

[image: Image]






WALKING THE
COUNTY
HIGH POINTS
OF ENGLAND


DAVID BATHURST


[image: ]









WALKING THE COUNTY HIGH POINTS OF ENGLAND


Copyright © David Bathurst, 2012


Maps by Matt Smith


Plate section photos © David Bathurst


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers.


The right of David Bathurst to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Condition of Sale


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent publisher.


Summersdale Publishers Ltd


46 West Street


Chichester


West Sussex


PO19 1RP


UK


www.summersdale.com


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon


eISBN: 978-0-85765-754-1


Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organisations. For details contact Summersdale Publishers by telephone: +44 (0) 1243 771107, fax: +44 (0) 1243 786300 or email: nicky@summersdale.com.









Counties of England


[image: Missing Images]


Numbers indicate approximate location of high point within county









Counties ordered from lowest to highest high point:


 


1 Norfolk


2 Suffolk


3 Greater London (Inner)


4 Cambridgeshire


5 Essex


6 Lincolnshire


7 Merseyside


8 Rutland


9 / 9A Nottinghamshire


10 Northamptonshire


11 Isle of Wight


12 Bedfordshire


13 East Riding of Yorkshire


14 East Sussex


15 Greater London (Outer)


16 Kent


17 Tyne & Wear


18 Oxfordshire


19 Warwickshire


20 Hertfordshire


21 Buckinghamshire


22 West Midlands


23 Leicestershire


24 Dorset


25 West Sussex


26 Surrey


27 Wiltshire


28 Hampshire


29 Berkshire


30 Gloucestershire


31 Cornwall


32 Worcestershire


33 Somerset


34 Shropshire


35 South Yorkshire


36 Staffordshire


37 Cheshire


38 Greater Manchester


39 West Yorkshire


40 Devon


41 / 41A Lancashire


42 Derbyshire


43 Herefordshire


44 North Yorkshire


45 County Durham


46 Northumberland


47 Cumbria
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Introduction


I’m standing on a Sussex station platform waiting for my train and it’s 4.50 a.m. I’ve had a busy week at work and it’s Saturday. I’ve left a long-suffering family behind at home and I don’t expect to reach my day’s objective for a good six and a half hours. I’m at the mercy of Southern Railway and, later on, South West Trains and I think two bus companies. I’m hopeful, but by no means certain, of finding a cafe or station buffet open and having enough time to buy a cup of coffee before the next train’s due. I hope the weather forecaster was wrong when they talked of showers merging to form longer spells of rain. And if I miss a bus connection at the other end I’m not sure I’ll make it home in time for Match of the Day.


But, to paraphrase the slogan for a certain beauty product, I think it’s worth it. I’m off to explore another ‘county high point’ – the highest ground in an English county – and it’s all contributing to a journey, or series of journeys, of discovery, taking me by the hand and leading me up to the highest point of each and every county in England.


Why do I think you might be interested, and, therefore, why this book?


Well, three reasons really. Firstly, most walkers would agree that a walk up a hill or series of hills provides greater drama, excitement and satisfaction than sticking to the valleys or levels. Some might say that a walker’s natural inclination is to seek out the high places and, in any day’s walk, it will be the attainment of the higher ground that will provide the highlights. There can be few more exhilarating feelings for a walker than that of reaching a hilltop and gazing across a vast panorama of land, be it countryside, towns, villages or further hilltops – even more so when a thoughtfully placed topograph provides indicators of distances to landmarks which may or may not be visible on a clear day. While England may not boast the highest mountains in the world, it still possesses a large number of very impressive mountains, hills and ridges, and there is tremendous pleasure and satisfaction to be gained in climbing them; and even more satisfaction from knowing that the summit is the highest ground in the whole county. Some of the high points featured in this book are truly breathtaking: Scafell Pike, Worcestershire Beacon and Ditchling Beacon are three examples which, despite their very great differences in character and geographical situation, provide fantastic views and great memories for the walker. While not all county high points can match the scenic splendour of these three, the majority do offer great views and great walking; one of the joys of this quest is the huge variety of walking experiences it offers, thanks to the astonishingly varied scenery in this country. Some walks will be little more than a stroll up a gentle hillside while others are very much tougher, and will require considerable navigational skill and proper equipment (more about that later.) There really is something for everyone, from the novice to the skilled fellwalker.


Secondly, the book is also intended for those who may lack the physical resources or inclination required to do the walks, but may wish to enjoy a ‘virtual’ tour and, in doing so, learn much about the geography and character of England. At its most basic, this book will act as a useful reference source, but it seeks to do far more than that, taking you to a very diverse range of landscapes, and places which tell a great deal about England and the English. The walk to the summit of Wiltshire offers the largest stone circle in Europe, a burial mound dating back 5,500 years, a carved white horse visible for 22 miles, and the possibility of sharing your pub lunch table with men in Druidic costume. And that’s just one walk out of more than forty covered in this book. Read of the unique refreshment opportunity on Surrey’s high point, the peat wilderness which conceals the summit of Derbyshire and the miner standing proudly atop the roof of Nottinghamshire. Imagine standing on Cleeve Hill, the summit of Gloucestershire, as a rain belt sweeps in from the Vale of Evesham; picture the floral glory of Hidcote Gardens, just ten minutes from the heights of Warwickshire; and spare a thought for the writer whose zeal for the task is often blunted by excessively early starts and irregular bus services.


Thirdly, you may be one of an ever-increasing number of walkers who enjoy ‘bagging’ landmarks boasting particular characteristics. The huge increase in popularity of ‘geocaching’ (a form of treasure hunt in which an item is hidden somewhere in the world and its co-ordinates or map reference posted on the Internet) shows that many walkers like to have some objective to aim for in the course of a journey on foot, and achieving a ‘collection’ of walks with some common thread running through them may hold a certain attraction for you. As Jenny Walters wrote in Country Walking magazine (February 2009 edition), each of the county summits is ‘the roof of its kingdom, which means an Everest-sized chunk of satisfaction at standing taller than everyone else’. If there’s an anorak in you struggling to get out, look no further than what lies beneath – there’s every chance you’ll get addicted.


For all the reasons given above, I wanted this to be more than just a guide book – you can get directions easily enough by pressing a few buttons on your computer. I’m keen that you should share with me the frequent exhilaration, the occasional frustration, and the determination and single-mindedness that goes with a quest of this nature – and, when you come down off the top of your last county high point and sit in a cafe slurping your tea and polishing off a slab of celebratory cake, think what a great journey it’s been. Computers can’t get inside any of that.


Having sold you the idea of getting started, we next need to identify what the counties are. Historically, England was divided into thirty-nine counties, each with their own county council. As a result of local government reorganisation from 1974 onwards, the picture has changed considerably; what we now effectively have are forty-seven counties; some have lost their county councils and now enjoy only ceremonial status, there being a number of different authorities providing local government within their boundaries. It’s to be hoped, however, that wherever you live you will be able to identify your own county, and derive pleasure and satisfaction from reaching its peak.


There have been numerous changes to county borders over the years, so I have identified the highest ground in each county as it is at the time of writing. This means, for instance, that I have identified the highest point in Lancashire as either Gragareth or Green Hill (previously its highest point was the Old Man of Coniston, but this is now part of Cumbria) and North Yorkshire as Whernside (previously its highest point was Mickle Fell, but this is now part of and indeed the highest point in County Durham).


When you reach one of these high points, you may see some nearby ground which appears to be higher than the designated high point. This is because in each case the officially designated ‘high point’ is the highest natural ground in that county. It does not take into account artificial constructions such as buildings, earthworks or railway/reservoir embankments, which have been added by man over the centuries. I have made one concession, and one only, to a man-made construction, and that is Nottinghamshire. The man-made green mound in Silverhill Wood in this county provides a massively better view and more rewarding walk than the official high point a few miles away, and it is branded and signposted as the ‘highest point’; it offends against common sense to ignore it. The walk in Nottinghamshire incorporates visits to both the natural and artificial highest points.


It should also be pointed out that some of the high points are on private land with no public right of access. The highest point in Kent is in the grounds of a private residence, and some other high points, namely those of the Isle of Wight, West Midlands, Warwickshire, Northamptonshire, Rutland, Cambridgeshire, Berkshire, Hampshire, Wiltshire, Lincolnshire and Tyne & Wear, are on land with no public right of way enabling access to the points concerned. If you wish to access any high points that are not on either public access land or on public rights of way, the safest course is to seek permission from the landowner concerned. I recognise that this may be impracticable, in which case you will have to decide whether you wish to take the risk or content yourself with viewing the high point, to quote Bette Midler, ‘from a distance’. You may have no choice but to do the latter where the summit point is physically inaccessible – those of the East Riding of Yorkshire and the West Midlands being two such examples. But if you do take the risk, you lay yourself open to being challenged for trespassing, which may be a criminal offence in certain circumstances – and neither my publisher nor I can accept responsibility for the consequences. Note that permission is routinely required to access the highest point of County Durham, and there are some restrictions on access to the summit of Devon due to military firing, and that of Leicestershire because of blasting. Further details are contained in the relevant texts.


Many of the high points are marked by Ordnance Survey triangulation points: stone pillars which were constructed as a means of facilitating the mapping of Great Britain. For convenience I have in the descriptions that follow referred to them by their traditional abbreviation ‘trig points’.


The walks have been arranged throughout the book in height order, starting with the lowest high point and ending with the highest; some walks incorporate two high points. Each walk begins with a heading showing the name of the county high point(s) covered in it, with heights in metres and feet, and a full OS grid reference, then a preamble as follows:


1. The approximate length of the walk in miles. An inexperienced walker should allow at least one hour for every 2 miles walked. More experienced walkers will be aware of their capabilities. Note that in especially hilly country any walker’s average walking speed will decrease significantly.


2. The start and finish points of the walk. Wherever possible, these will be served by public transport. I am anxious to promote the use of public transport rather than private vehicles, for obvious environmental reasons, but I have to be realistic and accept that for some walks, public transport access will be impracticable. This will be made clear in the relevant walk headings and descriptions.


3. Public transport information. This is intended to provide a brief summary of rail lines and bus routes serving the start and finish points of the walk, but you will need to enquire before you travel in order to ascertain information on services and times. Be aware that information on some websites may be out of date and it may be best to phone rather than simply rely on the Internet.


4. Refreshment availability. The abbreviations P, C and S are used. P denotes pub or pubs, C denotes cafe or cafes, and S denotes shop or shops. Please note that while the information given was accurate at the time of writing, things can and do change. You should never rely on a given establishment being open at any given time and if the availability of a pub, shop or cafe is a significant factor in planning your walk, you should check its opening times in advance.


5. Difficulty rating. These are split into easy, moderate, strenuous or severe. Walks described as easy or moderate require no special equipment (although if rain is forecast, you should have some waterproofs) and the shorter, easy walks will be ideal for inexperienced walkers and/or families with children. However, a number of the walks are extremely tough. Any walk described as strenuous or severe, whether in full or in part, should not be undertaken by inexperienced walkers; all walkers attempting them will require decent boots, adequate supplies (refreshment opportunities en route may be limited or non-existent), proper mapping, compass or GPS navigational device, mobile phone and, if rain is likely, weatherproof gear. On a number of the walks described, there are some very stiff climbs and drops, and it is essential to be both careful and patient when ascending or descending steep rocky ground, and to allow more time than you think you’ll need. Many avoidable accidents happen through carelessness caused by rushing or tiredness, often towards the end of the day. Don’t put yourself at risk.


6. Rating. This consists of a one-to five-star assessment of the walk as a whole. I appreciate how subjective this is and, while I’ve tried not to be prejudiced too much by the conditions or my own state of mind as I was doing the walks myself, I acknowledge my ratings may not be agreed by everyone. My star rating is as follows:




	1 star * – a pleasant and undemanding walk.




	2 stars ** – a reasonably enjoyable walk with some features of interest.




	3 stars *** – a generally enjoyable and rewarding walk.




	4 stars **** – a really enjoyable and satisfying walk with lovely scenery, great views and many features of interest.




	5 stars ***** – an exceptionally good walk with spectacular and beautiful scenery; if the weather is right, it will rank among the best of all walking experiences in England.







On occasion, the route directions will involve making a detour and then returning to a particular location to continue with your end-to-end walk. Where this happens, a number e.g. 1 will be inserted against the start and finish point of the detour.


It just remains for me to say, happy county high point bagging!


David Bathurst


Chichester, West Sussex









Norfolk


Beacon Hill (Roman Camp) – 105 metres / 346 feet – TG 183414
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Length: 3½ miles


Start: West Runton station


Finish: Cromer


Public transport: Regular trains serving West Runton and Cromer on the Norwich–Sheringham line


Refreshments: Cromer (P, C, S); none en route


Difficulty: Easy


Rating: **


Pole position


Put it this way: you needn’t blow the dust off your crampons or visit your doctor for altitude sickness pills before embarking on this one. This is the lowest county high point in the book and gives itself up with very little struggle. Not that I was complaining hugely, having spent most of the previous seven hours on the train, and very aware I’d be spending most of the following seven hours on the train as well; hoping that, unlike on the way up, the seat which had been allocated to me somewhere in cyberspace was not two seats away from someone with an intrusively loud iPod, while every other carriage was quieter than a Trappist monastery during an outbreak of laryngitis.


Starting from West Runton station, join the road crossing the railway line immediately to the west of the station and follow the road inland. The road kinks to the right, then to the left, and very soon reaches a junction, with Calves Well Lane going off to the right. Turn right into Calves Well Lane, taking care not to be sidetracked along Renwick Park East; Calves Well Lane is the track heading off at right-angles to the road. As the lane shortly veers very sharply right, you continue straight on uphill along a narrow sandy track. You’ve now entered the wooded area known as West Runton Heath, which is home to an extensive variety of birds, including the green and great spotted woodpecker, great tit, blue tit, coal tit, robin and wren. You may also see butterflies such as green hairstreak, speckled wood, red admiral, grayling and gatekeeper, and you should look out too for adders, common lizards and slow-worms.


Shortly, you reach a junction of paths with a pictorial sign indicating no cycling or horses; turn left here and proceed on a clear undulating path, keeping the houses to the left and good views to the sea beyond. You drop down to a further ‘no cycling/horses’ sign and reach a wooden post with arrows indicating Route 16 straight ahead, and Route 1 to the right. Immediately before this wooden post, turn right onto a path which goes uphill through the trees, quite steeply in one or two places, and arrives at a grassy clearing with a flagpole in the middle. The flagpole marks the summit of Norfolk. My GPS device suggested a height of around 355 feet compared with the ‘official’ height of 345 feet; whatever it is, it’s not going to have you reaching desperately for your oxygen mask.


As well as being the highest point in Norfolk, it’s also the climax of the Cromer Ridge, a ridge of glacial moraines near the coast. This area is known as Roman Camp, although no evidence of Roman occupation has been found here. As long ago as 1329 money was being paid to maintain a beacon hereabouts, which would have been lit at the time of the Spanish Armada, and during the Napoleonic Wars a signal station was built on the site. The views are restricted, but you can clearly look out to sea; going north from here, amazingly, there is actually no land between here and the North Pole!


From the flagpole, go on across the grass to a driveway and turn left onto it, you are now on the Peddars Way & Norfolk Coast Path National Trail, which you will remain on for the rest of your walk. This is one of the easier National Trails, wending its way for just over 90 miles from Knettishall near Thetford to end its journey at Cromer, as you will be doing. Go forward to a junction with a road, crossing straight over and almost immediately bearing left as signed along a track through the woods, downhill. This is also an approach road for a large campsite, so don’t be surprised to share the road with a posse of cars and camper vans. Just to the right of the entrance to the campsite, carry on along an obvious path which enters open country. You reach an area of rough grass, on the other side of which is a crossing track, which you go straight over – the signpost is concealed here and you won’t see it until the last minute – and continue along Cross Lane. You soon negotiate a sharp left-hand bend, then a sharp right-hand bend, going forward to cross a metalled road and pass under a brick-arched railway bridge. Beyond it, you follow a clear track eastwards, veering north-eastwards and going forward to reach another metalled road. Bear right onto this road and arrive at a busier road, turning left here to follow it to Cromer station which is on the left. If you wish to visit the centre of Cromer, just carry on down the road.


Cromer has been a popular resort since the end of the nineteenth century when the railway arrived; its church tower at 160 feet (49 metres) is the highest parish church tower in Norfolk. During World War Two it was a front-line lifeboat station which saw 450 people rescued, and Henry Blogg, Britain’s best-known and much-decorated lifeboatman, was the coxswain here for more than fifty years. Fishing continues as it did before the arrival of the tourists, and Cromer is particularly famous for its crabs; the first edition of the official Ordnance Survey guide to the Peddars Way & Norfolk Coast Path suggested that the conquest of the route might be celebrated with a crab sandwich. Being short on time before the start of my seven-hour return journey, my more modest 3½-mile walk had to be celebrated with two bananas from the self-checkout at Morrisons next to the station, costing me 38p. And paid for – having pressed one button too many by mistake – by debit card.









Suffolk


Great Wood – 128 metres / 420 feet – TL 786558
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Length: 5 miles


Start and finish: Marquis Cornwallis pub, Chedburgh, near Bury St Edmunds


Public transport: Regular buses serving Chedburgh on the Bury St Edmunds–Haverhill route


Refreshments: Chedburgh (P); Rede (P)


Difficulty: Easy


Rating: **


Rede all about it


At first glance this would appear to be one of the less demanding assignments in this book. Not only is it one of the lowest county high points in the country, as you can tell from its position in the text, but the walk itself is very easy; in fact, although a 5-mile circular ramble is described, it can easily be shortened to a simple ‘out-and-back’ walk with minimal aggravation caused to existing blisters and ingrowing toenails. The problem is getting there in the first place. If you’re using public transport you could take the train to Bury St Edmunds and then a bus to Chedburgh, or a train to Cambridge, then a bus to Haverhill and another bus to Chedburgh. Cambridge is certainly more central, so unless you live in East Anglia already you may find the latter option preferable. That is, until you find yourself on bus one, which is then halted for twenty minutes by temporary traffic lights and then by a phalanx of travellers, none of whom have the right money for the journey; the connection at Haverhill for bus two is consequently missed and you have to wait fifty-nine minutes for the next. I didn’t have these problems; I cheated and cycled the 14 miles from Sudbury.


When you eventually get there, you’ll find the scenery pleasant rather than spectacular. Once you’ve left the main road, however, there is a real sense of peace and surprising remoteness, even though the big towns of Bury St Edmunds, Colchester and Chelmsford aren’t far away. Everything is green, which may disappoint if you yearn for the heather moorland of Kinder Scout or Dartmoor, but it’s rural, it’s unspoilt and it has its own special charm. If you have access to a bike, I would certainly recommend you do what I did and incorporate this walk into a day’s cycling exploration of Suffolk’s villages, with churches which seem cathedral-like in size compared with the often modest size of the villages themselves, and colour-washed cottages with extravagant gables, exposed timbers, thatched roofs and decorative plasterwork, known as pargeting. The picture-postcard villages of Long Melford, Clare and Cavendish are close by, and Sudbury makes an ideal starting and finishing point, with its railway station and excellent range of independent cafes and shops. (Whisper it softly so the locals won’t hear, but if you don’t find what you want there, there’s a spanking new Waitrose five minutes from the station.)


Assuming you’ve come by bus and are starting from the bus shelter at Chedburgh, near the Marquis Cornwallis pub, turn left out of the bus shelter, make your way to the immediately adjacent main A143 and turn right to follow it. If you want a drink at the pub before starting, turn right out of the bus shelter, along to the T-junction, turn left to arrive at the pub and beyond the pub follow the road to the A143, turning right. You then have a frankly pretty uninspiring walk beside the busy A143 for just under a mile, although there is a pavement initially. Relief arrives with a left turn along the no-through-road-signed Elms Farm – and you follow this road for a little over a quarter of a mile to the farm. Immediately beyond the farm buildings the road kinks left. The highest point in Suffolk is in the field immediately to the right just beyond the left kink; to enter the field you may need to continue to just short of the mast you see ahead, and then hop up the bank to access the field. The OS map suggests that the magical 420 feet (128 metres) highest point is actually on the road, but the field is just that bit higher. The reality, as you will see, is that you’re on a plateau, with no ground around you that is noticeably higher than any other. The field gives the best views southwards, across miles of delightful rolling Suffolk countryside dotted with little villages and, as I’ve said above, there is a great sense of peace and remoteness.


If you were pushed for time, you could simply retrace your steps from here, following the road back past Elms Farm to the A143 and then turning right. Rather than slog all the way back to Chedburgh, you may be able to pick up a bus back to Bury St Edmunds or Haverhill from beside the road coming in from Depden in just under half a mile up the A143 – there’s a bus stop and timetable – otherwise, just keep on to Chedburgh. But if you want to make this a circular walk, carry on along the no through road as far as the right bend, with the mast immediately in front of you. Then veer right with the road very briefly, and just before the sign indicating the road has become a footpath, turn left along a concrete way which passes just to the right of the mast, veers right and reaches a junction with a wider concrete way. Turn left onto this wider way, aiming for the right-hand top end of it, and you’ll see a signed footpath going straight on ahead, with a reservoir to the right. Possibly its banks may put it on a par with or even higher than the highest point, but as it’s an artificial construction it doesn’t count!


Keep along the path, which shortly reaches a field with a sign cautioning you to keep to the bridleway. Follow the left-hand field edge round until you reach the near corner of the woodland ahead (Great Wood) where there’s a signed footpath junction; you need to take the left-hand yellow-signed footpath, not the blue-arrowed bridleway. You at once pass over a wooden plank bridge, then bear right along the north side of Great Wood. Continue briefly in the same direction along the right-hand field edge beyond the wood, then in obedience to the path sign, veer left and strike out across the field, looking back for a good view of Great Wood. It has to be said that despite its name, the wood is certainly not large. At the end of the field, proceed as signed through a small area of trees, then through a field near the right-hand edge, heading eastwards. This could be rather squelchy in wet weather. Continue into the next field following the right-hand field edge; this is a particularly attractive part of your walk, in lovely tranquil Suffolk scenery. Now you look out for and take a signed path to the right which, beyond the vegetation, bears left and continues eastwards following a left-hand field edge. You reach a hedge and take the path along the left side of it – right-hand field edge – and now veering very slightly south-eastwards, go forward onto a clearer path and then the metalled Church Close to reach a T-junction with the Rede– Chedburgh road. You are now on the edge of Rede village. To continue the circular walk, you turn left onto the Rede–Chedburgh road but I recommend you turn right and then immediately left past two fine colour-washed cottages to visit Rede church. (The centre of the village, including a pub at the time of writing, lies just round a sharp bend beyond the turning off to the church.) The church dates from about 1170 and the tower was added in the fourteenth century. It is unremarkable but very peaceful inside; note the well-carved misericord-type seats at the east end of the choir stalls and the painted organ pipes. The local guide says the organ was dismantled and restored in 2009 by ‘Messrs Boggis of Diss’. They’ve done a fine job.


Whether you took the detour or not, you now follow the Rede– Chedburgh road downhill, a little east of north, to a sharp right-hand bend just beyond a bridge. Leave the road here and join a signed footpath, taking exactly the direction shown across the field, just west of north, aiming for the bottom left corner of a horse paddock, indicated by some exposed fencing in the field boundary (if you’re unhappy crossing the field, follow the right-hand field edge round to reach the same point). Continue just west of north immediately alongside the paddock, keeping the hedge to the left and Lodge Farm beyond the paddock to the right; then at the far left corner of the paddock veer round to the right with the paddockside path and shortly reach a stile in the hedge to the left. Cross the stile and then negotiate a series of stiles over the field ahead to arrive back at the Rede–Chedburgh road. Turn left to follow it back to the A143 and turn left again to follow this road past Chedburgh church and some industrial works to arrive at the junction with the road leading to the bus shelter. It’s a pretty tame end to what has been an attractive walk. The Marquis Cornwallis pub is reached by walking past the bus shelter then turning left at the T-junction just beyond it; the pub is a short way along on the right-hand side. Then it’s back to the serious business of keeping local bus companies solvent.









Greater London (Inner)


Hampstead Heath – 134 metres / 440 feet – TQ 263865
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Length: 2 miles


Start: West Hampstead station (Jubilee line)


Finish: Hampstead station (Northern line)


Public transport: Regular Jubilee line trains serving West Hampstead; regular Northern line trains serving Hampstead


Refreshments: Hampstead (P, C, S)


Difficulty: Easy


Rating: **


London eye


In the sense that the highest point of Greater London is near Westerham, covered elsewhere in this book (see Kent below), you may consider this walk to be superfluous. For the sake of completeness I think it’s right, however, to include the highest point in inner London, within easy reach and sight of the vast urban metropolis that is England’s capital. As a bonus, I’ve included a journey to what was the highest point of Middlesex, one of the ‘original’ thirty-nine counties prior to the tinkering with England’s local government areas. Many people, not least cricket fans, still think of Middlesex as very much alive, it still appears on postal addresses, and the conquest of its original high point involves no more than a short extra journey along the Jubilee line from West Hampstead.


Reaching the highest point of inner London is hardly a logistical headache, providing the London Underground is behaving itself. Having caught your Jubilee line train to West Hampstead, exit the tube station and turn right onto West End Lane, passing over two Network Rail lines in close succession. Very soon after the second crossing, turn right into Lymington Road, bending left and ascending to Finchley Road; cross more or less straight over into Arkwright Road, climbing to a T-junction with Fitzjohn’s Avenue; bear left and go straight on to Hampstead’s main street. Hampstead was no more than a country village until the eighteenth century, when the discovery of a mineral spring turned it into a resort of high society. It boasts some magnificent Regency architecture, although its oldest house, a beautiful brick mansion called Fenton House, dates back to the late seventeenth century. Residents of Hampstead have included John Constable, John Keats, Lord Byron, H. G. Wells, Sigmund Freud, Michael Foot, Glenda Jackson and Enid Blyton.


Walk up the main street, continuing on uphill over a crossroads, immediately beyond which is another road junction with a pond in the middle, White Stone Walk coming in from the left and the B519 Spaniards Road going off to the right. As it does so, there’s an obelisk, which marks the highest point of inner London. Following the B519 away from the obelisk, and maintaining height, you have Hampstead Heath immediately to your right, with fantastic views beyond to the City of London, including the highly distinctive ‘Gherkin’. You may wish to enjoy a walk on the Heath before returning to the centre of Hampstead. The Heath is about 700 acres and, with its sandy hills, secluded valleys and broad stretches of grass, it is like a giant recreation ground for Londoners; arguably its greatest building is Kenwood House, a fine Georgian mansion with a magnificent art collection.


Then it’s back to Hampstead, where Northern line trains can whisk you back into central London. Of course, you may feel you’ve earned some refreshment and might want to relax in a pavement cafe, reflecting, as you sip your iced tea and nibble on your choux pastry, on the wealth of authors, politicians, scholars and artists who have sat on this very spot and left a timeless legacy of genius that still hangs almost tangibly in the refined air of this corner of the metropolis.


If you want to follow this walk up with a trip to the former summit of Middlesex, you need to make your way to West Hampstead station and catch a Jubilee line train to its terminus at Stanmore. Emerge from the Underground station and turn left onto the A410 London Road, in a few hundred yards reaching a crossroads with the A4140 going away to the left and Dennis Lane to the right. Bear right up Dennis Lane – it’s a bit of a slog, but the road isn’t too busy – to a T-junction at the top. Turn right onto Wood Lane, then opposite an Islamic centre turn shortly left into Warren Lane.


Follow Warren Lane, looking out carefully on the right after a few hundred yards for a signed footpath going off onto Stanmore Common. It’s easily identified as it advertises the Bentley Priory Circular Walk (BPCW). Stanmore Common hosts a remarkable variety of plants, and as you walk you should look out for the heath spotted-orchid, marsh pennywort, marsh speedwell, St John’s wort and Devil’s-bit scabious, while insects include the jewel beetle and a number of rare crane flies. Follow the path, shortly taking the left fork and going forward to a metalled crossing track; go straight over and fork immediately left, passing through pleasant woodland, to enter a parking area. Proceed directly across the parking area almost to the far end, but just before the end bear right onto the signed BPCW path, following the BPCW discs carefully to arrive at the A4140. Turn right and follow the road as far as a crossroads junction with the A409 at Bushey Heath. During the 1930s the London Underground planned an extension of the Northern line to this point, which never materialised – and it would certainly have shortened this walk had it gone through. The crossroads junction is the highest point in Middlesex and, as if to mark this, there’s a house called ‘the Alpine’ on the crossing. But don’t be too disappointed if you fail to spot any snow-covered ski slopes or tail-wagging St Bernard dogs bearing liberal supplies of warming brandy.


Turn left to follow the A409 Common Road for a little more than a quarter of a mile, getting to within sight of a sign advertising a left bend in the road. However, before reaching the sign, look out for and turn left onto the signed London Loop path. The London Loop is to walkers what the M25 is to motorists, albeit with fewer traffic cones, describing a 150-mile green ring route around London via Essex, Hertfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Surrey. Just here, it’s a very clear concrete path which proceeds through attractive common land, the securely fenced Bentley Priory to your left. Bentley Priory, originally built in 1766, was acquired by the RAF in 1926; it was a non-flying RAF station and was the HQ of Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain. It was only in May 2008 that the RAF vacated it, but the secure fencing remains. Follow the concrete path for just over half a mile, through what is the Bentley Priory Nature Reserve, a patchwork of woodland and open space. It is extremely rich in grasses, wild flowers including the greater burnet-saxifrage, betony and harebell, and birds which include the garden warbler, chiffchaff, willow warbler, siskin, redwing and fieldfare.


At the end of the concrete path you reach a T-junction of paths with a clear green signpost; turn right here to follow a path downhill through the trees, and past a field where cattle graze. Go forward through a gate into Old Lodge Way, following this road to a T-junction with Church Road. Turn left to enter and pass through the pleasant village of Stanmore, with its pretty church, soon going over the Dennis Lane/A4140 crossroads and continuing back to Stanmore station. Probably then wondering whether the money, well, some of the money, London Transport has extracted from you to make the journey would have been better spent on the complete DVD collection of Julia Bradbury Wainwright Walks you happened to see in your Oxfam shop yesterday lunchtime.









Cambridgeshire and Essex


Great Chishill – 146 metres / 480 feet – TL 427386


Chrishall Common – 147 metres / 482 feet – TL 443362


[image: Missing Images]


Length: 13 miles


Start: Barley


Finish: Royston station


Public transport: Regular trains serving Royston on the London– Cambridge line; regular but very infrequent buses serving Barley on the Royston–Hertford route; very infrequent buses serving Great Chishill on the Royston–Chrishall route


Refreshments: Royston (P, C, S); Barley (P, S)


Difficulty: Moderate


Rating: ***


Lowbrow entertainment


Despite the fact that you’ll bag two county high points that are less than 3 miles apart, I have to say it’s unlikely you will set about this walk, through two of the flattest counties in England, with anything approaching red-blooded enthusiasm. Cambridgeshire now incorporates the old county of Huntingdonshire, but that contains no ground higher than was in Cambridgeshire before. Indeed I spent one Saturday seeking out the highest ground in the old county of Huntingdonshire; the high point was described in Country Walking magazine as ‘field near Covington’. It is acknowledged to be by no means certain where this highest point actually is, and it was never going to be any more than a paltry 260 feet (80 metres) high; when I did get to what I believed to be these dizzy heights, I was challenged by a peculiarly irate young man who, despite my backpack, map and camera, clearly saw my minor deviation from the public right of way as an arrestable offence. My eager anticipation of sampling the delights of present-day Cambridgeshire and Essex was dampened by the cancellation of the train I had earmarked for the journey, and the day was then completely ruined by my overhearing a passenger on the next train announce to his neighbour the solution to the fifteen-letter anagram clue in my hitherto untouched Times crossword puzzle.


But this is actually a really enjoyable, as well as a moderately easy, walk. Although the countryside is unremarkable, its flat nature means that from such rises that there are, the views are generally quite extensive and there are some delightful buildings, particularly at Barley, your starting point, and Chiswick Hall.


Although your walk starts from the village of Barley, it is likely you’ll be arriving by train from Royston. Walk up the slip road from Royston station forecourt, turning right to follow the road into the town centre, and keep straight on into the main precinct. (Precisely the same walk, incidentally, as that undertaken by Marcus and Ellie in Nick Hornby’s About A Boy, just before Ellie uses her boot to smash a window containing a Kurt Cobain poster.) To reach the bus station, with the possibility of buses to Barley and Great Chishill, go straight up the narrow shopping street (keeping the Natwest building on the right), to the top end, and cross the road to reach the bus station. If buses are unavailable, or you want to walk it all – and as it is all road walking via Barley to Great Chishill windmill, I suggest you probably will not – turn left halfway up the narrow street into Angel Pavement, a covered shopping mall. Emerging from it, turn right to pass the market area and walk up to the T-junction with Market Hill. Cross over Market Hill and turn left, then at the T-junction at the end cross to the far side, turn right and follow the pavement round to the left, taking the signed B1039 Barley road. Follow this road all the way to Barley, a distance of some 3 miles on top of the 13 miles required by the walk described below. I told you it wasn’t a great idea.
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