
SUNDAY JOLLY OPENING SPEECH  - 24th March 2019 
 
Welcome.  This splendid revamped room has been mainly funded by the European Agricultural 
Fund for Rural Development under their LEADER programme, with the remainder made up using 
some of Alison Jolly’s legacy. 
The activities on the day – and the new flow tank, chalk aquifer models, new binoculars etc - are 
funded by the South Downs National Park Authority’s Sustainable Communities Fund.  
Thanks also to Priory Forest School for painting the cupboard fronts.  
Thanks also for the 80 volunteer hours spent clearing out, cleaning up and redecorating.  And 
many of those volunteers, thanks to the organization of education officer Milly Hawkins, are also 
helping today by leading activities and sharing their enthusiasm for the Railway Land. 
 
And it is that original enthusiasm and support of Alison Jolly that will shortly be honoured and 
remembered by the re-naming of this room by Sir Richard and Margaretta,  husband and daughter 
of Alison and grandson Kai. 
 
I was so pleased to be asked to say a few words today because Alison was such a warm person, 
friend and visionary.  Very early on she asked for a one to one 2 hour walk around the Railway 
Land and she understood its potential significance at once.  She would so approve of all this.  I 
then got to know of her ground breaking research of ringed tailed lemurs and of Richard’s work in 
international and social development and the family through her book on Madagascar ‘Lords and 
Lemurs’’ which she asked me to critique when it was in manuscript form.  A year later, a little 
envelope dropped in through the door with a message saying the book had done rather well and 
so here is a little help to the Railway Land.  She wanted it to be anonymous – sorry Alison -  but it 
was more than a three figure sum and was so very timely and generous when the project was in 
its vulnerable infancy. 
 
There were other strategic drops, before her legacy, and one of the most memorable was the sign 
she and Richard rescued from one of the UN buildings in New York that is above the door into the 
Mettyear Room upstairs.  It was given at a fund raising event in the Town Hall and its message 
lifted everyone’s spirits. 
 
But there was more.  I was concerned that the growing Railway Land enterprise could fall into the 
trap of becoming inward-looking and I shared this with Alison.  Instead of one-off donations to 
various global projects or disasters, important though that may be, I was keen to set up a longer-
term funding stream of perhaps £1,000 a year for 10 years in the hope that this would give stability 
to a fragile vision perhaps in Madagascar.  And true to form Alison gave this a lot of thought and 
suggested focussing on an area within reasonable reach of the capital Antananarivo. 
 
And so the Ambohimanga project was born – Ambohimanga is a sacred hill 13 kms from Tana and 
easily visited by bus.  The Kings and Queens of Madagascar are buried here and I was honoured 
to be taken to their resting places – not something that is automatically afforded a visitor.  But 
because the Kings and Queens had said that the trees should not be cut down, people interpreted 
that as to not even visit the forest – and so as other hillsides were decimated for charcoal making, 
Ambohimanga stood out as a tree-clothed but not understood forest hill instead of being an 
inspiration and nursery of much needed native trees and environmental education.  And that is 
what Alison saw and the result, through her friend, student and now Professor Hanta Ras amim 
anana and RLWT sponsorship, is a thriving environmental education program led by 14 people 
who have developed a forest trail, a broad interpretation program, supported BA and MA students 
in Education on Life and Earth Sciences at Tana University and established a tree nursery for 
plantings elsewhere on those bare and flood risk landslip hills.   
 
The 2018 Ambohimanga Report states:   From April to June 2018, 140 students from primary, 
middle and high schools around Antananarivo and beyond have already benefited from these 
plans. Some international faculty members from Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris- 



France and staff member from WWF-US…have also experienced the plans. The understanding of 
some guides and their active participation in the scientific education of the visitors give us a hope 
about a possible long term transformation of the site as a community education centre in 
Ambohimanga that acts  as a nursery school; a community hub; and education centre for the 
forest.   
 
Before I stop. I want to say a heartfelt word of thanks to Helen Meade our Programme Co-
ordinator and Jim Hillage, our Chair of Trustees and indeed the Trustees themselves. 
 
Because they have not only masterminded and brought about this wonderful makeover to the 
Undercroft but have also supported the sending of money to the Ambohimanga project to the 
current tune of £6,000 which goes a very long way there. 
 
And in order to manage that commitment and indeed to keep the entire Linklater show on the road 
they need our help and support not only to rent this room out as an additional asset but also to 
attract more paying members and anything you can do to help that would be truly appreciated. 
 
There is a bit of a fight on as young people have started to realise – and it’s not Brexit – climate 
change is even more complex and at a local level we are working on a joint plan to explore better 
ways of integrating even more with Lewes schools and I hope you will hear about this in the next 
year.  It’s why the Linkater was built. 
 
Alison was so very keenly aware of the dangers ahead which she articulated on the last page of 
her last book and almost in her last breath when she wrote: 
 
‘Madagascar is important above all as a etst case for any idea of sustainable peace between 
humanity and nature.  If humanity, Malagasy and outsiders together cannot save Madagascar, 
what hope is there to save the planet?’ 
 
That’s why I hope this room, with Tom Walker’s splendid young person’s ceiling and the story of 
the ‘gentle path finder’ and everything else in here, will reach out to us in different ways and so 
please give a very special welcome  to Alison’s husband Sir Richard Jolly, her daughter 
Margaretta and grandson Kai who are now going to formally open it. 
 

John Parry 24th March 2019 


