the Pope, because Teilhard thought that the natural world 

was shaped by divine action, so the more you know about science the more you could see the 

work of God. And now he had found the prints of the Iguanodon in Hastings rocks. In fact he 

said he had a better fossil collection than the one in Hastings Museum. He felt he had a spiritual 

understanding of evolution. He was made sub-deacon on 25th August 1911 and then deacon the 
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next day, with priestly ordaining on 24th August, two months after his sister – a nun, had died in 

China. He had developed his ideas of ‘The Omega Point’ and so the Pope began to frown upon 

him. Yet even though Teilhard had to leave Ore Place in 1912, he came back quite often to 

Hastings during his worldwide travels. 

If you go to Hastings Museum now you will find his words about Hastings and his happy Ore 

Place days: 

Just before his death he wrote: 

‘I found extraordinary solidity and intensity then in the English countryside, particularly at sunset when the 

Sussex woods were charged with that ‘fossil life; which I was hunting for, from cliff to quarry, in the Wealden clay. 

There were moments indeed, when it seemed to me that a sort of universal being was about to take shape suddenly 

in Nature before my very eyes.’ 

He died in 1955 and is buried at the Jesuit Novitiate at St Andrew-on-Hudson, Hyde Park, New 

York. He predicted his own death, saying he would die on Easter Sunday and sure enough, in the 

middle of a heated discussion about philosophy of religion and evolution, he had a heart attack 

and passed on that very day. 

You can read about his arguments with the Vatican, here:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Teilhard_de_Chardin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Great days with blue skies in the Ridge Woodlands 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Teilhard_de_Chardin
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Great Ridge Woodlands 

Teilhard de Chardin used to explore all the woodlands along the Great Ridge, so now we will do 

the same – some at least. In medieval times, the area was part of a vast forest of the Weald, but 

civilisation has made such inroads that now the woodland is severely reduced. Nevertheless it is 

worth conserving what remains. Here’s a tour of the principle remaining woodland areas on both 

sides of the Great Ridge. 

Battle Great Wood 

This is a mainly coniferous woodland managed by the Forestry Commission. It is a large 

woodland of 460 acres with paths and streams. The wildlife consists of dragonflies, damselflies, 

deer, badgers, nightjars, tree pipits and crossbills. 

Crowhurst Park 

A 17th century estate now taken over by a holiday village covering 120 acres. This has a 

wonderful history which can be studied here: 

https://crowhurstpark.co.uk/home/history-of-crowhurst-park 

However, it is worth amplifying the information in several respects. First of all, the Park is 

connected to the great family of Pelham. It was John de Pelham who fought at the great victory 

of the Battle of Poitiers and on 19th September 1356. He helped to capture King John II of 

France and received his sword of surrender. Secondly, the Pelham family and the noted Papillon 

family intermarried, and lastly, the great landscape artist JMW Turner painted Crowhurst Park 

but also sketched over one hundred scenes in Hastings and Bexhill. 

The full details of this famous battle are here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Poitiers 

Although the victory was attributed deservedly to Edward the Black Prince, it must have been 

remarkable for Sir John de Pelham to capture the King – who was later ransomed. Sir John’s 

wife was the landowner Joan Herbert (previously Finch) of Winchelsea, and they had a son, also 

called John who became the Constable of Pevensey Castle under John of Gaunt (Ghent). 

Sir John de Pelham was one of the knights who approached King John of France - but this must 

have been a very brave thing to do. After all, King John was guarded in the battle by the ninety 

members of the Order of the Star (a kind of French SAS) with nineteen knights from his 

personal guard dressed exactly like the king, to confuse the enemy. The Order of the Star 

bodyguard were cut down by the English and then John de Pelham and Denis de Morbecque, a 

French exile who fought for England, approached him. 

"Sire," Morbecque is said to have announced, "I am a knight of Artois. Yield yourself to me and 
I will lead you to the Prince of Wales." 

King John is said to have surrendered by handing him his glove. He gave his sword to Pelham. 
That night King John dined in the red silk tent of his enemy, where the Black Prince attended to 
him personally. He was then imprisoned at a range of locations including King John’s Lodge at 
Etchingham in Sussex. See: https://www.kingjohnsnursery.co.uk/content/history 

 

 

 

https://crowhurstpark.co.uk/home/history-of-crowhurst-park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Poitiers
https://www.kingjohnsnursery.co.uk/content/history
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Beauport Park 

The main feature of this private golf course hotel complex, once of some 5,000 acres, is the 

Roman Bath House of the Classis Britannia – the Roman Navy of Britain. This Roman complex 

was discovered in 1862 by the Rector of Hollington Church. He was amazed to find a huge iron 

ore slag heap in the woods and fields. Then in 1967, experts did more work to uncover what is 

now recognised as the third largest iron works in the whole of the Roman Empire.  

The house – now a hotel - was built by General Sir James Murray who had served in Canada, 

and he named the area Beauport after a Canadian location in Quebec,  now on the St Lawrence 

Seaway. Murray was born in January 21, 1721/22, at Ballencrieff, Lothian, Scotland— and died 

June 18, 1794, near Battle, Sussex and was buried in St Helen’s Old Church graveyard as 

mentioned above. He was a notable British soldier who was military and civilian governor 

of Quebec in 1760–68. 

Murray joined the British army in 1739/40 and served in the West Indies and Europe. He was 
sent to North America in 1757 as a lieutenant colonel during the Seven Years’ War. He 
commanded a brigade in 1758 during the successful British siege of Louisbourg, in what is 
now Nova Scotia, under Jeffery Amherst. He was one of General James Wolfe’s three brigadiers 
in the British expedition against Quebec in 1759. After the British captured the city, Murray was 
made its military governor. When the French capitulated in 1760, he became military governor of 
Quebec district; he became the first civil governor of Quebec after its formal cession to Great 
Britain in 1763. As governor, Murray opposed repressive measures against French Canadians, 
and his conciliatory policy led to charges against him of partiality. Although exonerated, he left 
his post in 1768 and was appointed governor of Minorca in 1774. He surrendered to French and 
Spanish troops there in 1782, for which he underwent a court of inquiry in England; after being 
acquitted, he was made lieutenant general (1772) and later a full general (1783). 

When Murray died in 1794, then James Burgess the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 

to William Pitt bought the land. There is an obelisk on the site to commemorate the young son 

of Burgess who was killed in the Peninsula War of 1812 in Spain. Later on the ownership move 

to Lord Brassey who is commemorated with his wife Lady Brassey in an extensive display in 

Hastings Museum of their world circumnavigation by yacht. In 1923, the original house burned 

down and had to be rebuilt. 

It then during the Second World War entered its top-secret phase becoming an underground 

citadel with hiding place chambers for stay-behind anti-Nazi resistance organised by the 

Canadian Army as part of Operation Gladio. See: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Gladio 

Maplehurst Wood 

This is an area of ancient woodland of seventy-eight acres dating back to the Middle Ages. It is a 

site of special scientific interest with Tawny owls, Nuthatches, and the Great Spotted 

Woodpecker. 

Park Wood 

The area of Beaney’s Lane and Maplehurst Wood next door to Park Wood have evidence of 

Roman iron works and also more recent brickmaking. There are woodland walks here. 

 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Nova-Scotia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Gladio
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St Helen’s Wood 

This woodland of eighty-five acres has broad-leaved helleborines and green-winged orchids. It is 

a local nature reserve cared for by the St Helen’s Park Preservation Society. See: 

https://sthelenswoods.co.uk/ 

Speckled Wood, Ore 

This is also an area of ancient woodland dating to before 1778. It has thirteen acres, and the Ore 

Stream runs downhill through it. It is named after the Speckled Wood butterfly.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speckled_Wood,_Hastings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Great opportunities for outdoor recreation. 

There are still extensive areas of woodland on the Great Ridge of Hastings and in the Hastings and 

Bexhill areas in general. The Hastings Country Park with its wonderful, Fairlight, Ecclesbourne and 

Warren Glens and sea cliffs - and Combe Valley Countryside Park are both rich in wildlife – some of 

it rare. The sandstone cliffs of Galley Hill have colonies of rare miner bees, and birds come from 

Africa to feed there. Fore Wood at Crowhurst near Battle is an RSPB Bird reserve. 

https://sthelenswoods.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speckled_Wood,_Hastings
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The St Helen’s Old Church conservation site is free to visit. There are 

information boards and other signs to explain the various features and 

discoveries.  However, please do not enter the fenced-off areas where 

conservation teams are working. Thank you. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Murray-British-soldier-and-official.%20Accessed%2018%20February%202022
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Murray-British-soldier-and-official.%20Accessed%2018%20February%202022
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Mysteries of Sussex Volume 1 
 
1.500,000 BCE Boxgrove Man  
2. 477 CE - Church Norton  
3. 681 CE – St Cuthmann of Steyning  
4. 1197 – St Richard of Chichester  
5. 1557 – St Philip Howard, Earl of Arundel   
6. 1757 - Mad Jack Fuller  
7. 1757 – William Blake  
8. 1791 – Faraday at Brede Place  
9. 1828 – Dante Gabriel Rossetti  
10. 1878 - Birling Gap 

Mysteries of Sussex Volume 2 
 
1. 10,000 BCE – Stone Age Combe Valley 
2. 250 BCE – The Excavations of Cissbury Ring 
3. 681 CE – Selsey – or Church Norton 
4. 771 CE – The Origin of Hastings 
5. 1066 – Panic at Sedlescombe 
6. 1100  – The Barons of the Cinque Ports 
7. 1885  – The Woman at Belmont House, Hastings 
8. 1893 – The Curious Curator of St. Leonards-on-Sea 
9. 1915 – Crowborough’s Famous Detective 
10. 1994  - Destruction at Beddingham  

 

Notes & Queries Volume 1 
 
1 Iron, Silver and Gold  
2 How old is the Crowhurst yew?  
3 Castle Toll and the Vikings  
4 Did King Harold die at the Battle of Hastings  
5 The battle for Pevensey Levels  
6 The mother of Admiral Sir Cloudesley Shovell  
7 JMW Turner paints Hastings  
8 The genius who lit up our world  
9 What happened to the son of Whistler’s mother?  
10 Haggard and Conrad  
11 East Sussex skulduggery Chapter  
12 Where and how did Unstable Mabel crash?  
Extra - The History of Combe Valley  

 

Notes & Queries Volume 2 
 
1. The Golden Sands of Camber 
2. St. Helens Church Hastings  
3. Cunning Folk: Doreen Valiente and Wicca 
4. The Story of Gundrada Warenne of Lewes 
5. Michelham Priory and the Blacksmith’s Forge 
6. Kingly Vale Yews and the History of Bow-making 
7. Adur Valley - Coombes Church Frescoes 
8. The Cinque Ports and their bloody war with Yarmouth 
9. When Hastings was part of France 
10. Revolting Sussex: Jack Cade’s Rebellion and the 
Merfold Riots 
11. The Assassination of the Duke of Suffolk 
12. Battle Abbey and the Curse of God 
13. The Men Who Killed a King 
14. A Sussex Tragedy 
15. What is it like to be a Sussex Vicar? 

 

Books on Sussex History by David EP Dennis of Sea Road Arts 
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