Chilterns Country

Hughenden Downley Walk

This is a supplementary information sheet on the geology, history and archaeology along the Hughenden/Downley section of
the West Wycombe and Bradenham Walk, to accompany the main walk leaflet. See the main walk leaflet for route directions.
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Background Information

What’s
in a name?
1

The Chiltern Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is a unique
place of great beauty and wildlife interest. It incorporates a wide
range of landscapes shaped by its geology and history.
The Chilterns geological story began c. 100 million years ago
when sea levels rose more than 300m due to global warming.
The chalky muds deposited on the sea floor eventually became
today’s chalk. The rounded hills and deeply dissected dry valleys of
the Chilterns are actually very recent, sculpted by melting glaciers
about 450,000 years ago.
Stone Age hunters and gatherers lived in the Chilterns. Neolithic
settlers cleared trees to grow crops, leaving behind their burial
mounds and starting the process that created flower-rich chalk
grassland. The Anglo-Saxons knew this area as Cilternsetaen, a ‘godforsaken place that no-one in their right minds would want to
settle’. But settle they did, leaving Anglo-Saxon names such as
Goring, Bledlow, Wycombe, Chesham and Luton to remind us of the
many groups of people who have lived, farmed, traded and died in
the Chilterns.

Place names often describe what was happening, where, who by
and the size of settlements many centuries in the past. Here they
tell us that the Anglo-Saxons knew Downley as a clearing on the
hill (down meaning ‘hill’ and ley ‘clearing’). In Anglo-Saxon times
much of the Chilterns must have had wooded hilltops for ley to be
significant.
Hughenden, recorded as Huchedene in 1086, is ‘Hycga’s
valley’ from the name Hycga and denu, ‘small, sinuous valley’. Who
was Hycga? We shall never know, but we know where he and his
family or tribe lived.
Naphill is written as Nappel on old maps from the 1600s onwards,
probably from ‘napping’ of the many flints to be found at this
location.
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Features of interest along the walk
1 The chalk stream at the entrance to the Manor and church
grounds – Disraeli caught a 4.5 lb trout here!

2 Hughenden Church: St Michael’s is a 14th century church
which was re-modelled during 1874 to 1890. Both Disraeli and his
wife are buried here (within the blue fenced area). Queen Victoria
ordered the monument to Disraeli after his death.
3 Hughenden Valley was carved from the chalk during the Ice
Age (it is much too big to have been carved by the little stream
flowing here today). The valley would have formed during each of
the three major glaciations of the ice age, from half a million years
ago. During these times the ground would have been frozen
(permafrost): the pores within the chalk would be frozen, blocked
with ice, so all water would have run over the surface. Each time
the ice melted vast quantities of water flowed here, cutting this
river valley down through the chalk. Imagine the Hughenden Valley
as it would have been 14,000 years ago: no grass, no trees, foaming
grey-brown water thundering along the valley floor. Tundra scrub
and lichens would have covered the hills, with herds of mammoths
and woolly rhinos grazing on the slopes.

4 The Manor of Hughenden was granted to Odo, the Bishop of
Bayeux at the time of the Norman Conquest. The land has passed
through many wealthy hands (it was given to the Dormers by Henry
VIII during the dissolution of the monasteries in 1538). Benjamin
Disraeli lived in the current 18th century building for thirty years,
and it was recently revealed that the Manor was the mapping
centre for Bomber Command in the charge of ‘Bomber Harris’. In
1947 it became a National Trust property.
5 Oak trees take about 300 years to reach full size and may live
for almost a thousand years, but the woodland in this area is not
old. Trees have been planted since the 1800s on both sides of the
Hughenden manorial boundary (the big ditch across all routes
leading into Downley from the south). In good conditions oak trees
increase about 1 inch in diameter each year, so a tree 100 inches
around is about 100 years old.
6 Well Cottage, built in 1813, was vital to the villagers living
around Downley Common: this was the only well that never dried
up, even in the most severe of droughts.
7 Downley Common takes in a wide range of wildlife habitats
including grassland, scrub, hedges, woodland and wetland. There are
distinct types of grassland: hay meadow on neutral soils ( 9 ,
opposite the Le Despencer); coarse pasture full of rosebay
willowherb on rich soils 12 ; acid grassland with gorse, bracken,
heather and catsear 13 , and the woodland grasses seen as you
enter Common Wood.
8 The Old Smithy is one of the oldest buildings around the
Common (along with the Le Despencer Arms and the Cottage).
These buildings are all marked on a West Wycombe Manorial map of
1767. The Smithy was used as a blacksmith’s forge until the 1990s
and is now used by the Cricket Club.

10 The ‘Dells’ are the many small pits and hollows seen beside the
track to Hunts Hill (only walk as far as the fallen tree in the centre
of the path). These are old claypits dug to supply a brick kiln on the
Common. This kiln had been demolished by the early 1800s, but
probably lay somewhere between the forge and the dirt track under
the road you’ve just walked. The clays belong to the Reading beds –
top quality clay.

11 Parts of the Le Despencer Arms date from the 1700s, making it
one of the oldest buildings around the Common. In the past this
has been a bakery, a grocers and an inn. In the summer of 2005
mysterious holes opened in the grass beside the rear car park.
Could these be old cellars, a cess-pit, or some other structure? They
await investigation.
14 The beech woodland on Downley Common is even younger
than the oaks of Common Wood. Second World War aerial photos
show fields where these trees were planted. Deep furrows mark the
fields, not from ploughing, but from tanks that were tested on the
Common after repair – at the Broom and Wade furniture factory!

15 Hughenden manorial boundary ditch has existed for many
centuries: the parish boundary follows this landmark.
Geology: the rocks beneath your feet
Four different types of rock shape the hills of this walk. Only one is
a hard rock: the Chiltern Hills have a back-bone of chalk. This pure,
white limestone formed in a warm sea far from land, which proves
that these hills were once beneath the sea and this period of time
was 95 to 65 million years ago. The rest are soft sediments
(geologists call them rocks anyway). The oldest is the clay-withflints, which began to form about 65 million years ago and now
covers many of the hilltops in this area. As the name suggests it is
clay containing lots of large flints. Our walk onto the Common
passes over two more sediments. The Reading Beds sands and clays
(as seen in the Dells) were the sands of an estuary and clays in a
waterlogged soil adjacent to the estuary about 50 million years ago.
Finally, the youngest sediment, Loess, formed about 500,000 years
ago. This is a fine sandy-silt which was wind-blown dust in the cold
tundra environment during the Ice Age. A cold world is a dry world;
lots of dust came to rest in places such as Downley Common
at this time.

Further Information
This information was collated by Chilterns Archaeology. This group
aims to promote awareness and increase knowledge of the
archaeology of the Chilterns and membership is open to all.
Chilterns Archaeology organises working parties, talks and events in
the Chilterns.
For further information visit www.chilternarchaeology.com or email
chilternarchaeology@btopenworld.com
You can download more Chilterns Walks at
www.chilternsaonb.org
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