
Of Sheep, Fish and Coal

The South Downs are famous for their sheep. The 
iconic Southdown sheep breed was unique to the 
area  between  Steyning  and  Eastbourne.  The 
original breed was small, and wiry. Not much good 
for meat or wool,  but  very good for grazing the 
short  wiry  turf  which  covered  the  thin  chalky 
downland soil.

Every morning the shepherd boy would drive the 
village  flock  up  onto  the  downs.  And  every 
evening  he  would  drive  them back  down again. 
They were  penned overnight  on  the  fallow field 
where they dropped their dung. This fertilised the 
following  year’s  crop  of  corn.  The  value  of  the 
sheep was in their dung.

At the end of the 18th c. it was the teenage John 
Dudeney’s  job  as  assistant  shepherd  to  drive 
Kingston  near  Lewes’s  1,400  sheep  up onto  the 
downs.  He took them to  Newmarket  Hill  where 
they could drink from the dew pond. At that time, 
Kingston’s  biggest  landowner  was  the  fifth  of  a 
long  line  of  farmers  called  Thomas  Rogers.  He 
was one of the Sussex farmers involved with the 
improvement  of  this  iconic  Southdown breed  of 
sheep.

Brighthelmstone

“ Say, why on Brighton’s church we see
A golden shark displayed,

But that ’twas aptly meant to be 
An emblem of its trade ?

 
“ Nor could the thing so well be told 

In any other way ;
The town’s a Shark that lives on gold,

The Company’s its prey.”
Anon, 1796.     

Meanwhile,  in  nearby  Brighton,  the  Prince  of 
Wales had arrived! With him came a wide variety 
of attractions and distractions; entertainments such 
as  horse  racing,  gambling,  and other  seductions. 
Which is probably how the young Thomas Attree 
Rogers lost his family’s fortune.

In order  to pay off their  debts  his  father’s  lands 
were mortgaged and put into trust with the aim to 
sell.  In  1830,  to  increase  their  land’s  value, 
Kingston’s  three  largest  landowners  agreed  to 
enclose its three medieval open fields, thus ending 
centuries of tradition. As part of this development, 
an  outfarm  was  built,  high  on  Newmarket  Hill. 
This comprised a labourer’s cottage, farmyard and 
barns.

It became the birthplace of my mother, a little over 
a hundred years later.

Of Fish, Juggs, and the 
Black Death
The  ancient  trackway  from  Brighton  to  Lewes 
crossed Newmarket  Hill.  It  was called the Juggs 
Road, and was named after the Brighton fishwives 
who transported their fish for the market to Lewes.

The origins of the word jug or jugg lies with the 
black death. Its effects on society were dramatic. 
About half of Britain’s population died. Balsdean 
was ‘severely affected’. It shrank from a village to 
just  two  farms.  Labourers  could  demand  high 
wages for labour was short. Many became entre-
preneurs, and moved into towns such as Brighton.

With  their  newfound  money  they  invested  in 
fishing boats capable of exploiting lucrative North 
Sea cod and herring. Tough, dangerous work, but 
the rewards were huge.

And  like  most  fishermen,  on  their  return  they 
probably  drank  ale  in  alehouses.  In  the  century 
after the black death,  the women who may have 
served them acquired a new name – jug or jugg - a 
derogatory nickname given to women called Joan, 
Jenny or Judy; low status women or maid servants. 
Only later was it applied to the vessels from which 
they would have poured their ale.

By the mid-seventeenth century this working class 
town had one of the biggest fishing fleets on the 
south  coast.  Its  population  was  far  bigger  than 
Lewes,  the  county  town  of  Sussex.  But  then  a 
number of disasters struck, including storms which 
destroyed  the  fishermans’ houses  on  the  beach, 
causing the loss of South Street.



Juggs Road & Beggars Bush; 
Of Sheep, Fish 
and Coal
By  the  beginning  of  the 
eighteenth century, with the 
collapse  of  its  North  Sea 
fisheries,  Brighton  was 
destitute.  In  1744,  74% of 
its  population  was  in 
poverty.

In  order  to  obtain  money  the  fishermen’s  wives 
made the long trek over the downs to Lewes to sell 
their  wares.  They  may  have  been  called  Joan, 
Jenny or Judy, and given the derogatory nickname 
of Jugg, by the good people of Lewes, for the road 
they used became known as the Juggs Road.

As yet I have not found a picture of a late Stuart/ 
early  Georgian  Brighton  fishwife.  But  a  famous 
daughter of a Brighton fisherman who lived during 
these times was Martha Gunn. Her parents would 
have told her of Brighton’s sheltered shingle beach 
which housed perhaps half of the town, including 
South  Street,  and how it  was  lost  in  a  series  of 
terrible  storms.  She  would  have  grown  up  in 
poverty,  and  may  even  have  been  one  of  the 
women who had used the Juggs Road.

The  downs  were  barren  and  windswept.  Even 
Stanmer Park was without its beautiful woodlands 
until  they  were  planted  during  the  Georgian 
Period. Dr Johnson, on crossing the downs on his 
way to Brighton stated:

"It was a country so truly 
desolate...,  that  if  one 
had a mind to hang one's 
self  for  desperation  at 
being  obliged  to  live 
there,  it  would  be 
difficult to find a tree 
on  which  to  fasten  the 
rope." 
Boswell’s Life of Johnson, 1763

Without the shade of a tree, the long, hot and dusty 
journey over the Juggs Road would have been 
difficult. Fortunately for Brighton’s fishwives there 
may well have been a shady tree.

Beggars Bush

Before  the  enclosure  of  Kingston’s  farmland  in 
1830, there was a furlong of land, a part of its West 
Laine (one of its three big arable fields). It lay on 
the north side of the Juggs Road, just at the start of 
Kingston’s 20th century housing, along what is now 
called  Kingston  Ridge.  The  furlong  was  called 
Beggars Bush.

Beggar’s  Bush  was  the  title  of  a  popular  play 
published in 1647. The phrase “to go by beggar’s 
bush”  meant  to  go  on  the  road  to  beggary.  The 
name  was  also  given  to  places  with  a  tree 
associated with beggars.

Sheep eat trees. And on the open downs they had 
eaten  all  the  trees.  But  trees  were  able  to  grow 
where sheep were generally excluded – along the 
edge  of  their  fields.  One  such  field  contained  a 
furlong  by  the  side  of  the  Juggs  Road  called 
Beggars Bush.

Coal

I want to find a Georgian painting of a shepherd 
and his flock on the barren, treeless South Downs. 
But  artistic  convention  at  this  time  required 
vertical framing elements such as trees. Constable, 
in  his  paintings  of Brighton and the surrounding 
downs,  used  the  masts  of  boats  and the  sails  of 
windmills. His picture of coal briggs on Brighton 
beach is an important reminder of why this is so:

➔ Sheep eat trees

➔ No trees, no firewood

➔ No firewood, coal briggs on Brighton 
beach.

In Tudor and Stuart  times,  Brighton’s North Sea 
fishing fleet, after loading their fish in east coast 
harbours such as Yarmouth and Scarborough, they 
sailed further north to load their empty holds with 
coal. Two cargoes; twice the profit!

“Your sheep, that were wont to 
be so meek and tame, and so 
small eaters, now, as I hear 
say, be become so great 
devourers, and so wild, that 
they eat up and swallow down 
the very men themselves.”

Thomas Moore, Utopia, 1516.

https://southdownhill.wordpress.com

Martha Gunn

Coal Briggs on Brighton Beach, 1824
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