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THE NATIONAL TRUST ON THE ISLE OF WIGHT: THE INTER-WAR YEARS -
PEOPLE AND PLACES

Abstract
Recently, there has been a focus on Isle of Wight ‘Hidden Heroes’ (https://iwhiddenheroes.org.uk/). One area 
that surely deserves more attention is the early history of the Isle of Wight branch of the National Trust (NT). Its 
heroes include those who gifted land and property for public enjoyment, the individuals that benefactors sought 
to commemorate, and the volunteer Local Management Committee (LMC), that through the inter-war years cared 
for the Isle of Wight NT estate.

of IWNHAS and became a Vice President, although he 
might not have attended many meetings. 

In 1988, in his book ‘Figures in a Landscape: A History 
of the National Trust’, John Gaze who for 34 years was 
a land agent for the NT, and its Chief Agent from 1976 
to 1982, underlined the importance of LMCs to the NT 
and selected the Isle of Wight LMC as his case study. 
He related:

The Committee’s job was to manage the property, but 
its very existence at once promoted the work of the 
Trust in a place where otherwise its influence might 
not have been felt for decades. A well-wisher was 
quick to warn them that Arreton Down was in danger. 
Within a month Colenutt was seeking to persuade 
the Ward Estate to sell Alum Bay (where the cliffs 
are striped with coloured sands) and Headon Warren 
which looks over the Solent to Hurst Castle. Alum Bay 
was never to come to the Trust but Headon Warren 
was eventually acquired in 1971. (Gaze 1988, p53) 

Bequests on the Isle of Wight made to the NT 
between 1922 and 1945
Between 1922 and 1945, the Isle of Wight NT LMC 
became responsible for five bequests totalling 441 
acres.  In 1933, the NT was consulted over, but did 
not fund, repairs to Bembridge Windmill (the mill was 
gifted to the NT in 1962), and in the 1940s covenants 
were agreed that Gatcombe House and Sheat Manor 
would not be altered without the agreement of the 
NT. Currently the NT owns approximately  5000 acres 
which is 5.1% of the land area. 32% of the length of the 
Island’s coastline is under NT ownership.

Table 1: The membership of the committee over the period 1922 to 1945 

Paul Bingham and Tony Tutton

The National Trust is over 125 years old, having been 
founded in 1895, with the first NT Act of Parliament 
being passed in 1907. It has become Britain’s greatest 
landowner and largest charity membership organisation, 
with a staff of over 10,000. However, the Trust had 
gradual beginnings, and for many years was organised 
through a Central London Office which in 1925 had 4 
full time, permanent staff led by Samuel Hamer1. There 
were 850 members and holdings of 21,000 acres, with 
volunteer LMCs managing the properties and land that 
had been donated or purchased.

Isle of Wight NT Local Management Committee and 
its first chairman – Professor Edward Poulton
At its formation in December 1922, the Isle of Wight 
LCM consisted of six individuals nominated by the 
NT (see table 1). Its first meeting was attended from 
London by Mr Hamer, the secretary of the Trust. The 
committee elected Professor Poulton as its chairman 
and he retained this post until his death in 1943, by 
when he had attended all but three meetings of the 
committee. George Colenutt, a solicitor from Ryde 
acted as its secretary; he also served until his death in 
1944 and attended every meeting of the committee. 

Edward Poulton was the Hope Professor of Zoology 
at Oxford University. When the Committee formed in 
1922, he was already an experienced pair of hands, 
as he had been a trustee of the ‘Ruskin Reserve’ in 
Berkshire, presented in 1917 by the Ashmolean Natural 
History Society to the NT. From the 1890s, the Poulton 
family had a holiday home at St Helens and were 
regular visitors to the Island. He was a keen supporter 

Committee First Resignation Attendance IWNHAS Commentary
member meeting or death at meetings Proceedings 
 eligible   obituary
 to attend

Prof E. B. Poulton 21.12.22 1943 93% 1943 3(6) Chairman 1922 to death 1943.

Mr G.W. Colenutt 21.12.22 1944 100% 1944 3(7) Hon Secretary 1922 to death 1944.

Mr Frank Morey 21.12.22 1925 100% 1925 1(6) Founder IWNHAS.

Mr Walter H.H. Hodge 21.12.22 1928 87%  Residence: Ventnor.

Sir Edgar Chatfeild-Clarke 21.12.22 1925 29%  Member Isle of Wight County Council.
     Briefly MP for the Isle of Wight 1922-23.

Maj-Gen J.E.B. Seely 21.12.22 1947 0%  Soldier and politician. Post-war donated
     Mottistone estate to NT.

Miss Laura Spencer-Edwards 19.8.25 1927 100%  Residence: Priory, St Helens.

Sir Godfrey Baring 14.4.26 1957 16%  Of the Baring merchant banking family.  
     For more than 50 years chairman of the
     Isle of Wight County Council. MP for the
     island 1906 -1910.

Reginald Henry Fox 24.8.26 1934 76% 1933 2(4) President IWNHAS. An authority on  
     birds. Related to Charles Darwin.

James Groves 20.4.27 1933 81% 1933 2(4) Botanist. IWNHAS President

John Dover 20.4.27 1948 29% 1948 4(3) Vice-president IWNHAS. Recorded the  
     weather of Totland Bay for over 60 years.

Col. Stephenson R. Clarke 14.8.28 1948 23%  Lived for many years at Binstead House.  
     Had property holdings in Newport,  
     Shanklin and Wootton.

Lord Ebbisham 14.8.28 1953 0%  Conservative politician.

Mr Henry de Vere Stac-poole 19.12.29 1951 35%  Author. Best known novel
     ‘The Blue Lagoon’.

Sir Cecil Walsh 15.12.33 1944 92%  High Court Judge. Died 1946.

Sir Vere Hobart 12.4.34 1949 83% 1949 4(4) Soldier.

Mr Samuel A. Watson 12.4.34 1981 60%  Chairman LCM to 1975.

Mr Allan Keith Gray 12.4.34 1946 67%  Residence: Wroxall.

Capt. Arthur J. Parish 20.4.38 1942 50% 1942 3(5) Vice-President IWNHAS. Resided at  
     Afton Lodge. In the 1st WW he worked in  
     ‘Room 40’ at the Admiralty.

Mr George A. L. Harvey 20.4.38 1955 67%  Residence: Freshwater.

Mr Francis W. Bright 2.9.44 1989 100%  Chairman LCM.
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St Boniface Down - The First Isle of Wight NT Bequest
The National Trust announced in August 1922, in The 
Spectator2, the commencement of its association with 
the Isle of Wight. This was on its acceptance of the gift 
of St Boniface Down, and the consequent establishment 
of the LMC.

Sir, -We shall be glad if you will allow us to announce 
through your columns a most important acquisition 
on the part of the National Trust. Many visitors to 
the Isle of Wight will be familiar with the fine stretch 
of downs between Ventnor and Shanklin known as 
St Boniface Down. Mr Llewellyn Evans, the present 
owner of these downs, has, in order to carry out 
the generous wishes of the previous owner, the late 
Mrs. Caroline Ann Evans, of Bryndir, Roehampton, 
presented them to the National Trust to be held 
by them for the benefit of the nation. The property 
conveyed consists of 221 acres of unspoiled 
downland, commanding magnificent views, and it 
is Mr Evans wish that nothing should be done to 
interfere with its natural beauty, but that it should be 
kept as far as possible in its present state. 

     The National Trust has gladly accepted the 
guardianship of this beautiful property, its first 
possession in the Isle of Wight, and a strong Local 
Committee of Management, which will administer 
it in accordance with the donor’s wishes, will be 
immediately set up. May we, on behalf of the 
Council of the Trust, express our gratitude for the 
wise and far-seeing generosity of the late Mrs. Evans 
in thus securing for the public benefit for all time 
such a splendid property? - We are, Sir, &c.,

Plymouth, Chairman of the Executive Committee; 
John Bailey, Vice-Chairman; S. H. Hamer, Secretary. 

Before the National Trust - St Boniface Down and 
adjacent Undercliff 
St Boniface Down and the whole area of the downs 
above Ventnor is formed of chalk and rises to about 
240m above sea level. Between the downs and sea is 
part of the Undercliff, an area of greensand and clay 
underlying the chalk that has a propensity to fracture 
and slump towards the sea.  Before the late Georgian 
and early Victorian explosion in house building and 
local population growth, the Undercliff was occupied by 
a series of farms, a number of which embraced portions 
of the inland elevated downs. This upland was generally 
utilized for grazing. 

Table 1: Continued 

Committee First Resignation Attendance IWNHAS Commentary
member meeting or death at meetings Proceedings 
 eligible   obituary
 to attend

Prof E. B. Poulton 21.12.22 1943 93% 1943 3(6) Chairman 1922 to death 1943.

Mr G.W. Colenutt 21.12.22 1944 100% 1944 3(7) Hon Secretary 1922 to death 1944.

Mr Frank Morey 21.12.22 1925 100% 1925 1(6) Founder IWNHAS.

Mr Walter H.H. Hodge 21.12.22 1928 87%  Residence: Ventnor.

Sir Edgar Chatfeild-Clarke 21.12.22 1925 29%  Member Isle of Wight County Council.
     Briefly MP for the Isle of Wight 1922-23.

Maj-Gen J.E.B. Seely 21.12.22 1947 0%  Soldier and politician. Post-war donated
     Mottistone estate to NT.

Miss Laura Spencer-Edwards 19.8.25 1927 100%  Residence: Priory, St Helens.

Sir Godfrey Baring 14.4.26 1957 16%  Of the Baring merchant banking family.  
     For more than 50 years chairman of the
     Isle of Wight County Council. MP for the
     island 1906 -1910.

Reginald Henry Fox 24.8.26 1934 76% 1933 2(4) President IWNHAS. An authority on  
     birds. Related to Charles Darwin.

James Groves 20.4.27 1933 81% 1933 2(4) Botanist. IWNHAS President

John Dover 20.4.27 1948 29% 1948 4(3) Vice-president IWNHAS. Recorded the  
     weather of Totland Bay for over 60 years.

Col. Stephenson R. Clarke 14.8.28 1948 23%  Lived for many years at Binstead House.  
     Had property holdings in Newport,  
     Shanklin and Wootton.

Lord Ebbisham 14.8.28 1953 0%  Conservative politician.

Mr Henry de Vere Stac-poole 19.12.29 1951 35%  Author. Best known novel
     ‘The Blue Lagoon’.

Sir Cecil Walsh 15.12.33 1944 92%  High Court Judge. Died 1946.

Sir Vere Hobart 12.4.34 1949 83% 1949 4(4) Soldier.

Mr Samuel A. Watson 12.4.34 1981 60%  Chairman LCM to 1975.

Mr Allan Keith Gray 12.4.34 1946 67%  Residence: Wroxall.

Capt. Arthur J. Parish 20.4.38 1942 50% 1942 3(5) Vice-President IWNHAS. Resided at  
     Afton Lodge. In the 1st WW he worked in  
     ‘Room 40’ at the Admiralty.

Mr George A. L. Harvey 20.4.38 1955 67%  Residence: Freshwater.

Mr Francis W. Bright 2.9.44 1989 100%  Chairman LCM.

Fig 1: First page of the minute book of the St Boniface Down 
Management Committee
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With the 1800s housing boom, the value of land 
around Ventnor escalated and houses were constructed 
wherever possible. Unfortunately, Charles Popham Hill, 
in whose family the land had remained for generations, 
was bankrupt and he sold off land to cover his debts in 
a haphazard way, as recorded by John Whitehead, the 
Undercliff’s historian: 

The want of a resident ground landlord had a 
disastrous effect in the laying out and development 
of the future town. A bankrupt lord of the manor sold 
the estate piecemeal disposing of the various sites 
to persons of small means, without attaching any 
of the usual building covenants or restrictions. The 
rapacity of small owners did the rest. Houses were 
erected so close to the high road that no footpath 
was possible. (Whitehead 1911, page125)

The last owners of St Boniface Down – Griffiths/
Evans family 
It is known that William Griffiths, a wealthy retired 
London surveyor, resided with his family in Bonchurch 
in March 1851, as they were documented as present 
on National Census night. William subsequently 
purchased some land including St Boniface Down (from 
1852 he appears as a ratepayer in the Poor Law rate 
books for Newchurch). Currently nothing else is known 
about the time the Griffiths family spent on the Isle of 
Wight. In 1861, their only daughter, Caroline Ann aged 
33, married Lt Col Evans in Wokingham. He retired the 
following year from the Bombay Army (see box below for 
his obituary that subsequently appeared in the County 
Press). William Griffiths died in 1875 leaving his fortune 
(including Isle of Wight estate) to Caroline Ann and her 
husband. By that time, the Evans family were spending 
much of their time in France where they constructed 
one of the first grand houses in Cimiez, Nice (for more 
details see IWNHAS website supplementary notes that 
accompany this article).

Access to St Boniface Down 
It appears from local newspapers that from an early 
date, the public were not excluded from St Boniface 
Down and that Colonel and Mrs Evans facilitated access 
to the downland that they owned.

St Boniface Down - Sir, Owing to the interest taken 
by a member of your Local Board and the liberality 
of Mr Ingram (tenant of St Boniface Down), two steps 
have been placed at the fence at the back of, and 
near to, the station (Ventnor Railway Station), and a 
little further on are two seats, also provided by Mr 
Ingram; and I am sure there must be many besides 
myself and friends, who are grateful to them for this 
kindly act; till this was done it was not easy for men 
to get over, and it was extremely difficult for ladies. 

I have frequently heard visitors complain that there 
is nothing to do in Ventnor, and now that this rustic 
fence can be so easily scaled, I would venture to 
suggest to them to take advantage of seeing the 
place from the top of the Down, which they may 
find, all the same, will take a good deal of ‘’Doing’’ 
till they are fairly used to it; and then a walk there 
may become one of their greatest pleasures.

I should like to make one other suggestion – viz 
that a substantial shelter, similar to those on the 
Pier, should be placed near the well or tank just 
beyond the fence; and if the residents or others are 
sufficiently interested in getting this done promptly, 
I shall be happy to contribute £5 towards the cost.
	 Yours faithfully, Visitor 
	 (Isle of Wight Advertiser Nov 27 1886, p5)

Progress, however, was slow and a path may not have 
been completed for at least 3 years (see supplementary 
notes).

Following the acquisitions of St Boniface Down the NT 
went on to acquire Littleton, Bonchurch and Luccombe 
Down in 1966, Luccombe Farm in 1977 and 1981 and 
Wroxall Down in 1996.The total in Trust ownership for 
this block is 662ha.

Proposed funicular railway to the top of St Boniface 
Down from Ventnor Station
Ventnor Station was the terminus of a railway from 
Ryde, constructed on the Undercliff side of a 1,200m 
tunnel through Ventnor Downs. Inconveniently, the 
station was on the edge of town and 89.6m above sea 
level. The station opened in 1866, and anticipating this 
in 1863, a tramway was proposed to link the station 
and town. Nothing came of this and of a number of 

Obituary of Col. William Edwyn Evans, Isle of Wight County Press 22 February 1896
By the death of Col. William Edwyn Evans, formerly of the Bombay Fusiliers, a distinguished officer of the old 
East India Company’s service, as well as a veteran who took part in the Crimean campaign, has passed away. 
He entered the Bombay Army in 1835, and was posted as an ensign to the first European Regiment of Fusiliers, 
being promoted to the rank of lieutenant in1837. In the following year he was engaged on active service, took 
part in two boat attacks on the town and fort of Aden, and was engaged at the storm and capture of that place 
on January 19th, 1839, also at the repulse of three attempts by the Arabs to retake it during the years 1839 and 
1840. He was probably the last survivor of those who took part in the capture of Aden. After this he was for 
some years employed as an assistant in the Deccan Revenue Survey, but on the outbreak of the war with Russia 
he joined the army in the Crimea in February 1855, having been gazetted a major in the Land Transport Corps 
under the late Sir Montagu McMurdo. In the following May he was present at the capture of the town and 
fortress of Yeni-Kaleh, and served at the siege of Sebastopol until the close of the campaign, being appointed 
assistant quarter-master-general of the Army and assistant to the director-general of the Land Transport Corps 
on August 16th 1855. For his Crimean services he received the medal and the clasp for Sebastopol, was created 
a knight of the Legion of Honour, and awarded the 5th class of the Medjidie, being also promoted in 1858 to 
the brevet rank of lieutenant-colonel, for distinguished service in the field. While the Bombay Fusiliers were 
stationed at Sind he commanded the field force which reduced the petty state of Nuggar Parkur to submission. 
He finally retired from the Bombay Army on December 31st, 1861. He died on the 7th inst at his residence at 
Nice in his 78th year. The gallant officer married Miss Griffiths (who survives him), daughter and heiress of the 
late Mr. William Griffiths, the owner of Hillside House, St. Boniface, and part of Boniface Down and ground 
rents in Ventnor, together with larger properties in other parts of England and South Wales.
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other proposals made through the years to connect the 
esplanade, town and station (Brown 1999). On three 
occasions (1898, 1909, 1924) proposals were made 
not only to link the station and town, but in addition to 
construct an inclined or funicular railway from Ventnor 
Station to the top of the Downs. While she was alive, 
Mrs Evans was opposed to any construction on top of 
the Downs other than a building for the sale of light 
refreshments. Nothing came of these proposals (see 
supplementary notes).

Excursion by the Isle of Wight Natural History and 
Archaeological Society (IWNHAS) to St Boniface 
Down and Shanklin
The Proceedings of IWNHAS for 1930 gives an account 
of a visit to St Boniface Down, and although almost no 
detail is given of the condition of the Down itself, it is 
included here as records of visits to NT property on the 
Isle of Wight in the inter-war years are rare.

Excursion to Ventnor and Shanklin - A small party 
met outside the upper railway station in Ventnor and 
ascended St Boniface Down by the path skirting the 
verge of the very steep face of the hill overlooking 
Ventnor and Bonchurch.

The Director (Mr Colenutt) paused in a sheltered 
hollow near the top and described how this beautiful 
area of unspoilt downland became, in 1922, the 
property of the National Trust for Places of Historic 
Interest or Natural Beauty through the generous 
action of the late Mr M L l Evans, of Ventnor, and 
pointed out the boundaries of the property, which 
covers 221 acres of the best portion of the down. 
He also, as Hon. Secretary of the local committee 

of the National Trust, gave some account of its 
activities and described its other holdings in the Isle 
of Wight – Borthwood, High Down, and St. Helens 
Common – and expressed the hope that two or 
three other beauty spots might be secured before 
it was too late.

Favoured by splendidly fine though windy weather 
the members continued their walk to the summit of 
the down, pausing while Mr Jackson spoke briefly 
on the origin of the thick capping of angular flints 
on the tops of the downs, and further on, where 
Mr H F Poole pointed out the remains of some 
barrows which had been opened in a most careless 
and unscientific manner in 1855. After admiring the 
magnificent view over Sandown Bay and the greater 
part of the Isle of Wight the members descended 
the beautiful slopes of Shanklin Down and made 
their way into the town, where tea was obtained. 

IWNHAS Proceedings 2 (1) 1930 p21 
In 1937, St Boniface Down was selected as a site for 
the location of a secret RAF radar station, one of the 
‘Chain Home’ early warning system. A flat area of land 
was requisitioned, bordering on the northern boundary 
of the NT holding. Construction took place in 1938 with 
the radar becoming operational in early 1939. Along 
with a number of buildings, three 110m high wooden 
radar towers were constructed that towered over the 
town of Ventnor. 

Holm Oaks 
In the many watercolours painted around Ventnor and 
Bonchurch during the Victorian period by artists such as 

Year of
bequest

1922

1925/
1928

1926

1927

1934

Property
gifted

St Boniface 
Down

St Helens 
Common
& Woodland

Borthwood 
Copse

Tennyson
Down

Newtown
Old

Town Hall

Benefactors

Caroline Ann Evans
(née Griffiths),

Lt Col William Evans,
Martin

Llewellyn Evans

Prof Edward &
Lady Poulton

Frank &
Catherine
Morey

Hallam
Tennyson

‘Ferguson’s Gang’
funded by

Anne Gladstone

Individual(s)
commemorated

None specified

Ronald Poulton,
Hilda Ainley-Walker 
(née Poulton),
Janet Symonds
(née Poulton).

None specified

Alfred, Lord 
Tennyson

None specified

Nature of bequest

Chalk downland above Ventnor and Bonchurch 
with magnificent views along the Undercliff and 
out to sea. It includes the highest point on the 

Island (241m above sea level).
The downland was originally treeless rough 
pasture, utilized by entitled adjacent farms.

Prof and Lady Poulton had for many years a 
holiday home at St Helens. They gifted a piece

of nearby land in memory of the
3 of their 5 children that they had lost through
the First World War, illness and an accident.

The last remaining part of the medieval
Royal Forest of Borthwood. A mixed broadleaf 
copse that is classified as ‘Ancient Woodland’.
Frank Morey gifted the land as a ‘Nature Reserve 

and Bird Sanctuary’.

Formerly known as East High Down, an area of 
chalk downland that at its southern boundary ends 
in high sea cliffs. A memorial cross to the memory 
of Alfred, Lord Tennyson is located on the highest 
part of the Down (147m above sea level).

Town Hall, constructed around 1699 for the 
‘rotten borough’ of Newtown. Restoration of the 
hall championed and supervised by Walter Troke 

with John Macgregor (both architects).

Area
donated

221 acres

9 acres

55 acres

155 acres

1 acre

Table 2: Bequests on the Isle of Wight made to the NT between 1922 and 1945
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Frederick Williamson and William Grey Jnr., St Boniface 
Down appears as open, but very steep grassland. This 
is very different from when viewed today where Holm 
Oak (Quercus ilex) trees cover large areas, particularly 
on the steep south face of St Boniface Down which has 
unbroken tree cover.  There are many stories of how the 
trees got to be there, but this letter from the County 
Press is quite illuminating. 

No Thanks From Me For Those Holm Oaks
With reference to the Evergreen Holm oak trees on 
St Boniface and Bonchurch downs, and in answer 
to Mr Robertson’s letter, County Press August 25, I 
think that I am possibly the only one left who knows 
where they came from.

I must digress a bit to explain how I came by the 
knowledge. My grandfather, Thomas Snow, born 
Ventnor 1840, and my father, the late Harold Henry 
Snow, postman in Ventnor from 1881 until retirement 
in 1928, and contributor of many articles to the 
County Press, gave me these facts.

Prior to 1880, there were no Holm Oak trees on the 
downs, not one. It was grass, furze and brambles. 
We have Mr W Spindler, of Old Park St Lawrence, to 
thank for what has happened.

W Spindler, philanthropist, and very wealthy, in the 
1880s carried out all sorts of philanthropic schemes 
in the district. One of these was to purchase and 
plant hundreds of Mediterranean shrubs, mostly 
Holm oak trees all over his estate and round about.

Before this period these trees were not growing here. 
The Holm oak grows quickly, and bears enormous 
crops of little acorns.

These acorns are quickly spread by nature’s forces, 
namely the strong SW winds. Wood pigeons in 
particular also carry them on the wind and drop 
them. Rodents too, shift them around.

Most land around was grazed by sheep and cattle, 
so the small trees did not survive, but St Boniface 
Down, steep and ungrazed, was ideal ground. 
Bonchurch Down in the 1920s had very few of these 
trees and then they were only small.

I have watched them grow, and spread eastward, 
till now it has completely changed from a beautiful 
grassy down, easy to walk on, or over, to a ruinous 
scrubland, soon to be utterly despoiled by these 
useless trees.

No thanks to W Spindler from me, for I utterly 
deplore what has taken place in just 100 years. But 
then, that’s life!		

GC Snow County Press 1 Sep 1979, p18

By the early 1980s the loss of the herb-rich grassland to 
invading Holm Oak seedlings, aided by the favourable 
soil and climate, was becoming a major concern. In 
1951 Ventnor Downs had been notified as a Site of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The citation for the 
SSSI had noted the spread of the Holm Oak but their 
increase was threatening the conservation status of the 
chalk grassland element of the SSSI.

During this period an article appeared in the publication 
ECOS, written by Clive Chatters (1986), which was very 
critical of the management of the National Trust’s sites 
across the country and some of the chalk grassland sites 
on the Isle of Wight were used as examples. The article 

highlighted the lack of appropriate grazing animals and 
the control of scrub. The issue of Holm Oak on Ventnor 
Downs was singled out specifically. The ECOS article 
was noted by the National Trust and after this country-
wide nature conservation advisors were employed.

In the mid-1980s a programme was started that 
included fencing, to allow the return of cattle, and 
cutting small and medium Holm Oaks to allow the 
grassland to thrive. It was decided that the woodland 
growing on the steep south face of St Boniface Down 
was too difficult to remove  and that the focus should 
be on Littleton Down and Bonchurch Down. The scale 
of the task was daunting as it meant working on very 
steep slopes. Good progress was made using labour 
from a Government Scheme introduced to provide 
work experience for unemployed people.

By the beginning of the 1990s, it became clear that 
there were two major problems. One was the speed 
of new seedling colonisation; the other was regrowth 
from the cut stumps despite poisoning them when the 
trees were cut. Increasing the amount of labour or using 
chemicals were not sustainable options. Whilst cattle 
were doing a good job by grazing the grassland and 
eating some of the seedlings and regrowth, it was felt 
that they were not the only answer. Browsing animals, 
such as goats, were needed and a feasibility study was 
carried out. The potential for goats looked good and so 
it was decided to proceed with an introduction of feral 
goats, rather than domestic ones, as the best way to 
deal with the sizable area.  Feral goats who made their 
home on the hillside were expected to act in a more 
natural way, whereas domestic goats are less hardy and 
not such effective browsers.  It was recognised that an 
annual round up would be needed to control numbers 
as, if their numbers are left unchecked, they would soon 
have a negative effect on the habitats of the down. 

Grant aid was used to provide for the higher fencing 
necessary to contain the goats within the area to be 
managed. A monitoring programme was also set up to 
gauge their impact: firstly, to ensure that they were not 
having a negative effect on the ecology of the down 
and secondly, to provide data for other site managers 
who might wish to use a similar system.  

In 2004, eleven years after the initial introduction of nine 
goats, the data from the annual monitoring was analysed 
and presented at a small conference. The results showed 
that the overall effect of the goat browsing was broadly 
positive and the amount of Holm Oak and other tree 
and shrub species had reduced considerably. 

After the 2004 conference, a document entitled 
‘Living with Holm Oak’ was produced. It highlighted 
the way forward, the most significant factor being the 
continuation of management of goats and that Holm 
Oak should be accepted as a future constituent of the 
Downs. Potentially this was a controversial decision, as 
the standard practice used by conservation managers 
was to try to eradicate ‘exotic species’ from sites 
recognised as having nature conservation value. The 
reason for the acceptance of Holm Oak was based partly 
on the difficulty of trying to eradicate this species. More 
importantly, it was the recognition of the potential for 
the Holm Oaks to provide a valuable habitat in the face 
of accelerating climate change.

Twenty-nine years on the from the goats’ initial 
introduction, it is clear that they have made a huge 
difference and the potential for restoration of high-
quality chalk grassland has significantly increased. 
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Fig. 2: The Royal Marine Hotel, Ventnor’ Watercolour with Bodycolour. 1876 by William Gray Jnr.  Courtesy Mrs S Champion.  
St Boniface Down without Holm Oak cover, can be seen in the background

Fig. 3: View to St Boniface Down photographed in 2022	 Photo: Keith Marston
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Appendix A: An Account of the restoration of 
Newtown Old Town Hall
When the repairs were begun in 1933 the Old Town 
Hall was in a dilapidated condition due to neglect 
following several serious movements in the fabric, 
which occurred before 1832. These movements can be 
traced to a common source, namely, the existence of a 
bed of clay surmounting the brow of a hill upon which 
the building stands. It is possible that some additional 
weight in the rebuilt eighteenth-century structure on the 
existing foundations caused the principal settlement. 
The movement of the south-east corner outwards, and 
a lesser but similar tendency at the south-west corner 
– a combination of forces – caused the south wall to 
sink, and bend in a horizontal plane. In addition, these 
movements resulted in the south wall tearing away from 
the side walls at the two corners and leaning outwards.

During repairs to the crushed brickwork in the basement, 
a portion of a barrel oven of seventeenth-century date 
was found. It was not possible to preserve this, owing 
to the bad condition of the brickwork which imperilled 
the safety of the chimney above it.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the 
Patrons of the Borough spent £443 on repairs, such fears 
were raised for the safety of the building that buttresses 
were erected against the east wall.  At the same time, or 
perhaps a little earlier, ‘mathematical tiles’ were set on 
the outer surface of the south wall and additional quoin 
stones at the two south corners. This gave additional 
strength and a seemly appearance to the building.

The jambs of the south window in the east wall spread 
outwards to such an extent that brick filling had to be 
inserted on either side between the wooden frame and 
the stone surround.

The present scheme of repair consists in underpinning 
the south wall and inserting a reinforced concrete raft 
under the southern half of the building: in drawing back 
the leaning south wall, without taking it down, to an 
upright position: in consolidating the chimney breast, 
and in general strengthening repairs to walls and roof.

The moving of the south wall back to its original upright 
position involved no little ingenuity. A simple cradling 
was fixed to the front and back of the wall, and the two 
were firmly tied together at the openings with scaffold 
wires. Four wire cables were attached to the tops of 
the four uprights of the cradling, and taken through 
the length of the building to four screws which made 
the straining gear against the outer surface of the north 
wall. A horizontal chase about twelve inches deep was 
cut on the inside of the south wall in line with the top 
of the plinth. The southern slope of the roof was then 
released from its bearing on the south wall, the vertical 
crack at the western end of the wall was cleaned out, 
and as much of the southernmost bay of the east wall 
partly taken down as would leave the south wall a 
separate unit for the time. This was done in preparation 
for the actual process of moving. Four men, under the 
direction of the architects, carefully turned the screws 
at the north end of the building and by easy stages the 
wall was pulled upright. The whole process was carried 
out successfully and no strain whatsoever developed in 
the wall.

In England, owing to an almost traditional timidity, 
operations of this kind, which are not difficult, are 
unnecessarily avoided. As in this case, they are 
economic, the cost being much less than rebuilding.      

Reproduced courtesy of the Society for the Protection 
of Ancient Buildings (SPAB).

Fig. 7: Proposed restoration of Newtown Old Town Hall, 1934
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