Ashdown District Scout Section – Annual Report 2008.
When I last reported to the AGM, this time last year, everyone was gearing up to the high point of our Centenary year – the Martlets Jamboree.  This was extremely well attended by Ashdown District, with our Scouts massively outnumbering those from any other District, and with Crowborough and Uckfield competing with each other to be the largest single contingent at the event.  In the end, I think Crowborough had the most Scouts camping all week (61 of them, compared to Uckfield’s 53), but both groups set a fantastic example to the rest of the County, as did every single one of our smaller groups as well.  Altogether, including day visitors, Ashdown accounted for a quarter of all those who took part in the event.  And what an event it was!  The Scouts took part in an incredibly wide range of activities, from abseiling to windsurfing and from arts workshops to water slides.  None of those who attended will ever forget the Sunrise Ceremony on 1st August, when promises were renewed; the day visits to the World Scout Jamboree at Hylands Park; or the torchlight closing ceremony and fireworks display on their last night at Martlets.  The whole thing was ‘sold’ to the Scouts as a once in a lifetime opportunity… and that’s just how it was.
Looking back on it now, the rest of 2007 was something of a blur – so much was still going on.  In September, the District survival challenge and backwoods cooking competition were rolled into one (in an effort to reduce the sheer number of events taking place!) and were held at Broadstone Warren.  Disappointingly, only five of the thirteen troops in the District managed to enter teams, but those who did had tremendous fun, as always, despite the difficulty that some of them had in the basics of lighting fires!  1st Crowborough Southon won the Backwoods cooking trophy whilst 4th Uckfield Phoenix claimed the Survival Challenge.
October, as always, saw a very packed programme of activities, even without the Mountain Bike Challenge which had a ‘gap year’ in 2007.  First up was the Sussex Downsman Hike on 6th October, in which the 25 mile Scout section was won by 4th Uckfield ‘Alpha’ in a cracking time of 5 hours and 10 minutes.  This was swiftly followed by the Ashdown District Incident Hike – a very different style of event which tests a wide range of Scouting abilities, not just hiking.  The winning team, from 4th Uckfield ‘Alpha’ again, won the admiration of all by the way their two experienced Scouts helped to enthuse and encourage the two younger members of their team (both girls) who had only recently joined the Troop.  
The following weekend it was the turn of the Ticehurst, Wadhurst and Crowborough Scouts to shine as they led the way in the unbelievably fun-filled weekend of ‘BODWARTS’ – a medieval-themed activity camp at Bodiam Castle involving everything from bridge building and coracle making to galleon racing around the castle moat.  A truly superb event which, thanks to Tony Thompson’s enthusiasm and excellent contacts with the National Trust put Scouting firmly in the public eye for all the right reasons.
Highlights of November and December 2007 included the national Festival of Scouting at London’s O2 Arena, attended by a number of leaders and a contingent of Scouts from 1st Crowborough; and the Chief Scouts Award presentations in Lewes, when five Scouts from 1st Buxted and three from 4th Uckfield received their Gold Awards - the highest award possible within the Scout Section.
2008 began, as 2007 had done, with a cobweb-removing ‘stroll’ through Friston Forest and back along the Seven Sisters.  As in previous years, this heralded the start of the infamous ‘Overland Hike’ training programme in which those who wanted to do so got the opportunity to build up their hiking and navigation abilities, their stamina and their more general teamwork and Scouting skills every weekend between then and the Overland Competition at the end of March.  Though it is not everyone’s ‘cup of tea’, the Overland really captures the interests of those who take part and is justifiably regarded by most leaders as the ‘ultimate challenge’ for all Scouts (and Explorers) in both East and West Sussex.  The competition itself involves a 2-day, 25 mile hike with an overnight camp and no less than 15 incidents to test Scouting and teamwork skills.  In the previous three years, Ashdown District teams won the Scout Section of the competition twice and came second once.  This year, they did even better, taking all three of the top places, with 4th Uckfield ‘Alpha’ beating 1st Crowborough Southon to the trophy by just one point (out of 582!).  Just as impressively, no less than eight of our Scout teams entered the competition (including Wadhurst and Groombridge as well as other Crowborough and Uckfield teams), and all but one of them completed the course – described by the organisers as one of the toughest that they had set in many years.  To put this in perspective, 29 Scout teams started the event but only 16 of them finished.  All of this is a great testament to the lads and lasses who took part, and also to their leaders.  All of those who had completed the training programme, whether or not they made it into one of the final teams, were rewarded by being able to take part in a hillwalking and geological excursion to Snowdonia in the middle of April.  
Whilst all this was going on, the District Swimming Gala or ‘Soakout’ was resurrected, in February, and held at St John’s swimming pool in Tunbridge Wells.  As always, this proved to be a huge amount of fun, with just the right balance being struck between participation and competition.  

Another event was resurrected at the end of April, after an even longer period of absence.  This was the County Camping competition, organised by our very own Chris Weller.  Astonishingly, Ashdown was the only district to enter teams in the competition (apart from one Scout from Lewes District who joined forces with one of our teams).  Less surprisingly, under the circumstances, it was an Ashdown team that won!  Congratulations therefore to 1st Crowborough Chapman for achieving that honour, but also to Ticehurst, Hartfield, Southon and Phoenix who also took part. 
In May, ten Scouts from Crowborough Southon, two from 1st Groombridge, two from 4th Uckfield ‘Alpha’ and one from 4th Uckfield ‘Phoenix’ became the latest to gain their Chief Scouts Gold Awards and attended a presentation in Alfriston to receive their certificates.  

Earlier the same day, many of the same Scouts as well as others from Rotherfield, Hartfield, Mayfield and Ticehurst had taken part in the Ashdown District football competition – a very popular event laid on once again, and very successfully, by 1st Rotherfield.  The Scout Section trophy was retained for the second year running by 4th Uckfield ‘Alpha’.
As I write this report, many of our Troops are taking part in (or recovering from), their Spring Camps whilst others are looking forward to taking part in the spectacular ‘Kings of the Wild Frontier’ event at the end of May – this year’s answer to ‘Bodwarts’.  Masterminded once again by the Ticehurst leaders with input from Wadhurst, Hartfield and Crowborough, this will take place in the public eye on another National Trust Property with a great connection to Scouting:  Rudyard Kipling’s home at Batemans, near Burwash.  Look out for a report on this at next year’s AGM!
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