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Cover Illustration: Meon Group bluebell wood walk, near Droxford, by Alan Mather

Chairman’s Report from David Nichols 
Dear all I wish to share with you some exciting news brought to us by our Ramblers Chief 
Executive.
In our approach to volunteering we highlight the importance of recognising and valuing the 
efforts and successes of volunteers. 
A new guide has been being released to help clarify how we recognise volunteers both locally 
and nationally. Volunteer certificates and commendations will be produced three times a year 
for local presentation, and national volunteer awards will take place annually. The process for 
nominating for national awards is very easy and open – just a few hundred words about the 
impact the nominee(s) has had. Do contact your local group for more details. 

Support for our work from the People’s Postcode Lottery. 
We are delighted to announce a new long-term partnership with the players of the People’s 
Postcode Lottery (PPL). A proportion of each lottery ticket is given to charities via a series of 
Trusts. To receive funding charities have to go through a two stage process. The first is to be 
accepted as a possible recipient. This meant a rigorous process of due diligence. The second is 
an application for specific amounts of money. 
So you’ll understand how delighted I am to be able to tell you that we have been awarded 
£200,000 from the Sports Trust. This support will do two things. First it will help fund the sup-
port we provide groups and individuals to help everyone, everywhere enjoy walking through 
toolkits, training, guidance and support. 
Second it will allow us to also introduce a new, exciting GB-wide festival to attract new people 
to discover the joys of walking and all that the Ramblers can do to help them find their feet. 
This will replace the Big Welsh Walk and Ramblers Scotland’s Get Outdoors Weekend.
A big part of the festival will be celebrating and showcasing group walks. From Saturday 3 
to Sunday 11 September we’ll be asking groups to put on a selection of all the types of walk 
they normally offer over a programme; from short strolls to challenging hikes, we want people 
to know that the Ramblers has something to offer them and to be inspired to join in. Please 
make a note of those dates and encourage your group to take them into account when planning 
programmes for summer 2016. 
Finally I hope that we can all enjoy a summer of walking in our glorious countryside.

Here is an extract from our National Chairman, Des Garrahan’s notes to Area on
Governance:
“In February of this year the Board published a paper on how we would like the governance 
of Ramblers to look. That paper is available on the website here: http://www.ramblers.org.uk/
about-us/our-future/governance-consultation.aspx We said that a six month formal consulta-
tion would begin at General Council 2015 and that details of how we would gather the views of 
members would be made available shortly afterwards. The Board is still working on the details 
of a formal consultation process. In the meantime can I encourage group members to read the 
document produced by The Board and to start holding informal discussions about what you 
think? We can confirm that whatever the final nature of the formal consultation, members will 
be given at least six months to provide information and feedback. This means it is unlikely that 
any major set of proposals will go to General Council 2016 although there are some non-con-
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troversial items that might come forward. In January the Board agreed to propose to General 
Council 2015 the introduction of a one member one vote system to elect the Board of Trustees. 
Following discussions at General Council, the motions to bring that about were withdrawn. 
One member one vote will therefore be part of the formal consultation. Finally, I would like to 
thank all the volunteers and members who’ve contributed their time and views to the govern-
ance review since June 2013. I will update you again as soon as I have more details.” 

HAMPSHIRE RAMBLER

DEADLINE for content receipt:

THE LAST DAY OF AUGUST 

Please contribute to your Newsletter.

Send all copy to:
Alan Mather, Editor

30 Hill Park Road, Fareham, Hants, PO15 6EW
Tel : 01329 284427    

by email to:    a_mather@ntlworld.com

Walking for Water 
Portsmouth Oxfam Group 

Invites to you join 

Two Oxfam Walks 

On 

Sunday 25th September 10.am 

Rowlands Castle,  

Meet just inside Stansted Park, 6 miles via Finchdean 

and 

Sunday 9th October, 10am 

Harting Down 

Meet in National Trust C P, 7 miles via South Downs Way,   
bring lunch. 

We are raising funds to support Water/Sanitation, 
Health and Education projects in Africa. 

Please collect sponsorship or make a donation. 

More information & sponsor forms from Owen on 
02392254959 or email owen.plunkett31@gmail.com  
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The Open Spaces Society, Britain’s oldest national conservation body, celebrated its 150th 
anniversary last year.
Through its history the Society has adopted a mix of methods to champion its cause: direct 
action, drafting legislation, lobbying and publicity and, nowadays, social media.
It was formed as the Commons Preservation Society in 1865, initially to fight for London’s 
commons which in the mid-nineteenth century were threatened with building development and 
exploitation for minerals.  Its early victories included Hampstead Heath, Wimbledon Common 
and Epping Forest—but it soon spread its wings far beyond London, to encompass the whole 
of England and Wales.  It was influential in parliament, winning new laws to protect commons, 
and had many successes in the courts as it engaged top lawyers to fight its cause.  It even re-
sorted to direct action, hiring a band of navvies to pull down unlawful fences on Berkhamsted 
Common, Hertfordshire, in the middle of the night on 6 March 1866.
Commons are a special type of privately-owned land over which others have rights such as 
grazing, collecting wood and bracken and digging peat.  Once much of the land was common 
but following the inclosure movement only a fractions survives.  Commons are of immense 
public value for their natural beauty, wildlife and archaeology and for public enjoyment.  
Thanks to the society’s efforts they have their own laws and protection.  Much of the New 
Forest and parts of the north-east Hampshire heathlands and South Downs chalk are common.
The Manchester Corporation Waterworks Act 1879 allowed the construction of a reservoir at 
Thirlmere in the Lake District.  The society won compensating clauses giving the public a right 
of access to the adjoining common land—these set an invaluable precedent for future bills, 
securing access to many other commons when developments were authorised.
In 1895 the society’s early activists, Robert Hunter and Octavia Hill, went on to form the 
National Trust as a landholding body—so there would be no National Trust were it not for the 
Open Spaces Society.  Local committees of the Society raised funds to buy land and pass it 
to the National Trust, thereby rescuing it for the nation.  Hindhead Common, Surrey; Pentire 
Head, Cornwall and Mow Cop, Staffordshire, are examples of this.  In 1929 the society acquired 
Hightown Common on the edge of the New Forest to protect it from development.  It installed 
a seat there, designed by archi-
tect Elisabeth Scott, in memory 
of the society’s founder, Lord 
Eversley who died in 1928.  It 
then passed the common and 
seat to the National Trust.
At the end of the nineteenth 
century the society extended 
its interest to public paths and 
won laws ensuring that routes 
were mapped and recorded 
and that there was a process to 
claim them.  In 1899 the society 
merged with the National Foot-

A Fighting Force for our Green Spaces by Kate Ashbrook
General Secretary of the Open Spaces Society, Vice-President of the Ramblers, and 

Trustee of the Campaign for National Parks

Lord Eversley’s memorial seat on Hightown Common
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paths Society to 
form the Com-
mons and Foot-
paths Preserva-
tion Society.  
Local groups 
were created 
to defend the 
paths.
Amid all this 
immense tech-
nical work, the 
Society was 
oblivious to the 
growing popu-
larity of hiking 

among people who wanted to escape into the countryside and not become entangled in the 
law.  Thus the Ramblers’ Association, formed in 1935, eclipsed the legalistic and cautious 
Commons Society, although the latter remained the principal body concerned with the techni-
cal essentials.  The Kinder Scout mass trespass of 1932 (which the society and Ramblers did 
not support) was part of the growing movement for free access to the hills.  Rallies throughout 
the 1930s publicised the outrageous way in which walkers were excluded.
By the mid twentieth century the society was pressing the government to designate national 
parks, provide rights of access to open country, and introduce official maps of public paths.  
These aims were partially realised in the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 
1949.  The society went on to advocate the recording of commons, which was at last achieved 
in the 1965 Commons Registration Act, although the period for registration was an inadequate 
three years.  Consequently, many errors were made which are still being corrected.
In the early 1980s the society initiated and served on the Common Land Forum, a gathering 
of all the interests in commons which thrashed out agreed proposals for legislation, to give 
the public the right to walk on all commons and provide for their management.  Eventually, 
the right to walk on commons and some open country in England and Wales was won in the 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000.
If someone wishes to place a work on 
common land, he must apply to the Sec-
retary of State for Environment (via the 
Planning Inspectorate) for consent.  The 
Society is notified of all applications and 
objects to those which are against the 
public interest.  It generally opposes the 
fencing of commons, which is a growing 
issue as grazing, and therefore fencing, 
is deemed desirable to manage the veg-
etation of commons for nature conserva-
tion—it has been proposed at Odiham, 
Hazeley Heath and Yateley for instance.  

The path through Andrew Lloyd Webber’s hamlet of 
Sydmonton, which the society helped to save in 1996.  
Photo: Dave Ramm

Hazeley Heath common. Photo: Dave Ramm
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Now ‘invis-
ible fencing’ is 
being piloted; 
this involves 
an under-
ground electric 
cable which 
reacts with col-
lars on the cat-
tle and restricts 
their move-
ment.  This 
may become a 
solution as the 
technology is 
developed.
The Commons Registration Act 1965 defined village greens as land on which local people 
have enjoyed informal recreation without challenge or permission for 20 years.  Once the land 
is registered that use is enshrined as a legal right and the green is protected from development.  
A major blow was the draconian Growth and Infrastructure Act 2013 which stopped people 
from applying to register greens in England where the land is threatened with development.  
However in 2015 the society managed to prevent the Welsh Government from copying West-
minster, so Welsh green spaces have more protection than English ones.
The Society, with the Ramblers, is informed of every proposal to alter the route of a public 
path and its local correspondents respond.  The Society has had a number of successes in 
Hampshire, mostly notably in 1996 when it prevented Andrew Lloyd Webber from diverting 
the lovely footpath away from his Sydmonton estate.
The Society’s work is needed now more than ever.  With paths and open spaces under in-
creasing threat the Society campaigns for better laws to protect them and it lobbies for the 
government and local authorities to invest in them, while providing support and advice for its 
members’ battles.  At this time of austerity the society shares the Ramblers’ belief that it is a 
false economy to cut the budgets for open spaces and paths, which are vital to people’s health 
and happiness.  
Common land, in a strictly legal sense, exists only in England and Wales, but common re-
sources are present all over the planet—they may be land, water, air, knowledge, gene pools or 
the internet.  Today the Society is part of a growing campaign to defend global commons and 
to help communities worldwide to protect and nurture their common resources.
In Britain the Society’s dream is of a land where everyone has open space close to their home, 
every public path is recorded and protected, and commons are well-managed and in good 
heart.  The society relies on the generosity of its members and supporters to enable it to con-
tinue the crusade it started 150 years ago.
The Society has published three books to mark its anniversary: Saving Open Spaces, Com-
mon Land and Village Greens (£5 each or £10 for three).  You can join the society and support 
its work via the website at http://www.oss.org.uk/membership/, or write to 25a Bell Street, 
Henley-on-Thames RG9 2BA, 01491 573535.

Martin Down, a chalk grassland common on the borders of 
Hampshire, Dorset and Wiltshire.
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General Council, (GC), was held this year on the York University Campus. Hampshire Area 
were well represented by our Chair, David Nichols, Alan Marlow, Alan Mather and me. After 
the usual opening formalities, we were plunged straight into the hustings for the vacancies on 
the Board of Trustees with four strong candidates nominated for the three vacancies.                                                     
Voting, which didn’t take place until next day, resulted in Robert Peel, Kate Ashbrook and Roy 
Hunt being elected. In my view, this should greatly strengthen the Board and will hopefully 
result in a welcome change of direction on a number of issues, not least the contentious matter 
of governance.
 I should add here that the unsuccessful candidate, Richard May, also had a lot to offer with 
his IT knowledge.
The formal proceedings of Council only began on the second day giving just  five hours and 
thirty minutes to cover a number of reports, actions taken on last year’s resolutions, election  
of Vice Presidents and discussion of motions. The amount of time given to council delegates 
has been whittled down over the years, which is disappointing as General Council is the body 
that should decide   Ramblers policy.
.I raised the question of fracking. Although a motion opposing fracking in the countryside was 
strongly supported at last year’s GC, the Board have only produced a policy document and 
taken no other action! We really need to be pro-active on this issue. Apart from the obvious 
environmental considerations, fracking poses a real threat to the beauty & tranquillity of our 
countryside.
Three motions expressing opposition to governance proposals put forward were all carried by 
large majorities The Board must now either ditch the whole project or re-draft the document 
in acceptable terms.

Another contentious issue is the lack of 
good communication between the Board 
& Areas & Groups. Those of you who at-
tended our Area AGM in February will re-
member that I suggested that we should put 
forward a motion expressing our concern 
on this matter. This was well supported at 
the meeting and I went ahead and drafted a 
motion with input from other Area Officers 
It was only later that it was ruled out of or-
der on procedural grounds. As it happened 

Buckinghamshire Area put forward a very similar motion and were happy for me to second it. 
A good debate followed & the motion was overwhelmingly carried.
A successful motion from Sussex Area expressed concern that insufficient expert staff were 
employed to protect the ROW network. A similar motion passed at GC 2011 had not been 
implemented..
Our chair, David Nicholls has already mentioned in his notes that we had two surprise an-
nouncements. Firstly our CEO, Benedict, informed us that 2016 would be his last GC. That 
came as a huge shock to most people. Towards the end of the Conference, Benedict announced 
that next year’s GC would be in Southampton. In an earlier private conversation with Ben-
edict, he had completely puzzled me by saying. “You will enjoy Southampton next year”!

General Council 2016 Report by Owen Plunkett
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From the 5th to the 9th of 
May Alton Ramblers were 
hosts to a group of French 
randonneurs from our twin 
town of Pertuis in Provence.
Alton Ramblers have been 
corporate members of the 
Alton Town Twinning As-
sociation for several years.
This year our group decided 
to invite the ‘Pertuis Mille - 
Patte Randonneurs’ to enjoy 

some of our favourite walks in line with other musical and sporting exchanges that have taken 
place in the past.
The exchange was very well supported by Alton Ramblers members who volunteered to host 
our French friends in their homes, forged strong relationships within the group and added to 
the social evenings during the visit.
We were fortunate that for the chosen weekend in May the weather became very warm and dry, 
so for 3 days we walked in the sunshine with a choice of 5 or 10 mile walks through Alresford, 
the South Downs and the Devils Punchbowl. 
Our visitors were impressed by our network of ancient footpaths and bridleways which Ram-
blers help to maintain.  Alton Ramblers have installed 6 kissing gates so far this year.
During the evenings we introduced our guests to skittles at the Golden Pot and Curry at the 
Highpoint Bar, Four Marks Golf Club.
We had so many common interests in the countryside that it was a pleasure to spend so much 
time together. We all believe in the healthy benefits of walking especially as we get older.
There may, of course be a return visit to Pertuis when we can meet our friends again and we 
hope that Italian walking friends from Montecchio Maggiore may come next year. It was re-
ally nice that the Alton hosts were enjoying the visit so much in spite of some of the language 
difficulties. With all the sunshine, nothing could go wrong. 
Alton Ramblers  would like to thank Alton Town Council for the generous grant which paid for 
an Alton 8s mini bus to transport the randonneurs between the airport and Alton.
10 French came including the current president and original president who founded the group 
in 1985. They walk in the Luberon except in July and August when it is too hot and walking is 
forbidden because of the risk of fires.

The Ramblers Chief Executive Benedict Southworth Stands Down
After four successful years, Benedict Southworth has stepped down as our Chief Executive. 
Benedict will continue in his capacity until 29th July and the search for a successor is under-
way. 
Over this time, we’ve continued to expand our work opening up more places for walkers 
across Britain while defending their rights and promoting the benefits of walking to everyone, 
everywhere.

A Visit of French Randonneurs to Alton
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Under Benedict’s leadership, we’ve seen many great successes:
1. Following the One Coast For All Campaign, walkers now have a renewed commitment from 
government to build a path and provide access around all of England’s coast.
2. Last year we launched our most ambitious project ever - the Big Pathwatch - which set out 
to do something that had never been done before and capture the state of the nation’s footpaths 
in England and Wales.
3. We are now the leading supporter of short free health walks in England and Wales and Med-
al Routes – the equivalent in Scotland - continues to expand
With elections in Wales and Scotland, we continue to press the importance of walking to the 
economy and health.
4. Benedict has established a new vi-
sion and a long term strategy, improved 
support for volunteers, made internal 
devolution to the nations work and 
strengthened the finances of the charity. 
Benedict says; “I will be passing on the 
baton to a new chief executive who can 
lead delivery of the direction agreed by 
the charity in our 80th year. They will 
find a charity capable of great things 
for its members, communities and the 
country.”
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Green Fayre, Sustainability Centre, East Meon
The Hampshire Area again ran a stall at the Green Fair at the Sustainability Centre in conjunc-
tion with the South East Hants Group.
The event, which took place on a beautiful day in May, attracted a large number of visitors, 
who enjoyed the 84 stalls and some interesting talks & demonstrations. Both the S E H   and 
Meon groups provided useful material, but in future we would welcome input from other 
Hampshire groups

Our aim was of course to 
inform the visitors of the 
work which we do to pro-
tect & improve the Rights 
of Way system, to protect 
the countryside, improve 
access and  provide a 
great variety of walks. We 
have hopefully recruited a 
number of new members. 

Alan Mather & I did hear two really 
interesting talks. The first, given by 
a school teacher, emphasised the im-
portance of getting children out to 
educate them about   wildlife & the 
countryside.
A member of the South Downs Na-
tional Park staff gave an informative 
talk about “Dark Skies”. Light pol-
lution is a huge problem in many parts of the 
country, particularly the South East, and it se-
verely limits the chance to enjoy the night sky. 
The South Downs is one of only a few areas in 
the country that largely enjoy the benefits of 
dark skies and enable one for example to see 
the Milky Way, the Andromeda Galaxy and the 
Orion Nebula with the naked eye or with binoc-
ulars. However, there are areas .near the towns 
such as Petersfield, Midhurst & Lewis where the 
light pollution prevents this.
I have just heard today that the South downs have been awarded the status of “A Dark Sky 
Reserve”.
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Three BOAT’s, Selborne 67, 68 and Worldham 38 along the Hangers Way, together with Selborne BOAT 
66 near Sotherington Farm, have for a long time suffered significantly because of deep mud and water 
filled ruts, such that walkers find transit very difficult.  The ruts have now been filled in with hardcore and 
sandy soil top layer; a major improvement.

 Bridge repairs are expensive, funding is limited and cannot be expected to meet all yearly 
requests; planned reviews invariably allocate funds for prioritised repairs such as listed in the 
table above.
         The table below lists most of the planned series, 2016 to 2017, of bridge-repairs;
 RA Groups can be vigilant in tracking progress and recognising the bridge-completion stage 
in their relevant parishes.

HCC Planned Series of  Bridge Repairs - 2016 to 2017

PARISH PATH 
STATUS &  
NUMBER

ENVIRONMENT REQUIREMENT

BISHOPSTOKE FP--780 Near West Horton 
Farm

Bridge 
replacement

BOTLEY FP--2 Ford Lake Bank repairs

LOCKERLEY FP--6 South of 
 railway

Bridge 
replacement

HOUGHTON BW--502 Test Way Sleeper  
Decking

PETERSFIELD FP--502 Tilmore Brook Bridge 
replacement

PETERSFIELD FP--30 River Rother Re-decking

HAWKLEY FP--10 Tributary of River 
Rother

Bridge 
replacement

BENTLEY FP--27 River Wey Re-decking

LONGPARISH FP--11 River Test Bridge 
replacement

ROTHERWICK FP--16 River Whitewater Bridge 
replacement

MATTINGLEY FP--21 River Whitewater Bridge 
replacement

ASHFORD HILL & 
HEADLEY

FP--714 Nature reserve Bridge 
replacement
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Replacing Stiles With Gates
If you walk regularly in Hampshire you will have noticed the number of kissing gates that 
have replaced stiles making it quicker and easier to enjoy a walk whatever your ability.  At the 
same time you will have also noticed the places where some structures hardly warrant being 
called a stile.  We in the Hampshire Rights of Way Improvement Trust Limited are trying to 
get the Allan King Way from Portchester to Winchester, a route promoted by the Hampshire 
Area of the Ramblers’ Association , into a stile free condition and are making steady progress 
in that direction. We do however need funds for materials and we would be most grateful if 
you would consider making a donation to help us in this project.  We have been helped by 
British Telecommunications plc which has allowed us to use their MyDonate scheme which 
enables you to make your donation on the Internet in a secure way. In addition they make all 
the arrangements to get money from HMRC under the Gift Aid scheme and send it to our bank 
account. We have four locations where we have the permission of the landowner to replace 
stiles with gates and the Southwick Estate has even agreed to donate us two gates.  So please 
help us make the Hampshire countryside more accessible 
and make a donation using the link at www.hrowit.org.uk 
If you want to be added to our list of volunteers who are 
carrying out this work please send me, Richard Kenching-
ton an email:  HROWIT2011@aol.com     

To Find a Walking Group Near You
These are the constituent groups in Hampshire. You should be able to find information about 
each group here; their activities, walks programs and how to make contact:
Alton    www.altonramblers.org.uk
Andover    www.andoverramblers.org.uk
Eastleigh    www.eastleighramblers.hampshire.org.uk/index2.html
Meon              www.ramblers.org.uk/go-walking/group-finder/areas/hampshire/groups/meon.asp	
New Forest   www.newforestramblers.org.uk
North East Hants   www.nehantsramblers.hampshire.org.uk
North Hampshire Downs  www.ramblersnhd.hampshire.org.uk
Portsmouth   www.portsmouth-ramblers.hampshire.org.uk
Southampton   www.sotonram.hampshire.org.uk
South East Hants   www.sehantsramblers.hampshire.org.uk
Waltham    www.ramblers.co.uk/groups/groupInfo.php?group=WX11
Winchester   www.winchesterramblers.org.uk
Romsey    www.romseynet.org.uk/ramblers/index.htm
20s30s    www.hantswalk.org.uk
40+    www.walkinggroup.org.uk

Hampshire Ramblers Facebook www.facebook.com/groups/hantsramblers/
To Find a Walk      www.ramblers.org.uk/find-a-walk.aspx?layer=walks&tab=walks&group=WX03
To Join Ramblers   www.ramblers.org.uk/get-involved/become-a-member.aspx
Ramblers Website   www.ramblers.org.uk/
Hampshire Ramblers Website  www.hampshireramblers.hampshire.org.uk

The Eastleigh Ramblers spent 30 hours in March 
replacing an almost non-existent set of steps on Footpath 
No 12 West End.
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Huge Support for National Park Anniversary Celebrations!

We celebrated the 
6th Anniversary of 
the South Downs 
National Park with 
a very special event 
in Midhurst on Sat-
urday 9th April. We 
organised this in con-
junction with staff 
at the National Park 
Centre.
As part of the South 
Downs Vintage 
Walking Festival, we 
were given the use 
of a splendid vintage 
South Downs bus.  
This first picked up rail travellers from London, Portsmouth and elsewhere at Petersfield and 
ferried them to the SDNP Centre at Midhurst for tea/coffee. This also gave people the chance 
to see the Centre.
Sadly , Margaret Paren, the Chair of the SDNPA, who had originally agreed to give a short 
presentation, was unable to attend as she had a nasty fall the previous day. However, Allison 
Thorpe, a staff member, made a fine deputy.
The bus took 54 ramblers & members of the public on to Petworth for a 7 mile walk back to 
Midhurst. This was led by Jasper & George Stride, members of the South   East Hants Group.
The walkers enjoyed one of the most beautiful parts of the National Park with fine views to 
the North and South. 
On arriving back at Midhurst people were given a very welcome afternoon tea, which was fol-
lowed by a short talk by Sue Webber, the organiser of the Vintage Walking Festival.
The organiser of the event expressed his satisfaction saying, “We campaigned for many, many 
years to create the SD National Park, so we are delighted to see the fruits of our efforts. We 
have arranged an event to mark each anniversary   and have always had a good response, but 
this year has been the best. Apart from the walk, people really enjoyed seeing the Park Centre, 
which has so tastefully been converted from what was the original Midhurst Grammar school. 
Kate Ashbrook (General Secretary of the Open Spaces Society, Vice-President of the Ramblers 
and Trustee of the Campaign for National Parks) was unable to attend but blogged, “Six years 
after the South Downs National Park came into being (and five years after the authority was 
established) it is still wonderful to reflect on our great joint achievement of securing protection 
for this magnificent expanse of countryside.  
We must campaign unceasingly to protect its borders from creeping encroachment, and to 
ensure that the unique and splendid qualities of the downs are unimpaired.  
They give freedom and fresh air to thousands of people and, being so close to population cen-
tres, should lead the way in enabling every child to experience the outdoors.  What better place 
can there be in which to learn about our countryside and the environment?”
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184 miles to London.  The Meon Ramblers are walking the Thames Path National Trail from 
its source in Gloucestershire to the Thames Barrier.   It is the latest in our series on coach walks 
– over the past few years we have walked the South Downs Way, the Avon Valley Path, part 
of the Monarch’s Way and The Three Castles Path (Windsor to Winchester).   The Group last 
walked most of the Thames Path starting in 2001, the year of Foot and Mouth disease, causing 
us to start at the Barrier.   This time 51 of us started at the source near Kemble, on a lovely 
sunny day in April.  
The project will take us several years, as we are only walking 3 sections a year!  The Thames 
Path is the first National Trail path that is completely stile free, and being mainly beside the 
river, provides level easy walking through lovely countryside.  Another plus point is its mostly 
downhill! 
This first stage of our walk started on a side road near Trewsbury just off The Fosse Way 
(the main road from Swindon to Cirencester).  We walked through several fields (including 
3 stiles) to join the Monarch’s Way very briefly as we crossed over the derelict Thames and 
Severn Canal.  A track by a lovely wood full of bluebells took us to the source – marked by 
a granite slab and a finger post:  184 miles to the Barrier.   No water coming from the pile of 
rocks marking the spring that is the official source but time for a group photograph.  We had 
to walk on for over a mile before we saw a very small stream meandering through the fields 
-  the infant River Thames.   
The path sticks closely to the river with its crystal clear spring water for most of the first 5 
miles through the village of Ewen.  Near to Somerford Keynes (pronounced ‘canes’ we were 
informed by a local) the river is contained in a channel to feed several mills. Before that we 
did have to tackle a rather wet and soggy section where the river was flowing out over the field 
across our path – everyone had been advised to wear waterproof boots!  And we did have to 
cross one stile so the guide book let us down.   Then quite suddenly the character of the area 
changes – you are surrounded by great areas of water fringed by reeds and willows.   Looking 
at an aerial view shows the huge number of former gravel pits that form The Cotswold Water 
Park stretching all the way to Cirencester and beyond. 
Our route took us on a series of gravel tracks and paths between these lakes.  The map led me 
to think this would be a rather bleak open watery landscape – but there are plenty of trees and 

The Thames Path – the Meon Group Starts on a Long Journey
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the area is full of wild flowers and water birds.     We walked on to reach the lovely village of 
Ashton Keynes (still pronounced ‘canes’).  Soft Cotswold stone houses, gardens full of spring 
flowers, the birds were singing – it felt like a small part of heaven on this sunny April day.  Just 
over half of the group finished their walk of 7.5 miles here visiting The White Hart for some 
refreshments or the church to look at the building and the fritillaries in the graveyard.  We had 
managed to arrange for our coach to wait in the village as we found that the local coach firm 
had quite a sizeable depot there.  
No rest here for the others – they had 5 more miles to walk to reach Cricklade (the Wiltshire 
one not our Hampshire town).  We followed a meandering route continuing between the gravel 
pits.  When 2 of us had walked out the route in early March we found some parts of this sec-
tion very wet underfoot.  Fortunately, most of these sections had dried up.  We did have to 
divert off the national trail for the final mile into Cricklade as the water meadows forming 
the North Meadow National Nature Reserve were still very wet with the river flowing across 
what should have been our route.  An old railway line, now a cycleway, provided a very good 
alternative taking us past the parish church with its great tower that dominates this small town.    
There was just time to buy an ice-cream or a quick half pint before boarding our coach for the 
drive back home.  Both journeys were quick as we were on dual carriageway roads of the M4 
for almost the whole time.  Coming south of Winchester we saw the slow crawl of the traffic 
making its way north towards Basingstoke and London.  We were pleased to be going south! 
Our next stage is on 19th June when we are walking the 11 miles from Cricklade to Lechlade.  
Again we will have a shorter walk of 8 miles.  Just before Lechlade we meet up with the 
Thames and Severn Canal again where it starts a mile or so west of the town.  From then on 
the path we follow sticks to the old towing path used by the horses towing the barges up the 
river.  We have a third walk this year on 4th September when we walk through a very quiet 
stretch taking us past Kelmscott and its links to William Morris and on into Oxfordhsire.    Our 
journey along the whole to The Thames Path will take us about 5 years – do come and join us 
on one or more of the sections.  Julian Noble.
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