
Research has shown (Hopper 1974) that the age of hedgerows is correlated 

with the number of woody species they contain in a 30 metre length.  This can be used 

to estimate the age of existing hedgerows.  By looking at where the oldest ones occur, 

one can speculate on the nature of settlement in the parish in medieval and even pre-

medieval times. Our surveys in the Prestwood parish (the centre of our area) showed 

29 hedges that probably dated back to early medieval times and 8 whose origin likely 

goes back to Saxon times, before the Norman conquest. 

The eight oldest hedges consisted of  

(a) three sections of hedge alongside the main Wycombe Road close to Peterley 

crossroads, from the Polecat to the southern end of Peterley Corner Farm; 

(b) two sections of hedge along Hobbshill Lane; 

(c) the northern section of Greenlands Lane towards Hotley Bottom Farm; 

(d) along Pipers Lane by Limmers Mead; 

(e) a field hedge going north from the middle of the edge of Nanfan Wood. 

The first three of these bound ancient trackways and probably indicate that 

these routes had already been established in Saxon times, which must also mean that 

there was some occupation of the area in their vicinity as long ago as that.  The fourth 

is a hedge that once marked part of the boundary of Great Kingshill Common, which 

again makes it likely that there was at least one farm at Great Kingshill before 

William the Conqueror (more or less where the present Hatches Farm is situated).  

The last hedge is more surprising, as it does not mark any major route or boundary.  It 

may be that it is a relict woodland-edge, as Nanfan Wood used to extend further north 

at this point. 

Not every section of hedge along Wycombe Road, Hobbshill Lane and 

Greenlands Lane scored as highly as the above.  This is because some have been 

wholly or partially destroyed by development, or because they have been neglected.  

In this way we may have lost some indicators of ancient boundaries altogether.  Those 

that do survive should really be seen as ancient monuments and given full protection. 

If we go on to look at the whereabouts of the next highest category of hedge, 

we can improve the picture further.  These include further sections of hedge along 

Hobbshill Lane, Wycombe Road and Greenlands Lane, confirming their ancient 

origin.  They also include hedges along the track to Andlows Farm from the west, 

Honor End Lane, Rolls Lane, the road to Dennerhill Farm at the north end of Denner 

Hill, Hangings Lane, and Hampden Road as far north as the junction with Rolls Lane.  

This implies that the basic structure of roads that we see on the 1850 map of 

Prestwood was already in existence in medieval times.  The only other hedges with 

similar scores form a little cluster at Kiln Close and by Ladyboys.  Their scores are 

enhanced by fruit trees of domestic origin, reflecting their propinquity to orchards 

flourishing here until the mid-20
th

 century.  This makes their scores unreliable as age 

indicators (although Ladyboys does date back to the early 15
th

 century at least) and 

most of these two hedges did not exist even as late as 1850, as they were unenclosed 

commonland until the 1860s. 

The rest of the older hedges are all field hedges (or former field hedges).  

Their location may give some indication as to where the earliest farming settlements 

were.  Again there are a considerable number of high-scoring hedges beside the fields 

north of Nanfan Wood.  This includes a very long stretch of hedgerow from Nanfan 

Grange to the wood following the old boundary between Hughenden and Missenden 

(since changed to run the other side of Nanfan Wood).  This area of old hedgerows 

encompasses Hangings Lane and it appears that a farm at Nanfans may have been one 

of the earliest settlements in the area.  To the east of this patch of larger fields there is 



one of narrow strip fields behind the old houses, at the north end of what is now 

Wycombe Road, that fronted on to Prestwood Common.  A couple of hedges near 

Mill House score highly, but unfortunately many of the others have been relatively 

unmanaged or affected by garden operations and many gaps now occur.  The form of 

these fields, however, is a possible sign of medieval strip farming.  Similar narrow 

fields show on the 1850 map off Greenlands Lane and north of Hatches Farm at Great 

Kingshill. 

Another cluster of high-scoring field boundary hedges occurs either side of the 

Wycombe Road close to Peterley Corner, probably associated with another farm 

settlement corresponding to Nives Farm, and almost certainly part of the old Peterley 

Manor estate.  Other old hedges are scattered.  They include another long stretch on 

the eastern side of the crest of Denner Hill, again confirming the existence of a 

settlement there from very early times.  The southern boundary of the old Prestwood 

Common is also marked by another long line of old hedge, now backing the new 

development along Lodge Lane.  This would not only confirm the early existence of 

the Common, but also of fields to the south of it, possibly part of the Missenden 

Abbey Peterley Estate.  There are just two other sections of hedge, both old field 

boundaries, that might date back to the medieval period.  One is at the bottom end of 

Perks Lane and the other beside a small lane off Stag Lane.  These hedges certainly 

predate both lanes, which are relatively recent constructions that happened to follow 

old field boundaries. 

Putting all this evidence together (and it can only be suggestive rather than 

definitive) one can surmise that by Saxon times some of the old woodland had already 

been cleared for scattered farmsteads at (from north to south) Honor End (marking the 

boundary of the Hampden estate), Nanfans, Nives (possibly), Peterley, Ninneywood 

and Hatches, all joined by a single major trackway leading from Hampden to 

Wycombe.  In addition, it is likely that farmsteads also existed at Hotley Bottom (with 

an old track – now Greenlands Lane - running to there from Nanfans) and on Denner 

Hill, again with a track from Nanfans along the lines of the current Hangings and 

Rolls Lanes.  The fact that Nanfans appears to have been the site of a major 

crossroads further reinforces its antiquity.  The other major junction of tracks would 

have been at Peterley, where the old way from Missenden (Piterleistan) came over the 

hill to link up with the main north-south route.   

Prestwood is fortunate to have preserved a good many of its ancient 

hedgerows.  Not only do these contain plants that are relics of the old woods and 

provide nesting-places for birds, but they also provide an interlocking network of 

routeways for small mammals and invertebrates to disperse through the parish.  Many 

of the roads and tracks are bordered by such hedges, and they may also provide 

roadside banks and verges that provide sanctuary for plants and creatures displaced 

from the fields by modern agriculture.  Where trees have survived to maturity in the 

parish, this is often because they were part of hedgerows (or marking the boundaries 

of woods).  Mature trees are not only aesthetically pleasing and a crucial part of the 

Chilterns scenery, but they also provide unique habitats in themselves for some of the 

rarer invertebrates like beetles.  Moreover, like the hedgerows, these trees, some of 

them 200 years old, provide a visible sign of the history of the area of a vintage 

seldom attained by man-made structures.  Hedgerows are important habitats for trees, 

shrubs and herbaceous plants, many of them survivors from previous woodland.  

Hedgerows near the bottom of Rolls Lane are very old and protected (LWS) for the 

sake of important local populations of green hellebore and moschatel.  Winifred 

Peedle, in her 1939 essay, knew of the green hellebore under the hazel here and stated 



that she had known of it first in the late twenties, coming every year in spring to see it 

flowering.  She observed that “Last season the hedge was cut very low, and the plants 

had very little shelter.  This year the flowers were a little later in coming out, and they 

were not so large as they usually have been.”  The hedge is still cut relatively low, but 

it is managed to ensure the survival of this plant, which is probably native to this site 

and reflects a time long past when woodland descended to the road (it is still not very 

far away).  The long-lasting green flowers are unusual – the apparent petals are really 

sepals (the normally green bracts that enclose the petals of a flower like the rose or 

poppy), and the petals are reduced to tiny tubes of nectar that attract the early bees.  It 

presumably uses scent rather than colour to attract the bees, an adaptation to the dark 

conditions in woodlands where it more normally grows.  The plant is said to be 

poisonous to cattle, although cows are kept in the field that backs the hedge. 

 The moschatel (pronounced musk-a-tell) also has a largely green flower, again 

reflecting its usual dark habitat in woods.  It is tiny and easily overlooked, especially 

tucked up well under the hedge – it can be far more conspicuous as large patches in 

some woods (eg Rignalls, Cockshoots, Rook) not far away.  The flower-heads have a 

unique structure, making up a cube with a single flower on each of the four faces and 

a fifth on the top face.  It is known by some people as the “town hall clock” for this 

reason.  Like much of nature, the real gems are hidden away from us in miniature to 

reward only the persistently curious.  It has a faint smell of musk (the origin of its 

name) which is strongest in the early evening, attracting various small flies, but it 

rarely sets seed and therefore does not spread very easily. 

 The ancient green lane, Hobbshill Lane, is also bordered by excellent 

hedgerows on each side.  Special plants here include the native lady’s mantle 

Alchemilla xanthochlora, which is rare in this part of the country, being generally 

found in the north and west of Britain.  It also grows in Hampdenleaf Wood near 

Little Hampden, just north of Prestwood, but Hobbshill Lane is one of only two sites 

in Prestwood parish (the other being Hangings Lane, also an old route, although now 

a minor road).  It can look very similar to the garden lady’s-mantle A.mollis, which 

frequently escapes in this area and is also seen in hedgerows, but it can be told by not 

having softly-downy upper sides to the leaves, having hairs only on the under side. 

 Apart from such rarities, hedgerows also harbour, much more commonly, 

colourful flowers that brighten up the waysides.  After the lesser celandine, and the 

early and common dog violets, foxglove or red campion, greater stitchwort and 

bluebell make a patriotic combination of red, white and blue, which may be further 

enhanced by the yellow archangel, wall lettuce and goldilocks buttercup.  Several 

umbellifers (plants with large heads of small, usually white, flowers, and much-

divided, feathery, parsley-like leaves), too, particularly enjoy the special environment 

a hedge provides – protection from the worst weather while being open to the sun.  

These include cow parsley, the first to flower, followed by bur chervil (particularly 

noticeable in the Hampden Road area), the late summer-flowering hedge parsley, and 

hemlock with its purple-spotted stems warning of its poison juices.  (Not to mention 

that coarse relative, hogweed, which grows in hedgerows and every sort of rough or 

waste land, but which is just as much enjoyed for its nectar by the flies and beetles 

that often swarm on the platforms provided by these heads of flowers.)  One should 

not overlook, either, that delicate grass, the wood melick, which appears to enjoy the 

hedgerow habitat as much as its native woods, and can make a fine display with its 

little brown flowers appearing too heavy for such slender stalks waving in the breeze.  

Hedge bindweed and honeysuckle (plus traveller’s joy in the chalky areas) scramble 

over the hedges themselves. 



Hedges also provide shelter and food for an abundance of insects, birds and 

mammals, including bats like pipistrelle and noctule that are still commonly seen in 

the late evening swiftly manoeuvring after moths and other insects.  The taller hedges 

provide hunting places for the pipistrelle at night and roosting places during the day.  

The hawthorn, holly, wild cherry and cherry-laurel (that otherwise abnoxious invader) 

provide fruits that are vital for seeing birds of the thrush family through the winter.  

The preserve of blackbirds, song and mistle thrushes most of the year, the haws and 

hollies attract flocks of redwings and fieldfare in the winter, to the consternation of 

the resident blackbirds vainly trying to keep them at bay from their precious food 

reserves.  The song thrush has declined very considerably in numbers of late, that may 

not be unassociated with the poisoning by gardeners of their primary food, the snails 

and slugs, although there does seem to be a slight resurgence of numbers in the last 

year or two.  The mistle thrush, although it comes less often near dwellings, is holding 

its own very well, and its powerful song can often be heard from the tallest hedgerow 

trees.   

Thicker hedges provide nesting-places for many song-birds.  Magpies, too, 

prefer to nest in the tops of the taller hedgerows.  While they will raid the nests of 

other birds, a pair observed nesting in one hedge in 2001 had to fight off a grey 

squirrel intent on stealing their clutch!  A prolonged attack by the male was only 

converted to success by its mate finally losing patience and leaving the nest to join in 

the tail-pecking, which proved too much for the squirrel and it fled in great haste 

pursued by two irate birds.  The magpie, which has certainly become more evident 

recently, is often blamed for the decline in numbers of songbirds, but the wood pigeon 

is equally, if not more, vulnerable, with its simple platform nest usually easily 

observable, and it continues to thrive.  The maligning of the magpie is just a 

continuation of that old gamekeeper’s prejudice against all competitive predators. 

Hedgerows have been planted from at least Saxon times to border tracks and 

fields.  Easier and less costly to erect and maintain than fences because they could be 

left to care for themselves, they provided resources for villagers such as firewood and 

fruit, and they also provided much more efficient barriers, especially if layered.  

Layering is accomplished by cutting almost entirely through a sapling and then 

bending it over, intertwining it with neighbouring layered stems.  The horizontal stem 

throws up vertical shoots along its length, making a very dense impenetrable hedge.  

Hedges layered in the past are quite readily detectable by the horizontal stems that, 

over the decades and centuries, become substantial trunks still lying parallel to the 

ground.  Wood-edges were often treated in the same way to prevent stock wandering 

in from the fields and browsing the coppice.  Traditionally they were kept cut back 

fairly low so as not to impede hunting, but over the last century the majority have 

been left to grow to six metres or more.  The enclosure of the commons around 1860 

resulted in the carving up of the land into fields that were also defined by the planting 

of new hedges. 

Old hedges and layered wood-edges can be seen all around Prestwood.  In 

1850 there were about 100 kilometres of hedgerow in the parish.  Detailed 

comparisons with 1900 Ordnance Survey maps show that over 16 kilometres (16%) 

were lost during those fifty years, almost entirely due to the creation of larger fields 

for cultivation.  At the same time, however, about 19 kilometres of new hedgerow 

were planted, largely as a result of the enclosure of the commons, so that with the loss 

of one habitat, a new, if less extensive, one was created.  While Prestwood ended up 

with a slightly greater length of hedgerow in 1900 than in 1850, there was still a clear 

loss, as those that were lost were virtually all ancient hedgerows that had existed for 



many centuries, some for a thousand years.  The newly planted hedgerows could not 

match these in diversity of species and the amount of cover for wildlife that they 

provided.  The mid-19
th

 century hedges across the old commons, moreover, were 

mostly removed during the building boom a century later, although a few remnants 

are still traceable.  Between 1900 and 2000, over a quarter of all hedgerows were 

destroyed (some 32 kilometres).  Most of these were due to building, however, and 

very few to agricultural change (unlike the bulk of the country).  While 1850-1900 

had seen a similar rate of hedgerow creation to compensate for the losses, this was not 

so in the twentieth century, when only about 7.5 kilometres of new hedgerow were 

planted.  The end result was that by 2000 Prestwood parish had only 75 kilometres of 

hedgerow, three-quarters of that existing 150 years before. 

The old hedges that have survived still need occasional maintenance and re-

layering.  Failure to do so results in the shrubs becoming more and more like 

individual trees, out-competing smaller intermediate saplings, the hedge becoming 

“gappy” and eventually a line of trees.  (Such lines of trees marking prior hedges can 

be seen, for instance, to the left of the footpath that climbs up Hockey Field from 

Perks Lane, or across the field behind Pankridges Farm, and elsewhere in the parish.)  

While many of our old hedges are showing signs of insufficient management in recent 

decades, we are lucky that some farmers (eg Wren Davis Ltd) are still keen to 

continue layering their hedges, often with the help of the British Trust for 

Conservation Volunteers, who have members trained in the old skills.  Recently 

layered hedges in Prestwood can be seen, for instance, along Hampden Road and 

Perks Lane, while the field hedge alongside the public path that passes to the north of 

the parish church was layered as lately as 2000 by the BTCV.  A few tall trees in a 

hedge, as long as the shrub level is maintained, make it a better habitat for birds 

(providing song-posts for instance), helps create more satisfying scenery, and ensures 

that some mature trees survive.  Because our woods have traditionally been working 

woods, few really old trees have been left within them.  What old trees there are in the 

parish are almost entirely in hedgerows or on the margins of woods where they helped 

mark the boundary. 

Hedges also provide linear habitats for wildlife – cover for them as they travel 

from one area to another, to find food, a mate or a new home.  The more 

interconnecting hedgerows there are, the easier is it for wildlife (and shade-dependent 

plants) to disperse and colonise new areas when necessary – for instance if a previous 

territory is destroyed.  A good network of dense hedges therefore contributes to a 

thriving ecology and biodiversity.  A look at the map of semi-natural habitats in 

Prestwood shows that they are quite well connected, with hedges providing the crucial 

links between, for instance, areas of woodland that are otherwise surrounded by open 

fields.  A vole or fox at Ninneywood farm in the south of the parish, for instance, 

could, by following hedgerows, woodlands and areas of scrub, reach any other part of 

the parish as far as the northern tip at Lodge Wood, over the west to Denner Hill and 

Bryants Bottom, and to the east at Atkins Wood, with only a very few roads to dash 

across now and again under cover of darkness.  All the existing hedgerows therefore 

need careful maintenance to preserve this fortunate “underground” network. 

In the Prestwood Parish survey, 169 hedges in total were measured, of which 

132 contained six or more species per 30m.  Of these, 29 had eight or nine species (ie 

probably dating back to early medieval times) and 8 hedges had ten or eleven species.  

The most common species, growing in over three-quarters of all hedge-sections 

surveyed, was the hawthorn.  Wild roses grew in two-thirds.  Four more species were 

found in half or more of the hedge-sections: hazel (58%), holly (56%), elder (54%) 



and blackthorn (50%).  Ash was present in well over a third (38%), and four more 

species were in a quarter of hedges (wild cherry, hornbeam, field maple and oak).  

Other common trees were sycamore (21%), dogwood (17%), beech (12%) and white-

beam (11%). 

Hedges were classified according to their score as having few species (less 

than six), a moderate number (six or seven) or a good number (eight or more).  Most 

species occurred in roughly the same rates across all three categories, but there were a 

few that could be considered as a good or a bad sign.  Species particularly associated 

with the good hedges were beech (one third of good hedges, 9% of moderate ones and 

3% of poor ones), hornbeam (38%, 31% & 10% respectively), oak (46%, 28% & 3%) 

and whitebeam (24%, 9% & 3%).  These are slow colonisers and the existence of any 

of them in a hedge is a good sign that it may be an old one.  Also a good sign was the 

existence of any of the less usual native species (those occurring in fewer than 5% of 

all hedges) – trees like rowan, crab apple, elm or yew, and shrubs like broom or 

redcurrant.  One very old hedge near Hotley Bottom (nine species in 30 metres) 

contains the only example of midland hawthorn in the parish (although there are 

others in the wider PN area).  It differs from the common hawthorn in its less divided 

leaves, flowers with two styles, not one, and haws often with two stones. 

There were also two species that were more associated with the poorer 

hedgerows.  These were elder and hawthorn.  Both occurred quite often in the higher-

scoring hedges, but they were especially frequent in the low-scoring ones.  Elder is a 

well-known “weedy” species that soon colonises new habitats, especially those where 

there is not too much established competition, so that the sparser hedgerows suit it 

well.  The hawthorn, on the other hand, is the commonest shrub to be planted in field 

hedges these days and so it is the one most often encountered in new hedges.  

Where hedgerows also constitute road margins, as is often the case because 

the older hedges followed the ancient route-ways, these final refuges may be under 

threat from road widening or other “tidying” operations.  Thus the ragged robin was 

lost from its final site in the parish beside Nairdwood Lane in 1987, and the leopard’s-

bane that flowered each year beside Perks Lane was similarly destroyed by council 

road “improvements” in 2000.  Winter heliotrope and grey sedge, like the green 

hellebore already mentioned, survive in one place each under lane-side hedges.  Other 

plants rare in the parish and protected by hedgerows include creeping Jenny, 

hedgerow cranesbill, dewberry, black horehound and wood burdock.  Where there are 

old oak, beech or hornbeam trees there may appear rare boletus and other fungi. 

Some of the common hedgerow plants are important as food-sources or 

habitats of other species, especially insects.  Prime amongst these as a natural “micro-

habitat” is the common stinging nettle, which, among many other insects, supports the 

caterpillars of some of our best-loved butterflies – red admiral, small tortoiseshell and 

peacock, as well as many moths, bugs like the nettle groundbug, and various beetles.  

The fact that most of these are common, of course, reflects the abundance of the food-

plant, a fact that cannot have escaped walkers in the area! 

The hedge bedstraw, too, is associated with many insects, along with the   

other “scramblers” – bramble, ivy, traveller’s joy, honeysuckle and wild roses.  The 

convoluted mines of the tiny moth Stigmella splendidissimella are usually abundant in 

bramble leaves.  Ivy is the second foodplant of the holly blue, whose numbers vary 

markedly from year, sometimes very common, sometimes not seen at all, these 

cyclical fluctuations thought to be the effect of a viral parasite.  The larvae of the 

large sawfly Zaraea lonicerae feed on the honeysuckle.  The conspicuous “hairy” red 

bedeguar galls on roses, caused by the gall-wasp Diplolepis rosae are very familiar.  



Lower plants like hedge mustard, garlic mustard, wood spurge, cow parsley, 

hogweed, hedge woundwort, white dead-nettle, false brome, germander speedwell 

and wild strawberry all support a number of insect species.  The orange-tip butterfly is 

particularly fond of laying its eggs on garlic mustard and hedge mustard, although the 

other “whites” will also use these plants. 

While hawthorn is the commonest hedgerow shrub, it is also the most prolific 

in the range of other species it helps to support.  These include the common hawthorn 

shieldbug, the rarer hawthorn sawfly, Chinese character, early, figure of eight and 

other moths. The flowers in spring attract many flies, especially the march flies, the 

dance-fly Rhamphomyia sulcata, and two rare hoverflies – Criorhina berberina & C. 

floccosa, several species of “tumbling flower-beetle” (Anaspis spp), the longhorn 

beetle Grammoptera ruficornis, the uncommon leaf beetle Lochmaea crataegi, and 

long-horned moths with their improbably long antennae, almost too fine to be visible, 

although in some species with conspicuous white tips.  Particularly significant is the 

occurrence of the anobiid beetle Ptinomorphus imperialis which also frequents the 

hawthorn flowers, while the larvae bore inside branches of various trees, including 

hawthorn, in old hedges.  While not dependent solely on hawthorn, a number of birds 

and mammals do take advantage of the abundant fruit usually produced.  In winter 

one usually sees blackbirds, redwings, magpies and grey squirrel (occasionally 

fieldfare) eating the haws, which can be entirely stripped from the trees by January.  

Many of these, and other birds, find the dense thorny growth of hawthorn suitable for 

nesting.  The magpie, in particular, likes to nest at the top of tall hawthorn hedges. 

The blackthorn and the hazel are two other common hedgerow shrubs that 

help support other species.  In many parts of Britain the hornbeam is rare, but in this 

parish it is one of the most characteristic hedgerow trees, easily recognised from its 

unusual fruits, beloved of jays.  It is associated locally with two rare fungi – the milk-

cap Lactarius circellatus and the bolete Leccinum carpini.     

 


