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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 
The Historic Environment Characterisation of the area covered by the Chalk Arc 
Initiative (http://www.chalkarc.org) forms part of a wider characterisation project 
covering the whole of the county.  The opportunities provided by the Chalk Arc dictated 
that the first phase of the project was undertaken in this area and formed a pilot for the 
rest of the county.  The HEC for the Chalk Arc can be used as a stand-alone resource to 
inform decision making about development proposals, green infrastructure provision 
and management of the historic environment within the area it covers.  Parts of the 
document, such as the Introduction and Context deal with whole of the county and the 
project as a whole, setting the background which is as relevant to the Chalk Arc as it is 
to the wider county.  As the pilot phase the Chalk Arc HEC will be used to test the 
characterisation methodology and adapt and refine it as necessary for the rest of the 
county.  As a consequence the Chalk Arc area will be revisited at the end of the project 
and reviewed and revised in the light of later methodological developments.  Therefore, 
the characterisation of this area in the final countywide report may differ from this 
document.  However, this does not invalidate the results of the present Chalk Arc which 
can be used in its present form for all its intended functions until it is superseded by the 
final county report.  In the case of Historic Landscape Character Areas where data exists 
for the whole county this report contains county wide information much of which does 
not relate specifically to the Chalk Arc.  

 
This characterisation study of Bedfordshire and Luton’s historic environment was 
commissioned by Bedfordshire County Council in response to three strands of the 
Government’s new planning system: 
 

• The Sustainable Communities programme; 
• The Milton Keynes South Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy; 
• The emerging East of England Plan (Regional Spatial Strategy 14) 

 
and the consequent requirement for the development of a green infrastructure network 
contained in the Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. 
 
Within Bedfordshire and Luton, the Sustainable Communities programme has identified 
two growth areas – to the west of Bedford and Luton-Dunstable-Houghton Regis – that 
will be subject to intensive development over the next 25 years. 
 
RSS 14 includes provision for further development within the county beyond the 
Growth Areas, which themselves will also have a wider developmental impact in terms 
of provision of infrastructure of all kinds.  The RSS also promotes the creation of a 
Green Infrastructure network.  This presents opportunities not only for improved 
management and presentation of the historic environment, but also for better public 
access to it.   
 
The historic environment is a central resource for modern life.  It has a powerful 
influence on people’s sense of identity and place.  Its enduring physical presence 
contributes significantly to the character and sense of place of both rural and urban 
environments.  Within Bedfordshire and Luton this resource is the end product of at 



Albion Archaeology  
 

The Chalk Arc Initiative - Historic Environment Characterisation 6

least 250,000 years of human activity; it is rich, very complex and irreplaceable.  It 
includes: historic landscape, such as the old enclosures on the Kempston / Cranfield 
Boulder Clay ridge; the remains of industry, such as the brick pits of the Marston Vale; 
and the built environment such as the Georgian architecture of Ampthill.  Some of the 
resource lies hidden beneath the ground in the form of archaeological deposits.  
Notwithstanding its inherent diversity, this resource has one fundamental shared 
characteristic: it is particularly sensitive to change.   
 
The scale of the proposed developments will have a significant impact on the historic 
environment of Bedfordshire and Luton.  Input on the historic environment is required 
at all levels in order to protect and conserve it, take opportunities for enhancement  and 
create new communities which respond to local character and sense of place.  The 
impact will have to be managed strategically, so that development can be directed and 
shaped in order to take the historic environment into account.  Detailed, local spatial 
planning and green infrastructure provision will be contained in the Local Development 
Frameworks, prepared by the District and Borough Councils in association with the 
Local Delivery Vehicles for the Growth Areas.  To achieve this requires the 
development of new, more holistic tools which go beyond the traditional site by site 
approach to development control and planning.  Historic Environment Characterisation 
is one of those new tools. 

1.2 The Purpose of Historic Environment Characterisation  
English Heritage has been working with partners to develop innovative approaches to 
dealing with the new development context created by the Sustainable Communities 
Growth Areas and associated green infrastructure provision.  These have been founded 
on characterisation of the whole historic environment for a given area, rather than 
adoption of a site by site approach or one that deals with particular themes, elements or 
designations.   
 
Systems for assigning sensitivity to development or significance and value of the 
resource and identification of potential opportunities also have to be developed.  For the 
historic environment this allows more effective prioritisation, resource allocation, and 
management, within a broader characterisation framework.   
 
Broadly, therefore, the objectives of historic environment characterisation are to: 

 
• Establish the historic environment as a driver in spatial planning, helping to 

direct and shape development Master Plans, Local Development Frameworks 
and other strategic documents such as Village Plans. 

 
• Establish the historic environment as a key factor in developing a sense of place 

and context for new development. 
 

• Identify historic environment issues, both constraints and opportunities, early in 
the development process. 

 
• Identify opportunities for using the historic environment in the development of a 

Green Infrastructure Plan for the Growth Areas and influence Green 
Infrastructure delivery. 
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• Develop a development control tool and provide a model methodology for 
prospective developers to use in assessing the impact of individual development 
proposals on the historic environment. 

1.3 Methodology  

1.3.1 Historic Environment Character Areas 
The Historic Environment Character Areas (HECA) are defined by the amalgamation, 
as appropriate, of the thematic characterisations of the four main strands of the historic 
environment:  
 
Historic Landscape Character Areas (HLCA): are derived from the Bedfordshire 
Historic Landscape Project. The definition of character areas is based on a combination 
of the dominant historic landscape type, geology and topography. 
 
Archaeological Character Areas (ACA): are based on information from the County 
Historic Environment Record and Archaeological Notification Areas combined with 
geology and topography. 
 
Historic Urban Character Areas (HUCA): were defined by a detailed study of the 
historic street maps of any given urban area.  This was supplemented by descriptions of 
town development using literary and documentary sources.  Visual inspection of the 
areas using aerial photographs and Google Maps (http://maps.google.co.uk/maps) was 
vital to the establishment of the most up-to-date picture of urban development.  
 
Rural Built Environment Character Areas (RBECA): were mainly defined from 
historical maps, which indicated the nature and distribution of settlements.  This was 
supplemented by listed building descriptions for the county, which often contained 
information on building styles and materials within a given area.  
 
The methodology of the definition of the four strands is described in detail in the 
appendix. 

1.3.2 Historic Environment Character Zones 
For the Growth Areas, the HECAs are refined and sub-divided into a series of Historic 
Environment Character Zones (HECZ).  These are also scored against a series of criteria 
and key issues are identified for each zone. 

1.4 Using Historic Environment Characterisation  
Historic Environment Characterisation attempts to describe and characterise the historic 
environment in spatial terms.  It does this by defining character areas which cover the 
whole of the landscape within the project area, not by mapping individual sites, features 
and buildings.  It is, therefore, possible to identify the broad historic character of any 
area or location or the character of each of the individual themes (see above) for that 
location or area.  The easiest way to access the information is via the maps: first by 
identifying the location or area of interest and then cross-referencing to the descriptions 
of the character areas in the main body of the text. 
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2. ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

2.1 Introduction 
This section presents a broad narrative summary of the archaeological and historical 
context for Bedfordshire.  It draws heavily on previous studies, in particular An 
Archaeological Research Framework for Bedfordshire (Oake et al, in press) and 
Bedfordshire Historic Landscape Characterisation (Simco 2005). 

 
The information is presented in chronological order from the earliest prehistoric to the 
present day.  It is not intended to be a detailed account of all aspects of the county’s 
historic environment; rather, its aim is to identify the main trends and themes within it.  
Consideration is also given to the context of discovery, with the aim of identifying the 
main biases in our understanding of the county’s historic environment.   

2.2 Geology and Topography 
The geology and topography of Bedfordshire have strongly influenced the evolution of 
the county’s historic environment (see Figures 1, 2 and 3). 

 
The geology and topography of the county follows a south west to north east trend. The 
highest part of the county is in the south formed by the chalk downland of the Chilterns 
comprising bands of Lower, Middle and Upper Chalk.  To the south of Luton and 
Dunstable the Upper Chalk has extensive superficial deposits of clay with flints. North 
of the Chilterns is a low lying Gault Clay vale.  To the north of this is the Greensand 
Ridge formed of Lower Greensand.  It extends right across the county, extending in to 
Buckinghamshire to the west and Cambridgeshire to the east.  The dominant solid 
geology of the northern part of Bedfordshire is Oxford Clay.  Immediately north of the 
Greensand Ridge it forms another low lying vale known as the Marston Vale.  It is most 
extensive and clearly defined to the west; its northern edge is formed by the Great Ouse 
valley.  The northern part of the county is a clay upland varying between a flat plateau 
and areas which are dissected by the valleys of tributaries of the Great Ouse which cut 
through the Oxford Clay.  North of the Chilterns glaciation has had a significant impact 
on the drift geology and topography of the county with extensive deposits of boulder 
clay overlying the bedrock, with glacial gravels in the east of the county.  The River 
Great Ouse and its tributaries such as the Ivel and Flit are the other main features of the 
Bedfordshire landscape.  In the Great Ouse valley to the east of Bedford and in the Ivel 
Valley there is a typically broad valley with gravel terraces and alluvial landscapes. 
West of Bedford the river valley has a more meandering course with outcrops of 
Cornbrash and Oolitic Limestone in the valley sides.  The valley of the River Flit runs 
though the Greensand Ridge creating a distinctive landscape and environment with 
extensive deposits of peat.   

2.3 The Nature of Understanding the Resource 
The characterisation of the historic environment is defined by what we know and 
understand about it.  As such it is, to a degree, a point in time statement that will change 
and mature as our understanding of the past develops through new discoveries, research 
and enhanced interpretation.  Historic environment character can only be defined on the 
basis of what we know and can, therefore, be only partial or incomplete because we do 
not have a total understanding of the past.  This is true for all elements of the historic 
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environment, but perhaps most of all for archaeology.  Although we know of many 
thousands of sites and finds, the continuing identification of new sites shows how 
partial our record of the past is.  It is important that we understand how we have arrived 
at our present understanding of the past.  We can do this by examining the history of 
research into the past, identifying why we know what we know and the circumstances 
that affect our acquisition of knowledge.  We can then identify the biases in the data, 
where there are gaps and where there is significant potential for new discoveries or 
interpretation. 

 
Archaeological finds were first identified in Bedfordshire in the 17th century, when John 
Aubrey recognised Roman finds from what has subsequently been identified as the 
Roman small town at Sandy.  A stronger and more continuous tradition of 
archaeological research began with antiquarian investigations in the mid-19th century. 
These ranged from Roman wells and kilns to more substantial sites such as the 
Kempston Saxon cemetery and finds of Palaeolithic material from the Great Ouse 
Valley around Bedford.  A more recognisably modern and scientific approach to 
archaeology in the county developed in the late 19th century, particularly with the work 
of Worthington Smith on Palaeolithic sites in the south of the county, culminating in the 
publication of his book Man, the Primeval Savage in 1894.  This trend continued to 
develop through the first half of the 20th century as interest in archaeology increased. 
The breadth of research in the county widened with work on what we would now call 
the historic landscape by Frederick Gurney and Beauchamp Wadmore’s survey of 
earthworks. 

 
After the Second World War interest in archaeology and other remains of the past 
continued to expand with an associated rise in the level of fieldwork and research.  To 
start with this was a largely an amateur effort, although the scale of the work, for 
example at Puddlehill near Dunstable, was extensive.  The work of amateur groups and 
individuals whilst considerable was often restricted geographically with the result that 
some areas were intensively studied while other areas where no group or individual 
worked are much less well known.  As the pace of development increased in the 1960’s 
and early 1970’s archaeology became increasingly a professional activity especially 
with the creation of the posts within the County Council in 1972.  This led to an 
expansion in both the scale and geographical spread of archaeological activity in the 
county.  During this period there were a number of major investigations such as those at 
Bedford Castle, Elstow Abbey, Roxton Barrow Cemetery and Grove Priory.  The 
increase in archaeologically activity has continued in recent decades, particularly 
stimulated by the advent of PPG 16 Archaeology and Planning.  

 
It is worth noting some of the characteristics of Bedfordshire’s archaeology and historic 
environment that result from its history of discovery and research.  They have 
implications for the characterisation of the historic environment and identification of 
potential.  Most archaeological investigations in the county have been as a result of 
what we would now call the development process.  This dates back to the first 
substantial investigations in the 19th century which often took place in gravel quarries or 
as a result of railway building.  This continued in the early 20th century when 
Worthington Smith’s most significant discoveries were made in brick pits in and around 
Luton.  Much of the amateur work in the middle of the 20th century was also directed at 
rescuing sites in the face of development such as Puddlehill and numerous sites in 
Dunstable town centre.  There has been no strong tradition of substantial non-
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development led archaeology in Bedfordshire of the sort found in areas such as Wessex.  
This may be because large parts of the county do not appear, on the face of it, to be 
clearly ancient landscapes or contain extensive, visible and well preserved monuments.  
However, the results of fieldwork, research and aerial photography have shown that the 
lack of visible monuments does not reflect the extent and density of the actual 
archaeological resource.  A consequence of this is that archaeological investigations and 
research have been concentrated in areas where development has been greatest: around 
major towns, mainly Bedford and Dunstable, and in the major river valleys (Great Ouse 
and Ivel).  Other areas, notably the extensive clay areas and the Greensand Ridge, have 
not received much attention reinforcing the view that such areas, particularly the clays, 
were not favourable to human settlement in the past and certainly not before the 
medieval period.  There has been a danger that this “understanding” of the nature of the 
resource could become a self fulfilling prophecy.  However, a combination of aerial 
photography and the use of evaluation in advance of development in these areas has 
begun to show that they do contain remains of prehistoric and Roman settlement and 
may have been as densely settled as the better known river valleys.  Our understanding 
of these parts of the county is only in its infancy. 

 
Another consequence of the nature of archaeological work in Bedfordshire has been a 
concentration on excavation rather than field survey and field walking.  Some parts of 
the county, notably the south and north west have been subject to systematic field 
survey largely the result of individual amateur effort.  Where it has taken place it has 
demonstrated extensive distributions of sites, frequently of prehistoric date, although the 
evidence can often be difficult to interpret.  However, the results are geographically 
specific and frequently do not coincide with the main concentrations of excavated sites 
or those known from aerial photography 

2.4 Palaeolithic 
The earliest human occupation of Britain begins around 500,000 years ago.  Sporadic 
hominid occupation occurred during warmer interglacial periods with small groups of 
hunter-gatherers moving through the landscape following herds of game. 
 
In Bedfordshire evidence of for occupation of this period comes almost entirely from 
flint artefacts recovered from either river gravels, particularly the Great Ouse, or 
brickearth deposits in the Chilterns.  Occupation could date back to at least the Hoxnian 
Interglacial (c. 400,000 years ago).  Many of the finds come from secondary deposits, 
incorporated in the river gravels.  However, some are from primary deposits, 
representing the remains of contemporary activity preserved in situ, containing not just 
artefacts but environmental remains.  In common with the rest of southern Britain, such 
sites appear to have been located near rivers or other water bodies, such as small ponds.  
This type of site is of national importance and have been identified at Deep Spinney, 
Biddenham and around Caddington. 
 
For the remainder of the Palaeolithic evidence is far less extensive, it tends to take the 
form of occasional artefact finds.  Amongst these is a Middle Palaeolithic bout coupé 
hand axe from a quarry near Sandy, a type thought to be associated with Neanderthals 
re-colonising Britain around 60,000 years ago.  At present the Upper Palaeolithic in 
Bedfordshire is represented by a single flint blade found near Cardington. 
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The great majority of Palaeolithic finds from Bedfordshire were made in quarrying in 
the later 19th and early 20th centuries.  The mineral was hand dug in this period which 
made identification and retrieval of Palaeolithic artefacts much easier.  In some 
instances, such as Caddington, these discoveries allowed antiquarians and early 
archaeologists to investigate in situ remains.  The mechanisation of mineral extraction 
during the 20th century has reduced the frequency of Palaeolithic finds to occasional 
individual tools or faunal remains, although it is likely that important deposits remains 
to be discovered. 

2.5 Mesolithic 
During the early Mesolithic period, around 12,000 years ago, Bedfordshire witnessed 
the usual pattern of change in vegetation seen in lowland Britain.  The largely treeless, 
post-glacial landscape was successively colonised by juniper, birch, pine and hazel.  
The early pioneers were followed by oak, elm, lime, alder and other species, so that by 
around 7,000 years ago extensive deciduous woodland was established.  

 
As the climate warmed, the British Isles were re-occupied by nomadic groups still 
pursuing a hunter-gatherer life style.  Within Bedfordshire, occupation sites of this 
period have proven to be just as difficult to locate and characterise as those of the 
preceding Palaeolithic period.  Typically, the evidence takes the form of artefact 
scatters, rather than buried archaeological features.  In so far as the evidence can be 
interpreted, Mesolithic exploitation of the county was mainly confined to the river 
valleys and good vantage points, important locations for hunter-gatherers. 

2.6 Neolithic 
The start of the Neolithic (c. 4,000 BC) is traditionally associated with the introduction 
of agriculture into the British Isles.  Initially, at least, it is likely that settled farming 
augmented, rather than replaced, the existing hunter-gatherer economy.  Evidence of 
Neolithic settlement is very sparse, usually consisting of small scatters of flint tools or 
occasionally small clusters of pits containing large groups of pottery and flint tools. 
However, what does survive is evidence for communal monuments: gathering places 
that were used at particular times of the year by otherwise dispersed groups of people, 
probably for ritual purposes.  The monuments built during the early Neolithic are at the 
beginning of a tradition that lasted for millennia.  The best known examples are 
probably the Cardington causewayed enclosure and the Biggleswade cursus, both on 
river gravel terraces and both initially identified from the air. 
 
Away from the river valleys, few definite early Neolithic monuments have been 
identified.  There is a probable causewayed enclosure beneath the Iron Age hillfort at 
Maiden Bower near Houghton Regis on the edge of the Chiltern scarp slope.  A number 
of sites of long or oval barrows have been tentatively identified but in the absence of 
excavation, the nature if these sites has not been confirmed.  Similarly, no monuments 
of this date have yet been identified amongst the large number of new cropmark sites 
that have appeared on the Boulder Clay uplands within the last decade.  It seems 
possible that the apparent concentration of sites on the river gravel terraces is genuine, 
rather than a discovery bias. 

2.7 Bronze Age 
The end of the Neolithic period (c. 2,000 BC) saw a number of changes in pottery types, 
the emergence of metal artefacts and an increased emphasis on individual burial.  
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Within Bedfordshire, in terms of the distribution of the evidence and the absence of 
definite settlement sites, this period has much in common with the preceding Neolithic.   

   
As in much of lowland Britain, the study of this period has been dominated by the study 
of burial monuments or barrows.  Although some barrows were excavated by 
antiquarians at the beginning of the last century the majority of barrow investigations in 
Bedfordshire have been done in the last 30 years (e.g. Willington Quarry, Roxton 
Quarry, Barton Hill Farm, Harrold Meadway, Biddenham Loop etc.).  The sites of more 
than 200 have been identified within the county as a whole.  The great majority are on 
the Great Ouse and Ivel gravel terraces; there are only 25 on the chalk uplands and a 
handful elsewhere.  The Five Knolls on Dunstable Downs (actually seven barrows) 
demonstrate how physical survival on the chalk uplands can be better than on the long-
ploughed river terraces.  Despite this evidence for individual burial and despite the 
presence of flint scatters and pit clusters, no definite settlement sites have been 
identified.  
 
Flint scatters are widely distributed across both the chalk uplands and the river terraces, 
suggesting extensive woodland clearance in these areas.  It is uncertain to what extent 
the Boulder Clay plateau had been cleared of trees and settled or exploited by this date.  
The absence of evidence for barrows suggests it may still have supported considerable 
areas of woodland. 
 
The sites of the earlier ritual monument complexes remained in use, although different 
types of monuments were built.  As well as barrows, these included henges, examples of 
which have been investigated at Goldington, the Bunyan Centre in Bedford and Barton 
Hill Farm in the south of the county.  The well preserved earthwork, Waulud’s Bank, in 
Leagrave, has been suggested as a possible henge, although given its sheer size and 
unusual form, it is perhaps better interpreted as a Neolithic causewayed enclosure or 
even an early Iron Age hillfort.  

 
The late Bronze Age (from c. 1,000 BC) in southern Britain is characterised by 
agricultural intensification, with the creation of new land divisions and the emergence 
of new forms of settlement.  At Willington Quarry, for example, new field systems were 
laid out across the monument complex that had grown out of the early Neolithic 
Cardington causewayed enclosure.  Similarly, to the south of Leighton Buzzard, 
evidence has been found for the establishment of late Bronze Age / early Iron Age fields 
on previously unoccupied land.  Also, for the first time in Bedfordshire’s history there is 
unequivocal evidence for settled farming communities. 

2.8 Iron Age 
The millennium from 1,000 BC saw wide ranging social, economic and political.  The 
impact of these changes on the landscape is most clearly manifested in a greater 
emphasis on the definition of territorial units and an increase in settlement density, in 
response to rising population.  The body of available archaeological evidence increases 
in both scale and diversity.  There is still a degree of discovery bias towards the river 
valleys but a theme of the last decade of Iron Age studies in Bedfordshire has been the 
realisation that no part of the county can be assumed to be devoid of settlement at this 
time. 
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Hillforts are one of the archetypal features of Iron Age Britain and a number are known 
from Bedfordshire.  Attempts have been made to identify early and late examples but 
the relative chronology of the sites, which individually may have been periodically 
abandoned and re-occupied, is poorly understood.  Notable survivals include Maiden 
Bower and possibly Sharpenhoe Clappers on the Chilterns and Galley Hill (Sandy) on 
the Greensand Ridge.  These are the best preserved of a series of hillforts strung out 
along both escarpments.  On the Greensand Ridge, there are two more hillfort sites to 
the east of Sandy, one at Heath and Reach.  Beyond this southern and eastern 
distribution, there are far fewer known sites in the remainder of the county.  Mowsbury 
on the northern outskirts of Bedford is the most notable exception. 
 
Another aspect of increasing territoriality is the appearance of major land boundaries 
formed by linear banks and ditches or pit alignments.  Such boundaries are better 
preserved on the Chilterns, e.g. Dray’s Ditches (north of Luton), one of a series of 
multiple bank and dyke structures which extends into Hertfordshire.  Similar boundary 
features, albeit ploughed flat, are also known from the Great Ouse gravel terraces, e.g. 
Cambridge Road Bedford and College Farm Great Barford, where four parallel ditches 
replaced an earlier pit alignment.  Another pit alignment has been partially excavated at 
Biddenham Loop.  It extends for over 1km, cutting off the large block of land defined 
by the meander in the Great Ouse. 
 
For the first time in Bedfordshire’s history, there is unequivocal evidence for the 
existence of farms, practising a mixed arable / pastoral regime.  The county has 
produced a variety of settlement evidence for all phases of the Iron Age, from the late 
Bronze Age / early Iron Age transition, right through to the late Iron Age (c. AD50).  
However, although precise dating within the Iron Age is difficult it is possible to 
identify a number of key themes and sites. 
 
Settlement density increases towards the end of the Iron Age.  Not only are long-settled 
areas, like the river gravels, more intensively exploited but sites also appear in 
previously under-exploited areas, such as the north Bedfordshire claylands and the 
Marston Vale.  Developments are also seen in the form and layout of individual 
settlements.  The later phases of the palisaded enclosure at Salford on the gravels of the 
Broughton Brook indicate that it had grown beyond the initial small farmstead.  
Similarly, there are developments in building types and in the size and configuration of 
the fields and enclosures associated with the settlements.  Towards the end of the Iron 
Age, there are also significant changes in burial practice and material culture, which are 
clearly manifested in the archaeological record.  Some of the best evidence for these 
processes has come from large scale investigation in advance of housing development 
(Biddenham Loop) and gravel extraction (Willington Quarry and Broom Quarry).  To 
date much of the best excavated evidence for the Iron Age comes from the river valley, 
however, recent excavations and aerial photography have shown that the clay vales and 
northern clay plateau where also densely occupied in the Iron Age with a range of sites 
comparable to those found in the river valleys. 

2.9 Roman 
The earliest account of Roman antiquities in Bedfordshire dates to the mid-17th century, 
and there has been a long history of subsequent interest and investigation.  The Roman 
period introduces many distinctively new features – towns, roads, industry, burial 
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practices, buildings, money-based economy – but much of this was laid over a late Iron 
Age framework which was by no means erased. 
 
The infrastructure of small towns and roads was a major innovation, which firmly 
embedded the county into the administrative and political structures of lowland Roman 
Britain.  The two major north-south routes (beneath the present-day A5 and A1 trunk 
roads) would have been supplemented by a network of minor roads and trackways, the 
precise extent and nature of which have been the subject of considerable debate.  The 
two towns in the county were both strategically positioned on the major routes.  Sandy 
was located at the point where the River Ivel cuts through the Greensand escarpment, 
close to a group of Iron Age hillforts.  By the 3rd century AD it was over 10ha in extent, 
and featured two cemeteries on its outskirts.  Dunstable was established at the junction 
of Watling Street and the Icknield Way, a major cross-country route of prehistoric 
origin.  To the north and south of the county boundaries, the hinterlands of further 
towns at Irchester in the Nene valley and Baldock on the Icknield Way would have 
encompassed parts of Bedfordshire. 

 
Beyond the towns there was a variety of settlement forms, including extensive 
“villages” like Kempston Church End.  There were also a number of villas within the 
county, though few have been extensively investigated.  Concentrations have been 
identified within the Great Ouse valley (excavated examples at Newnham Marina and 
Bletsoe) and in a south-west to north-east running band between Totternhoe and 
Eyeworth.  Farmsteads, some comprising quite extensive linear arrangements of 
enclosures, were a common feature of the countryside, perpetuating the mixed arable / 
pastoral economy which had developed during the preceding Iron Age. 

2.10 Saxon 
It is difficult to see clearly from the archaeological record what happened at the end of 
the Roman period.  The most prominent type of site known from the early Saxon period 
(5th and 5th centuries AD) is a series of cemeteries from Kempston, Leighton Buzzard, 
Dunstable and Luton.  It is far more difficult to identify the 5th and 6th century 
settlements that would have been contemporary with these cemeteries.  Typical Saxon 
sunken floored buildings have been found at a number of sites, e.g. Puddlehill near 
Dunstable and Oakley Road, Clapham.  Frequently such buildings are found close to or 
within Roman settlements, although the relationship between Roman and Saxon 
occupation has so far been difficult to unravel.  The problem in identifying early Saxon 
settlement is in part due to changes in building techniques and settlement layout, which 
make it much more difficult to identify their physical remains.  In spite of this there 
does seem to be a genuine reduction in population size and settlement density after the 
end of the Roman period.  However, the political, social, economic and even climatic 
dislocations that characterised the end of the Roman period almost certainly contributed 
to a significant reduction in population. 

 
In the 500 years from the beginning of the 7th century, Bedfordshire emerges clearly 
into the historical record, its boundaries taking the form that has largely endured to the 
present day.  At the start of this period, it was part of the kingdom of Mercia, centred on 
the Midlands town of Tamworth.  The Tribal Hidage – probably compiled by Mercian 
administrators in the 8th century – identifies two tribal groups in this area: the Gifle in 
the Ivel Valley and the Ciltersaetan in the Chilterns.  Bedford itself may well have 
originated as a Mercian burh, part of a network of riverside, trading settlements. 
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Archaeological evidence definitively dated to this period is not extensive.  Excavations 
around the Castle Lane / St Paul’s Square area of Bedford have revealed traces of 
buildings.  St Paul’s itself may be an 8th-century foundation.  Re-used fragments of 
stone crosses of typical Mercian design have also been identified within the fabric of St 
Peter’s Church and St Mary’s Church, Elstow.  Elsewhere, an extensive rural settlement 
at Stratton, near Biggleswade, featured mid-7th and 9th-century cemeteries.  At Odell, a 
number of well timbers have been dated by dendrochronology to the 6th and early 7th 
centuries. 

 
Although elusive within the archaeological record, the impact of the Danish invasions 
between the late 9th and early 11th centuries was crucial to the emergence of 
Bedfordshire as a shire.  Most of the county lay within the Danelaw and its boundaries 
essentially represent the block of land, from which the Danish army based in the burh of 
Bedford drew the resources necessary for its maintenance.  The whole administrative 
sub-structure of hundred and parish crystallised at this time, as did much of the rural 
settlement pattern that survives to the present-day. 

2.11 Medieval 
The historic environment of the medieval period is characterised by a greater number 
and variety of visible remains than previous periods, including buildings, earthworks 
and town plans.  Much of what is now visible in the land and townscapes of the county 
can be traced back to this period.  Indeed the basic framework for the modern landscape 
was in place by the end of the 10th century. 
 
Medieval rural settlement was a mixed pattern of nucleated and dispersed settlement.  
The location of settlements was strongly influenced by topography and geology.  For 
example in the northern claylands settlements tended to concentrate in small valleys 
while in the Gault Clay villages were located on Boulder Clay hills.  During the period 
of population growth in the 12th and 13th centuries new settlements grew or were created 
on the margins of parishes, laid out either over former open fields or as farmsteads set in 
land cleared (assarted) from woodland.  These settlements are often distinguished by 
“End” place names.  From the mid-14th century the population declined, the result of the 
Black Death, climatic deterioration and poor harvests.  This resulted in the desertion or 
shrinkage of rural settlements, often with the most recently founded sites disappearing 
first.  The remains of these deserted or shrunken sites often survive as earthworks 
though in Bedfordshire they do not usually take the classic form found in the Midland 
counties.  Few medieval rural settlements have been investigated in the county with the 
notable exception Stratton near Biggleswade where the complete plan of a Saxon and 
medieval village has been excavated in advance of development.  
 
Field system and settlement type were closely linked.  Extensive open, common fields 
were usually to be found linked to nucleated settlements while small closes individually 
owned were associated with a dispersed pattern of scattered ends.  Some parishes, such 
as Cranfield, contained a mixture of both patterns.  Ridge and furrow was characteristic 
of the area of open fields.  Once extensive over much of central and northern 
Bedfordshire, surviving as earthworks until the middle of the 20th century, recent 
changes in agriculture have destroyed much of the county’s ridge and furrow; now only 
about 4% of the original stock survive as earthworks. 
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Moated sites are a common feature of Bedfordshire’s medieval landscape; the county 
has the highest density of moats in England. More than 100 survive as earthworks. 
Mainly built between the 12th and 13th centuries they tend to be found in association 
with dispersed settlement patterns.  They are mainly concentrated in the north of the 
county on clay soils, but are found throughout the county in a variety of locations. 
 
It is during the medieval period that the network of towns develops in the county. 
Bedford was the only town in existence at the time of the Norman Conquest.  By the 
end of the period 10 other towns had developed though generally they were only small 
market towns.  Only Dunstable, a 12th century royal foundation on the site of the former 
Roman town, and possibly Luton were of any significance but did not compare to 
Bedford which retained its status as administrative centre of the county.  To date only 
Bedford and to a lesser degree Dunstable, have seen significant archaeological 
investigations but these demonstrate that medieval deposits survive well in the historic 
town cores and have considerable potential for understanding the county’s urban past. 
 
The remains of military activity in the form of castles appear in the landscape in the 
medieval period.  Both Bedford and Luton, with two, had castles set within the towns.  
In Bedford the castle was imposed on the existing late Saxon town.  Bedford Castle and 
one of those from Luton have been investigated to varying degrees.  Castles were also 
built in the countryside, mostly of motte and bailey type.  They range from the 
substantial earthwork remains at Yielden and Cainhoe to the small, simple mottes at 
Flitwick, Tilsworth and Toddington. 
 
Religious houses were another major development in the medieval landscape.  Some 
were located in (Dunstable Priory) or near towns (Newnham Priory and Elstow Abbey).  
However, the main concentration seems to have been on the Greensand Ridge with 
Woburn, Old Warden, Chicksands and the alien Priory of Beaulieu at Clophill. 
 
The medieval period is the first from which we have standing buildings surviving.  Most 
of them are churches but a few are secular or domestic.  The layout and street patterns 
of historic cores of towns and villages also mainly date from this period.  The rectilinear 
pattern of Bedford’s streets probably has its origins in the Saxon period but it was 
elaborated and reinforced in the medieval period.  Market places created at this period 
can be seen in Leighton Buzzard, Biggleswade and Potton.  The structure if many 
villages are also of this date, for instance the greens at the heart of such villages as 
Kensworth Common, Eggington, Cranfield and Goldington. 

2.12 Post-medieval and Industrial 
The post-medieval and industrial periods saw increasingly rapid changes in the 
Bedfordshire landscape.  The long process of enclosing common land reached its 
conclusion in the mid 19th century, radically changing the grain of the landscape. 
Agricultural methods also developed through the “agricultural revolution” partly 
pioneered in the county.  Towns grew in size and importance, particularly Bedford, 
Luton and Dunstable, and became centres of industrial activity.  Some of these 
developments were linked to improvements in the transport network: turnpike roads, 
canals, railways and more recently motorways and airports.  There was always a close 
link between agriculture and industry in the county with many industrial developments 
being closely related to the requirements or products of farming.  Mineral extraction 
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including clay, sand and gravels, chalk and coprolites has also had a considerable 
impact on the county’s landscape. 
 
The enclosure of former common land changed the way the countryside was owned, 
organised and used.  At its extreme open fields and common land were replaced by 
rectilinear field systems with straight roads and tracks completely over-writing earlier 
field patterns.  However, the history of enclosure in Bedfordshire is complex and varied, 
taking place over several centuries with a result that the field patterns that result from 
enclosure are varied and often reflect older layouts. 
 
During the 18th and 19th centuries attempts were made to improve agricultural practice: 
the agricultural revolution.  The Dukes of Bedford were at the forefront of these 
agricultural experiments and improvements.  This often led to further reorganisation of 
field systems to accommodate new techniques, such as steam ploughing.  Agricultural 
improvements also had an affect on rural settlement with the creation of a number of 
model farms as the basis for farming the newly enclosed land, and estate housing for 
farm workers.  Market gardening has been of importance in the river valleys, especially 
the Ivel Valley, creating a distinctive landscape and specialist buildings.  It was 
originally stimulated by the combination of suitable soils and proximity to London, and 
was further boosted in the mid 19th century by the coming of the railways which 
improved access to the main urban market.  During the depression of the 1920’s a 
specific sort of market gardening landscape developed in east Bedfordshire.  The Land 
Settlement Association created a series of allotments and small holdings in an attempt to 
provide work for unemployed industrial workers from the north east of England.  
Several types of agricultural building were developed to deal with the specialist crops, 
an example of this is the onion drying shed which are largely found in the east of the 
county. 
 
During the post-medieval period some of the county’s towns began to expand as a result 
of developments in transport and increases in industrial activity.  This is most noticeable 
in Bedford, Luton and Dunstable where expansion was greatest.  But can also be seen 
elsewhere in Biggleswade, Harrold and Leighton Buzzard. Bedford and Luton, in 
particular have substantial 19th and early 20th century suburbs created as a consequence 
of industrial development and the need for workers housing along with the factory sites. 
Development in other towns was on a smaller scale but was also based on local 
industrial activity, often closely linked to agriculture either through agricultural 
engineering or the handling and processing of agriculture produce. 

 
A notable feature of the post-medieval landscape is the development of parks and 
gardens usually associated with the larger and grander houses in the county.  They 
spread throughout the county but the most extensive and often most innovative and 
striking are found in the centre of the county on the Greensand Ridge.  Part of the 
reason for this the location of medieval monastic houses in this area which at the 
Dissolution became the centre of new aristocratic estates; for example Woburn and 
Chicksands.  Other important parks in central Bedfordshire include Wrest Park, 
Ampthill Park and Southill.  Elsewhere in the county the parks and gardens tend to be 
smaller though still important parts of the landscape e.g. Hinwick Hall, Hinwick House, 
Park House, Moggerhanger and Flitwick Manor.  There are also important examples of 
municipal or civic parks or designed landscapes, including cemeteries, in Bedford and 
Luton. 
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Traditionally Bedfordshire is seen as an agricultural rather than an industrial county, 
however, from the 19th century onwards the county had a considerable industrial base. 
Some of these industries were based in agriculture, either using its products or 
supplying its needs.  They began life with small, often cottage, scale production such as 
lace making, basket making and straw plaiting.  In the case of lace making and basket 
making they never grew beyond that scale of production.  But in Luton hat making 
based on local straw plaiting grew and diversified into an industrialised urban activity 
which had a considerable impact on the growth of the town. Engineering industries were 
needed to support the growing mechanisation of agriculture during the 19th century.  In 
Bedford this led to the creation of substantial engineering works such as the Howard 
factory at Britannia Ironworks which produced agricultural steam engines and other 
implements that were exported worldwide.  This in turn provided a stimulus for other 
heavy engineering works such as W H Allen.  Both Bedford and Luton had a long 
tradition of engineering and automotive industries such as Vauxhall.  This sort of 
engineering was not wholly concentrated in the main towns, for instance the early 
development of petrol engine tractors by Dan Albone in Biggleswade.  Industries based 
on the extraction of mineral resources have a long history in Bedfordshire, but increased 
rapidly in scale and extent in the 19th and 20th centuries.  Sand, gravel, chalk and 
limestone extraction moved from small scale, largely manual industries to extensive and 
mechanised activities in this period leaving and continuing to leave substantial impacts 
on the landscape.  Coprolite digging to produce the raw material for agricultural 
fertilisers was extensive in the east of the county although there is now little evidence of 
this activity to be found in the landscape.  Perhaps the most well known extraction 
based industry in Bedfordshire is brick making.  By the end of the 19th century small 
scale brickworks could be found throughout the county where clay could be dug, 
catering for local demand.  The different clay sources produced bricks of different 
colour and character which are reflected in the local buildings.  By the early 20th century 
increasing mechanisation of brick making resulted in the concentration of the industry 
in certain locations, notably in the Marston Vale south and west of Bedford and in the 
south east of he county around Stotfold.  The scale of the industry, particularly in the 
Marston Vale transformed the local landscape with the vast clay pits and large factories 
with their characteristic groups of tall chimneys. 

 
As Bedfordshire is not a coastal county it was never on the front line of defence against 
attack or invasion from continental Europe so there is very little evidence of military 
activity in the county from before the 20th century.  There are some remains such a 
barracks and militia store in Bedford and the site of a 19th century signal station on 
Dunstable Downs and rifle butts at the foot of the Downs.  The defensive lines that 
characterised home defences of the 20th century’s world wars did not extend in to 
Bedfordshire, although some pill boxes do survive and what were perceived of as 
strategic locations.  But 20th century military activity did leave a significant impact on 
the county’s landscape.  There were a number of airfields, particularly in the north of 
the county such as Podington or Twinwoods.  Factories related to war work were also 
built in the county such as the bomb filling factory at Elstow Depot.  Perhaps the most 
significant wartime activity in Bedfordshire relate to the propaganda and intelligence 
services. Tempsford airfield was the base from which SoE agents were flown into 
occupied Europe.  Intelligence activity, particularly black propaganda, was based at a 
number of sites around Woburn.  The Cold War also left its mark on the county, most 
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notably at the American intelligence gathering base at RAF Chicksands, where the giant 
aerial known as the “elephant cage” was built.  

 
Major transport routes had crossed Bedfordshire since the prehistoric period (Icknield 
Way), but these expanded and proliferated in the post-medieval period.  Some of the 
roads such the modern A5 and A1 were based on more ancient routes which were 
turnpiked in the 18th century.  These roads also attracted provision for travellers such as 
coaching inns at for example Dunstable and Hockliffe on what became the A5.  The 
M1, Britain’s first motorway, was constructed through the west of the county in the 
1950’s, cutting through the existing landscape, its bridges and other structures have a 
distinctive style and unity.  Canals did have some impact in Bedfordshire, the major one 
being the Grand Union which cuts through the south west corner of the county with 
wharfs at Leighton Buzzard.  Elsewhere, the Great Ouse was made navigable to just 
above Bedford during the 17th century allowing the import of coal and other raw 
materials and the export of agricultural produce via the port of Kings Lynn.  The other 
canal in the county was the Ivel Navigation cutting westwards from Biggleswade.  Two 
major north-south railways run up either side of the county which had considerable 
impact on both industrial and agricultural development.  There were also a number of 
branch lines such as the east-west route to Cambridge.  Apart from the continued 
development of Luton airport, aviation provided one of the most notable 20th century 
structures in Bedfordshire: the Cardington hangers.  They were centre of British airship 
development and home of the ill-fated R101. 

 
Most of the buildings in the county date from the post-medieval and industrial periods. 
They range from the mansions of the aristocracy such as Woburn Abbey and Wrest Park 
to 19th century workers housing in Bedford, Bedford Estate model farms to hat factories 
in Luton.  They encompass a wide range of building materials: limestone in the north 
west, brick of various sorts over much of the rest of the county, steel in Cardington 
Hangers and concrete at Elstow Depot. 
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3. HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT CHARACTER AREAS 
Historic Environment Character Areas (HECA) are synthesised out of three separate 
characterisation studies: Historic Landscape Character, Archaeological Character and 
either Historic Urban Character or Rural Built Environment Character.  The 
methodological approaches are summarised in Section 1.3.1 and described in more 
detail in the appendix, which also presents the results of each individual study.  The 
location and extent of the HECAs are shown on Figure 4 
 
For two parts of the county – the Chalk Arc and the Land West of Bedford Growth Area 
– the Historic Environment Character Areas are broken down into Historic Environment 
Character Zones (see Sections 4 and 5). 
 
HECA 1: Chiltern dipslope around Whipsnade, Kensworth and Studham 
 
Summary:  This area is bounded by the Gade Valley in the extreme south-west corner 
of the county, the dry valley of the Ver to the east (also the line of Watling Street), and 
the chalk escarpment to the north-west.  The historic landscape is varied with greater 
survival in the north of the area, although many formerly large commons are now 
enclosed.  Most of the present-day settlements have medieval precursors, although all 
have expanded in the 20th century.  The archaeological potential of the area is relatively 
untapped, although widely scattered findspots of many periods suggest it has 
considerable potential.  The modernist architecture of Whipsnade Zoo contrasts greatly 
with the rest of the area.  In general, the archetypal Chilterns landscape is more akin to 
rural north Hertfordshire than the rest of south Bedfordshire.   
 
Historic Landscape: For the majority of this area, the settlement pattern is largely 
common edge with some more dispersed settlement around Kensworth.  The Gade 
Valley in the extreme south-west corner of the county is characterised by 20th-century 
fields.  By contrast, further to the north around Studham and Kensworth, there are 
examples of old enclosure, small surviving ancient woodlands, and both 18th- and 19th-
century enclosure of common land.  However, Kensworth in particular has suffered 
20th-century reorganisation and boundary loss. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This area slopes gently downwards towards the south-east 
from the height of the downs in the west and the slightly higher chalk escarpment in the 
north.  The high ground of the Chilterns dip slope is capped by clay-with-flints, with 
some exposures of chalk, particularly in the sides of the Gade and Ver valleys.  Widely 
scattered findspots of prehistoric flintwork and Iron Age, Roman and medieval pottery.  
Some undated cropmark enclosures.  Foci of medieval settlement at Kensworth 
Common, Kensworth Church End and Whipsnade.  Dispersed clay and chalk pits and 
brickfields. 

 
Rural Built Environment Character:  This area is characterised by a mixture of 
nucleated and interrupted row settlements and single farmsteads, including one model 
farm at Bury Farm, near Studham.  Former hamlets have grown into small villages 
through the addition of 20th-century housing stock.  By contrast, Holywell is a 20th-
century creation.  Whipsnade Zoo also features 1930s International Style architecture.  
The centres of Kensworth Church End, Kensworth Lynch, Studham and Whipsnade are 
Conservation Areas.  The predominant building material is red brick; flintwork also 
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reflects the underlying geology.  Roofs are clad in old clay tile and slate, with 
occasional thatch. 
 
HECA 2: Caddington 
 
Summary:  An area of high ground on the eastern side of the dry valley of the Ver, on 
the southern fringes of Dunstable and Luton.  Centred on the medieval village of 
Caddington.  The historic landscape survives better in the northern half of the area, 
where there are also a number of medieval earthworks on the chalk downland.  The area 
has produced a variety of early prehistoric evidence and has a particularly strong 
association with Worthington-Smith and his pioneering work on the Palaeolithic 
archaeology of the brick pits east of Caddington.   
 
Historic Landscape: Nucleated settlement pattern.  On the high ground between 
Caddington and the southern fringes of Dunstable there is good survival of old 
enclosure and small woodlands.  South of Caddington, much of this character has been 
lost, due to 20th-century reorganisation and boundary removal which has resulted in the 
disappearance of much former old enclosure and enclosed common. 
 
Archaeological Character: A flattish, slightly south-sloping area of clay-with-flints and 
outcropping chalk rock.  Nationally significant Palaeolithic remains have been 
identified east of Caddington.  Several scattered findspots of Neolithic and Bronze Age 
flints.  The downlands north of Caddington preserve a range of medieval earthworks: a 
deserted village and manorial enclosures at Zouche’s Farm, and lynchets at Blows 
Down and Chaul End.  There are two medieval village cores, at Caddington and 
Woodside.   
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  Characterised by nucleated settlements, including 
Caddington and Slip End.  The former has undergone considerable 20th-century 
expansion, although the centre is still a Conservation Area.  Some smaller hamlets have 
grown along the main roads.  There are very few listed buildings.  A mixture of building 
materials, including flint rubble, limestone, brick (some with timber framing).  Roofs 
are generally modern tile with some slate.  
 
HECA 3: Lea Valley to the south-east of Luton 
 
Summary:   This area is dominated by Luton Hoo Park, which has effectively 
prevented the southwards expansion of Luton.  The park preserves elements of a 
Capability Brown landscape.  The higher ground to the east and west, on clay-with-
flints, includes Someries Castle and Hyde House. 
 
Historic Landscape Character: This area includes the extensive parkland surrounding 
Luton Hoo.  Beyond this, the settlement pattern is dispersed.  The land to the south and 
east shows has suffered boundary loss in the 20th century, but scattered woodlands are 
testament to the wider influence of the park.   
 
Archaeological Character: This area overlies a varied geology with chalk and river 
gravel in the Lea Valley, and clay-with-flints on the higher ground to either side of the 
river. 
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Rural Built Environment Character: 
 
HECA 4: Central Luton 
 
Summary:  Despite more modern redevelopment, central Luton preserves important 
elements of 19th- and 20th-century residential and commercial townscape in its three 
Conservation Areas.  These include its industrial heritage of straw plaiting and hatting.  
Despite its location on the gravel terraces of the River Lea, central Luton’s 
archaeological potential is virtually unexplored.  It was an important medieval manor, 
and later town, and is likely to have been the site of much earlier settlement.  However, 
all, but a very few, elements of its pre-industrial past are now lost. 
 
Historic Urban Character: Central Luton is essentially a19th- and 20th-century creation 
and does not have a historic core as such.  Within the inner ring road, the town centre is 
essentially commercial and is dominated by the Arndale Centre.  Its two Conservation 
Areas are dominated by civic architecture and buildings associated with the hatting 
industry.  Beyond the inner ring road are two areas of largely Victorian residential 
expansion: New Town to the south and High Town to the north.  The best elements of 
the latter are preserved in a Conservation Area.  There are some areas of 20th-century 
residential and commercial development, replacing the poorly built terraces that 
characterised the mid 19th-century housing boom. 
 
Archaeological Character: For the most part, central Luton lies on the gravel terraces of 
the River Lea.  Elsewhere in the county, such areas have attracted settlement from the 
prehistoric period onwards.  However, virtually no archaeological work has been 
undertaken within the town centre.  Given the intensity of 19th- and 20th-century re-
development, much of its archaeological potential must now be lost.  However, below 
ground elements of Robert de Waudari’s castle have been identified in recent years.  
Buried elements of Luton’s second medieval castle, close to St Mary’s Church, may 
also survive. 
 
HECA 5: Greater Luton east of the M1 
 
Summary:  This area is dominated by the remains of Luton’s extremely rapid growth in 
the modern period.  Good examples survive of virtually every main phase of late 19th- 
and 20th-century town planning.  Industrial development, particularly engineering, 
helped fuel the expansion, although many of these sites, e.g. Vauxhall Motors, are now 
themselves subject to re-development.  The expansion was accompanied by virtually no 
systematic archaeological investigation.  As a result, only a very fractured picture of the 
area’s pre-medieval past has come down to the present-day.  The Lea Valley was 
certainly a focus of prehistoric and Roman settlement.  The higher ground to the north, 
west and east would also have been intensively utilised and, in some periods, settled.  A 
large number of medieval settlements are now subsumed within greater Luton.  
However, overall, very few elements of the historic landscape survive within the built-
up area.  The best examples are perhaps the prehistoric earthwork, Waulud’s Bank, and 
the ancient Great Bramingham Wood. 
 
Archaeological Character:  Greater Luton east of the M1 is underlain by a variety of 
superficial geology: clay-with-flints to the east, and chalk to the west and north.  These 
are separated from one another by a broad band of lower lying gravel terrace, associated 
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with the River Lea.  This valley has been a focus of human settlement and activity from 
early prehistoric times onwards.  In addition to a small number of known sites, there is 
also a background scatter of findspots dating to all periods.   
 
The Lea rises at Waulud’s Bank, a Neolithic and Iron Age earthwork.  Roman 
settlements are known at Limbury, Biscot and Leagrave Marsh.  Several Anglo-Saxon 
burials have been found and Leagrave, Limbury, Biscot, Round Green and Crawley 
Green were all settlement foci in the medieval period.  Earthworks and ancient 
woodland, e.g. Great Bramingham Wood, survive in association with many of these 
sites. 
 
The higher ground to the east has fewer known sites.  There were several small 
medieval settlements scattered throughout the area.  The absence of evidence is almost 
certainly a reflection of the lack of archaeological fieldwork during Luton’s eastwards 
expansion.  By contrast, recent investigations in advance of development at Butterfield 
Green have produced evidence for late Bronze Age and Iron Age settlement.  The 
surviving archaeological resource of the higher ground to the west is similarly 
characterised by scattered findspots, representing only a small proportion of the 
original. 
 
Historic Urban Character: Greater Luton east of the M1 preserves the remains of 
successive phases of residential urban expansion, many of them directly associated with 
the establishment of new industries.  The oldest of these is the area immediately to the 
north of the town centre where both late 19th- and early 20th-century terraced and semi-
detached houses survive.  The bulk of the expansion took place in the post-war period.  
The most modern of the housing estates generally lie to the north and north-east.  On the 
1:50,000 OS map their car-influenced, “wriggly” layout can be clearly contrasted with 
the more linear and curvilinear layouts of the earlier developments: e.g. the 1940s 
Farley Hill estate, in south Luton, which was considered a fine example of urban 
planning at the time.   
 
Luton’s expansion subsumed a large number of smaller settlements.  Only a small 
number of areas of open ground were preserved, e.g. Wardown Park in the Lea Valley, 
Stockwood Park to the south-west, and the People’s Park and open spaces to the south 
of historic Stopsley. 
 
HECA 6: Central Dunstable 
 
Summary:  Central Dunstable is focussed around its historic crossroads and market 
place.  In the second half of the 19th century this small coaching town was transformed 
into a growing engineering and light industrial centre.  Many elements of this period 
have survived more recent redevelopment.  In addition, the boundaries of this area also 
reflect the extent of Roman and medieval Dunstable, which was a royal foundation 
containing both a priory and a friary.  Extensive, below ground remains of both periods 
have been found in the centre of the modern town, including parts of the north-east and 
south-west quadrants where late 20th-century development has removed the earlier 
townscape.  
 
Historic Urban Character: The historic urban core of Dunstable is preserved as a 
Conservation Area, which gives a broad indication of its extent in the early 19th century.  
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It includes a number of listed 17th–19th century buildings.  A number of buildings 
associated with the town’s 19th- and early 20th-century hatting industry also survive 
along the High Street.  In the late 19th and early 20th century, the arrival of the railway 
and the establishment of a number of new industries led to the creation of the town’s 
first inner residential suburbs to the north-west and south-east of the centre. 
 
Archaeological Character: Central Dunstable lies on Middle Chalk, at the crossing 
point of two major routeways: Roman Watling Street and the Icknield Way, which is of 
possible prehistoric origin.  Evidence for Roman and medieval occupation has been 
found throughout the area and the core of the medieval settlement includes numerous 
listed buildings.  
 
HECA 7: Greater Dunstable, Houghton Regis and Luton west of the M1 
 
Summary:  This urban agglomeration comprises Dunstable’s outer suburbs, Houghton 
Regis, and western Luton.  It is largely the product of post-war residential and industrial 
developments.  Many of the latter have now themselves been re-developed following 
the decline of the engineering and extractive industries.  Very little of this urban 
expansion was accompanied by systematic archaeological fieldwork.  The area has 
produced a scatter of findspots of all periods but the density of surviving sites in the 
immediate environs suggests that a substantial archaeological resource has been lost.   
 
Historic Urban Character: As with HECA5, this area has seen successive episodes of 
residential expansion which have resulted in the coalescence of what were originally 
three separate civic entities: Dunstable, Houghton Regis and that part of Luton lying 
west of the M1.  In some areas, post-war developments have themselves been removed 
by more recent re-development, e.g. the area of pre-fabricated housing in south-east 
Dunstable that was demolished in the late 1950s.  A number of former chalk pits have 
also been re-developed for housing and for waste disposal / recycling.  Much of the 
centre of this area is occupied by modern civic buildings and by industrial estates 
occupying the sites of former engineering and cement works.  The remainder of the area 
is largely residential. 
 
Archaeological Character:  Most of this area sits on chalk with some clay-with-flints on 
the southern outskirts of Dunstable.  For the most part, it occupies an area of largely 
flat, relatively high ground.  The southern and eastern outskirts of Dunstable, in 
particular, have produced a scatter of findspots associated with the core of the Roman 
settlement.  Occasional Anglo-Saxon burials are known.  Houghton Regis was an 
important medieval manor and settlement, although very little has survived to the 
present day.  The 17th-century Houghton Hall and its small surrounding park is a rare 
survival of the earlier historic landscape. 
 
HECA 8: Chalk escarpment west of Dunstable 
 
Summary:  Although the chalk escarpment west of Dunstable is a relatively modern 
landscape, it does preserve a significant number of earthworks and monuments, dating 
from the prehistoric period onwards.  A number of similar sites are also known to have 
been partially, or wholly, destroyed by post-war quarrying and agriculture.  With the 
exception of Totternhoe and Sewell, few settlements are associated with the escarpment 
itself.   
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Historic Landscape: Totternhoe and Sewell exhibit a nucleated settlement pattern.  
Elsewhere, the area comprises the chalk escarpment, including the spur of Totternhoe 
Knolls, and its lower slopes.  The landscape is predominantly the product of 20th-
century reorganisation, although some small closes, associated with the settlements, do 
still survive. 
 
Archaeological Character: This area is situated on a variety of chalk rock, including 
Totternhoe Stone, which has long been exploited as a building stone.  The curving chalk 
escarpment includes Dunstable Downs and the outlying Totternhoe Knolls.  The high 
downland preserves a number of earthworks, including linear boundaries, prehistoric 
barrows, Maiden Bower (a Neolithic enclosure and Iron Age hillfort), a medieval 
warren, lynchets, quarries, and a motte and bailey castle.  Cropmarks on the chalk north 
of Totternhoe suggest that further sites have been ploughed flat.  Similarly, there are 
findspots of all periods scattered throughout the area.  Significant sites, such as the 
multi-period settlement of Puddlehill, have also been destroyed in the course of 
quarrying.  
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The nucleated settlements of Totternhoe and 
Sewell have medieval cores that show relatively restricted growth and infilling with 
20th-century housing stock.  The centre of Totternhoe is a Conservation Area.  
Totternhoe Stone is used, although the vernacular buildings are largely red brick.  Roofs 
comprise old clay tile and slate.  Few buildings are associated with the escarpment 
itself. 
 
HECA 9: Gault Clay basin to the east of Leighton Buzzard 
 
Summary:  The Gault Clay basin to the east of Leighton Buzzard and to the north of 
the chalk escarpment is drained by the upper reaches of the River Ouzel and the 
Clipstone Brook.  Several streams arise on the spring line along the foot of the 
escarpment, e.g. Well Head.  There is an even distribution of medieval settlements 
across the area, within a framework of parliamentary enclosure fields, which is less well 
preserved towards the chalk escarpment.  In localised areas, e.g. around Clipstone, there 
is some survival of medieval ridge and furrow.  There is an interesting pattern of parish 
boundaries, laid out on Watling Street and the ‘Theodweg’. 
 
Historic Landscape: This area is largely characterised by 18th- and 19th- century 
parliamentary enclosure.  There are pockets of old enclosure around the settlements, 
which are generally nucleated.  Towards the foot of the chalk escarpment, around Eaton 
Bray and to the west of Houghton Regis, there has been more 20th-century 
reorganisation and boundary loss. 
 
Archaeological Character: This area is dominated by a Gault Clay basin, which is 
drained by the Clipstone Brook and its tributaries to the north and the River Ouzel and 
its tributaries to the south.  The ridges between the streams are capped by Boulder Clay.  
To the south-east the area encompasses the lower slopes of the chalk escarpment.  Also 
included is the Flit:Clipstone watershed at Toddington.  The area is crossed by the A5, 
Roman Watling Street and by the ‘Theodweg’, a routeway, of possible prehistoric 
origin. 
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There has been little extensive, modern archaeological investigation in this area.  
However, fieldwalking has recorded numerous findspots of prehistoric flint and Iron 
Age and Roman pottery and tile, suggesting the survival of a significant archaeological 
resource.  There is an Iron Age hillfort on the high ground at Billington.  To the east of 
the A5, there are centres of medieval settlement at Thorn, Tebworth, Wingfield, 
Toddington and Hockcliffe.  To the west of the A5 are a number of villages – Tilsworth, 
Stanbridge, Eggington, Billington and Eaton Bray – many of which are associated with 
well preserved earthworks, e.g. the moat of Tilsworth Manor.  
 
An area of ancient woodland survives at Thorn Spring.  Around Tebworth and Thorn 
clay was extracted for the manufacture of bricks. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  Characterised by nucleated and nucleated regular 
row settlements.  The villages to the west of the A5 tend to be larger than the 
settlements to the south of Toddington.  Their medieval cores have seen some infilling 
with 20th-century housing stock but growth has been restricted.  There are Conservation 
Areas in Eaton Bray, Toddington and Tebworth.  There are some 19th-century industrial 
sites, e.g. Doolittle Mill at the foot of the chalk escarpment.  A former east–west railway 
line bisects the area. 
 
The churches of the area are typically built of Totternhoe Stone, although there are 
Ironstone church towers in Tilsworth and Stanbridge.  Vernacular buildings are largely 
of  red brick with details of blue, yellow and grey brick, particularly towards Leighton 
Buzzard.  Towards the north of the area, there is increasing use of roughcast.  Old clay 
tile and slate roofs are common; there is also a comparatively high occurrence of thatch.  
 
HECA 10: Chalk downland to north of Luton 
 
Summary:  The chalk downland to north of Luton is traversed by the A6.  To the east, 
the area is less densely settled, with only a few isolated farms.  Parliamentary enclosures 
survive well and the high points are characterised by extant prehistoric and medieval 
earthworks.  To the west are a number of small settlements of at least medieval origin, 
which have undergone relatively little 20th-century expansion.  With the exception of 
early enclosures and earthworks around the villages, fewer historic landscape features 
survive in this part of the area.   
 
Historic Landscape:  In this area, parliamentary fields survive best to the east of 
Streatley and to the south of Barton.  The downs to the south, closer to Luton, have seen 
more post-1950s boundary loss.  There is some old enclosure and woodland around 
Streatley and Lower Sundon.  By contrast, Upper Sundon has few early fields and has 
also seen extensive chalk quarrying.  To the west of the M1 around Chalton and 
Chalgrave few historic landscape features have survived 20th-century boundary changes. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This area features a mixed geology of Lower Chalk and 
Totternhoe Stone.  The undulating topography to the east is dominated by Warden Hill. 
Several areas of cropmarks have been identified on the chalk soils and a number of 
significant earthworks still survive.  These include the prehistoric Dray’s Ditches, which 
cross the Icknield Way, and a group of barrows on Galley Hill, as well as medieval 
lynchets at Stopsley Common.  Numerous scattered findspots of all periods suggest a 
wider surviving archaeological resource beyond these known sites.  The medieval 



Albion Archaeology  
 

The Chalk Arc Initiative - Historic Environment Characterisation 28

settlement of Streatley and the shrunken medieval villages of Upper and Lower Sundon 
and their associated peripheral earthworks lie in the centre and west of the area.  
Ancient woodland survives at Little Bramingham Wood and George Wood. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The arc of land around the north-eastern edge of 
Luton is an open landscape of dispersed, large farms.  Further to the west, north of 
Houghton Regis, there is a denser pattern of settlement comprising nucleated villages 
and hamlets, which generally have experienced little growth in the 20th century.  The 
centre of Streatley is a Conservation Area.  The predominant building material is red 
brick with some timber framing.  Roofs are generally old and new tile, slate, and thatch.  
The M1 bisects the area, passing close to the extensive modern sewage works and 
electrical substations to the north of Chalton. 
 
HECA 11: Chalk escarpment to south of Barton 
 
Summary: The chalk escarpment to the south of Barton features old enclosure and 
ancient woodland.  It also displays good survival of multi-period earthworks, similar to 
those to the west and south-west of Dunstable.  The little archaeological fieldwork that 
has been undertaken suggests there is good potential for finding further sites, although 
localised chalk quarrying and road building will have depleted the resource. 
 
Historic Landscape: The Sharpenhoe and Barton Downs are characterised by old 
enclosure, ancient woodland and plantations. 
 
Archaeological Character: This east−west running chalk escarpment runs from the 
Sundon Hills through Sharpenhoe Clappers, Barton Hills, Butts Hill, Gravel Hill to 
Deacon Hill.  Due to the topography of the land, there have been few opportunities for 
archaeological fieldwork.  The high ground does preserve earthworks, including a 
prehistoric barrow, an Iron Age hillfort, a medieval warren and lynchets.  In addition to 
prehistoric barrows, work on the A6 Bartonhill Cutting also revealed Roman artefacts, 
suggesting that the archaeological resource is more extensive than current knowledge 
suggests.  Several former chalk pits and quarries exist within the area. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character: There are no buildings in this area because of its 
topography.  The A6 bisects the area in the Bartonhill Cutting. 
 
HECA 12: Barton clay plain 
 
Summary:  This small clay plain at the foot of the chalk escarpment is centred on 
Barton-le-Clay.  Like the other medieval settlements at Sharpenhoe and Higham 
Gobion, it preserves earthwork evidence for settlement shrinkage.  It has, however, 
grown hugely in recent decades.  A number of cropmarks in the area may be of late 
prehistoric or Roman date.  A number of isolated farms feature substantial moated sites.  
Barton Airfield. 
 
Historic Landscape: There is good survival of old enclosure in localised areas, e.g. 
Sharpenhoe and Higham Gobion.  Elsewhere, north of Barton and around Pegsdon, 
early private and 19th-century enclosure survives, despite some modern boundary loss. 
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Archaeological Character: This area overlies Gault Clay with some Lower Chalk 
towards the foot of the escarpment.  The claylands supported medieval settlement at 
Sharpenhoe, Barton and Higham Gobion.  Both relict field systems and dispersed 
moated sites are well represented in this area. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The medieval core of Barton-le-Clay is now 
dwarfed by residential development that has taken place in recent decades.  By contrast, 
Sharpenhoe and Higham Gobion have seen relatively little 20th-century expansion.  A 
number of isolated farms feature substantial moats.  The works at Faldo Farm represent 
an industrial element in the rural built environment. 
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4. CHALK ARC – HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT CHARACTER ZONES 

4.1 Introduction 
The Historic Environment Character Areas are designed to inform strategic planning at 
a county-wide level.  Sections 4 and 5 of this report look at the historic environment in 
more detail, breaking down the Areas into smaller Historic Environment Character 
Zones, which are of a size more suitable for strategic planning on a more localised 
basis.  HECZs can be used at an early stage in the planning process to identify impacts 
on the historic environment, thereby highlighting the need for informed conservation, 
enhancement and mitigation.   

4.2 Methodology 
The HECZs draw on the same strands of evidence used in the definition of the HECAs.  
With the latter there is a tendency to agglomerate subtle variations which can, within the 
framework of the HECZs, be looked at individually and in more detail.  Of course, the 
fractal quality of historic environment characterisation means that the HECZs 
themselves could, theoretically, be broken down into smaller units.   
 
The descriptions of the HECZs seek to highlight their key characteristics and any 
particularly significant aspects of their historic environment resources.  They also 
identify any key issues relating to the management and protection of the historic 
environment resource, including both threats and opportunities for management, access 
and interpretation.  Each description comprises an overall summary, and summaries of 
the relevant characterisation strands.  The boundaries of the HECZs within the Chalk 
Arc are shown on Figure 5.    

4.3 Scoring of the Historic Environment Character Zones 
Each HECZ has been scored on the range of criteria developed for English Heritage’s 
Monuments Protection Programme, modified for use with larger zones rather than 
individual monuments.  The seven criteria are: 

• Diversity of historic environment assets 
• Survival 
• Documentation 
• Group value association 
• Potential 
• Sensitivity to change 
• Amenity value (including conservation, enhancement and green infrastructure 

opportunities) 
 
Each criterion is scored 1, 2 or 3; 1 being the lowest and three the highest. 

4.3.1 Diversity of historic environment assets 
This indicates the range of historic environment assets within a zone.  The range may be 
chronological or functional.  For example, a zone with multi-period settlement sites, or a 
zone with a range of assets, such as church, village, farmstead, field systems, industry 
etc. of the same date would both score highly.  A zone with a limited range of historic 
environment assets would score low. 
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1 = Very few known assets or many assets of a limited range of categories. 
2 = A range of assets of different date or character. 
3 = A wide range of assets of different date and character. 

4.3.2 Survival 
Survival relates to the completeness of the range of historic environment assets within a 
zone.  They may be relatively well preserved or may have been disturbed by detrimental 
land-use / development and / or erosion.  Even where such factors have adversely 
affected the historic environment resource within a zone, potential may still exist for 
well preserved, deeply buried archaeological deposits. 
 
1 = Extensive disturbance by, for example, quarrying or other development.  Likelihood 
is that whilst many or most of the historic environment resource has been disturbed or 
destroyed, there is the potential for survival in some areas or of some types of assets. 
2 = Little disturbance but with few known assets.  Or, many known assets but some 
disturbance by, for example, quarrying or development. 
3 = Well preserved known assets. 

4.3.3 Documentation 
The level of documentation for a zone reflects the extent of investigations that have 
taken place.  This may include: archaeological excavation, field survey / recording, 
historical documentation, or research project work (e.g. the National Mapping 
Programme, the Defence of Britain survey etc.) 
 
1 = Little or no documentation. 
2 = A range of documentation containing elements of the above. 
3 = A wide range of documentation. 

4.3.4 Group value association 
Two forms of association are considered: historic environment assets of a similar nature 
or historic environment assets of a similar date.  For example, a zone with multi-period 
surviving earthworks or a zone with a number of medieval churches would both score 
highly.  By contrast, a zone with a wide range of diverse, unassociated assets would 
score low. 
 
1 = Few historic environment assets of a similar date or nature. 
2 = A limited range of historic environment assets which are related or are of a similar 
date. 
3 = A range of historic environment assets which are related, such as moats within well 
preserved field systems or settlement sites of different dates. 

4.3.5 Potential 
Potential is assessed with reference to the expected average circumstances within a 
zone.  The score considers the nature of the historic environment resources, based on 
current evidence, and indicates the likelihood or further assets being present. 
 
1 = The potential for surviving historic environment assets within the zone has been 
significantly reduced by, for example, quarrying or development. 
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2 = There are limited known historic environment assets.  However, the zone has not 
been significantly disturbed and the current absence of evidence is more likely to be the 
result of lack of investigation rather than poor preservation. 
3 = Current evidence and the low level of disturbance indicate that a range of high 
quality assets probably survive within the zone. 

4.3.6 Sensitivity to change 
Each zone is assessed in terms of its sensitivity to medium to large scale development, 
e.g. urban expansion.  The score is an indication of the vulnerability of the historic 
environment resource to this type of change.  A low level of sensitivity to change should 
not be taken as an indication that development could be accommodated without any 
mitigation of the impact on the historic environment resource.  Where relevant, 
sensitivity to other types of change, e.g. flood risk management, are considered. 
 
1 = The historic environment could accommodate medium to large scale development.  
However, specific historic environment assets may suffer adverse effects. 
2 = Medium to large scale development is likely to have a considerable impact on the 
historic environment. 
3 = The historic environment is highly sensitive to medium to large scale development. 

4.3.7 Amenity value 
Relates to the actual and / or potential amenity value of the historic environment 
resource.  Specific assets which would warrant enhancement are included in the zone’s 
description.  The score may relate to uniqueness, historical associations, key landmarks, 
good access, interest for visitors, educational value etc. 
 
1 = The historic environment does not lend itself to display or visitor attraction.  Current 
knowledge means there is limited potential for the historic environment to play a 
significant role in creating a definable and promotable identity for the zone. 
2 = The historic environment does or could help to define a sense of place for the zone.  
There may be specific elements which are or could be promoted, such as woodlands, 
castles etc. 
3 = The historic environment plays or could play a key role in the zone’s sense of place 
for local people or visitors.  The zone contains assets which are or could be promoted 
for the benefit of local people or visitors. 

4.4 Historic Environment Character Zones 
 

HECZ 1  Whipsnade and Studham 
Summary:  This zone represents a relatively rare (for Bedfordshire) area of Chilterns 
dipslope, rural landscape.  It lies on clay-with-flints.  Common edge settlement is well 
evidenced at Studham.  Whipsnade is the other settlement of medieval origin.  The 
centres of both are Conservation Areas.  Archaeological evidence is limited, largely due 
to an absence of fieldwork.  The modernist architecture of Whipsnade Zoo is an exotic 
addition to the area’s historic environment resource. 
 
Historic Landscape: Good survival of old enclosure and ancient woodland.  Studham 
Common was enclosed by Act of Parliament in the 19th century.  Settlement is 
organised around the edge of the common. 
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Archaeological Character: Area of clay-with-flints on Chilterns dipslope, sloping down 
gently to the south-east.  Isolated occurrences of prehistoric flint tools and cropmarks 
showing circular enclosures.  Otherwise, little opportunity to date for archaeological 
fieldwork.  Medieval settlements at Studham and Whipsnade. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  mainly common edge settlement pattern with 
some isolated farmsteads, including the model farm at Bury Farm.  Characterised by 
small hamlets that have grown into small villages during the 20th century.  Holywell is a 
rare new settlement.  The centres of Studham and Whipsnade are Conservation Areas.  
The predominant building material is red brick with some flint walls.  Whipsnade Zoo 
preserves unique (to Bedfordshire) 1930s International Style architecture. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Range of historic environment assets, although 
archaeological evidence is not currently extensive. 

2 

Survival Good survival of historic landscape features, with only 
limited modern development. 

3 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association Well preserved settlement pattern within a range of historic 

landscape features. 
2 

Potential Fieldwork may well reveal further archaeological deposits. 2 
Sensitivity to change This diverse, small-scale, Chilterns landscape is highly 

sensitive to change. 
3 

Amenity value Network of villages in attractive countryside.  Long distance 
footpaths.  Whipsnade Zoo. 

3 

 

HECZ 2  Kensworth 
Summary:  This part of the Chilterns dipslope has seen more modern development and 
boundary re-organisation than the area to the south.  However, it does still preserve, in 
parts, an archetypal, rural, Chilterns landscape.  The large chalk quarry has perhaps 
produced less archaeological evidence than might be expected if it were starting 
operations today.  Multi-period artefact findspots and currently undated cropmarks 
suggest that the zone has untapped archaeological potential. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone has some of the common edge settlement pattern seen 
more predominantly to the south but it also has more dispersed elements.  Some old 
enclosure survives and the former common was enclosed in the 18th century by Act of 
Parliament.  There has been a considerable degree of 20th-century reorganisation and 
boundary loss.   
 
Archaeological Character:  This part of the Chilterns dipslope is cut to the east by the, 
now dry, valley of the River Ver.  Chalk is exposed in the valley sides, while the high 
ground is capped by clay-with-flints.  Kensworth Quarry, now partially restored, has 
removed a large area of chalk in the north-west corner of the zone.  A number of 
prehistoric flint artefacts have been recovered during and in advance of quarrying.  They 
form part of a wider scatter of findspots of prehistoric, Iron Age, Roman and medieval 
date.  Cropmarks of possible enclosures, of unknown date, are also present.  
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Rural Built Environment Character:  The settlement pattern is mainly dispersed with 
some common edge.  The formerly small hamlet of Kensworth has grown into a small 
village with the accretion of 20th-century housing stock.  The centres of Kensworth 
Church End and  Kensworth Lynch are preserved as Conservation Areas.  Buildings are 
generally of red brick, with some flint walls. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Relatively limited range of historic environment assets. 1 

Survival Boundary reorganisation and quarrying has had an impact. 2 
Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association Small network of hamlets and roads has some value. 1 
Potential Artefact scatters and cropmarks suggest untapped 

archaeological potential. 
2 

Sensitivity to change The eastern half of the zone is highly sensitive to change. 2 
Amenity value Network of hamlets and roads in attractive countryside.  

Kensworth Quarry is the biggest chalk pit in the country and 
attracts many groups of visitors. 

2 

 

HECZ 3  Dunstable and Whipsnade Downs 
Summary:  This relatively short, but visually impressive, escarpment preserves a range 
of archaeological and historic landscape features.  In localised areas, the visible historic 
environment assets are likely to be complemented by well preserved sub-surface 
archaeological remains.  It provides a major recreational resource for the town of 
Dunstable and the wider region. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone comprises the sinuous chalk escarpment to the south-
west of Dunstable and the essentially modern fields at its foot.   
 
Archaeological Character:  The plateau behind the chalk escarpment is capped by clay-
with-flints.  It preserves a variety of multi-period earthworks, some of which are 
scheduled ancient monuments.  Cropmarks and artefact findspots suggest the zone’s 
archaeological resource is not limited to the upstanding monuments.   
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  There are very few buildings in this zone.  
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Little in the way of built rural environment but a wide range 
of archaeological and historic landscape features. 

2 

Survival Excellent survival of prehistoric and later earthworks. 3 
Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association Multi-period earthworks represent a good range of downland 

monuments. 
3 

Potential Surviving earthworks have good potential.  The downs may 
also preserve hitherto undiscovered archaeological remains. 

3 

Sensitivity to change The absence of previous disturbance makes the downs, in 
particular, very sensitive to change. 

3 
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Amenity value Very high amenity value, as evinced by new Chilterns 
Gateway Visitors Centre. 

3 

 

HECZ 4  Eaton Bray 
Summary:  One of the larger villages to the west of Dunstable.  Medieval settlement 
earthworks survive on its periphery.  The centre is a Conservation Area.  Two former 
industrial mill sites are located to the east.  
 
Historic Landscape:  Eaton Bray is one of several nucleated villages in the area between 
Dunstable and Leighton Buzzard.  Pockets of old enclosure survive around the village.  
Otherwise, the landscape is characterised by 19th-century parliamentary enclosure fields.  
Some of these have been subject to reorganisation in the 20th century and are generally 
less well preserved than those to the north in HECZ 15.  The area has an historical 
agricultural association with plum orchards, a few remnants of which survive around the 
village. 
 
Archaeological Character:  Eaton Bray occupies part of the Gault Clay basin to the east 
of Leighton Buzzard.  It lies near the headwaters of the River Ouzel.  Two former mill 
sites are associated with streams rising from the foot of the chalk escarpment.  The 
medieval village has a number of outlying earthworks, including the scheduled moated 
site at Park Farm.  Artefact findspots in the fields around the village suggest that further 
archaeological sites await discovery. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The old centre of Eaton Bray, around St Mary’s 
Church, is a Conservation Area.  For South Bedfordshire, the village has seen a 
relatively large amount of modern expansion and infill; at Moor End it has coalesced 
with neighbouring Eddlesborough.  Former mill sites to the east of the village provide 
an industrial strand to the built environment.  Building materials include Totternhoe 
Stone, timber-framing and red brick (with detailing in blue, yellow and grey brick). 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Known assets largely relate to medieval settlement. 2 

Survival A limited range of assets that have suffered some modern 
disturbance. 

2 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association No particular group value. 1 
Potential Some potential for medieval and earlier archaeological 

deposits.  Historic built environment within the village. 
2 

Sensitivity to change Eaton Bray has already seen considerable 20th-century 
development. 

2 

Amenity value Quiet, pleasant village environment.  One of the former mills, 
Bellows Mill, is now a hotel and restaurant. 

2 

 

HECZ 5  Totternhoe and Sewell chalk escarpment 
Summary:  This zone has a similar range of historic environment assets to Dunstable 
Downs (HECZ 3) but in addition has two settlements on the edge of the escarpment.  
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The variable group of surviving monuments are likely to be complemented by further, 
sub-surface archaeological remains.  Chalk quarrying has had a considerable impact in 
the past, although the disused quarries do now have some amenity value. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone comprises a spur in the chalk escarpment, known as 
Totternhoe Knolls, to the west of Dunstable.  The nucleated settlements of the area are 
dominated by chalk quarries and Totternhoe Castle.  The fields on the chalk plateau are 
modern. 
 
Archaeological Character:  The settlement of Totternhoe includes the remains of a 
castle and other earthworks, which are collectively scheduled.  Cropmarks, including 
possible ring ditches, are visible on the chalk to the north of Totternhoe.  They, together 
with Maiden Bower, indicate the survival of an extensive prehistoric landscape.  
Artefact findspots of several periods are present throughout the zone, suggesting the 
presence of further archaeological remains.  A multi-period settlement was excavated at 
Chalk Hill quarry to the east of the A5.  Church Farm in Totternhoe is next to the site of 
a Roman villa.  
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The centre of Totternhoe is a Conservation Area.  
The village has seen a limited amount of 20th-century infill and expansion.  Totternhoe 
Stone features largely in local buildings, as does red brick.  The area is bisected by a 
former railway line. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Range of prehistoric, Roman and medieval earthworks and 
sub-surface archaeology.  Historic village of Totternhoe.   

3 

Survival Good earthwork survival, although Maiden Bower and other 
sites have been damaged or destroyed by quarrying. 

2 

Documentation HER data, survey work, excavation reports. 2 
Group value association Multi-period earthworks represent a good range of downland 

monument types. 
3 

Potential Well preserved earthwork monuments and good potential for 
the presence of further sub-surface archaeological remains.   

3 

Sensitivity to change Small zone, highly sensitive to change, even, to some extent, 
in disused quarries. 

2 

Amenity value Upstanding earthworks.  Nature Reserve.  Network of linking 
footpaths and lanes. 

3 

 

HECZ 6  Greater Dunstable, Houghton Regis and Luton west of M1 
Summary:  This extensive built-up area has formed as a result of the coalescence of 
Dunstable, Houghton Regis and Luton.  It includes a range of residential, commercial, 
industrial and civic land.  Development, and re-development, have occurred in most 
decades of the 20th century and can be quite accurately mapped for most parts of the 
zone.  The absence of evidence for earlier occupation of the area reflects the fact that 
most building work was neither preceded nor accompanied by archaeological fieldwork. 
 
Historic Urban Character:  This zone comprises a large expanse of urban and sub-
urban development.  It is largely residential but also includes civic, industrial and 
commercial areas.  Most of the housing is post-war in date, with a few smaller estates 
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dated to the 1920s and 1930s.  Many parts of the zone have been developed more than 
once, as, for example, former heavy industry, quarries and pre-fabricated housing have 
given way to residential developments.  The zone includes Houghton Regis which in the 
few decades since 1960 has grown from a small village into a town.  The 17th-century 
Houghton Hall is a rare historical building in this zone. 
 
Archaeological Character: Due to the nature and chronology of development in this 
zone, little archaeological fieldwork has been undertaken.  Isolated findspots of Roman 
material are frequently made on the periphery of central Dunstable.  The original land 
surface developed on chalk plateau and clay-with-flints, which elsewhere in the vicinity 
have produced extensive, multi-period archaeological remains. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Almost entirely modern development, including re-
development of former industrial sites and quarries.  
Houghton Hall is rare older survival. 

1 

Survival Extensive disturbance in built up areas.  Good survival of 
modern historic built elements. 

1 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association Little group value. 1 
Potential Limited potential for survival of historic environment assets. 1 
Sensitivity to change Extensive modern development has already significantly 

depleted the historic environment resource.  
1 

Amenity value Limited.  Could contribute to understanding of 20th-century 
housing policy and planning.  Houghton Hall and Park. 

1 

 

HECZ 7  Dunstable historic core 
Summary:  Central Dunstable is focussed around its historic crossroads and market 
place.  In the second half of the 19th century this small coaching town was transformed 
into a growing engineering and light industrial centre.  Many elements of this period 
have survived more recent redevelopment.  In addition, the boundaries of this area also 
reflect the extent of Roman and medieval Dunstable, which was a royal foundation 
containing both a priory and a friary.  Extensive, below ground remains of both periods 
have been found in the centre of the modern town, including parts of the north-east and 
south-west quadrants where late 20th-century development has removed the earlier 
townscape. 
 
Historic Urban Character:  This zone includes Dunstable’s historic core around the 
High Street and West Street / Church Street crossroads, together with its two inner 
suburbs to the north-west and the south-east.  The central Conservation Area includes 
the majority of the town’s historic buildings and gives an indication of its extent at the 
start of the 19th century.  Some modern redevelopment, particularly along the main 
street frontages, has taken place, although buildings associated with Dunstable’s 19th- 
and early 20th-century hatting industry do survive to the rear of some properties.   
 
The inner suburbs preserve housing developments from almost every decade from the 
1880s onwards.  They were established to provide housing for the employees of new 
industries establishing in the town.  Some localised demolition and re-development took 
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place in the 1960s and 1970s.  Earlier buildings in the remaining two quadrants of the 
town centre were demolished in the late 20th century. 
 
Archaeological Character:  Central Dunstable lies on chalk.  A town was first 
established here in the Roman period at the crossing point of Watling Street and the 
Icknield Way.  Evidence for Roman and medieval occupation has been found 
throughout the centre of the town.  St Peter’s Church, the only upstanding part of 
Dunstable Priory, is the oldest building in the town.   
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Highly diverse set of above and below ground resources, 
reflecting Dunstable’s long and varied history. 

3 

Survival Survival is localised – likely to be very good in places, while 
elsewhere both the historic built environment and sub-surface 
archaeological deposits have been completely destroyed. 

2 

Documentation HER data, secondary sources, excavation reports. 2 
Group value association Several successive and varied phases of urban development.   3 
Potential Despite modern truncation, the town retains great potential 

for further investigation of its past (both recent and 
historical). 

3 

Sensitivity to change Built environment and sub-surface archaeological deposits 
are highly sensitive to change, although some areas have 
already been substantially and / or repeatedly re-developed.   

2 

Amenity value Surviving townscape.  Newly opened Heritage Centre.  
Industrial heritage. 

3 

 

HECZ 8  Outer Luton (north) 
Summary:  This extensive built-up area represents the results of Luton’s planned, 
northwards expansion in the post-war period.  The relative absence of evidence for 
earlier occupation of the area reflects the fact that most building work was neither 
preceded nor accompanied by archaeological fieldwork.  The exceptional surviving 
earthwork, Waulud’s Bank, is testament to the rich archaeological resource that 
formerly existed on the gravel terraces around the headwaters of the River Lea. 
 
Historic Urban Character:  This zone encompasses Luton’s primarily post-war 
expansion northwards, in the course of which it subsumed the historic cores of several 
villages.  Development was mainly residential but did include industrial land, much of 
which is now being re-developed for further housing. 

 
Archaeological Character:  The higher ground in this zone is on both chalk and clay-
with-flints and is bisected by the River Lea.  Green spaces on both sides of the river 
include Waulud's Bank, a scheduled prehistoric earthwork.  The gravel terraces adjacent 
to the river have been a focus of settlement throughout the prehistoric, Roman, Anglo-
Saxon and medieval periods; they remain so today.  Notable amongst these were the 
Roman and medieval settlements at Limbury.  Great Bramingham Wood forms an area 
of ancient woodland on the northern fringes of the zone. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Despite exceptional, individual sites like Waulud’s Bank, the 
range of historic environment assets is very limited. 

1 
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Survival Again, with rare exceptions, this zone has been heavily 
disturbed.  A wide range of post-war suburban housing 
survives. 

1 

Documentation HER data.  Limited excavation reports. 1 
Group value association The few surviving historic environment assets do not have 

any particular group value. 
1 

Potential There is potential for localised survival of archaeological 
remains but this is limited. 

1 

Sensitivity to change Extensive modern development has already significantly 
depleted the historic environment resource. 

1 

Amenity value Limited.  Could contribute to understanding of 20th-century 
housing policy and planning.  Waulud’s Bank is an 
exceptional, albeit under used, resource. 

2 

 

HECZ 9  Outer Luton (east) 
Summary:  This extensive built-up area represents the results of Luton’s post-war, 
planned expansion onto the clay-with-flints plateau to the east of the town centre.  
Virtually no concurrent archaeological work was undertaken, with the result that little is 
known of the archaeological resource of the area.   
 
Historic Urban Character:  This zone represents a large area of post-war, planned urban 
expansion, again subsuming the historic cores of a number of former villages.  It 
included the Vauxhall Motor Vehicle Works, now demolished, Luton Airport.  The 
most recent phases of development on the outer eastern edge of the town have been 
residential. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone overlies clay-with-flints, with occasional 
outcrops of chalk rock.  Archaeological evidence is sparse, probably reflecting a lack of 
fieldwork, but does include artefact scatters and cropmark evidence.  The remains of 
small medieval settlements, some with associated earthworks, have been isolated within 
the built-up area.  Recent archaeological fieldwork in advance of development at the 
Butterfield Innovation Centre gives an indication of what has been lost. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

The few surviving historic environment assets are not 
diverse. 

1 

Survival This zone has been heavily disturbed.  A wide range of post-
war suburban housing survives. 

1 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association None. 1 
Potential There is some potential for survival in existing open spaces 

and around former village cores but this is very limited. 
1 

Sensitivity to change Extensive modern development has already significantly 
depleted the historic environment resource. 

1 

Amenity value Limited.  Could contribute to understanding of 20th-century 
housing policy and planning.   

1 
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HECZ 10  Galley Hill, Warden Hill and Stopsley Common 
Summary:  This stretch of chalk escarpment does not have the same spectacular views 
as Dunstable Downs but it does possess a similarly impressive range of multi-period 
earthworks.  Some relict landscape features survive to the south around Butterfield 
Green and Stopsley Common.  Ease of access from Luton give it good potential as 
amenity land. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This area of downland, defined by a west-facing stretch of chalk 
escarpment, forms a natural limit for north-east Luton.  It features only a limited amount 
of dispersed settlement.  There is a golf course at Warden Hill but the downs are 
generally used as recreational land.  To the south, some relict landscape features and old 
enclosure have survived post-1950s boundary re-organisation. 
 
Archaeological Character:  Both cropmarks of ring ditches and prehistoric barrows are 
known on the plateau of high ground behind the chalk escarpment.  The prehistoric 
earthwork boundary feature, Dray’s Ditches, which crosses the Icknield Way in this 
area, is also an exceptional survival.  Numerous scattered findspots of prehistoric flints 
and Iron Age and Roman pottery and tile attest to the presence of a wider archaeological 
resource.  Impressive medieval lynchets survive at Stopsley Common. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The zone contains only a small number of isolated 
farms. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

The zone contains a range of earthwork monuments and 
some relict landscape features but few buildings. 

2 

Survival Excellent survival of prehistoric and later earthworks. 3 
Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association Multi-period earthworks represent a good range of downland 

monuments. 
3 

Potential Surviving earthworks have good potential.  Artefact scatters 
on the plateau to the rear of the escarpment suggest possible 
settlement sites may also exist in the vicinity. 

3 

Sensitivity to change The absence of previous disturbance makes the downs, in 
particular, very sensitive to change. 

3 

Amenity value This zone is crossed by a number of tracks and long distance 
footpaths but is largely used on a “casual” basis.  It has great 
potential for improved management and presentation. 

2 

 

HECZ 11  Barton Hill fields 
Summary:  Cropmarks and surface artefact scatters suggest that this area of 
parliamentary enclosure fields to the north of Luton preserves sub-surface 
archaeological deposits.  In the absence of any intrusive fieldwork, their condition is 
unknown.  The built environment comprises only isolated farms. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone contains well preserved 19th-century parliamentary 
enclosure fields. 
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Archaeological Character:  This zone occupies a relatively level area of chalk plateau 
between Galley Hill and the Barton Hills.  Several areas of cropmarks, including ring 
ditches, are known.  These are complemented by several scatters of prehistoric flints.  
The Icknield Way forms part of the zone’s southern boundary. 

 
Rural Built Environment Character:  This zone is characterised by isolated farms. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

19th-century parliamentary fields and a limited range of 
archaeological evidence but few buildings. 

1 

Survival 19th-century field pattern survives; condition of sub-surface 
archaeological deposits is unknown. 

2 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association No particular group value. 1 
Potential A range of sub-surface deposits is likely to survive, although 

this has not been tested by fieldwork. 
2 

Sensitivity to change Surviving historic environment assets would be depleted by 
development. 

2 

Amenity value No particular amenity value.  Crossed by Icknield Way path. 1 
 

HECZ 12  Downland north of Luton 
Summary:  This zone of chalk downland to the north of Luton preserves a varied range 
of historic environment assets.  The three shrunken medieval villages, which have seen 
relatively little 20th-century growth, are almost certainly just the most visible elements 
of that resource. 
 
Historic Landscape:  The historic landscape of this zone is mixed.  There is some old 
enclosure and woodland around Streatley and Lower Sundon.  Elsewhere, 18th- and 
19th-century parliamentary enclosure fields have suffered from some 20th-century re-
organisation. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone occupies an area of chalk plateau with some 
Boulder Clay and glacial gravel.  Its southern boundary is defined by the line of the 
‘Theodway’, a trackway of possible prehistoric origin.  Several areas of cropmarks and 
artefact scatters have been identified.  Three shrunken medieval villages – Streatley, 
Upper Sundon and Lower Sundon – preserve settlement earthworks on their fringes.  
George Wood is also a piece of ancient woodland. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  This zone is characterised by a number of small 
nucleated hamlets and villages, largely medieval in origin.  They have seen relatively 
little 20th-century growth.  The centre of Streatley is a Conservation Area.  Building 
materials are mainly red brick, with some timber-framing.  The use of roughcast 
increases to the north.  
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

While not individually spectacular, this zone does contain a 
varied range of historic environment assets. 

3 

Survival With little modern development or disturbance, other than 
agriculture, survival is good.  Upstanding earthworks survive. 

3 
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Documentation HER data.  
Group value association The three shrunken medieval villages have some group value. 2 
Potential Current evidence and little disturbance suggests that a range 

of good quality assets probably survive in this zone. 
3 

Sensitivity to change Given the lack of previous disturbance, this zone would be 
highly sensitive to development. 

3 

Amenity value No specific amenity value, other than the historic villages 
themselves.  Easily accessible from north Luton. 

1 

 

HECZ 13  Sundon quarries 
Summary:  The relatively modern landscape of this zone is dominated by chalk 
quarries and utility installations.  It contains few known historic environment assets. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone is characterised by 20th-century mineral extraction and 
landfill.   
 
Archaeological Character:  Modern chalk quarrying and development has had a 
significant impact on this zone.  In the past, this zone probably had a similar 
archaeological character to the land to the east.  Isolated elements of this may still 
survive, despite 20th-century developments.   
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  This zone is bisected by the M1 and includes the 
modern sewage works and electricity sub-station to the north of Chalton. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

Few known historic environment assets. 1 

Survival Zone has suffered extensive modern disturbance. 1 
Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association None. 1 
Potential The potential for surviving historic environment assets in this 

zone has been significantly reduced. 
1 

Sensitivity to change Localised areas within the zone may be sensitive to change. 1 
Amenity value No specific amenity value. 1 

 

HECZ 14  Downland and Gault Clay vale, north of Houghton Regis 
Summary:  This zone encompasses areas of both chalk and clay to the north of 
Houghton Regis.  The present-day population centres were medieval settlements.  They 
have not undergone extensive expansion and their fringes preserve relic landscape 
features.  The chalkland to the south clearly has further archaeological potential. 
  
Historic Landscape:  Some old enclosure survives around the medieval settlements of 
Chalton and Fancott, while towards Houghton Regis 20th-century re-organisation and 
boundary loss is more extensive.  Both nucleated and dispersed settlement is present. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone overlies chalk to the south and a mixed geology 
of Gault and Boulder Clay to the north.  Cropmarks, including ring ditches and often 
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associated with scatters of prehistoric flints and Iron Age and Roman pottery, have been 
recorded on the chalkland to the north of Houghton Regis.  Centres of medieval 
settlement are also known at Fancott, Chalton, Chalgrave and Wingfield on the 
claylands towards the north of the zone. 
   
Rural Built Environment Character:  The built environment of this zone is characterised 
by small nucleated hamlets and villages.  With the minor exception of Chalton, they 
have seen little growth in the 20th century.  A few scattered farmsteads are also present.  
Building materials are mainly red brick, with some timber-framing.  Chalgrave parish 
church is built in a flint and Totternhoe Stone chequer pattern. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

The mixed geology of this zone has helped to produce quite a 
diverse set of historic environment assets. 

2 

Survival There is a reasonable level of survival, although there has 
been some localised damage (e.g. the levelling of Chalgrave 
castle). 

2 

Documentation HER data.  Limited fieldwork reports. 1 
Group value association No particular group association, with the possible exception 

of the clayland medieval settlements. 
1 

Potential The chalkland certainly retains archaeological potential.  The 
same is probably also true of the claylands to the north, 
although the resource is more difficult to detect here. 

2 

Sensitivity to change In the absence of extensive past disturbance, this zone is 
sensitive to change. 

3 

Amenity value No particular amenity value, other than the historic villages. 1 
 

HECZ 15  Gault Clay basin to east of Leighton Buzzard 
Summary:  This relatively large, generally flat area of clay contains a network of 
former medieval settlements in a well preserved 18th- and 19th-century agricultural 
landscape.  A variety of building materials reflects its position between the chalk 
escarpment and the Greensand Ridge. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone encompasses a number of nucleated settlements within a 
framework of well preserved 18th- and 19th century parliamentary enclosure fields.  
Pockets of old enclosure also survive around the settlements. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone primarily overlies an expanse of Gault Clay 
between the Clipstone Brook and the chalk escarpment.  The land is drained by west-
flowing streams, separated by Boulder Clay capped ridges.  Present-day (and medieval) 
settlements include Tebworth, Hockcliffe, Tilsworth, Stanbridge, and Eggington.  Many 
of these are associated with extensive, relict fields and sometimes impressive settlement 
earthworks, e.g. the scheduled moat of Tilsworth Manor.  The parish boundaries form 
an interesting pattern, laid out on Watling Street and the ‘Theodway’, a trackway of 
possible prehistoric origin.  Fieldwalking in this area has identified scatters of 
prehistoric flint and later pottery.  The clay geology was exploited on an industrial scale 
by a clay pit and brickworks west of Tebworth. 
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Rural Built Environment Character:  The historic cores of many of the villages are 
designated Conservation Areas.  The nucleated and nucleated regular row settlements of 
this zone tend to be larger than those to the east.  Totternhoe Stone is still used in 
construction but the Ironstone church towers in Tilsworth and Stanbridge indicate the 
influence of the Greensand Ridge.  Vernacular buildings are largely in red brick with 
details of blue, yellow and grey brick.  There is some timber-framing with brick and 
whitewash.   
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

This relatively large area has a diverse range of historic 
environment assets. 

3 

Survival Survival is generally good, although the settlements have 
seen some modern infill and expansion. 

2 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association The medieval settlements in their shared geological and 

historic landscape setting have considerable group value. 
3 

Potential The claylands of this zone undoubtedly retain further 
archaeological potential but few pre-medieval sites are 
currently known.  

2 

Sensitivity to change With little previous disturbance, this zone remains sensitive 
to change. 

3 

Amenity value The group of medieval settlements, and their wider 
relationship with Leighton Buzzard, is interesting though not 
particularly straightforward to present. 

2 

 

HECZ 17  Chalk escarpment south of Barton 
Summary:  The chalk escarpment to the south of Barton preserves multi-period 
landscape features and earthworks.  The little archaeological fieldwork that has been 
undertaken suggests there is good potential for finding further sites, although localised 
chalk quarrying and road building have depleted the resource.  Despite the absence of 
any built rural environment, the zone has very high amenity value. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This length of chalk escarpment with downland preserves old 
enclosure, ancient woodland and plantations.   
 
Archaeological Character:  This east−west running chalk escarpment runs from the 
Sundon Hills through Sharpenhoe Clappers to Barton Hills.  Due to the topography of 
the land, there have been few opportunities for archaeological fieldwork.  The high 
ground does preserve earthworks, including an Iron Age hillfort, a medieval warren and 
lynchets.  In addition to prehistoric barrows, work on the A6 Bartonhill Cutting also 
revealed Roman artefacts, suggesting that the archaeological resource is more extensive 
than current knowledge suggests.  Several former chalk pits and quarries exist within 
the area. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  There are no buildings in this zone because of its 
topography.  The A6 bisects the zone in the Bartonhill Cutting 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

This zone preserves good historic landscape and 
archaeological features but has no built environment. 

2 
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Survival Survival is generally good, despite localised quarrying and 
road construction. 

3 

Documentation HER data.  Fieldwork reports. 2 
Group value association A good group of multi-period extant chalk downland 

earthworks. 
3 

Potential Only localised disturbance means the surviving resource still 
has still good potential. 

3 

Sensitivity to change This well preserved historic landscape is sensitive to change. 3 
Amenity value The well preserved monuments in this historic landscape are 

linked by footpaths and trails.  Sundon Hills Country Park is 
easily accessible from Luton. 

3 

 

HECZ 18  Barton clay plain 
Summary:  This small Gault Clay plain at the foot of the chalk escarpment is centred 
on Barton-le-Clay.  Like Sharpenhoe, the other medieval population centre in the zone, 
it preserves earthwork evidence for settlement shrinkage.  It has, however, grown 
hugely in recent decades.  A number of cropmarks in the area may be of late prehistoric 
or Roman date.  A number of isolated farms feature substantial moated sites.   
 
Historic Landscape:  This zone demonstrates good survival of old enclosure in localised 
areas, e.g. Sharpenhoe.  Elsewhere, north of Barton-le-Clay, early private and 19th-
century enclosure survives, despite some modern boundary loss.   
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone overlies Gault Clay with some Lower Chalk 
towards the foot of the escarpment.  The claylands supported medieval settlement at 
Sharpenhoe and Barton-le-Clay.  Both relict field systems and well preserved moated 
sites are present in this zone.  The clay has produced a number of cropmarks of possible 
Iron Age or Roman date but few have been archaeologically investigated.  Some of the 
later phases of residential development in Barton were preceded by archaeological 
evaluation but no major new sites were found. 
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  The medieval core of Barton-le-Clay is now 
dwarfed by residential development that has taken place in recent decades.  By contrast, 
Sharpenhoe has undergone only modest 20th-century expansion.  Buildings are largely 
whitewashed brick with new tile roofs.  A number of isolated farms feature substantial 
moats.  The works at Faldo Farm represent an industrial element in the rural built 
environment. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

This zone has a diverse range of historic environment assets. 3 

Survival Survival is generally good, although the pre-1990 expansion 
of Barton-le-Clay was not accompanied by systematic 
archaeological investigation. 

2 

Documentation HER data. 1 
Group value association No particular group value. 1 
Potential Further archaeological sites do exist within the zone but few 

have been tested by fieldwork. 
2 
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Sensitivity to change The expansion of Barton-le-Clay has had a significant impact 
on the historic environment resource.  Nevertheless, further 
development would have a further significant effect.  

2 

Amenity value No particular amenity value. 1 
 

HECZ 19  Harlington 
Summary:  This area of clayland at the foot of the Sundon Hills preserves some 
elements of an earlier medieval settlement pattern.  However, the presence of the 
railway has had a damaging effect on this resource.  The open country around 
Harlington has been subjected to very little archaeological fieldwork and its true 
potential remains uncertain. 
 
Historic Landscape:  This mixed zone features some old enclosure and parliamentary 
enclosure, but has also undergone substantial 20th-century re-organisation. 
 
Archaeological Character:  This zone overlies Gault Clay with chalk to the south.  
Although Harlington has medieval elements, it has expanded considerably to 
accommodate rail commuters.  Very little of this expansion was accompanied by 
systematic archaeological investigation.  The open country to the east preserves a 
number of possible medieval earthworks and it is likely that similar features formerly 
existed on the site of the present-day village.  
 
Rural Built Environment Character:  Beyond the modern elements of Harlington, this 
zone largely comprises an area of open countryside with isolated farms. 
 
Diversity of historic 
environment assets 

On the basis of current knowledge, this zone does not contain 
a diverse range of historic environment assets. 

1 

Survival Where present, assets are likely to survive well, although the 
expansion of Harlington has had a damaging effect. 

2 

Documentation HER data.  Limited fieldwork reports. 1 
Group value association No particular group value association. 1 
Potential The zone probably has potential but, on the basis of current 

knowledge, this cannot be precisely characterised. 
2 

Sensitivity to change Notwithstanding the expansion of Harlington, the remainder 
of the zone would be sensitive to change. 

2 

Amenity value No particular amenity value. 1 
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5.  APPENDIX 1 – HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT CHARACTER AREA 
METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Historic Landscape Character Areas 

5.1.1 Introduction 
This section is derived from Angela Simco’s study of the character of Bedfordshire’s 
historic landscape (Simco 2005).   
 
The study covered the modern county of Bedfordshire and the unitary authority of 
Luton, which were mapped as polygons on a GIS database.  By reference to a series of 
Ordnance Survey maps dating from c1880 onwards, the modern-day historical character 
of each GIS polygon was identified.  Up to three previous phases of landscape 
development were also noted, giving a time-slice of the origins of, or influences upon, 
modern-day character.  On the basis of the detailed results of this characterisation 
process, a total of 108 broader historic landscape character areas (HLCA) were defined 
(Figure 6). 
 
The study demonstrated that the Bedfordshire landscape is finely fragmented in terms of 
its historic character.  The historical development of the areas defined by the polygons 
varied significantly within very small distances; there were very few areas with large 
contiguous blocks of polygons of similar character, particularly when time-depth was 
taken into account.  Definition of the HLCAs, therefore, necessarily involved a high 
degree of subjective analysis, supported by a detailed knowledge of the history of the 
county’s landscape, and by reference to information sources which were not used in the 
initial characterisation process.  The latter included historic map transcripts which had 
been produced as part of the Bedfordshire Parish Survey Programme of the 1970s and 
1980s, geological context and topographical context.  No visual field assessment was 
undertaken. 
 
Because of the fragmented nature of the Bedfordshire landscape, almost all HLCAs are 
a complex mixture, with the dominant landscape character interrupted by pockets of 
several other landscape types.  The study recognised that the boundaries could be the 
subject of considerable further debate and cautioned that, as a rule, their boundaries 
should be treated as zones of transition rather than sharp dividing lines.  For each 
HLCA, the dominant settlement pattern and character type are illustrated in Figure 9, 
Figure 8 and Figure 9. 

5.1.2 Gazetteer of historic landscape character areas 
 

HLCA 1  Yielden and Shelton 
Character Type: modern1 Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Centred round a NE-flowing tributary of the R Kym, with Oxford Clay in the valley and 

Boulder Clay ridges to either side.   
• Dominated in west by 20th century field reorganisation associated with Chelveston 

airfield.  
• Elsewhere much post-1950s boundary loss, with relict features.  

                                                 
1 i.e. 20th century reorganisation and/or post-1950s boundary loss 
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• Small pockets of old closes round the nucleated villages of Yielden (with its castle 
earthworks) and Shelton. 

 
HLCA 2  Dean and Swineshead  

Character Type: mixed  Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• NE-flowing tributary of R Kym, with Oxford Clay in the valley and a parallel Boulder 

Clay ridge to the SE.   
• Areas of small closes/parkland around the nucleated villages of Dean and Swineshead. 
• Woodland on the Boulder Clay ridge. 
• Otherwise areas of post-1950s boundary loss, with relict features. 

 
HLCA 3  Melchbourne Park  

Character Type: parkland  Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Upper reaches of NE-flowing tributary of River Kym, with Oxford Clay in the valley and 

Boulder Clay ridges to either side. 
• Dominated by the influence of Melchbourne Park and associated early enclosure and 

ancient woodland. 
 

HLCA 4  Riseley Brook  
Character Type: parliamentary enclosure2 Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Narrow NE-flowing Kym tributary valley, with Oxford Clay and some valley gravels. 

Boulder Clay overlies the upper reaches of the valley to the SW. 
• A reasonable survival of 18th/19th century parliamentary enclosure fields, except for the 

immediate surroundings of Riseley, where modern expansion of the nucleated village has 
led to 20th century reorganisation. 

.  
HLCA 5  Pertenhall and Keysoe 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Broad NE-flowing Kym tributary valley, with extensive Oxford Clay and valley gravels,  

surrounded by Boulder Clay uplands. 
• Scattered pockets of old closes associated with dispersed settlement ‘ends’ of Pertenhall 

and Keysoe, separated by extensive areas of post-1950s boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 6  Farndish 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• The west side of a north-flowing Nene tributary; mainly limestone in the valley, with 

some Boulder Clay on higher ground to the south. 
• The historic township of Farndish. 
• A few pockets of early 19th century parliamentary enclosure survive near the nucleated 

village, but the area is dominated by post-1950s boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 7  Podington and Hinwick 
Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Centred round two converging north-flowing Nene tributaries, with narrow strips of 

limestone and gravels in the valleys; otherwise mostly Boulder Clay upland. 
• Good survival of irregular 18th century parliamentary enclosure fields and parkland. 

 

                                                 
2 under private or general Acts of Parliament 
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HLCA 8  Wymington 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Centred round NW-flowing Nene tributary, with limestone in valley and mostly Boulder 

Clay on surrounding upland. 
• Small area of 19th century parliamentary enclosure to north; later 19th century 

reorganisation associated with railway to south. 
• Otherwise, much post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 9  Bromswold 

Character Type: woodland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay upland ridge, with promontory spurs between valleys to SE. 
• Former Bromswold area. 
• Good survival of ridge-top ancient woodland, with some assart closes/early private 

enclosure.  
• Interspersed with localised areas of boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 10  Harrold enclosure fields 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Ouse tributary valleys with limestone exposure; Boulder Clay on ridges between the 

valleys. 
• Former open fields of Harrold, demonstrating a good survival of 18th century 

parliamentary enclosure boundaries. 
.  

HLCA 11  Colworth 
Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Centred round the head of an Ouse tributary; limestone in the valley, surrounded by 

Boulder Clay ridges. 
• Colworth estate, formerly a separate township. 
• Parkland, ancient woodland and old enclosure. 

 
HLCA 12  Sharnbrook modern fields 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• In edge of Ouse valley; limestone exposed in valley side, rising to Boulder Clay upland. 
• Formerly part of Sharnbrook’s open fields, enclosed in the early 19th century. 
• Extensive post-1950s boundary loss, with some pockets of old enclosure. 

 
HLCA 13  Bletsoe and Milton Ernest 

Character Type: old enclosure3 Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• In edge of Ouse valley; some limestone, but mostly Oxford Clay exposed in valley side, 

rising to Boulder Clay upland. 
• Reasonable survival of old enclosure boundaries around Bletsoe and Milton Ernest 

villages, separated by areas of post-1950s boundary loss. 
 

                                                 
3 i.e. ancient closes round medieval villages or ‘ends’; small assart fields never in common arable 
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HLCA 14  Thurleigh Plateau 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay plateau. 
• Dominated by Thurleigh airfield, surrounded by 20th century fields and extensive areas of 

post-1950s boundary loss. 
  

HLCA 15  Yarlswood Plateau 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay ridge-top. 
• Dominated by Yarlswood and Twinwood airfields, and associated 20th century fields. 

 
HLCA 16  Thurleigh and Ravensden 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Upper reaches of south-flowing Ouse tributary valley. Boulder Clay, except for some 

alluvium in valley bottom. 
• Pockets of old enclosure round settlement ‘ends’. 
• Much post-1950s boundary loss, with some relict features to north. 

 
HLCA 17  North-East Bedfordshire Uplands 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Boulder Clay upland, dissected by east-flowing streams into parallel valleys and ridges. 
• Considerable survival of old enclosure round settlement ‘ends’. 
• Intervening areas of parliamentary enclosure subject to much post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 18  North-East Bedfordshire 'Prairie' 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: mixed 
• Lower slopes of Boulder Clay uplands, with extensive river gravels nearer the River Ouse 

to the east. 
• The former open fields of Eaton Socon, Roxton and Great Barford parishes, enclosed in 

the early 19th century. 
• Enclosure boundaries mostly cleared in later 20th century. 

 
HLCA 19  Wyboston Plotlands 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• River gravels west of River Ouse. 
• Area of 20th century smallholding units. 

 
 HLCA 20  Oakley/Clapham modern fields 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay outcrop in the north edge of the Ouse valley, around a Boulder Clay-capped 

spur. 
• Former open fields of Clapham (early private enclosure) and Oakley (early 19th century 

parliamentary enclosure), mostly reorganised in 19th and 20th centuries. 
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HLCA 21  Clapham Park   
Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay spur. 
• Small core of ancient woodland and parkland, surrounded by regular fields originating 

from 19th century reorganisation of old enclosures (to demonstrate steam ploughs). 
 
HLCA 22  Upper Ouse valley    

Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Limestone in valley edge, extensive river gravels associated with meanders. 
• Mixed riverside meadow and former gravel workings. 
• 18th/19th century parliamentary enclosure fields where the valley floor widens, with some 

post-1950s boundary loss in places. 
• Some riverside parkland. 

 
HLCA 23  Bedford Bypass 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Corridor between Bedford town and the Elstow Brook, dominated by the Bedford bypass 

and associated 20th century reorganised fields. 
 
HLCA 24  Lower Ouse valley 

Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• River gravels and alluvium. 
• Mixed riverside meadow and former gravel workings. 
• Dominated by Bedford Bypass at the south-west end. 

 
HLCA 25  Felmersham and Radwell 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Limestone and valley gravels, round shallow Boulder Clay spur, in meander of Ouse 

valley. 
• Small pockets of old enclosure; some surviving 18th century parliamentary enclosure 

fields, some areas of post-1950s boundary loss. 
 
HLCA 26  Carlton/Stevington/Pavenham 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Boulder Clay ridge, with Oxford Clay and limestone outcropping to east and west. 
• Dominated by irregular fields, mostly old enclosure, but some small 18th/19th century 

parliamentary enclosure fields. 
 
HLCA 27  Turvey parkland 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Limestone exposures in edge of Ouse valley, rising to west to Boulder Clay ridge. 
• Extensive parkland, with parkland influence on surrounding landscape. 

 
HLCA 28  Stagsden and Bromham 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Mostly Boulder Clay; some limestone exposed in NE-flowing valley. 
• Scattered pockets of old enclosure round settlement ‘ends’. 
• Localised survival of parliamentary enclosure fields, but much post-1950s boundary loss. 
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HLCA 29  Kempston/Cranfield ridge 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Parallel Boulder Clay spurs, with Oxford Clay exposed in valleys. 
• Good survival of old enclosure, with ancient woodland on Boulder Clay ridge. 

 
HLCA 30  Marston Vale arable 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay vale. 
• Former parliamentary enclosure fields, with much post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 31  Marston Vale brickfields 
Character Type: 20th century mineral extraction Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay vale. 
• 20th century claypits and brickworks. 
• Includes Elstow Storage Depot, and Vauxhall test track on north slopes of Greensand 

ridge. 
 
HLCA 32  Wilstead to Blunham enclosure fields  

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Flat land along SE side of Ouse valley: valley gravels, with Oxford Clay exposed to SW. 
• Dominated by 18th/19th century parliamentary enclosure fields, interspersed by nucleated 

villages. 
• Some 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 33  Greensand scarp and lower slopes  

Character Type: early private enclosure Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay slope, below Greensand scarp. 
• Dominated by early private enclosure, retaining layout of furlongs of former open fields. 
• Some woodland rising on to Greensand ridge. 

 
HLCA 34  Little Barford 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Valley gravels, Oxford Clay in valley edge, rising to Boulder Clay ridge to east. 
• Parkland, with early private enclosure. 
• Little boundary loss. 
 

HLCA  35  Sandy/Tempsford/Everton modern fields 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay, in east side of Ouse valley, north of Sandy. 
• Extensive post-1950s boundary loss, in an area of former early private or parliamentary 

enclosure fields. 
 
HLCA 36  Tempsford airfield 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay, in east side of Ouse valley. 
• 20th century military landscape, with plantations. 
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HLCA 37  Tempsford Park 
Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Localised area of valley gravels, surrounded by Oxford Clay. 
• Parkland, with surviving old enclosures round Langford End. 

 
HLCA 38  Everton parkland 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Greensand escarpment, with Oxford Clay exposed in valley edge to NW. 
• Dominated by Hasells and Woodbury Parks and associated landscape on crest of 

Greensand. 
• Some early private enclosure fields on lower ground to west. 

 
HLCA 39  Everton Warren 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Greensand plateau. 
• Former warren, enclosed in late 18th/early 19th century. 
• Much 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 40  Sandy Warren  

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Greensand plateau, and steep slopes dropping to Ivel valley. 
• Parkland, plantations and heathland, on former warren. 

 
HLCA 41  Biggleswade Common 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Valley gravels and alluvium, at confluence of River Ivel and Potton Brook. 
• Former fen area, subject to 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 42  Biggleswade/Sutton/Potton  

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Valley of Potton Brook and tributaries. 
• Greensand and Gault Clay exposures in north, Boulder clay in south. 
• Former early private or parliamentary enclosure fields, subject to much 20th century 

reorganisation and boundary loss. 
 
HLCA 43  Potton/Cockayne Hatley woods 

Character Type: woodland Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay ridge. 
• Substantial ancient woodland, with parkland and old enclosures associated with the relict 

core of Cockayne Hatley village. 
 
HLCA 44  Cockayne Hatley and Wrestlingworth 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay in basin drained by numerous south flowing streams. 
• Former early private or parliamentary enclosure fields, subject to much 20th century 

reorganisation and boundary loss. 
• Pocket of old enclosure round Wrestlingworth village. 
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HLCA 45  Eyeworth 
Character Type: early private enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in east, rising to Boulder Clay ridge to west. 
• Well-preserved early private enclosure fields. 

 
HLCA 46  Dunton 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in east, rising to Boulder Clay ridge to west. 
• Good survival of late 18th century parliamentary enclosure fields, with some 20th century 

reorganisation. 
 
HLCA 47  Edworth 

Character Type: early private enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in east, rising to Boulder Clay ridge to west. 
• Good survival of early private enclosure fields. 

 
HLCA 48  Northill enclosure fields 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Extensive glacial and valley gravels in Ivel valley; Oxford Clay exposure to north. 
• 18th century parliamentary enclosure fields, with much post-1950s boundary loss. 
• Pockets of old enclosure. 

 
HLCA 49  Hill (Old Warden) 

Character Type: early private enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Glacial gravels on low land on west side of Ivel valley. 
• Good survival of early private enclosure. 

 
HLCA 50  Southill estate fields 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Mostly glacial gravels at confluence of Ivel and Flit; some Boulder Clay in west. 
• Mainly late 18th century parliamentary enclosure fields, distinctive for their triangular 

game coverts. 
• Some post-1950s boundary loss, with relict features. 
• Small pockets of old enclosure round hamlets. 

 
HLCA 51  Greensand parks 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: mixed 
• Boulder Clay-capped part of Greensand ridge, between Moggerhanger, Haynes and 

Southill; some Greensand and Oxford Clay exposures. 
• Extensive parkland and parkland-influenced landscape, with ancient woodland and old 

enclosures. 
 

HLCA 52  Chicksands Park 
Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: monastic 
• Area defined by two streams converging to east.  Greensand near the confluence, Boulder 

Clay on spur to west. 
• Parkland and associated ancient woodland, with intervening areas much altered by 20th 

century military use and boundary loss. 
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HLCA 53  Haynes Plateau 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Boulder Clay ridge. 
• Formerly early private enclosure and warren. 
• Much post-1950s boundary loss, with some relict features. 

 
HLCA 54  Maulden and Clophill 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Greensand exposure on north side of Flit valley, rising to Boulder Clay to north. 
• Small irregular fields associated with linear settlement spread along Greensand dip slope. 
• Maulden Wood and associated plantations are prominent in centre of area. 

 
HLCA 55  Ampthill/Millbrook parks and heath 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Area defined by Greensand escarpment to north and Flit tributary to south; mostly 

Greensand, with Boulder Clay capping on ridge-top to NE. 
• Dominated by influence of former parks and heathland (the latter now heavily planted). 

 
HLCA 56  Maulden and Flitwick Moor 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Oxford Clay and alluvium in floor of Flit valley. 
• Former 18th/19th century parliamentary enclosure fields, subject to much post-1950s 

boundary loss. 
• Pockets of older landscape, e.g. Ruxox, Water End. 

 
HLCA 57  Cranfield Airfield and environs 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay plateau. 
• Airfield surrounded by open landscape with much post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 58  Hulcote/Salford/Aspley Guise (north) 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Oxford Clay in valley floor, with some valley gravels; rising to Boulder Clay upland to 

north. 
• Good survival of ancient or early private enclosure. 
• Cut by M1 corridor. 

 
HLCA 59  Bedford Estate agricultural heartland 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay ridge, with Greensand exposed on slopes; Oxford Clay in valley to NW. 
• Parliamentary enclosure-type fields, but mainly originating from 19th century model farm 

reorganisation of former old enclosure. 
• Cut by M1 corridor. 

 
HLCA 60  Flit valley 

Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Flit valley alluvium. 
• Meadow and fen associated with River Flit. 
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HLCA 61  Aspley Heath 
Character Type: woodland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Greensand plateau and scarp to east. 
• Ancient woodland, with plantations on former heathland. 

 
HLCA 62  Woburn Park and environs 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: mixed 
• Boulder Clay upland, with Greensand exposures to north. 
• Extensive parkland, and parkland-influenced landscape. 
• Good survival of old and early private enclosure. 

 
HLCA 63  Tingrith/Wood End 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Boulder Clay, drained to NE by several streams. 
• Extensive 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 
• Some pockets of old enclosure 

 
HLCA 64  Toddington parkland 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay ridge, drained to west and east by several small streams. 
• Former parkland and early private enclosure; much post-1950s boundary loss, with relict 

features. 
 
HLCA 65  Harlington and Westoning 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Mixed geology: Greensand in Flit valley to north; Gault Clay capped by Boulder Clay 

knoll in centre; Lower Chalk to south. 
• Mixed area with some old enclosure and parliamentary enclosure, and much 19th and 20th 

century reorganisation. 
 
HLCA 66  Flitton and Greenfield 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Greensand exposure on south side of Flit valley; some Gault Clay to south. 
• Mostly 19th century parliamentary enclosure fields and later reorganisation. 
• Some old enclosure and some boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 67  Pulloxhill and Sharpenhoe 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Gault Clay vale. 
• Good survival of old enclosure or relict features. 

 
HLCA 68  Wrest Park and environs 

Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Greensand to north, Gault Clay to south, Boulder Clay knoll in east. 
• Extensive parkland, and parkland-influenced landscape. 
• Some post-1950s boundary loss in east (Gravenhurst). 
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HLCA 69  Barton (north) and Pegsdon 
Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in north, rising on to Lower Chalk in south. 
• Area of early private and 19th century parliamentary enclosure, with some boundary loss. 
• Pockets of old enclosure (e.g. Higham Gobion). 

 
HLCA 70  South of Shefford 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay; glacial gravels to NE, some Gault Clay and Greensand to NW. 
• Mostly formerly parliamentary enclosure fields, subject to 20th century reorganisation and 

boundary loss. 
• Includes Henlow airfield. 

 
HLCA 71  Shillington 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Gault Clay. 
• Good survival of old enclosure around Shillington settlement ‘ends’. 

 
HLCA 72  Stondon and Shillington (east) 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Lower Chalk, with some Boulder Clay to NE. 
• Mixed area of old enclosure, parliamentary enclosure fields, boundary loss and relict 

features. 
 

HLCA 73  Ivel Valley 
Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Alluvium and valley gravels. 
• Mixed riverside meadow and former gravel workings. 

 
HLCA 74  Langford 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Boulder Clay ridge, with Gault Clay to south and valley gravels to east. 
• Mostly former parliamentary enclosure fields, with much post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 75  Astwick village 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in Ivel valley. 
• Distinctive survival of old enclosure associated with Astwick village. 

 
HLCA 76  Arlesey and Stotfold 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Chalk, with some Gault Clay in north. 
• 19th century enclosure fields, with 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 77  Hiz Valley 

Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Alluvium and Gault Clay in Hiz valley. 
• Meadow and quarrying associated with R Hiz. 
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HLCA 78  Pegsdon Common 
Character Type: downs Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk escarpment with downland, old enclosure and plantations. 

 
HLCA 79  Sharpenhoe/Barton Downs 

Character Type: downs Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk escarpment with downland, old enclosure, ancient woodland and plantations. 

 
HLCA 80  Barton/Streatley enclosure fields 

Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk. 
• Good survival of 19th-century parliamentary enclosure fields. 

 
HLCA 81  Galley Hill and Whitehill 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Chalk escarpment, clay-with-flints capping to south. 
• Downs and golf course, Galley Hill. 
• Former old enclosure and common to south has been subject to post-1950s boundary loss,  

though some relict features and old enclosure survive. 
 

HLCA 82  Streatley village 
Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Chalk, with some Boulder Clay and glacial gravel. 
• Some old enclosure and woodland; some 19th century parliamentary enclosure, with 20th 

century reorganisation and boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 83  Sundon 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk, with some Boulder Clay. 
• Former 18th century parliamentary enclosure fields, subject to extensive post-1950s 

boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 84  Sundon quarries 
Character Type: 20th century mineral extraction Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk quarries. 

 
HLCA 85  Lower Sundon 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Chalk, with some Boulder Clay. 
• Irregular fields and relict features around Lower Sundon village. 

 
HLCA 86  Toddington well-heads 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Area of numerous springs at head of Gault Clay valley. 
• Good survival of old enclosure. 
• Cut by M1. 
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HLCA 87  Fancott and Chalton 
Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay valley, between Lower Chalk escarpment to south and Boulder Clay to north. 
• Old enclosure round settlements, surrounded by 20th century reorganisation and boundary 

loss. 
 

HLCA 88  Chalton (south) 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk plateau. 
• Area of post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 89  Chalgrave 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Gault Clay valley head, rising to Boulder Clay to west and Lower Chalk to south. 
• Area of former early private enclosure, subject to extensive post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 90  Houghton Regis 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Chalk escarpment and lower slopes. 
• Pockets of old enclosure round settlement areas; much 20th century reorganisation and 

chalk quarrying. 
 

HLCA 91  Leighton Buzzard basin 
Character Type: parliamentary enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay basin, draining to west; Boulder Clay ridges between the streams; lower 

slopes of Chalk to east. 
• Good survival of 18th/19th century parliamentary enclosure fields (early private enclosure 

in Hockliffe). 
• Post-1950s boundary loss in places, but with relict features. 
• Pockets of old enclosure around settlements. 

 
HLCA 92  King's Wood and heath 

Character Type: woodland Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Greensand ridge. 
• Ancient woodland and heath. 

 
HLCA 93  Heath and Reach quarries 

Character Type: 20th century mineral extraction Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Boulder Clay and Gault Clay over Greensand. 
• Extensive sand quarrying. 

 
HLCA 94  Grovebury quarries 

Character Type: 20th century mineral extraction Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Gault Clay over Greensand. 
• Extensive sand quarrying. 

 
HLCA 95  Ousel valley 

Character Type: river valley  Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Alluvium. 
• Meadow land along River Ousel north of Leighton Buzzard. 
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HLCA 96  Linslade north 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Greensand, with Boulder Clay ridge to south. 
• Woodland, early private enclosure and post-1950s boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 97  Linslade south 

Character Type: old enclosure Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in valley, rising to Boulder Clay ridge to west. 
• Mainly surviving old enclosure round former settlement. 

 
HLCA 98  Totternhoe and Sewell 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Chalk escarpment and spur (Totternhoe Knolls). 
• Dominated by chalk quarries and Totternhoe Castle, with modern fields on chalk plateau; 

small closes associated with settlements. 
 

HLCA 99  Eaton Bray (north) 
Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Gault Clay in NW, lower slopes of Chalk in SE. 
• Pockets of old enclosure round village; otherwise 19th century parliamentary enclosure 

fields, with areas of 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 100  Eaton Bray (south) 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk escarpment and lower slopes. 
• Predominantly 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 
• Includes Gliding Club. 

 
HLCA 101  Dunstable/Whipsnade Downs 

Character Type: downs Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk escarpment, clay-with-flints on plateau to SE. 
• Dunstable Downs to north; Whipsnade Zoo to south. 

 
HLCA 102  Kensworth 

Character Type: mixed Settlement pattern: common edge and dispersed 
• Chilterns dipslope, cut by Ver valley. 
• Chalk in valley, clay-with-flints on ridges. 
• Some old enclosure, and 18th century parliamentary enclosure of common. 
• Much 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss. 

 
HLCA 103  Studham 

Character Type: old enclosures Settlement pattern: common edge 
• Clay-with-flints on Chilterns dipslope. 
• Good survival of old enclosure and woodland, with 19th century parliamentary enclosure 

of Studham Common. 
 

HLCA 104  Gade valley 
Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk in Gade valley. 
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• 20th century fields. 
 

HLCA 105  Caddington Downs 
Character Type: downs Settlement pattern: n/a 
• Chalk escarpment. 
• Mixture of open downland and old enclosure on chalk scarp slope. 

 
HLCA 106  Caddington (north) 

Character Type: old enclosures Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Mostly clay-with-flints, some chalk. 
• Good survival of old enclosure and small woodlands. 

 
HLCA 107  Caddington (south) 

Character Type: modern Settlement pattern: nucleated 
• Mostly clay-with-flints, some chalk. 
• Former old enclosure and enclosed common, subject to much 20th century reorganisation 

and boundary loss. 
 

HLCA 108  Luton Hoo and environs 
Character Type: parkland Settlement pattern: dispersed 
• Chalk in Lea valley; clay-with-flints on upland either side. 
• Extensive parkland at Luton Hoo and Stockwood. 
• Land to south and east shows 20th century reorganisation and boundary loss, but retains 

evidence of parkland influence in scattered woodlands. 

5.2 Historic Urban Character Areas 

5.2.1 General Background 
Bedfordshire does not contain extensive areas of urban and suburban landscapes.  The 
Bedfordshire Extensive Urban Survey covered twelve towns but, out of these, only two 
major (Bedford/Kempston and Luton/Dunstable/Houghton Regis) and one lesser 
(Leighton Buzzard/Linslade) modern, urbanised agglomerations have emerged.  The 
smaller remaining towns are either small, historic market towns (e.g. Biggleswade and 
Shefford) or relatively new creations (e.g. the railway town of Flitwick). 
 
Key themes in the development of the urban landscape of the county include: 

• The growth of the railway network, in particular the stimulus it gave to both 
industrialisation and commuting. 

• The cyclical emergence and decline of a range of industries, such as hatting, 
light engineering, vehicle manufacture, quarrying etc. 

• Late 19th- and 20th-century suburban development. 
• Late 20th-century town centre modernisation. 

5.2.2 Methodology 
Characterisation of the urban areas of the county has been a largely desk-based exercise, 
without comprehensive field analysis or survey.  Sources examined include historical 
mapping (in particular OS 25-inch 1st to 4th editions), HER data, the Bedfordshire 
Extensive Urban Survey, listed building data and conservation area data.  Secondary 
sources for individual towns have also been consulted (e.g. Walden (1999) for 
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Dunstable).  The characterisation has attempted to define the dominant architectural / 
structural character of an area.  This has involved developing an understanding of 
current and past land use, evolution of street layout and form, the identification of major 
episodes of change, and the nature of that change, e.g. planned or organic (unplanned).  

5.2.3 Characterisation and Description 
Through examination of the sources described above, the historic cores (where they 
survived) of each urban area were identified and characterised.  From the cores the 
analysis worked outwards through each settlement to develop an understanding of how 
the present-day urban form was created as a result of development, demolition and re-
development.   
 
The character areas predominantly reflect survival of different periods of urban 
landscape, in terms of both the survival of the layout and form of an area, as well as its 
built fabric. 

5.2.4 Outline of Results 
The characteristics and descriptions of the HUCAs are set out below.  The boundaries of 
the HUCAs in the Dunstable / Luton / Houghton Regis area shown on Figure 11  
 
HUCA 1  Historic core of Dunstable 

Predominant period: mixed  
Secondary period: modern, 19th century 
Predominant type: commercial 
Other types: residential 
Form / pattern: organic 
• Broadly co-extensive with the Dunstable Conservation Area, giving an indication 

of the extent of the town at the beginning of the 19th century. 
• The historic crossroads formed by High Street and West Street / Church Street 

still survives, with the broad main streets also representing the historic 
marketplace. 

• Includes the majority of Dunstable’s historic buildings, particularly 17th – 19th 
century structures on the main street frontages and a number of 19th century 
houses in the north-west quadrant of the town centre.   

• Some modern redevelopment and infill in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly 
commercial properties on the main street frontages. 

• Properties on the High Street, particularly to the rear of the frontage, are likely to 
preserve buildings associated with Dunstable’s 19th and early 20th century hatting 
industry. 

 
HUCA 2  North-western inner suburb of Dunstable between Chiltern Road and 
the historic core 

Predominant period: early 20th century  
Secondary period: late 19th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types:  
Form / pattern: planned 
• Most of the initial expansion of Dunstable during the 19th century was focussed on 

this area, which in effect represents the town’s first suburb.   
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• Residential developments in the 1920s and 1930s provided housing for the 
employees of Dunstable’s new industries (e.g. the Waterlow’s Printing Works).  

• Some localised demolition and re-development in the 1960s and 1970s. 
• Includes a small area of early 20th century housing on the east side of the A5 in 

the vicinity of the former printing works and a similar small area of housing to the 
south of West Street. 

 
HUCA 3  South-eastern inner suburbs of Dunstable between Great Northern Road 
and the historic core 

Predominant period: late 19th century   
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types:  
Form / pattern: planned 
• Small area of pre-WW1 development to the south of the Great Northern (Town) 

Railway Station (closed to passenger traffic in 1965), which was located on the 
south side of Church Street. 

• The street pattern was largely established in the 1880s. 
 
HUCA 4  Outer suburbs of Dunstable to the north of West Street / Tring Road 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: industrial 
Form / pattern: planned 
• Dominated by the Beecroft Council Estate (begun in 1946) but includes some 

non-Council residential development along Tring Road and Totternhoe Road. 
• Includes some 1930s residential development along its border with HUCA 2. 
• Includes some industrial and recreational land along its northern edge towards the 

line of the former railway.  The former, in particular, has seen repeated modern 
redevelopment and was the site of the former Dunstable gas works. 

 
HUCA 5  South-western outer suburbs of Dunstable 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: industrial 
Form / pattern: planned 
• A large area of residential development with elements dating to the 1920s, 1930s, 

1950s and 1960s.  Some localised areas of industrial re-development and infill. 
• The largest single development was the 1950s Croft Golf Course Estate (now 

known as the Lake District Estate). 
• Includes at its southernmost extremity the 1930s Stipers Hill Estate, developed by 

the British Land Settlement Association to provide cottages for unemployed 
workers.  The original layout has been blurred by subsequent additions and 
alterations. 

• Includes residential redevelopment of former chalk pits – Spondell Quarry and 
California Chalk Pit, off Whipsnade Road. 
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HUCA 6  South-eastern outer suburbs of Dunstable 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: industrial 
Form / pattern: planned 
• The area around Half Moon Lane (formerly the county boundary between 

Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire) was developed during the inter-war years. 
• The most modern element is the Downside Estate which was laid out in the late 

1950s and represents the most southerly part of the modern town.  This 
development involved demolition of an area of pre-fabricated housing, which had 
been erected in 1946 on the south side of Half Moon Lane. 

• Includes some industrial land (the former Empire Rubber Company factory) and 
school sites at the southernmost end of the London Road frontage. 

 
HUCA 7  Civic, industrial and commercial area to north-east of Dunstable town 
centre 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: modern 
Predominant type: civic, retail, leisure, industrial 
Other types:  
Form / pattern: planned 
• Includes the modern redevelopment to the east of High Street around Queensway 

Hall, Dorchester Close and the north side of Church Street, where the original 
street frontage has been removed by road widening.  Very little of Dunstable’s 
historical layout survives in this area. 

• Bagshawe Engineering Co Ltd, now demolished, was amongst the first of the new 
industrial developments in this area in the late 19th century.  The earliest industrial 
developments were close to High Street and Church Street before the eastern 
expansion of the industrial estates.  Other subsequent major industrial employers 
included Vauxhall Motors on Boscombe Road.  Much of the former heavy 
industrial area has been redeveloped for retail, warehousing and leisure. 

• Also includes the Woodside Industrial Estate, the Houghton Hall Business Park 
and the former cement works, the last two of which are in Houghton Regis. 

 
HUCA 8  Industrial and residential area on north-western outskirts of Dunstable 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential, industrial 
Other types:  
Form / pattern: planned 
• Small triangle of land between the A5 and the line of the Dunstable to Leighton 

Buzzard railway.  Originally part of Upper Houghton Regis before its 
incorporation into Dunstable in 1907. 

• Some 1930s housing along Suncote Avenue but most of the residential 
development on the northern outskirts of the town is late 20th century. 

• On the southern fringes is a variety of industrial and recreational land, including 
the Tidy Tip on the site of the former New World Quarry.  Some of the industrial 
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land is currently being re-developed for housing. 
 
HUCA 9  Extensive residential area spanning the Dunstable – Luton boundary 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: commercial, civic 
Form / pattern: planned 
• Large area of 1950s and 1960s housing, representing the coalescence of Dunstable 

and that part of Luton to the west of the M1.  Dominated by the Lewsey Farm 
(Luton) and Katherine Drive (Dunstable) Estates.   

• Some more recent commercial and civic redevelopment, e.g. Tesco superstore and 
Luton and Dunstable Hospital. 

• Some limited areas of 1930s residential development between Blows Down and 
Luton Road on the eastern edge of Dunstable. 

 
HUCA 10  North Dunstable to the east of the A5 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period: early 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: light industrial 
Form / pattern: planned 
• Includes a small part of Houghton Regis.  Most of this area was part of Upper 

Houghton until its incorporation into Dunstable in 1907. 
• Includes the 1930s Northfields Council Estate to the north of Houghton Road. 
• Includes the 1990s Printers Way Estate which was built on the site of the former 

Waterlow Printing Works. 
• Some light industrial redevelopment in the apex of the junction of High Street and 

former railway line. 
 
HUCA 11  Houghton Regis 

Predominant period: mid to late 20th century  
Secondary period:  
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: industrial 
Form / pattern: planned 
• Houghton Regis was essentially little more than a village until the second half of 

the 20th century.  In 1959 it had a population of 3,750.  It officially became a town 
in 1980 and today has a population of c.16,000. 

• Its northern and eastern expansion was dominated by the 1960s Tithe Barn Estate 
and the 1970s Parkside Estate. 

• By 1970 the centre of the settlement had been modernised and the old High Street 
largely demolished.  The 17th century Houghton Hall is a rare survival. 

 
HUCA 12  Luton town centre, south of the railway 

Predominant period: 20th century  
Secondary period: 19th century 
Predominant type: commercial 
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Other types: residential, industrial 
Form / pattern: largely planned, some organic 
• Central Luton is essentially a 19th and 20th century creation and does not have a 

historic core as such.  This HUCA encompasses two of Luton’s three conservation 
areas: Plaiters Lea Conservation Area and Town Centre Conservation Area but is 
dominated by the modern Arndale Centre and the inner ring road. 

• Buildings associated with Luton’s hatting industry are clustered in the north of the 
area.   

• Concentration of housing to the west and industrial area to the east. 
 

HUCA 13  South Luton core 
Predominant period: 19th century 
Secondary period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types:  
Form/pattern: organic, unplanned 
• Victorian expansion either side of Chapel Street.  Includes most of New Town 

with existing Victorian terrace housing. 
• House types consist of two storey brick-built terraces with a large scullery or 

back room for industry on the ground floor and a plot of land to the rear. 
• Area includes some infilling with 20th century housing and commercial and 

industrial premises and warehouses. 
 
HUCA 14 Luton High Town,  

Predominant period: 20th century 
Secondary period: 19th century 
Predominant type: residential, commercial 
Other types: industrial 
Form/pattern: organic, unplanned  
• Includes Luton’s High Town Conservation Area with Victorian houses and small 

shops along High Town Road and adjacent side streets. 
• Represent the remains of the better-quality late 19th century building activities. 

Traditionally a residential area for workers employed in the hat trade. 
• Houses are brick built with bay windows and large back gardens.  Generally of a 

house type that is built in pairs with a narrow passage between every other house 
leading to the yard.  Separate kitchen and workroom provided on the ground 
floor of the rear extension.  

• Includes 20th century housing developments, possibly on the sites of the early 
19th century Victorian slum housing that was cleared in the 1930s. 

• Large commercial area with warehouses, car parks and factories between High 
Town Road and Hitchin Road. 

 
HUCA 15  South Luton 20th-century expansion 

Predominant period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other types: commercial, business park 
Form/pattern: planned urban and business, organic parkland and open spaces 
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• 1940s housing estate of Farley Hill, considered a fine example of urban planning 
at the time.  

• An industrial area exists at Dallow Road. 
• Some infilling with later 20th century housing developments.  Also clearance of 

old housing stock in Park Town and replacement with new homes, in particular 
high-rise flats at Chequer Court, built in early 1970s. 

• Capability Green Business Park located to the east of New Town in landscaped 
grounds.  

• Large open area of Stockwood Park and associated amenities in south. 
 
HUCA 16 South-east Luton and large industries 

Predominant period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential, industrial 
Form/pattern: planned 
• Represents post-war expansion of Luton including large industries.  The Hart Hill 

area was planned and constructed in the 1940s and the area expanded in the 
1950s and 60s.  

• Area similar in nature to HUCA 19, in that Luton expanded rapidly to include 
villages to the north.  This area includes historic core of Stopsley Village in 
north-east and the area of the former hamlet of Round Green. 

• Many of the houses built in Stopsley in the post-war period used sheetmetal for 
the upper parts of the construction, hence the local name for part of Stopsley 
being “Tintown”.  Houses are now reclad in brick and pebbledash. 

• Other estates include Putteridge and Vauxhall Park. 
• Vauxhall Motor Vehicle Works, opened in 1906, closed in 2000 and now 

demolished, were located in south-eastern part of area. 
• Luton Airport situated at south-eastern edge of Luton.  Opened in 1938 and 

greatly expanded in post-war period. 
• Open spaces: the River Lea Valley extends parallel to the New Bedford Road in 

the west and includes a strip of parkland.  Area also includes the People’s Park 
and open spaces south of historic Stopsley. 

 
HUCA 17 East Luton later 20th-century urban expansion 

Predominant period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential, 
Form/pattern: planned 
• Post-war and later development of the town.  
• Mainly describes housing estate at Wigmore that was built in the 1970s.  
• House types mainly consist of detached and semi-detached properties. 

Wigmore’s street plan is similar to the one of the Bushmead Estate in HUCA 20, 
displaying a characteristic late 20th-century ‘wriggly’ street pattern, laid out for 
homes that are centred around the car. 

 
HUCA 18 North Luton early 20th-century urban expansion 

Predominant period: 19th and 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other type: industrial, warehousing. 
Form/pattern: some planned ,some organic 
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• Area south of Montrose Avenue and south-east of Waller Avenue.  Also 
including terraced housing either side of the eastern part of Dunstable Avenue 
and south of Hatters Way, close to core of Luton. 

• Includes Wardown Park east of the A6 New Bedford Road and extends as far as 
the Hitchin Road in the east. 

• Extensive remains of late 19th, early 20th terraced housing.  Also early 20th 
century semi-detached homes. 

• In places, terraced housing is replaced by more modern building stock but old 
narrow street pattern remains. 

• Extent of area as shown on Luton street plan of 1931. 
• 1930s and post-war housing estate, east of the Bedford Road. 
• Industrial buildings and warehousing in area east of Waller Avenue. 
• Some infilling by later 20th century housing. 

 
HUCA 19 North Luton 20th-century urban expansion 

Predominant period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other type: 
Form/pattern: some planned, some organic 
• post-war expansion of Luton, up to and including historic cores of villages of 

Biscot, Limbury, Limbury Mead and Leagrave. 
• Mainly 1930s and post-war housing with some infilling of gaps with more 

modern building stock. 
• Electrolux factory site in Leagrave, now being redeveloped for housing. 
• Sundon Park estate built in 1930s and the expanded in 1950s and 60s.  Originally 

built as a self-contained estate for workers at the SKF ball bearing factory. 
• SKF factory has been largely turned into industrial units and is part of a larger 

industrial complex in this area. 
• Some industrial units scattered throughout area. 
• Includes 1960s housing estate at Hockwell Ring, next to the M1, with four large 

tower blocks. 
• Part of northern boundary formed by the Lea Valley and the River Lea. 
• Green spaces on northern and southern bank of River including site of Waulud's 

Bank, a prehistoric earthwork. 
 

HUCA 20 North Luton late 20th-century urban expansion 
Predominant period: 20th century 
Predominant type: residential 
Other type: 
• 1960s housing estate at Marsh Farm which consists of a mixture of high rise flats 

and houses. 
• Bramingham Wood, an area of ancient woodland, is situated in the north of the 

area. 
• Area also includes post 1960s expansion of Luton at Warden Hills which mainly 

consists of self contained detached housing. 
• A similar late 20th century estate also located at Bushmead, west of Stopsley 

Common. 



Albion Archaeology  
 

The Chalk Arc Initiative - Historic Environment Characterisation 71

5.3 Archaeological Character Areas 

5.3.1 Introduction 
Archaeological Character Areas (ACA) have been defined predominantly by looking at 
the combined criteria of changes in underlying geology and topography.  For example, 
most of the geology of the southernmost part of the county is lower and middle chalk, 
but changes towards boulder clay and clay-with-flints in the northern and southern 
edges of the area respectively.  Within Luton, the Lea Valley consists of an area of river 
gravels which defines the nature of the archaeological resource in this area. 
 
The boundaries of the ACAs are mainly formed by marked changes in topography and 
geology, but administrative or modern landmarks are also taken into account where no 
other deciding criteria exist.  ACAs also transcend the limit of the study area where this 
makes sense in terms of topography and geology in order to arrive at well defined 
entities. 
 
The scale of the ACAs has been kept fairly large, even though the central areas on the 
Chalk Arc (ACAs 4 and 6) could conceivably be combined into one area.  The M1 
motorway has been used as an arbitrary boundary between the two. 
 
Information on the archaeological resource of each area has been obtained from the 
Bedfordshire Historic Environment Record (HER).  Specific use was made of the 
Archaeological Notification Areas (ANA) identified by Steve Coleman.  This was 
supplemented by distribution plots of HER entries and their short descriptions, as they 
currently exist on the HER database.  No paper HER records were consulted. 
 
The locations and limits of the ACAs are shown on Figure 10. 
 
ACA 1 Whipsnade, Holywell and Studham 

Geology: clay-with-flints 
Topography: gently sloping south-eastwards from the height of the Downs in the west 
and the slightly higher chalk escarpment in the north. 
Archaeological character: 
• Isolated occurrences of prehistoric flint tools and cropmarks showing circular 

enclosures. 
• Roman finds, including cremations found in a brick pit to the west of  Kensworth 

Common. 
• Medieval settlements of Kensworth Common and Whipsnade, which both 

contain listed buildings. 
• Clay and chalk pits and brickfields. 
• Several small surviving ancient woodlands. 

 
ACA 2 Dunstable Downs and Totternhoe 

Geology: Dunstable Downs situated on an outcrop of chalk rock; the geology of the 
area changes from chalk rock to middle chalk and then lower chalk with overlying 
Totternhoe Stone from east to west. 
Topography: Dunstable Downs form a high ridge in the east which extends in an arc to 
take in the slightly higher chalk escarpment of the village of Totternhoe.  
Archaeological Character: 
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• Linear earthworks, barrow cemetery (SAM 20422) and medieval warren (SAM 
24409) on the Dunstable Downs.  

• Several areas of cropmarks, including possible ring ditches on the chalk north of 
Totternhoe. 

• Findspots of prehistoric flint, Roman and medieval pottery and some Anglo-
Saxon material scattered throughout the area. 

• Medieval settlement of Totternhoe situated along the edge of the slight ridge in 
the north overlooking the land falling away to the south.  The settlement includes 
the remains of a mottle and bailey castle, lynchets and medieval quarries, which 
are collectively designated a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM 23401) and 
several listed buildings.  Another scheduled site, prehistoric Maiden Bower, lies 
on the plateau between Totternhoe and Sewell.  A Roman villa was excavated at 
Church Farm on the south-west extremity of the village. 

 
ACA 3 South Dunstable and Kensworth 

Geology: mixture of clay-with-flints and outcrops of chalk and chalk rock.  Two thin 
bands of valley gravel extend along the A5 and the B4540 into Kensworth. 
Topography: includes the higher ground along the contours of the chalk outcrops at its 
northern and southern boundary and slopes into a gentle valley following the line of 
the A5. 
Includes: built-up area of southern Dunstable, outside its historic core. 
Archaeological Character: 
• Large number of scattered findspots of prehistoric flints and flint tools (a large 

number found in Kensworth Chalk Pit). 
• Isolated occurrences of Iron Age, Roman and medieval pottery. 
• Findspots of Roman material particularly noticeable within Dunstable, in areas 

peripheral to the core of the Roman settlement.  
• Some cropmarks of possible enclosures located on the chalkland of the area. 
• Medieval settlement of Kensworth Church End. 
• Medieval lynchets on Blows Downs 

 
ACA 4 Houghton Regis chalklands 

Geology: exclusively lower chalk with Totternhoe Stone. 
Topography: fairly level, low ground with a slight slope from south to north. 
Includes: built-up area of northern, modern Dunstable and Houghton Regis: 
• Very much characterised by the underlying chalk geology that reveals a 

multitude of cropmarks.  
• Several ring ditches recorded in the eastern part of the area and linear, sub-

circular and rectangular cropmarks spread throughout the area, often associated 
with findspots of prehistoric flints and Iron Age and Roman pottery. 

• Maiden Bower (SAM 27199), an Iron Age hillfort and Neolithic enclosure, lies 
in the south-western part of the area. 

• The A5 on the same line as the Roman Watling Street bisects the area from 
south-east to north-west. 

• Medieval settlements of Chalton, Bidwell, Thorn and Tilsworth and the medieval 
core of Houghton Regis.  Some of the medieval remains are designated SAMs 
(SAM 27110,  moated site and associated earth banks at Thorn; SAM 11554, 
moat of Tilsworth Manor; SAM 24408, medieval motte at Warren Knoll, 
Tilsworth).  
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• An area of ancient woodland survives at Thorn Spring. 
• Several disused, large chalk quarries and pits are spread throughout the area, 

most notably Chalk Hill, the site of the prehistoric and Anglo-Saxon settlements 
of Puddlehill,  and Totternhoe Chalk Quarry. 

• A brickworks and brick kiln are located near Thorn. 
 
ACA 5 Wingfield and Tebworth 

Geology: Chalk in the south changing to predominantly boulder clay in the north. 
Topography: Fairly level, gently undulating low ground. 
Archaeological Character:  
• Extensive fieldwalking in this area has recorded several findspots of prehistoric 

flint and Iron Age and Roman pottery and tile. 
• The ‘Theodweg’, a routeway, first recorded in AD926 but possibly prehistoric in 

origin, runs through the area from west to east. 
• Medieval villages of Wingfield and Tebworth lie at the northern edge of the area. 

Several earthworks, some of them ploughed out, of medieval ridge and furrow 
cultivation and medieval settlement plots survive to the south of the villages. 

• The clay geology was exploited on an industrial scale by a clay pit and 
brickworks west of Tebworth. 

 
ACA 6 Chalklands north of Luton 

Geology: Lower chalk and Totternhoe Stone. 
Topography: Undulating topography that forms a low north to south ridge in the east 
of the area. Warden Hill at the southern end of the ridge forms the highest landmark in 
this area. 
Includes: Parts of the northern built-up area of Luton around Sundon Park and Great 
Bramingham and extends as far south as Stopsley Common on the chalk soils to the 
east of Luton. 
Archaeological Character:  
• Several areas of cropmarks have been defined on the chalk soils and a number of 

ring ditches and barrows are distributed along the chalk ridge in the east of the 
area. 

• Two prehistoric earthwork sites stand out in particular.  Drays Ditches consists of 
a triple ditched boundary that is Bronze Age in origin and was fortified in the 
Iron Age; it crosses the Icknield Way.  A group of round barrows exists on 
Galley Hill. Both have been designated SAMs (SAM 1 and SAMs 27195, 90631,  
respectively). 

• Two prehistoric routeways, the ‘Theodway’ and Icknield Way run though the 
area from east to west, focussing on the prehistoric site of Drays Ditches. 

• Numerous scattered findspots of prehistoric flints and Iron Age and Roman 
pottery and tile. 

• Medieval settlement of Streatley and the shrunken medieval villages of Upper 
and Lower Sundon and their associated earthworks lie in the centre and west of 
the area. 

• Ancient woodland survives at Great and Little Bramingham Wood and at George 
Wood. 

 
ACA 7 Sundon Hills to Deacon Hill 

Geology: Lower chalk and Totternhoe Stone. 



Albion Archaeology  
 

The Chalk Arc Initiative - Historic Environment Characterisation 74

Topography: Defined by the markedly raised chalk escarpments of the Sundon Hills, 
Sharpenhoe Clappers, Barton Hills, Butts Hill, Gravel Hill and Deacon Hill.  ACA 7 
extends in a band from west to east.  Butts Hill and Gravel Hill are located in 
Hertfordshire, which extends northwards in a thin band in this area.  They have been 
included within ACA 7 as it makes sense to combine the area on archaeological 
grounds, rather than separate it due to modern administrative boundaries. 
Archaeological Character: 
• Due to the topography of the land, little archaeological sites recorded. 
• Iron Age hillfort with a medieval warren and associated medieval cultivation 

earthworks exists on the Sharpenhoe Clappers (SAM 24411). 
• Prehistoric barrow in the Deacon Hill area (SAM 20413).  
• Roman pottery and tile was found during construction works at the Bartonhill 

Cutting on the A6 and finds of prehistoric flint and Iron Age to medieval pottery 
are concentrated to the area south of Barton village.  

• Several lynchet cropmarks are recorded on the slopes of the Barton Hills. 
• Several chalk pits and quarries exist within the area and a large quarry is situated 

immediately east of the Bartonhill Cutting. 
• Ravensburgh Castle (SAM HT8), a well-preserved Iron Age hillfort lies 

immediately to the east of the limits of the study area within Hertfordshire. 
 

ACA 8 Harlington claylands 
Geology: largely Gault Clay with outcrops of Boulder Clay in the north and west. 
Small isolated outcrops of glacial gravel and chalk. 
Topography: low lying, fairly flat landscape. Slight slope towards north. 
Archaeological Character: 
• Few cropmarks visible mainly on chalk and gravel outcrops. 
• Finds evidence mainly from quarry sites and fieldwalking. 
• Evidence of several scattered Iron Age and Roman settlement sites. 
• Anglo-Saxon cemetery found during quarrying. 
• Medieval villages of Harlington and Sharphenhoe and associated sites and 

earthworks.  A moated site at Bury Farm, Sharpenhoe, is a designated SAM 
(SAM BD40).  Two manor sites, one with fishponds (SAM 23403). 

 
ACA 9 East Luton and Stopsley Common 

Geology: Clay-with-flints with outcrops of chalk rock. 
Topography: slightly raised topography, sloping into the River Lea valley to the west. 
Archaeological Character:  
• Archaeological evidence is sparse due to underlying clay geology and the fact 

that the area includes much of the eastern built-up parts of Luton and Luton 
Airport. 

• Scatter of Roman pottery found during fieldwalking to the north. 
• Sparse cropmark evidence.  However, one cropmark is associated with a possible 

Roman villa site. 
• Main evidence is medieval: several small medieval settlements are scattered 

throughout the area with some associated earthworks. 
• Someries Castle (SAM 20458) is the remains of a medieval magnate’s residence 

with formal gardens. 
• Several brickworks and a brick cistern around Stopsley. 

 



Albion Archaeology  
 

The Chalk Arc Initiative - Historic Environment Characterisation 75

ACA 10 Dunstable archaeological core 
Geology: Middle Chalk. 
Topography: n/a 
Archaeological Character: 
• Dunstable grew up around the crossing of two major routeways, the Roman 

Watling Street going from north to south and the Icknield Way, which is of 
possible prehistoric origin, going from east to west. 

• Evidence for Roman and medieval occupation has been found throughout the 
centre of Dunstable and the core area of the medieval settlement includes 
numerous listed buildings.  

• Medieval Dunstable was a royal foundation and contained all the elements one 
would expect in a medieval town.  The remains of Dunstable Priory, part of 
which survives in the form of the Priory Church of St. Peter, are a Scheduled 
Ancient Monument (SAM BD3). 

 
ACA 11 Caddington and south Bedfordshire boundary 

Geology: largely clay-with-flint with outcrops of chalk rock. 
Topography: Flattish, slightly south-sloping. 
Archaeological Character: 
• Several scattered findspots of Neolithic and Bronze Age flints. 
• A nationally significant Palaeolithic working floor and buried land surface with 

associated flints was recorded east of Caddington. 
• Area also includes two medieval village cores, at Caddington and Woodside, and 

the earthworks of a possible manor site at the northern edge of the area. 
• Luton Hoo estate in south of area.  Its parkland includes several areas of ancient 

woodland. 
 

ACA 12 South-west Luton and Dunstable chalk area 
Geology: Chalk 
Topography: Raised topography in centre of area, falling off on all sides. 
Archaeological Character: 
• Area largely within built-up area of Luton, hence no ANAs have recently been 

defined, in contrast to adjacent areas. 
• Area contains scattered evidence of human activity in the form of findspots of 

material of various periods, together with isolated recorded areas of earthworks 
and cropmarks of uncertain date. 

• Find spots include flint tools, Roman coins, pot and a brooch, which are 
indicative of the Roman settlements at Limbury and nearby Dunstable. 

• Other finds include Anglo-Saxon burials at Skimpot Lane, Beechwood Road and 
Dallow Road within Luton. 

• A deserted medieval village and manorial enclosures exist at Zouche’s Farm 
(SAM 95).  There are also medieval lynchets at Chaul End. 

 
ACA 13 Upper Lea Valley within Luton 

Geology: River gravels 
Topography: River Lea river valley. 
Archaeological Character: 
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• Land adjacent to River Lea, shows settlement evidence from prehistoric period 
onwards. For example: 

• Earthwork at Waulud’s Bank (SAM 29383), near source of the river.  Neolithic 
henge monument and possible Iron Age fortified settlement.  Also isolated 
prehistoric flint scatters throughout the area. 

• Roman settlements at Limbury, Biscot and Leagrave Marsh, plus several 
scattered findspots of Roman coins, Iron Age and Roman pottery and other 
material. 

• Anglo-Saxon burials at Leagrave, Biscot Mill and Sarum Road.  Scattered Anglo-
Saxon findspots. 

• Medieval settlements of Leagrave, Limbury, Biscot, Round Green, Crawley 
Green and Luton.  Associated moated sites and earthworks.  Lynchets at 
Bradgers Hill. 

• Two castle sites located in Luton city centre.  Below ground remains of Robert de 
Waudari’s castle have been confirmed through excavation.  Fulke de Breaute’s 
castle survived as an earthwork until the beginning of the 20th century and it is 
likely that below ground remains of its features still survive. 

 
ACA 14 Toddington and Chalgrave 

Geology: Glacial gravels 
Topography: High ground on the watershed between Flit Valley and Clipstone Brook 
Archaeological Character: 
• Medieval town of Toddington, including many historic features such as Conger 

Hill and the Town Water. 
• Earlier Anglo-Saxon cemeteries. 
• Chalgrave Manor is associated with well preserved medieval fishponds. 

5.4 Rural Built Environment Character Areas 

5.4.1 Introduction 
The Rural Built Environment Character Areas (RBECAs) were defined through analysis 
of settlement patterns and building types.  This was partially informed by patterns 
distilled in the Historic Landscape Characterisation.  However, decisions for the Rural 
Built Environment were based on the comparison of the first edition OS maps and 
present-day maps, augmented by aerial photographs, to determine if and in what form 
settlement patterns have survived to and changed in the present day.   
 
Information on building types and materials was used to further characterise each area. 
For southern Bedfordshire, unfortunately, no great distinctions in terms of building 
material could be made across the study area.  There is a slightly higher occurrence of 
flint walls in the southern part of the county, reflecting the clay-with-flint geology in 
this area.  The main distinctions in building materials occur in public buildings and 
parish churches.  Vernacular buildings are largely brick, and even the older timber-
framed structures have brick panels. 
 
Roof coverings consist of a mixture of largely old clay tile and modern tile with some 
Welsh slate and slate roofs.  A number of listed buildings also have thatched roofs. 
 
The locations and limits of the RBECAs are shown on Figure 12. 
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RBECA 1 - Area south of Dunstable and west of the A5 

Settlement pattern: Mainly dispersed with some common edge 
Settlement types: Mixture of nucleated and interrupted row settlements and single 
farmsteads (one model farm at Bury Farm).  
• Small hamlets grown into small villages during 20th century.  All settlements 

have some additions of 20th-century housing stock. 
• Occasional new 20th-century settlements like Holywell. 
• Conservation areas: Kensworth Church End, Kensworth Lynch, Studham and 

Whipsnade village centres.  
• Building materials: mainly red brick.  Some old buildings survive in the form of 

timber-framed structures.  Old clay tile and slate roofs, occasional thatched. 
• Some flint walls and occasional Totternhoe Stone (parish churches), reflecting 

clay-with-flint geology. 
• Whipsnade Zoo 1930s International Style architecture and large caravan park. 

 
RBECA 2 - Area south of Dunstable between A5 and M1 

Settlement pattern: Nucleated 
Settlement types: Nucleated 
• Area dominated by nucleated settlement of Caddington that has grown 

considerably in the 20th century 
• Some smaller hamlets that have grown along main roads and nucleated 

settlement of Slip End in south.  
• Conservation areas: Caddington village centre. 
• Mixture of building materials. Caddington All Saints church built of flint rubble 

and limestone.  Other buildings mainly brick, old buildings timber-framed with 
brick.  Modern tile roofs and some slate roofs. 

• Very few listed buildings.  
 

RBECA 3 - Area west of Dunstable 
Settlement pattern: Nucleated 
Settlement types: Nucleated and nucleated regular row settlements (slightly larger 
settlements than in adjacent RBECAs 1 and 4) 
• More densely settled area with larger nucleated settlements.  Villages have 

medieval cores that show restricted growth and infilling with 20th-century 
housing stock. 

• Conservation areas: Eaton Bray and Totternhoe village centres. 
• Some 19th-century industrial sites in the form of mills, e.g. Doolittle Mill. 

Dismantled railway line bisects area from east to west. 
• Building materials: churches built of Totternhoe Stone.  Also Ironstone church 

towers in Tilsworth and Stanbridge.  Vernacular buildings largely red brick with 
details of blue, yellow and grey brick.  Some timber-framed with brick and 
whitewashed.  Two listed buildings with flint walls.  Old clay tile and slate roofs, 
comparatively high occurrence of thatched roof coverings.  

 
RBECA 4 - Area north of Houghton Regis 

Settlement pattern: mixture of nucleated and dispersed 
Settlement types: Small nucleated hamlets and villages 
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• Area scattered with small nucleated settlements with medieval cores that have 
seen very little growth in the 20th century.  Also scattered farmsteads and old 
manorial landscape.  Some growth away from centres along roads.  Also 
shrunken and deserted medieval settlements. 

• Conservation areas: Streatley and Tebworth village centres. 
• Building materials: mainly red brick, some timber frames with brick, old and new 

tile roofs, some slate and thatch.  Towards north increasing use of roughcast. 
• Chalgrave parish church built of a flint and Totternhoe Stone chequer pattern.. 
• M1 motorway bisects the area from north to south.  Sewage works situated north 

of Chalton. 
 

RBECA 5 - Area north-east of Luton 
Settlement pattern: dispersed. 
Settlement types: isolated farms. 
• Open landscape with isolated large farms.  
• Large golf course of the South Bedfordshire Golf Club at Warden Hill. 

 
RBECA 6 - Downs including Sundon Hills, Sharpenhoe Clappers and Barton Hills 

Settlement pattern: n/a. 
Settlement types: n/a 
• Due to topography no built rural environment in the form of houses.  
• A6 bisects area from north to south. 

 
RBECA 7 - Area north of Downs and south of Harlington and Barton-le-Clay 

Settlement pattern: mixture of nucleated and dispersed. 
Settlement types: Sharpenhoe nucleated settlement with medieval moat. Otherwise 
isolated farms. 
• Two listed buildings in Sharpenhoe consist of timber framing and brick with old 

clay tile roofs. 
• Sharpenhoe has grown in size with added 20th-century building stock, particularly 

along roads and around Top Farm.  Buildings largely whitewashed brick with 
new tile roofs.  Some semi-detached properties. 

• Otherwise, an area of open countryside with isolated farm buildings. 
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Figure 4: Historic Environment Character Areas 
Base map reproduced  from the Ordnance Survey Land-line Map (2004), with the permission of the Controller 

of Her Majesty’s Stationery  Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, County Hall, Bedford.  
OS Licence No. 100017358.  Crown Copyright. 
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Figure 5: Chalk Arc − Historic Environment Character Zones 
Base map reproduced  from the Ordnance Survey Land-line Map (2004), with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s 

Stationery  Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, County Hall, Bedford.  
OS Licence No. 100017358.  Crown Copyright. 
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Figure 6: Historic Landscape Character Areas 
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Figure 8: Historic Landscape Character Areas - character type 1 
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Base map reproduced  from the Ordnance Survey Land-line Map (2004), with the permission of the Controller 
of Her Majesty’s Stationery  Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, County Hall, Bedford.  

OS Licence No. 100017358.  Crown Copyright. 
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Base map reproduced from the Ordnance Survey Land-line Map (2004), with the permission of the 

Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, County Hall, Bedford.  
OS Licence No. 100017358.  Crown Copyright. 
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Luton/Dunstable/Houghton Regis 
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OS Licence No. 100017358.  Crown Copyright. 


