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Interpretation notes 
  

 
Introduction  
Any new visitor centre will have the interpretation of the site at its centre.  Rye Harbour 
Discovery Centre is no different.  However, it does present some unique challenges.  The 
Nature Reserve is the flagship site for SWT, and carries both international and national 
protective designations.  It already has over 300,000 visitors, ranging from local dog walkers, 
to summer tourists to winter birders.  The majority of the visitors are coming for a walk along 
the river / beach, rather than a special interest in the wildlife. 
 
The reserve obviously has wildlife interest, but is also important for its geology and 
geomorphology.  Moreover is has significant local heritage and history and much cultural 
and artistic interest. 
 
The Discovery Centre building has to be built on a restricted location and therefore the 
interior space for interpretation is limited, and interpretation in the centre needs to be flexible 
to adjust to the many different demands for the centre’s future use.  Exterior interpretation 
needs to be extremely robust to cope with the extremes of weather on the exposed site, as 
well as visitor pressure. The overall interpretation needs to be innovative, interactive and 
future-proofed.  We are interested in the possibilities of digital interpretation and augmented 
reality, but are wary of having blank screens because of tech failure, or having complicated 
displays that cannot be updated by our own staff or volunteers. 
 
As well as a “digital nature table”, we still like the the value of an actual nature table, allowing 
hands-on contact with feathers, bones, shells and other treasures.  We strongly believe the 
Centre is a showcase for the site and a gateway to the wider area, but we want to people of 
all ages and abilities to experience the site itself, so great interpretation around the reserve 
can help visitors learn and play and enjoy, and add another layer to their visit. 
 
Themes 
 
We believe the overarching theme for the Discover Rye Harbour project is “Changing 
Coastlines”.   The site, its wildlife, and its human use have all been shaped by the interaction 
between the land, the river and the sea, and how it has changed over the centuries.  
 
Wildlife 
There is a mosaic of different habitats from the marine environment itself, the shingle 
shoreline, saltmarsh, lagoons, grazing marsh and reedbed.  Over 4,000 species have been 
recorded at the site - most obviously birds including bittern, marsh harrier, curlew, terns and 
lapwing, but also including fish, many moths, spiders, medicinal leeches, rare flowering 
plants, lichens, and seaweeds. 
 



The site is actively managed by the reserve team, but still faces threats including visitor 
pressure, litter and marine plastic pollution, climate change and sea-level rise.  All these are 
issues that we would like our visitors to understand.  
 
History 
A series of great storms around 1287 moved the river mouth 15km from New Romney to 
Rye and washed away the original town of Winchelsea which stood near the present day 
river mouth. 
 
Because of its location looking across the English Channel, the site has an important military 
history, including the Tudor Camber Castle, once on the coast, now a mile inland, the 
Napoleonic Martello Tower, and WW2 blockhouses, each marking the extent of the changing 
coastline over almost 500 years and pinning it to the landscape. 
 
In 1928, the Mary Stanford lifeboat was lost with all hands in Rye Bay. 
 
There remains a local fishing fleet.  Local blue boulders were excavated for use in the 
potteries industry.  Today, tourism, both from the within the UK and from Europe is 
important. The Centre stands on the route of a Sustrans cycle path and the National Coast 
Path.  
 
The site and the wider area is protected by the Environment Agency recharging the shingle 
banks every winter, with heavy plant to prevent flooding. 
 
Culture 
The reserve and the surrounding area has many links to various artists, both past and 
present.  The “big sky”, the light, the exposure to the elements, all make it an inspirational 
place, and the evidence of past lives, and the fluid coastline are all around you. 
Writers linked to the area include Henry James, Rumer Godden, Monica Edwards, and E 
Nesbitt. Turner, Van Dyck and Eric Ravilious all produced work of the area.  Local artist John 
Ryan is famous for creating Captain Pugwash.  Many contemporary artists continue to live 
and create here. 
 
So there will be no shortage of topics to show to visitors.  We would expect there to a 
number of seasonal “exhibitions”, so we need flexible and easily updated materials. 
 
Resources 
We have considerable existing resources in terms of wildlife photography, as well as a local 
history archive.  Both staff and volunteers have huge knowledge of the reserve and the wider 
area.  
 
Also see https://assets.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk//Files/rhnr-leaflet-v3-small.pdf 
https://sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/visit/rye-harbour 
https://sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/visit/rye-harbour/camber-castle 
https://sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/visit/rye-harbour/publications-and-reports 
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