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Kingley Vale in World War 11 and the remaining evidence
Kingley Vale a National Nature Reserve designated in 1952 is popular with walkers. It is well
known for its ancient yew forest and Bronze Age Barrows. Less well known is that it was
used as a military training ground during World War 11.
The shape of the landscape with the Vale largely enclosed by the surrounding hills makes it
ideal as a self-contained military training area. In the late 1800’s it was used as a rifle range1
with the targets set-up around 300 metres down the slope from the top. The map2 shows
firing positions up to 800 yards from the targets. At that time Kingley Vale was owned by the
Duke of Richmond and was leased1 by the military.
During World War 11 Canadian and British troops were charged with the defence of the
Sussex coast and based all along the South Downs. In the event of invasion Kingley Vale was
one of the locations for the “Bristish Resistance Movement3” often referred to as “Home
Guard Auxiliary Units”. Formed in 19403, these units were intended to harass the invaders
and gather intelligence. The West Stoke Patrol was based at Kingley Vale with their main
hideout near the bottom of the valley, linked by telephone to an observation post (see photo)
midway up the western ridge. Today the observation post is under trees but aerial
photographs4, 5 from the period show that the site was much more open affording clear views.
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Kingley Vale was never used as a base where troops were stationed, its main role was as an
infantry training ground. Troops came to the site for short periods. This makes it harder to
put together a good picture of what happened. No permanent buildings were constructed,
troops probably stayed in tents or huts all now gone. Canadian soldiers based nearby at
Horndean and also probably Rowlands Castle, trained at Kingley Vale. Training records6 refer
to “Bullets and Bayonets” and training with 2” mortars and Bren Guns.

Training with live rounds and mortars is inherently dangerous and one member of the Home
Guard was killed7 by a stray bullet during training in 1942. Richard Williamson the Nature
Warden for Kingley Valley for 30 years from the early 1960’s recalls8 Fred Longman a local
bailiff talking of removing the bodies of nine Canadians killed during training.
Despite the potential hazards, Kingley Vale was not totally sealed off. Ben Dunk9 a local
schoolboy recalls cycling over to the site. Finding an unexploded mortar bomb he tried to
prize off the fin with a knife. Luckily for him the knife slipped stabbing him in the hand,
probably saving his life.
Training at Kingley Vale probably reached its peak in the months running up to D-Day from
late 1943 on. That is when the greatest number of troops, were stationed nearby.
After the War Kingley Vale returned to private ownership, becoming a National Nature
Reserve in 1952. The site had been cleared of its most obvious war time relics but as time
went on the hazards that remained caused increasing concern. Richard Williamson recalls8
Fred Longman talking about ploughing up live mortar rounds, in the large field to the East of
the main entrance.
As more people visited Kingley Vale it became clear that there were still many unexploded
munitions on the site. In 1956 a newspaper article10 headlined “Death Lurks in this Lovely
Vale” demanded that the War Office do something about it. Action to clear the site was
undertaken during 1957-1958. One issue they faced was identifying where the mortars had
been fired from, the wartime records are poor and did not really help. The assumption was
made that the mortars were fired from the Valley up towards the top. Accordingly an area
(see map attached) about 600m wide, extending 300m down the valley was cleared.
Unexploded munitions continued to be found and in 1966 a bomb disposal unit made a
selective search of part of the Valley. A letter11 from the Ministry of Defence states that “it
is now fairly certain that the earlier idea that missiles were fired from the valley into the head
of the valley was quite wrong and that the general practice was to fire from the British Camp
(on the north side) into the Valley.
It was not until 1990 a proper clearance of the site was made. The MoD contacted a number
of Nature Reserves as potential training areas for bomb clearance. Richard Williamson
knowing what lurked in Kingley Vale volunteered and a comprehensive clearance began. The
area chosen (see map attached) stretched from under the top ridge all down the valley. It
took many weeks but the search was thorough using the latest detection equipment and 6000
bombs of various types (see photo) were recovered. This is quite remarkable considering
that the site had been open to the public for nearly forty years.
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Unexploded mortar rounds continue to turn up, in 2013 one was found and destroyed by a
controlled explosion recorded12 on YouTube. Further evidence of the war can be seen in the
scars on the yew trees (see photo).
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Most people walking through Kingley Vale today would not be aware of its wartime past.
There are few reminders of its use as a training ground or possible dangers. However if you
know where to look Kingley Vale will give up its secrets.
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