




















































Perceptions

Tranquility: 

Peaceful and rural character.
Views: 

Elevation and openness means this landscape offers some long ranging views across lower lying
areas. Woodland screens views in places creating more intimate feel particularly around
settlements.
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Chalklands:Babraham. 
 

AREA 2: CHALKLANDS 
 
The complex history of settlement and the impact 
of people on the landscape over the centuries is 
particularly apparent in this part of the County.  
Roman roads, Anglo-Saxon earthworks, large 
fields, modern roads and developments are all 
interlinked.   

The region was mostly too dry for early 
settlement.  However, this dryness and light 
vegetation meant that it was ideal for 
communications and it is traversed by a major 
prehistoric and historic highway, the Icknield Way.  
Its importance as a highway also gave it strategic 
value.  In the Iron Age it was controlled by 

 

 Wandlebury hill fort and in Anglo-Saxon times by 
the three great linear dykes which span the 
chalkland from the fen edge east of Cambridge to 
the wooded edge on the higher claylands (a fourth 
‘Bran Ditch’ near Fowlmere has been almost 
completely destroyed). 

 These artificial elements overlie the 
smooth rolling chalkland hills.  The hills are 
dissected by the two gentle valleys of the Granta 
and the Rhee, which converge to form the river 
Cam just south of Cambridge. 

The area was used for sheep farming well 
into the nineteenth century, leading to the creation 
of botanically rich grasslands which now only 
survive in well-protected locations. 

 



 
CHALKLANDS Before 
A denuded, intensely arable landscape 

 
 
CHALKLANDS After 
Smooth, rolling profile to 
rising ground. 

 
Wooded escarpment 
emphasises landform. 

 
Beech hanger forms strong 
focal point on brow of hill. 

 
Good hedgerows and 
woodlands emphasise 
rolling landform and give 
sense of scale. 

 
 

       The majority of the chalkland is devoted 
to growing cereal crops, despite the frequently 
poor, thin soils.  It is a broad-scale landscape 
of large fields, low mechanically trimmed 
hedges and few trees.  The eastern part of this 
area has a number of woodlands and shelter 
belts which help to break up the long distant 
views and give some form and character.  
Certain high points have small beech copses or 
‘hangers’ which are prominent and 
characteristic features in the open landscape.  

 

  
       The essentially geometrical field pattern 
resulting from the downland hedge enclosure is 
further subdivided in an area to the south-west of 
Newmarket.  Here the relatively modern growth 
and prosperity of the racehorse industry has 
imposed a distinctive pattern of small, tree-lined 
paddocks, which imparts a well-wooded character 
to the area.  This has arisen from the need to 
provide shelter from cold winds and driving rain 
and also visual enclosure, to avoid external 
movements frightening the young horses.  The 
stud farms are expanding away from the 
immediate surroundings of Newmarket, and no 
doubt their landscape pattern will also follow. 

 
   



 

 
 
A rich and characterful river corridor; classic lowland landscapes can be recreated with the right design and 
management skills 

 
PRINCIPLES FOR LANDSCAPE 
IMPROVEMENT AND MANAGEMENT IN 
THE CHALKLANDS 
The future pattern is for a large-scale 
landscape defined by rolling hills, large fields, 
bold shelter belts, sweeping masses of 
woodland and occasional beech hangers.: 

1. Planting new beech hangers: 
could be placed on suitable, carefully 
sited knolls, hilltops and scarp-tops; 
these would form focal points to 
reinforce the local chalkland landscape 
character. 
2. Management and creation of 
chalk grasslands: the majority of the 
grasslands should remain open and 
uncluttered.  The promotion of 
species-rich grassland on thin chalk 
soils would provide visual and wildlife 
value.  Road verges should also be 
managed to promote plant diversity 
and interest. 
3. Management of existing shelter 
belts: these should be restocked to 
encourage young tree growth and fill 
gaps. 
4. Planting new mixed woodlands 
and shelter belts: carefully sited to 
enclose large tracts of rolling farmland 
and emphasise landforms (see 
Farmland Models A4b and A5). 

 

 5. Creation of landscape corridors 
along river valleys: the valleys of the 
Rivers Granta, Rhee and Cam have a 
distinct small-scale intimacy which 
contrasts well with the surrounding 
chalklands.  Small woods and wetland 
meadows could be supplemented with 
copses, lines of willows to be pollarded, 
and areas of marginal and aquatic 
vegetation (see Farmland Model A6). 
6. Hedgerows: selected hedgerows 
should be reinforced, or managed for 
particularly significant impact, based 
upon their visual and wildlife potential.  
Historically significant hedgerows should 
be carefully conserved, and new hedges 
planted to emphasise the existing 
landscape. 
7. Footpath corridor improvements: 
the Roman Road is an important route 
across the chalk landscape.  Planting 
small woodlands at selected locations 
such as hill tops or to frame views, as 
well as carefully managing the existing 
rich flora, would enhance the route.  A 
similar approach could be adopted for 
other footpaths in the area, concentrating 
on a small number of linked corridors 
(see Farmland Model A7). 

 

 



 
8. Road corridor improvements: 
the M11 has had minimal planting to 
soften its impact on the landscape.  
The planting of selected embankments 
and adjacent field margins with native 
trees and shrubs would provide 
interest for those using the road as 
well as helping to integrate the road 
with the surrounding countryside.  
9. Conservation of the linear 
dykes: selective removal of scrub 
growth and re-establishment of sheep 
grazing, if possible, would enable the 
massive scale of these historic 
earthworks to be appreciated and 
promote chalk grass and flora 
communities.  Some areas of scrub 
should be retained for habitat and 
visual diversity.  The significance of 
the dykes in the landscape could be 
reinforced by managing adjacent strips 
of agricultural land as grassland or 
scrub. 
10. Newmarket stud farms: new 
investment in the expansion of stud 
farms is causing significant change.  
Shelter belts should be planned on less 
rigid lines and should respond more to 
the local landforms, hedges, copses 
and roads.  The shelterbelts should be 
planted with native tree and shrub 
species for visual and wildlife 
benefits. 
 

PLANT SPECIES GUIDELINES FOR 
THE CHALKLANDS 
 
Beech hangers 
Fagus sylvatica (beech) 
  Plus occasional additions of species from 
‘mixed woodlands’ below. 
 
Mixed Woodlands 
Fagus sylvatica (beech) 
  Dominant mainly on shallow chalk soils 
where it may form large stands; smaller 
groups in more diverse woods. 
Fraxinus excelsior (ash) 
  dominant; mixed woods. 
 
 

 Tilia cordata (small-leaved lime) 
  less common. 
Carpinus betulus (hornbeam) 
  less common. 
Prunus avium (wild cherry) 
  less common. 
Taxus baccata (yew) 
  Small groups. 
Corylus avellana (hazel) 
  dominant shrub, understorey, edges, glades, 
scrub. 
Acer compestre (field maple) 
  glades, near edges. 
Crataegus monogyna (hawthorn) 
  near edges, mixed thickets. 
Sambucus nigra (elder) 
  occasional, understorey and edges. 
Ligustrum vulgaris (wild privet) 
  occasional, edges. 
Viburnum lantana (wayfaring tree) 
  occasional, edges. 
 
Note: beech should be planted in single species 
groups of at least 500 sq. m. when used in 
woodland block; do not use in random mixes. 
 
Hedgerows, woodland edges and scrub 
Crataegus monogyna (hawthorn) 
Corylus avellana (hazel) 
Prunus spinosa (blackthorn) 
Acer campestre (field maple) 
Rosa canina (dog rose)  
Ligustrum vulgaris (wild privet) 
  occasional. 
Viburnum lantana (wayfaring tree) 
  occasional. 
 
Trees in hedgerows/avenues 
Fraxinus excelsior (ash) 
  dominant, hedgerows. 
Fagus sylvatica (beech) 
  mostly avenues; some hedgerows. 
Acer campestre (field maple) 
  sub-dominant, hedgerows. 
 
Avenues – all as single species, not mixed. 
Hedgerows – mixed. 
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7.0 LANDSCAPE CHARACTER OF UTTLESFORD DISTRICT

7.1 General

7.1.1 This section of the report provides the detailed ‘profiles’ of Landscape Character Areas
within Uttlesford District, structured as follows:

  Location of character area (map)
  Boundaries of character area (map)
  Photograph
  Key characteristics
  Overall character description
  Visual characteristics
  Historic land use
  Ecological features
  Key planning and land management issues
  Sensitivities to change
  Proposed landscape strategy objectives
  Suggested landscape planning guidelines
  Suggested land management guidelines

The profiles should be read as a whole when used to inform decision making.  Where
Landscape Character Areas fall within two or more adjacent District/Borough areas included
in this Study report, the same profile has been included within the respective section.  In such
instances, a cross-reference is noted in the respective Character Area profile(s).  Reference
should also be made to other studies for neighbouring authority areas including:

  South Cambridgeshire District/Cambridgeshire County Studies
  Hertfordshire County Landscape Character Assessment Studies

7.1.2 The following Landscape Character Types and Areas have been identified within Uttlesford
District (see Figure 7.1), and are described in the following sections:

A - River Valley Landscapes

A1 - Cam River Valley
A3 - Stort River Valley
A5 - Pant River Valley
A6 - Upper Chelmer River Valley

B - Farmland Plateau Landscapes

B1 - Ashdon Farmland Plateau
B2 - Hempstead Farmland Plateau
B3 - Bumpstead Farmland Plateau
B7 - Debden Farmland Plateau
B8 - Thaxted Farmland Plateau
B10 - Broxted Farmland Plateau
B11 - Lindsell & Bardfield Farmland Plateau
B12 - Hatfield Forest Farmland Plateau
B13 - Rayne Farmland Plateau
B14 - Roding Farmland Plateau
B15 - Pleshey Farmland Plateau
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B16 - Felsted Farmland Plateau

H - Chalk Upland Landscapes

H1 - Elmdon Chalk Upland
H2 - Arkesden Chalk Upland
H3 - Langley Chalk Upland
H4 - Berden and Farnham Chalk Upland
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A1 CAM RIVER VALLEY

Key Characteristics
Rolling, open landscape of chalky boulder
clay with wide views from higher ground.
Well vegetated riverbanks with shrubs, trees
and water meadows along the winding
narrow river corridor.
Large-scale downland reflecting late
enclosure, with rectilinear field pattern .
Low hedges and few trees mainly in small
copses.
Ancient town of Saffron Walden.
Dispersed settlements on valley sides
connected by busy B roads.

Overall Character

The  Cam  River  Valley  extends  from  the
Cambridgeshire-Essex boundary south to
Newport where the M11 and the B1383 roads
converge.   It  is  a  broad  rolling  landscape  that
drains the River Cam and its tributaries, Debden
Water and Wicken Water.  The eastern slopes
are dominated by the historic settlement of
Saffron Walden, with its imposing church.  This
side of the river valley is characterised by large
farms and small villages connected by small
lanes.   In  contrast,  the western slopes are more
diverse, with small quiet villages, and many
busy roads.  The eastern slopes are a large-scale
landscape of primarily arable fields, with some
grazing  pastures.   Dense  blocks  of  trees,
including some ancient woodland, punctuate the western slopes where the field boundaries are
typically organic in shape.  The M11, the railway line and the B1383 run north–south through the
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western slopes of the Cam River Valley.  Disused clay pits and chalk pits can be seen in places on the
lower slopes.  On the eastern slopes, the settlement pattern is dispersed, with isolated farmsteads and
nucleated villages such as Little Walden and Little Chesterford.  Colour-washed thatched or mellow
red brick houses are found throughout the valley which enhance its visually rich heritage, and there are
some outstanding old barns.  Great Chesterford is a larger village, with business parks and significant
commercial areas.  Field pattern is regular, bounded by gappy hedgerows, drainage ditches and
occasional trees.  Views from the higher ground are often framed by distant patches of woodland and
scattered copses.  The narrow course of the River Cam meanders within its floodplain between Great
Chesterford and Shortgrove Bridge.  The river corridor is fringed by trees which delineate its shape
within the patchwork of pasture and plantation woodlands that line the valley floor.  Audley End - an
outstanding Jacobean manor set in its eighteenth century Capability Brown landscape park is a
distinctive  area  of  local  character.   In  the  upper  reaches,  arable  farmland  covers  steep  slopes
descending almost to the river’s edge.  The village of Littlebury, with its picturesque setting along the
River Cam and its historic houses in many shades of colour-washed plaster, also possesses the former
King’s Mill - an old watermill that bridges the river behind the village.

Visual Characteristics
Attractive panoramic views from the eastern slopes to western valley  slopes framed by distant
blocks of trees.
Views of towns and villages from higher ground.
Valley  sides  descend  quite  steeply  from  rolling  arable  fields  to  the  river  and  its  tributaries  and
dramatic views are possible from the ridges.
Large ancient town of Saffron Walden, and its distinctive church spire can be seen from many
directions due to its position on the higher slopes.
Intimate views on the lower slopes of wooded river valley floor.
Intimate scale of villages and towns contrasts with large-scale modern agriculture.
Hedgerow loss is visible in the landscape.
Urban fringe settlement often not well integrated into the landscape.

Historic Land Use

Evidence of historic land use within the Character Area is dominated by large common-fields of the
Cambridgeshire and Midland type, which developed here, a field-type that is rare in the rest of Essex.
Some of these were enclosed by agreement in the early post-medieval period, the remainder being
enclosed in the 18th and 19th centuries, partially as a function of the parliamentary enclosure act.  The
main historic landscape features include:

The valley of the River Cam which forms a natural routeway through the ridge.
A series of parks - Shortgrove, Audley End and Chesterford - which are strung out along the river
valley itself and on the valley slopes.
Winding lanes, dispersed hamlets and greens, with ancient woodlands on the higher ground.

Ecological Features

This Character Area is dominated by widespread arable agriculture surrounding settlements.  However,
the area does contain 16 sites of nature conservation value.  These include:

Debden Water SSSI) (220 hectares) - comprising open water and lake side habitats.
Eight CWSs comprising ancient and semi-natural woodland including Burton Wood, Paddock
Wood and Emanuel Wood, Spring Wood, Westley Wood, London Jock Wood, Brakey Ley Wood
and part of Pounce Wood.
Eight CWSs comprising pasture or road verges with unimproved grassland or fen including Little
Walden Road Quarry,  Byrd’s  Farm Lane,  Ashdon Road,  Audley Park Pastures,  Audley End Park
Wall, Spring Hill Fen, Newport Churchyard and Crave Hall Meadow.
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Key Planning and Land Management Issues
Potential for erection of new farm buildings, which would be conspicuous on the skyline.
Potential pressure for increased use of narrow and minor lanes especially during peak tourist
periods.
Potential pressure from urban expansions on the edges of Great Chesterford and Saffron Waldon.
Potential pressure for increased use of narrow and minor lanes due to development of Chesterford
Park.
Pressure from potential expansion of villages within adjacent character areas infringing upon the
generally open character of the area.
Potential further decrease in hedgerows and tree cover due to agricultural practice.
Potential for pollution of the River Cam from fertiliser and pesticide run-off from surrounding
valley side and farmland plateau areas.
Potential decrease in hedgerows and tree cover due to pressure from adjacent agricultural land use.
Potential loss of riverside marshland and pastures due to agricultural encroachment.
Visual intrusion of potential road expansion linked to pressure of traffic on minor roads, especially
during busy tourist periods.
Intrusion on tranquillity with potential of increasing traffic on minor roads due to proposed
development at Chesterford Park.

Sensitivities to Change

Sensitive key characteristics and landscape elements within this character area include the patchwork
pattern of pasture and plantation woodlands, which would be sensitive to changes in land management.
The open skyline of the valley slopes is visually sensitive, with new development potentially being
highly visible within panoramic inter and cross-valley views.  Intimate views from lower slopes to the
wooded river valley floor and views to the valley sides from adjacent Landscape Character Areas are
also sensitive.  Historic integrity is relatively strong with a dispersed historic settlement pattern and
several winding lanes, greens and ancient woodlands.  Several important habitats for wildlife and
biodiversity are scattered throughout the area (including 16 County Wildlife sites and an open water
SSSI).  Overall this character area has relatively high sensitivity to change.

Proposed Landscape Strategy Objectives

Conserve - seek to protect and enhance positive features that are essential in contributing to local
distinctiveness and sense of place through effective planning and positive land management measures.

Suggested Landscape Planning Guidelines
Conserve and enhance the landscape setting of settlements.
Maintain cross-valley views.
Consider the landscape pattern and structure of large woodland areas and the role that they have in
the composition of views to and from the area.
Ensure that new woodland planting is designed to enhance landscape character and that species
composition reflects local character.
Ensure any new development on valley sides is small-scale and that it responds to historic
settlement pattern, form and building materials.
Encourage the re-use of redundant agricultural farm buildings, especially red brick or black timber-
framed and boarded barns.
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Suggested Land Management Guidelines
Develop strategies to deal with peak flows of traffic in tourist season, particularly near Audley End.
Conserve and enhance existing hedgerows and restore where possible.
Establish arable field margins.
Conserve and manage areas of ancient woodland as historical landscape and nature conservation
features.
Consider the visual impact of new farm buildings on the valley slopes and encourage the planting of
tree groups around visually intrusive buildings.
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