Notes on footpath: Sway 1
(updated 17 Sep 2011  Stephen Tarling)

With grateful acknowledgement to the Hampshire County Council Southern Area Access team (Liz Giles and colleagues) who in September 2011 improved the signage and thus helped reveal the position of a long-lost plank bridge over the stream. This revealed the true route, where few people had ventured - and so previously I had followed the worn path made by forest animals that crosses the stream at a ford off the route, and hence I had got rather lost (and had I got wet socks).
Overview and summary:

The total route is only about 550m long.  There is poor parking at both ends – perhaps room for one car on Coombe Lane. The route is just over 20m in elevation between the highest and the lowest point so there are some gentle slopes as it crosses a delightful marshy stream valley. There are 2 stiles, one good plank bridge with handrail, and there is some pleasant countryside, woodland and marshland, and little traffic noise once you are away from Birchy Hill. There was a little fly-tipping and litter in just one area but no invasive or dangerous plants were spotted beyond the usual nettles.  There was one field which on most visits had two friendly horses in it, and on one occasion I scared off a pair of deer in the woods.
From west to east (see sketch map herewith) the route starts from Birchy Hill (B3055), follows a clear wide track for about 250m, then an undefined route through some broadleaf woods for 150m or so, then across a stream valley for 50m and over a stile and then a final 100m of field, mostly uphill to end at a stile on Coombe Lane.  
Detail of the route, from west to east:
The footpath starts at about SZ28249818 point (1) on the sketch map, on Birchy Hill: the busy B3055 (beware that the main road there is narrow and the traffic can be fast moving).  There is an old and rotted footpath sign which is rather well hidden by vegetation (the post can be seen on Google earth).  The path goes down to the left (north) of the entrance to Birchy Hill Nursing Home, by the signs for Birchy Hill Cottage and Switchells.
The path follows a good quality track passing buildings and a long wall on the south side and fields and a copse to the north; then along a rougher track, tree lined to the north and along a fence bordering a field to the south, before emerging into a small clearing at the edge of the woods, adjacent to a large chicken run, after a total of about 250m at point (2) on the sketch map.
At that point there is no signage or waymarking that could be seen, and the main paths all go off towards the north or northeast. Do not be tempted to take them!   However if you veer south east and forge through the undergrowth not far in front of the chicken run – see the two photographs herewith – for a short distance you come to the path that leads on downhill towards the bridge.  For much of that part of the route there should be a wire fence through the woods on your right.
You then cross the bridge via the sturdy double-width plank bridge with handrail (shown in a photo herewith) and emerge onto the marsh. Taking a route to the north of the direct route across 50m or so to the stile S2 on the sketch map seems the least marshy,  From S2 looking back towards the bridge this is all indicated in the photograph herewith. 

The stile S2 is in good condition and also takes you across a minor ditch.  From there a further 120m or so round the trees and uphill fairly steeply in places towards the farm buildings on the horizon across a field (which had a lot of electric tape in it, but not crossing the footpath route) to emerge onto Coombe Lane at stile S1, adjacent to the cattle grid at SZ28629809 opposite Manor Farm.
Overall there is little sign of this footpath being well used – the route presumably used by the odd deer to get to the ford was more worn than the path to the bridge which is the Right of Way footpath.

Recommendations to improve the footpath legal compliance, safety, access and signage:

a. *** Add a footpath sign where the paths starts/ends on Coombe Lane at about SZ28629809 [Lat & Long 50.781607, -1.595405]  Completed 16 Sep 2011
b. ** Add some sort of waymarker, direction sign or similar where the track emerges into the woods to give some idea of the direction at that point, when heading west to east – at about SZ28429813 [Lat & Long 50.781995, -1.59813]

c. * Clear the fly-tipped rubbish from around where the track comes to the woods at about SZ28439816 [Lat & Long 50.782362, -1.597852]

d. * Add some sort of waymarker, direction sign or similar at stile S2, at about SZ28549805 [Lat & Long 50.78135, -1.596521] to indicate the direction towards the plank bridge to cross the stream (but if you are reading this bear in mind that the least marshy route will take you in a curve to the north)
e. * Replace the old rotted footpath sign where the footpath starts/ends on Birchy Hill (B3055)  SZ28249818 [Lat & Long  50.782714, -1.600831]
Items a. and b. were added to the Rights of Way form on 16 Aug 2011 via
 http://www.hants.gov.uk/rh/row/south/index.html 
Item c was added to NFDC fly-tipping reports on 16 Aug 2011 via
 http://www.newforest.gov.uk/index.cfm?articleid=5299&articleaction=dispeformserv&eformservice=14
