Kingley Vale

A bowl in the hills, a theatron, open to the sun,
with sloping sides that fall four hundred feet,
clothed to the brim with dark green stands of yew.
It lies at the southern end of the Bow Hill ridge,
where the chalky Downs descend to the coastal plain. 
At the base of the Vale you will find the oldest yews,
gnarled and broken and hollowed-out and dying,
their lower limbs bowed to the earth with age
– and yet these limbs can root once more by layering
to form new trees. The years of the mother-trees
cannot be counted, for the annual rings that formed
in the heart of their trunks are crumbled to dust by fungi.
But more than a thousand years, according to legend:
it tells that a raiding party of Viking warriors
was ambushed in the Vale by the men of Chichester
and slain; to mark the place, these yews were planted,
and the ghosts of the slaughtered men still move among them.
Yews and death. Taxus is planted in churchyards,
and indeed it is toxic; fifty grams of the needles 
can stop a human heart. And yet their taxol,
their essential oil, is used in the healing of cancer;
their meaning can be life as much as death.

From the south, you enter at once the heart of the Vale;
but I prefer to approach more slowly from the north,
on the track that climbs to the ridge from Stoughton village.
You start in a pure beech forest, full of light.
These trees are tall and straight, with single trunks;
in March the sun floods through them at an angle,
lighting the smooth grey bark and the forest floor
with its carpet of soft-brown leaves and husks of mast.
Some trees, already harvested, are stacked
for drying; their strong and straight-grained wood
makes handles for tools, and legs for tables and chairs. 
From the beech, as you climb, you enter a gloomier world,
dense stands of yew that seem to swallow the light.
They are squat and rounded – younger trees than those
in the Vale below, but already with multiple trunks,
their needles a dusky green, and their roughened bark
a dark red-brown. At the edges of the yewtree stands
are coiling stems of clematis, ‘old man’s beard’,
like lianas, almost like sagging electric cables,
grooved and flaking, some as thick as your wrist.

And then, from such confinement, you burst at once
onto a hilltop ridge of open grassland, 
sun and space and wind and unfolding vistas,
the circle of Kingley Vale revealed below you.
You are on a heady level with birds of prey,
kestrel and buzzard and red-tailed kite, as they wheel
and watch. The turf at your feet, studded in spring
with violets, is marked by burrows where tiny creatures
have scraped out loosened chalk and flints. Before you 
there stand four mighty mounds, like rounded spacecraft,
built up by Bronze Age folk to bury their dead
and pay them offerings and honour. Faced with chalk
they would have been seen from the heights of neighbouring hills,
conspicuous as shining bulbous beacons.
From them the view seen thousands of years ago
is shared today, for all the changes of time:
inland there lie the valleys of Surrey and Hampshire;
on the southern side, the slopes of Kingley Vale
fall away at your feet, and then beyond them you look
to the last of the Downs, the lowland coastal plain, 
the cathedral’s spire, Thorney and Hayling Islands,
and so to the shining levels of the sea.


