
Key characteristics 

■■ Gently rolling rounded hills and valleys with many long, low ridgelines 
and great variety of landform. Wide, far-reaching views from the edges 
and across the ridgetops.

■■ Dominant Jurassic scarp slope of limestone and Lias clay hills capped 
locally with ironstone-bearing Marlstone and Northampton Sands. 
Glacial boulder clay covers the northern and eastern areas, with sands 
and gravels along river valleys. 

■■ The Upper Nene Valley divides the gently undulating Northamptonshire 
Heights to the north from the hillier Cherwell/Ouse plateau (the ‘Ironstone 
Wolds’) to the south and has been exploited for sand and gravel.

■■ Rivers rise and flow outwards in all directions, including the rivers 
Cherwell, Avon, Welland, Tove, Ouse, Nene and Ise, and the area forms 
the main watershed of Middle England. 

■■ Sparse woodland cover, but with scattered, visually prominent, small, 
broadleaved woods, copses and coverts, particularly on higher ground. 

■■ Mixed farming dominates with open arable contrasting with permanent 
pasture. 

■■ Typical ‘planned countryside’ with largely rectangular, enclosed field 
patterns surrounded by distinctive, high, often A-shaped hedgerows of 
predominantly hawthorn and blackthorn, with many mature hedgerow 
trees, mostly ash and oak. Some ironstone and limestone walls in 
places and some localised areas of early irregular enclosure.

■■ Small pockets of semi-natural vegetation with many small scattered 
broadleaved woodlands, some ancient and often on hill tops, with 
mires, areas of lowland meadow, calcareous grassland and lowland dry 
acid grassland in the river valleys. Bluebell woods occur in places. 

■■ Nationally rare, locally abundant and prominent ridge and furrow, with 
frequent deserted and shrunken settlements. Several large historic 
country estates such as Cottesbrooke Hall and Althorp and many small 
country estates, with extensive parkland containing a great many 
mature, veteran and ancient trees.

■■ Nucleated villages often on hill tops or at valley heads with low densities 
of dispersed settlement. Cob, ironstone and limestone in older buildings 
with some remaining thatch, but mostly pantile and slate roofs. Brick 
buildings in some villages. Extensive new developments in villages along 
main transport corridors and in the two main towns.

■■ A dense network of narrow lanes with wide grassy verges, often 
following ridges, crossed by many strategic road and rail corridors, 
including the M1, M40, A14, West Coast Main Line railway, Great 
Western Railway line and the Oxford and Grand Union canals.

■■ The many historic houses, parks and gardens open to the public, the 
reservoirs, long-distance paths (such as the Knightley Way, Jurassic Way 
and Brampton Valley Way) and the Grand Union and Oxford canals 
provide well-used recreation assets.
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http://necmsstage.demeter.zeus.gsi.gov.uk/Images/NCA119Keyfacts_tcm6-23442_tcm6-23442.pdf
http://necmsstage.demeter.zeus.gsi.gov.uk/Images/NCA119Keyfacts_tcm6-23442_tcm6-23442.pdf
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