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1 Introduction and approach 

Introduction 

 Wickham Bishops is a village and civil parish located in central Essex, within the remit of Maldon 

District Council. It is located some 2.8km to the south-east of Witham and 4.7km to the north of 

Maldon and Heybridge; Great Totham is close to Wickham Bishop parish’s eastern boundary. 

Despite the presence of surrounding settlement and the proximity of the A12 to the north, the 

parish retains a rural character. 

 Wickham Bishops Parish Council is currently compiling a Neighbourhood Plan in accordance with 

the Town & Country Planning Act 1990, the Planning & Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, the Localism 

Act 2011, and the Neighbourhood Planning Regulations 2012 (as amended).  

 The draft Neighbourhood Plan 2016 – 2029 includes a vision for the parish: 

In 2029 Wickham Bishops will continue to have a distinctive rural tree-filled feel, centred on 

the church, sporting facilities, the village hall and the local retail area, with improved access 

to open green spaces. Sustainable development consistent with the design and character of 

the village will have occurred ensuring the provision of a suitable housing mix, local 

businesses, community facilities, communications and transport provision to meet the needs 

of the parish. 

and a set of objectives: 

• The village continues as a distinctive settlement that does not further coalesce with 

surrounding areas with enhanced access to open / green spaces and a diversity of 

sustainable linked habitats for wildlife.  

• There is better connectivity with improved mobile phone signal, broadband and transport 

infrastructure including a network of linked public footpaths, bridleways, cycle paths and 

access to public transport providing pedestrians, cyclists and horse riders with 

opportunities for safe movement within the parish.  

• There is sustainable development of high quality design that is in character with the local 

area, and of an appropriate mix and type to meet local current and future needs. To retain 

and improve the village’s existing high standard of sports and community facilities, 

including a cricket pitch, football field, tennis courts, village hall, library and children’s 

playground.  

• To encourage business growth and tourism of an appropriate scale and form to suit the 

character and size of the village; providing sustainable opportunities for local businesses 

including home workers. 

Commission 

 The Landscape Partnership was appointed by Wickham Bishops Parish Council in September 2019 

to undertake a Landscape Character Analysis of the parish in a robust and transparent manner. This 

report will form part of the evidence base used to support the Wickham Bishops Neighbourhood 

Plan. 
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 The commission had the following objectives: 

• To review published landscape character assessments at the national, regional, county and 

district levels. 

• To provide a baseline description of the landscape in which Wickham Bishops is located, with 

particular emphasis on what makes it special and distinctive, i.e. what gives the village its 

identity. This included identification of the key views into and out of the village, open spaces 

and local landmarks. 

• To review the baseline information and identify a series of Local Landscape Character Areas 

(LLCAs). 

• Assess the character and sensitivity to change of the landscapes within each of the LLCAs. 

• Provide a set of guidelines for each LLCA to protect its essential characteristics, to help 

manage future change in a positive way and to protect the landscape character of the village 

by ensuring that any change is appropriate to the area. 

 The study will also assist the parish council in making informed decisions as to whether any future 

development can be absorbed into the landscape, and if so, what mitigation measures might be 

required to ensure that there would not have unacceptable effect on the landscape. 

2 Methodology  

 The methodology used for the landscape character analyst was based on the national guidance 

found in ‘An approach to landscape character assessment’, published by Natural England in 2014.  

Study area 

 The study area encompassed all of the land within the parish of Wickham Bishops beyond the built-

up areas, which were excluded from the study.  

Desk based study  

 The initial stage of the analysis involved the assemblage of a baseline review of the landscape of 

the study area. Desk-based information was also gathered through research of landscape and 

environmental designations, and by consulting geology and soils maps, historic maps, OS maps and 

aerial photography. This data was reviewed in order to identify the pattern of features that would 

help define landscape character areas (LCAs) at a finer grain. 

 The analysis was informed by the reports and corresponding mapping undertaken as part of 

published national, regional, county and district level landscape character assessments. The Essex 

Historic Landscape Characterisation study was also consulted, and this provided valuable 

information on the cultural development of the landscape. The findings of the landscape character 

assessments were carefully considered in terms of their classification of the landscape, the key 

characteristics which were identified, and any judgements on landscape sensitivity and value.  

Field Survey 

 The desk-based stage was followed by field survey work, which provided the opportunity to 

undertake a number of key tasks, including: 
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• incorporating the visual/aesthetic/perceptual dimension; 

• recording the condition of the landscape; 

• identifying and refining LLCA boundaries; 

• assessing any particular qualities, and/or problems in areas of particular pressure or 

sensitivity; and 

• noting distinctive features, local materials, plant species, etc.. 

 A survey form was developed for internal use to ensure that a structured, consistent recording of 

information was achieved. Character and condition information was collected in distinct sections, 

in a mixture of guided responses as well in sections of free text to provide greater opportunity for 

description.  Field survey record sheets were used to record data.  Additional notes and 

photographic records supplemented the use of forms and informed the process of drafting a 

description of and illustrating each character area in the final report. 

 The field survey was carried out in October 2019, and was undertaken by a Chartered Landscape 

Architect who was responsible for drafting the text and defining the boundaries of each LLCA 

surveyed.   

The characterisation process 

 Following on from the desk study and fieldwork, coherent LLCAs were identified. For most people, 

landscape is strongly associated with place and character areas can provide an appropriate vehicle 

for presenting countryside information to a public audience.  In this study five LLCAs were identified 

to form the main units of the landscape in the vicinity of the village. These character areas 

subdivided the broader character areas identified in previously published landscape studies.  The 

key characteristics and distinctive features of each of the LLCAs are outlined in Section 6.    

Boundaries 

 It should be recognised that although the drawing of boundary lines on a plan is an inevitable part 

of the process, this does not always mean that landscape character is dramatically different to 

either side of each and every line.  Landscape character can suddenly change, e.g. at the interface 

of an historic parkland, at the foot of a locally steep scarp slope or at a settlement edge but often 

there is a more gradual transition.  In such cases the boundary line marks more a watershed of 

character, where the balance of the defining elements has shifted from one landscape type to 

another.  

Local Landscape Character Areas 

 The following LLCAs were defined: 

1 Blackwater Valley – Valley floor 

2 Blackwater Valley – Valley-sides 

3 Tiptree Ridge – South-facing slopes 

4 Tiptree Ridge – West-facing slopes 

5 Tiptree Ridge - Ridgetop 
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 For each of the identified LLCAs, a description of the key characteristics has been provided – 

including topography, land cover, settlement, views, levels of public access and the relationship 

with the existing settlement.  

 The character area descriptions are supported with map extracts, overlaid with arrows to indicate 

the key views available within and across each of the areas, and photographs which reflect the key 

characteristics of each LLCA. The length of the arrows corresponds to whether these views are short 

or long distance.  

 A set of guidelines is provided that set out management and enhancement measures to reinforce 

the landscape character of both the areas and their contribution to the setting of the village, and 

to inform opportunities for locating green infrastructure and undertaking landscape 

enhancements. These guidelines reference potential enhancements to public access around the 

village fringes, maintaining key views where relevant, the safeguarding of landscape features, and 

the reinforcement of the distinctive features of each area. 

3 Published landscape character assessments  

 See Figure 2: Landscape character 

 The process of landscape character assessment enables landscapes and townscapes to be described 

and understood by mapping natural, physical and cultural features in order to define different 

landscapes and demonstrate what makes them special.  

 Landscape character is defined as the distinct and recognisable pattern of elements that occur 

consistently in a particular type of landscape. It takes account of the patterns of geology, landform, 

soils, vegetation, land use and settlement that combine to create each landscape’s distinctive 

appearance. Landscape character assessments can be undertaken at a range of different scales 

from national level to local level.  

 There are four existing character assessments which encompass Wickham Bishops. These are the 

national level, regional level, county level and district level assessments.   

National level – National Character Areas 

 Natural England has divided England into 159 distinct National Character Areas (NCA) that define 

the landscape at a national scale, building on the work undertaken by the then Countryside Agency 

when compiling the Joint Landscape Character Map.  

1.1.1 The site is located within NCA 111: Northern Thames Basin. NCA 111 encompasses a diverse area 

extending from Hertfordshire in the west to the Essex coast in the east. Included within this NCA 

are the suburbs of North London and also historic towns and cities, as well as new and planned 

towns.  

 The Northern Thames Basin is an area rich in geodiversity, archaeology and history and diverse 

landscapes ranging from the wooded Hertfordshire plateaux and river valleys, to the open 

landscape and predominantly arable area of the Essex heathlands, with areas of urbanisation mixed 

throughout. Urban expansion has put increased pressure on the area in terms of extra housing 

developments, schools and other necessities, with a consequential reduction in tranquillity.  
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 Four distinct areas have been identified within the Northern Thames Basin. Wickham Bishops is 

located within an area described as the Essex Wooded Hills and Ridges. The Essex Wooded Hills and 

Ridges are described as follows: 

This area has several ridges where the soils are acidic and stony and have low fertility but are 

easily cultivated. This and the wet soils at the base of the Bagshot Beds limit the agricultural 

potential for the hill slopes, but farmland can be found in the lower-lying areas. The ridges of 

Epping Forest, Brentwood to High Wood, Thorndon to Billericay and Danbury to Wickham 

Bishops are dissected by the river valleys of the Roding, Wid and Chelmer. The Ter, Brain and 

Blackwater also contribute to the drainage of the area and Hanningfield Reservoir provides 

an area of open water.  

This area is in the central part of the NCA, and extends roughly from Epping Forest in the west 

to Danbury in the east. It is a transitional landscape between the London Clay lowlands and 

the South Suffolk and North Essex Claylands NCA. It is formed by a series of hills and ridges 

created by the resistant Bagshot Sands which rise up above the clay lowland as at Epping 

Forest, Brentwood to High Wood, Thorndon to Billericay and Danbury to Tiptree. These well-

wooded hills contain extensive areas of ancient woodland, remnant wood pasture and 

secondary woodland on commons as well as more recent plantations. These include the 

substantial wooded areas of Hainault Forest and Epping Forest, formerly Royal Forests, now 

managed for conservation and recreation. 

Historically, settlement was sparse with scattered villages associated with the commons and 

areas of wood pasture. Today, settlement is dominated by large, 20th-century urban areas. 

The A12, the former Roman road connecting London with Colchester, is a major commuter 

route through the area. 

Regional Level – East of England Landscape Typology 

 The East of England Regional Landscape Framework was developed by Landscapes East in 2010. 

The landscape framework provides a consistent, integrated landscape typology for the East of 

England. Work was undertaken at a regional scale (1:50,000). The work integrated Landscape 

Description Units with Historic Landscape Characterisation, regional biodiversity data and rural 

settlement mapping to create the regional typology.  

 Wickham Bishops is found within the Wooded Hills and Ridges Character Type. This is described as 

“a varied and textured landscape characterised by undulating hills and steep ridges, which are 

cloaked in woodland, with clearings of arable farmland and pasture.”  

 The undulating landform is one of the key characteristics of the area. Land is often steeply sloping 

with distinctive ridges and narrow plateau summits. Minor steams flow from the hills into adjacent 

river valleys and low-lying landscapes near the coast. A combination of heavy, gleyed soils supports 

a high cover of ancient deciduous woodland. Survival of Ancient Woodland is relatively high. Mixed 

farming is the main land use within the area, though there are also extensive areas of woodland. 

Peri-urban land uses such as horse-grazing, golf courses and country parks are also present. The 

area is characterised by a high level of tree cover with both woodlands and parkland.  
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 Historic features include small to medium sized parklands and relic commons. Historic churches in 

settlements act as local landmarks. The settlement pattern features many small settlements which 

have developed along roads. There is also some influence from towns within this landscape type. 

Historically this landscape has comprises a mixture of wooded areas and fields, many of which are 

likely to have been created by assarting. Fieldscapes tend to be dominated by early enclosures, with 

significant areas of co-axial fields.  

 The lower parts of the parish fall within the Valley Settled Farmlands landscape type.  This 

landscape type includes numerous rivers which drain the East Anglian clay plateau. The landform is 

one of gently sloping valleys cut through glacial till, often with deposits of sand and gravel in the 

valley bottoms. The land-use is described as mainly arable, though there are some wet meadows in 

valley bottoms and patches of ancient woodland on the valley slopes. Hedgerow trees have a strong 

visual impact and landscaped parks have a localised influence. The enclosure pattern is described 

as small to medium scale and the field pattern is commonly sinuous and sub-rectangular. 

Settlement occurs on the valley sides and there are many historic towns and villages, as well as 

moated farmsteads. There is a clustered pattern of farmsteads and hamlets with some larger 

market towns. Many of these settlements have experienced significant late C20 growth. Main roads 

usually run along valley bottoms, while sunken lanes occur on valley sides. Vernacular houses are 

typically timber-framed (usually plastered and painted) and often interspersed with red-brick 

houses. Timber-clad and tarred barns, with tiled or thatched roofs are also a feature of the 

landscape. Field shapes are generally organic, with substantial, long-established hedges. Narrow 

riverine meadows are another historic feature.  

County level – Essex Landscape Character Assessment 

 The Essex Landscape Character Assessment was prepared for Essex County Council and Southend 

on Sea Borough Council by Chris Blandford Associates in 2002. The Assessment identified seven 

generic landscape divisions known as Landscape Character Types within the county. The Character 

Types are subdivided into thirty-five Landscape Character Areas, geographically specific areas with 

their own particular identity (sense of place).  

 Wickham Bishops lies within the Tiptree Ridge character area (LCA D4) which is one of the Wooded 

Hills and Ridge Landscapes (Landscape Type D).  

 The Wooded Hills and Ridges are a distinctive landscape type within the south and west of the study 

area. Their relief and strongly wooded character are a marked contrast to surrounding areas of 

more open arable farmland and river valleys. 

 Key characteristics of this division can be summarised as: 

• Woodland dominated hills and ridges on a belt of Bagshot/Claygate Beds and other sand and 

gravel formations, stretching through Essex from Epping Forest to Tiptree. 

• Wooded commons with ancient and secondary woodland defined by peripheral medieval 

wood banks. 

• A concentration of small estates/areas of historic parkland. 

• Well hedged landscape, with large areas of ancient, semi-natural woodland. 
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• Historically scattered and fairly sparse settlement pattern, overlain in parts by expanding 

modern suburban development of historic market towns. 

 Typical hedgerow species are Hawthorn and Oak with occasional Gorse, Holly, Blackthorn, Dog rose, 

Hazel, Elm, Ash, Birch, Beech, Sweet Chestnut, Elderberry. 

 The key characteristics of the Tiptree Ridge (LCA D4) are described as follows: 

• Elevated, broad ridge.  

• Strongly wooded western ridge-side.  

• Small - medium scale field pattern.  

• Enclosed character provided by many tall, thick hedgerows and woodland.  

• Framed views over the Blackwater Valley and the Blackwater coastal farmlands. 

 The overall character is described as follows: 

The Tiptree Ridge landscape is formed by a broad and relatively high ridge, which is clothed 

by large areas of woodland on its western side. Small to medium size fields are set within a 

strong structure of numerous woodland blocks, copses and tall thick hedgerows, but much of 

the area's former heathland and wood pasture character has been lost. Where gaps in 

hedgerows permit, framed views over the Blackwater Valley to the west and the coastal 

farmlands to the south east are possible. The settlement pattern is dispersed, principally 

isolated farmsteads in the west, and a mix of small/large villages, hamlets, small farmsteads, 

cottages and modern houses along lanes in the east of the area. 

 The lower parts of the parish fall within the Blackwater Valley which is one the River Valley 

Landscapes (Landscape Type C). The River Valley landscapes are described as a significant 

component of the county’s character and identity. The Stour, Colne, Blackwater, Chelmer and their 

tributaries rise in the Glacial Till Plateau to the north and flow east to form extensive estuaries at 

the coast.  

 The key characteristics of this division can be summarised as: 

• The river valleys dissect the boulder clay plateau. They are smaller and steeper in the upper 

valley reaches, revealing underlying gravel and sand deposits on the valley sides. 

• Parts of the valleys are extensively modified by reservoirs, current and reclaimed gravel pits, 

landfill sites, artificial wetlands, river realignments and canals. 

• Smaller, intimate tree-lined valleys with small rural settlements contrast with the more 

developed major river valley floodplains. 

• Organic field shapes are common as they are defined by the valley topography. 

• The high ground of the plateau allows ‘tunnelled’ views through deciduous woodland to the 

valley bottom. 

• The river courses are often marked by their associated vegetation. 

• Settlements along the valleys reflect the historic use of them for access into the county. 
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 Typical hedgerow species are hawthorn, oak, ash, with occasional white poplar, crack willow, white 

willow, alder, oak, field maple, goat willow, black poplar and elm. 

 More specifically, Wickham Bishops lies within the Blackwater/Brain and Lower Chelmer Valleys 

character area (LCA C6). The key characteristics of this area are described as follows: 

• Shallow valleys. 

• Predominantly arable farmland with well hedged medium to large fields. 

• The Brain and the Upper Blackwater Valleys are narrow with undulating valleysides. 

• The Lower Chelmer, and the Blackwater near Maldon, have wide flat valley floors, and gentle 

valleysides.  

• Extensive linear poplar and willow plantations are a distinctive feature. 

 The Blackwater Valley is described as relatively narrow with moderately steep slopes. Medium 

scale, arable farmland dominates throughout their length, with a predominantly strong pattern of 

hedgerow boundaries with frequent hedgerow trees. Tree cover is high along the banks of the rivers 

with willow and poplar plantations common as well as pockets of wet alder/willow woodland. Small 

settlements are dispersed along valleysides or cluster around a few key bridging points. 

Local level – Maldon Landscape Character Assessment 

 The Braintree, Brentwood, Chelmsford, Maldon and Uttlesford Landscape Character Assessment 

was published in 2005. It’s aim was to provide a comprehensive assessment of landscape character 

within the study area to inform land use planning and land management decisions.  

 Wickham Bishops lies within the Totham Wooded Farmlands character area (LCA F3) which is one 

of the Wooded Farmland Landscapes (Landscape Type F).  

 The key characteristics of the Totham Wooded Farmlands are described as: 

• Wooded ridges and hillsides to the east of the River Blackwater. 

• Predominantly agricultural fields enclosed by woodland patches or hedgerows with mature 

trees. 

• Field boundaries vary; some thickly enclosed, as at Beacon Hill; some more open with gappy 

hedges. 

• Interest created by colour-washed buildings both in villages and scattered in the landscape. 

 This character area covers the wooded ridge to the east of the River Blackwater. The landform is 

one of rolling hills with some steep ridges, particularly along Beacon Hill Ridge, with small to 

medium-size agricultural fields enclosed by woods and copses. Some of these woods are remnants 

of ancient woodland. The field pattern is irregular, usually following the topography of the land. 

There are occasional ditches, streams, and small farmstead reservoirs. A network of many footpaths 

and tracks cover the area, some of which have become vehicular roads. The landscape features a 

dense network of historic lanes. The scale varies from intimate and enclosed on the higher thickly 

wooded slopes and ridges, to medium scale on the lower southern slopes where hedges and 

hedgerow trees predominate as field boundaries. The landscape comprises a mixture of deciduous 
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woods and hedges, undulating fields, arable and pastoral farming, and occasional coniferous tree 

belts. This is an enclosed landscape, with periodic views through gaps in the trees on the higher 

ground to the valley below. It is a gentle, subtly varied landscape that has a strong sense of place. 

Braxted Park and scattered pre-1800 granges and farmhouses add to this sense of history. The 

hilltops and lanes are relatively tranquil, with settlement edges and areas near the A12 more 

disturbed by vehicular noise. The sense of tranquillity thus varies from strong to moderate. 

 Historically this Character Area comprised Tiptree Heath, a huge area of common rough pasture 

and wood-pasture shared between the neighbouring parishes. Encroachment on this area began in 

a piecemeal fashion in the medieval period, but extensive open tracts still remained until the early 

C19 when it was finally enclosed by Enclosure Act. This piecemeal history of enclosure is evident. 

Some areas of the original heath and wood-pasture survive, these appear as ancient woodland and 

are largely located on the top of the ridge, the Wickham Bishops area is particularly well-wooded. 

Historically settlement was very dispersed and sparse, comprising isolated church/hall complexes, 

manors, farms, cottages and small hamlets. The main historic landscape features include: 

• Enclosed meadow pasture along the Domsey Brook valley floor. 

• Braxted Park and a smaller park at Hill House. 

• The modern settlement of Wickham Bishops, which largely date to the 20th century. 

• Moderate to high post-1950s boundary loss, in many cases involving the removal of 

boundaries introduced in the early C19. 

 The lower part of the parish falls within the Blackwater River Valley Character Area (LCA A9). The 

key characteristics of this area are described as: 

• Shallow valley. 

• The valley sides slope gently up from the valley floor. 

• Predominantly arable farmland on the valley slopes. 

• The Lower Blackwater near the confluence with the River Chelmer has gently valley slopes. 

• Overall strong sense of place and tranquillity away from the towns of Braintree, Witham and 

Maldon, and the A120, A12 and the railway line. 

 The character of the valley changes along its length. The upper reaches of the valley are relatively 

narrow. Arable farmland is present throughout the valley, but there are also instances of woodland 

on the valley side and plantation woodland in the valley floor. The lower reaches of the valley are 

more open with a less pronounced landform and few woodlands. This area is dominated by large 

open arable fields. Throughout the valley the hedgerows delineating field boundaries are in mixed 

condition with some well-trimmed hedges and others that are more scrubby and fragmented with 

scattered hedgerow trees. 

 Watermills within the valley floor represent past industrial use. On the valley slopes surrounding 

the river there are isolated farmsteads that are occasionally moated and small villages. Settlements 

are well screened by deciduous trees. Interest is added to the landscape through the presence of a 

number of halls and large dwellings made from brick with a timber frame. The river valley has a 
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strong sense of character and place with tranquil areas located along the narrow rural lanes away 

from the key settlements and busy roads.  

 Evidence of historic land use within the Character Area is dominated by a mix of pre-18th century 

irregular fields probably of medieval origin and some maybe even older and pre-18th century co-

axial fields, also of probable medieval origin. The valley bottom contains present and former 

enclosed meadow. There has however been some loss of field boundaries in the C20. The historic 

settlement pattern is largely dispersed, comprising isolated manors, church/hall complexes, farms, 

moated sites and hamlets. 

Essex Historic Landscape Characterisation 

 The Essex Historic Landscape Characterisation was undertaken by Essex County Council and English 

Heritage and was published in 2011. The aim of the project was to characterise the distinctive 

historic dimension of the current rural landscape.  

 The landscape of Essex has been divided into four broad regions; The Coastal Zone, the Mid-Essex 

Zone, the Essex Till and the Chalk Uplands. Wickham Bishops is located within the Mid-Essex Zone. 

The Mid Essex Zone separates the boulder clay plateau to the north west from the lower levels of 

the London Clay to the south east. More specifically the village lies within an area of Wooded Hills. 

The Wooded Hills comprise several ridges including Epping Forest, Hainhault, Thorndon, 

Galleywood and Danbury to Tiptree, rising above the general level of the London Clay Lowlands by 

up to 100m. The soils are slightly acid and traditionally supported woodland and pasture farming. 

This formed part of a land allotment where a series of narrow, parallel parishes shared woodland, 

pasture and arable resources. Northwards, the Wooded Hills merge into an area of former 

heathlands around Colchester.  

 There is extensive evidence of Roman occupation in Essex with major roads from London-

Colchester, Colchester-Braughing and a route northwards from London up the Lee Valley, in 

addition to smaller roads, trackways and droveways. Colchester was an important Roman city and 

other towns also developed, such as Chelmsford (Caesaromagus) and Kelvedon (Canonium) for 

example. There are at least 69 known villa sites in Essex, the majority of which are on the Boulder 

Clay. The later Roman period in Essex appears to have been one of decline as towns contracted in 

size. The Saxons arrived in the C5 and rapidly acquired estates which became parts of small 

territories. From these there emerged an East Saxon kingdom (from which Essex takes its name). 

There is relatively little archaeological evidence for early Saxon settlement in Essex although 

extensive cemeteries and settlement sites have been found in the south and east of the county. 

Fieldwork suggests a complex pattern of change with woodland regeneration on the boulder clay 

plateau, whilst evidence from the river valleys suggests continuous arable cultivation. The late 

Saxon Period was marked by Viking raids and invasions. It was during the later Saxon period that 

the great estates were sub-divided into manorial holdings. Sub-division also took place in 

ecclesiastical organisation with the building of proprietary chapels close to the manorial holding. 

Thus the manors of the Domesday Book, many with their own parish churches and the first 

generation of greens situated at the gates of the manor, have their origins in this period. The 

landscape of Essex and distribution of roads and settlement by the C10 was substantially similar to 
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that of the C18. The Domesday Book also suggests that about 30% of the land was rough pasture 

or ‘waste’ and a further 20% was woodland.  

 In the medieval period in Essex the normal rural settlement pattern was largely a dispersed one of 

scattered hamlets and individual farmsteads. The area around Colchester was encircled by vast 

heaths or commons including Tiptree Heath. These large heaths were used for grazing and became 

the setting for scattered settlement around the edge of the heath. Many of these heaths were 

enclosed by the C19. In this era the better and lighter soils were largely being used for crop 

cultivation with the greens and commons serving as pasture. The valley bottoms were often 

managed as meadow pasture. Essex had extensive areas of woodland, much of which was managed 

as wood pasture. Woodlands were protected with banks and hedges. Some woods were available 

for commoners to use, while others were used as deer parks. The pattern of manorial halls and 

accompanying church continued in this period. The Norman aristocracy became masters of large 

estates and new towns were established. Essex also features characteristic moated sites. The HLC 

established that much of the present field pattern has its origins in at least the C12 if not before.   

 The reformation of the C16 saw major changes including the demolition of old monastic buildings 

and the erection of mansion houses on their sites. These mansions were often surrounded by large 

parklands. Agriculture entered a new and increasingly prosperous phase in the C18 which peaked 

during the Napoleonic Wars. Arable agriculture in particular expanded, because of London’s 

increasing demand for wheat for bread and barley for brewing. It was a period of innovation in 

farming practices and many ‘model farms’ still survive. The management of animals for sport is also 

evident in this period with the planting of shaws and copses as pheasant and fox-cover.  

 Tiptree Heath comprised several thousand acres and extended across several parishes including 

Wickham Bishops, Langford, Great and Little Braxted and Totham. Commoners had the right to 

graze cattle on the heath and to collect fuel and building material.  

 The First Series OS Map of 1805 shows Tiptree Heath extending across part of the parish. A dense 

network of roads/tracks are present in the location of the present village, and the settlement 

pattern consists of scattered dwellings (associated with the heath), as well as the manor and 

individual farmsteads.  

 The parliamentary Enclosure Acts in the C19 saw the enclosure of remaining areas of unfenced land. 

Tiptree Heath was enclosed by the mid C19 and converted to arable farmland.  

 Railway lines were built in the mid C19 and this stimulated tourism and trade.  

 The modern period adds a further layer of development and change across an already complex 

landscape. The most noticeable effect was the expansion of urban areas such as Colchester, while 

smaller towns and villages have also seen significant expansion in the post-1950s era. Changes in 

agricultural practice are also apparent. Most noticeable is the removal of field boundaries from the 

1950s onwards. There are few areas in Essex that remain untouched, however the degree of 

boundary removal varies across the county. In some cases modern roads have cut through previous 

field boundaries to form a new pattern. Second-world war airfields have had a lasting effect on the 

Essex landscape. Mineral extraction has also had a significant effect on the landscape since 1950 
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with modern extraction sites tending to be large. Leisure use has also had an impact on the modern 

landscape with the expansion of golf courses in the 1980s and 1990s.  

4 Landscape-related designations 

Ancient Woodlands  

 Ancient Woodland is formally defined by Natural England and comprises woodland that has existed 

continuously since 1600. Such woodland is likely to have developed naturally, since before that date 

the planting of woodlands was not commonplace.  

 There are a number of Ancient Woodlands within the parish: 

• Chantry Woods is a 42.7ha area of Ancient Replanted Woodland to the north of the village.  

• Mope Wood is a 14ha area of Ancient & Semi-Natural Woodland to the west of the village.  

• Sparkey Wood is a 16.6ha area of Ancient & Semi-Natural Woodland to the west of the 

village.  

• Likely Wood is an 8.7ha area of Ancient Replanted Woodland in the south of the parish.  

• Eastland Wood is a 31.3ha area of Ancient Replanted Woodland in the south of the parish.  

Listed buildings 

 Buildings or structures may be listed under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) 

Act 1990 and included on the Statutory List of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic Interest, 

as maintained in England by Historic England.  

 There are 40 Listed Buildings within the parish. There are two clusters of listed buildings - one within 

the village and another at Wickham Place - with the remaining listed buildings being distributed 

across the parish. The majority of the Listed Buildings are Grade II listed, but there are four Listed 

Buildings which have been awarded Grade II* status. These are:  

• The Church of St Peter – former parish church thought to have been built as a private chapel 

for the bishop of London, C11 origin restored 1850, but subsequently becoming redundant. 

Currently used as an artist’s studio.   

• Wickham Place - a large country house, early C18 brick facing of earlier timber framed 

structure, together with later extensions and alterations.  

• Blue Mills – an early C19 timber-framed and weatherboarded water mill adjoining the west 

end of the former Mill House, now called Mathyns. The interior has fine C19 water mill 

machinery.  

• Mathyns – A C18 red brick house, formerly Mill House. Blue Mills Bridge, Blue Mills and 

Mathyns are considered to form a group.  

 There is a wide variety of listed buildings and structures within the parish which includes cottages, 

halls, barns, and a bridge.   
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Conservation Areas 

 Conservation Areas are defined by the 1990 Planning Act as “areas of special architectural or 

historic interest, the character or appearance of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance”. 

Published Conservation Area Appraisals provide an overview of the existing character that should 

be preserved, as well as possible areas for future enhancement. 

 There are no Conservation Areas in the parish. There is, however, a Conservation Area at Langford 

which is located approximately 550m to the south of the parish. Views from the Conservation Area 

towards Wickham Bishops are restricted by intervening buildings and vegetation. The influence of 

Wickham Bishops on the setting of the Conservation Area is minimal due to distance and 

intervening vegetation.   

Scheduled Monuments 

 Scheduled Monuments comprise a carefully chosen sample of nationally important archaeological 

sites. The schedule is maintained by Historic England.  

 A single Scheduled Monument has been identified within the parish. This consists of a timber trestle 

railway viaduct which crosses the River Blackwater. This viaduct is believed to be the only surviving 

example of a timber trestle railway viaduct in England.  

Registered Parks and Gardens 

 The Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interests in England serves to ensure that the 

features and qualities that make these landscapes of national importance can be safeguarded.  

 There are no Registered Parks and Gardens within the parish.  

Registered Common Land 

 Conclusive Registered Common Land is land mapped under the Countryside Rights of Way (CRoW) 

Act 2000 – Section 4. This is land which the public enjoy certain rights of over, including the right of 

access. There is no Registered Common Land in the parish.  

5 Local landscape character  

Physical  

 Wickham Bishops lies at the northern edge the London Basin on a ridge of higher ground known as 

the Tiptree Ridge which lies between the East Anglian boulder clay plateau to the north-west and 

the lowland landscapes to the south-east. The bedrock in this area forms part of the London Clay 

Formation and consists of clay, silt and sand. The clay is overlain in places by superficial deposits of 

Head – clay, silt, sand and gravel, which result from relatively recent glaciations. The Blackwater 

Valley which is underlain by superficial river terrace deposits of sand and gravel, and there are 

alluvial deposits in the valley floor.   

 The underlying geology has created variations in the soil, which have in turn influenced the cultural 

development of the landscape and its ecology. The soils of the London Clay are generally less fertile 

than the boulder clay soils of central Essex. They are heavy and this led to a predominant use as 

pasture linked to small dispersed settlements. The Wooded Hills of the Mid-Essex Zone – which 

includes Wickham Bishops - have very complex soils, supporting beech woodland or mixed 
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hornbeam and oak. The soils of the parish can be summarised as follows: in the northern part of 

the parish there are slowly permeable, seasonally wet, slightly acid but base rich, loamy and clayey 

soils with moderate fertility; in the southern part of the parish there are freely draining, slightly acid 

loamy soils with low fertility; while the Blackwater Valley has loamy and clayey floodplain soils with 

naturally high groundwater and moderate fertility within the valley floor.  

 As noted, Wickham Bishops lies on the Tiptree Ridge and the landform rises to over 75m at the 

western edge of the parish. The ground falls gently from the Ridge to the south and west, towards 

the Blackwater Valley. The Tiptree Ridge is just one of a series of ridges which lie between the 

boulder clay plateau to the north-west and the lowlands to the south-east. These ridges include 

Epping Forest, Hainault, Thorndon, Galleywood and Danbury to Tiptree. The landform rises to 

c.100m at its highest point. These ridges are also notable for the amount of woodland which they 

carry, much of it Ancient.  

Cultural  

Land-use 

 Published assessments of landscape character have described a landscape of Wooded Hills, and 

woodland is a key component of the character of this area which distinguishes it from other 

landscapes in Essex. The soils in this area are acidic and traditionally supported woodland and 

pastoral farming. The presence of woodland can partly be attributed to the poor quality of the soil 

and the relatively steep hillsides, but is also perhaps a product of the cultural history of the area. 

Much of this area formed part of the ancient royal Forest of Essex. Forest Law generally prevented 

enclosure, whilst also allowing commoners the right to graze animals and use woodland resources. 

Tiptree Heath was a legacy of the royal forest, and common rights again ensured that the land was 

not enclosed to form fields. Whilst some woods in the medieval period were private deer parks, the 

commoners enjoyed certain rights to other woods. Also following population decline in the C14 as 

a result of the Black Death there was not the same pressure to bring land into cultivation.  

 The influence of the former heath can still be detected in the settlement pattern and the dense 

network of lanes and footpaths, which presumably once crossed open heathland. Referring to the 

1874 OS map there are several small areas of heathland which remained within the parish at that 

time, though these have now been lost.  

 The parish contains significant areas of woodland, with Ancient Woodlands at Chantry Wood, Mope 

Wood, Sparkey Wood, Likely Wood and Eastland Wood. The woodlands have irregular outlines and 

consist of deciduous or mixed woodland. Sparkey Wood and Mope Wood are classified as Ancient 

Semi-Natural Woodland, whilst Chantry Wood, Likely Wood and Eastland Wood consist of ancient 

replanted woodland.  

 Residential land use has expanded within the parish with modern infill development and the 

construction of small housing estates, which has resulted in a compact, nucleated village. There is, 

however, a significant amount of outlying residential development along the various lanes, with 

properties often being set within large gardens.  

 Farmland is the main land-use in the southern part of the parish, but is much more fragmented in 

the northern part. It seems that much of the land here has been incorporated into large private 
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gardens and is no longer used for agriculture. The parish previously contained large areas of 

orchard; however, the only remaining area is at White House Farm. A golf course also takes up a 

substantial area of land within the Blackwater Valley, at the western edge of the parish.  

Vegetation 

 Overall the parish has a high level of tree and woodland cover, though there is a contrast between 

the northern and southern parts of the parish. The field boundaries in the north of the parish have 

a high density of mature trees. The southern part of the parish, however, features large fields and 

has a more open, treeless character. The hedgerows that there are much less dense with fewer 

hedgerow trees. Besides the field boundaries there are significant areas of woodland. The 

woodlands are dominated by deciduous species and feature mature trees. The route of the old 

railway is lined by trees and riparian species are present on the River Banks. Many of the lanes are 

lined by trees and hedge and the area of the settlement also contains a good level of tree cover, 

some of which comes from former field boundaries.  

Field Boundaries 

 The outline of the historic fields is best described as irregular, though many are broadly rectangular. 

Straight boundaries tend to indicate parliamentary enclosure, whilst more irregular boundaries are 

indicative of earlier enclosure. Both types of boundary can be seen in Wickham Bishops. The 

straight boundaries indicate areas which were previously heath or common. These straight 

boundaries can be seen to the east of the village at Beacon Hill, to the south of Likely Wood and 

around St Peters Church (though some of these have subsequently been removed). Other 

boundaries are more sinuous. The field pattern also interacts with the irregular outlines of the 

woods and the winding lanes, as well as the complex landform. There has been a significant amount 

of field amalgamation in the C20, while the historic field pattern was also disrupted by the railway.  

Movement Routes 

 The parish contains a network of lanes and public rights of way. Many of these have a winding 

course which suggests they are ancient. The dense network of lanes within the centre of the village 

probably originate as routes crossing Tiptree Heath. Straight sections of road e.g. Mapole Road 

probably resulted from the Enclosure Award. Many of the lanes are lined by hedgerows and mature 

trees and have a rural character.  

Settlement pattern 

 The historic settlement pattern consists of an isolated manor away from the main village, 

farmsteads and a loose collection of dwellings which were associated with the heath. The manor at 

Wickham Hall belonged to the Bishops of London, and is located in the Blackwater Valley. It is 

suggested that the old church (St Peter’s) was built as a chapel for the bishops. This pattern of a 

hall and associated church, with scattered farmsteads (belonging to the manor) was commonplace, 

and can still be perceived. Wickham Hall is a notable historic feature within the landscape which 

has survived to the present complete with its moat.  

 C20 development has caused the consolidation and expansion of settlement within the main part 

of the village. In addition to the main part of the village there is looser development extending along 

some of the lanes, with properties set within large grounds. The southern and western parts of the 



Status: Neighbourhood Plan | Issue 01 Wickham Bishops, Essex 

  Landscape Character Analysis 

 

 

November 2018 | Page 16  

parish remain largely undeveloped and historic buildings such as Wickham Mill and Wickham Hall 

have retained their rural setting.  

Experiential  

 The parish has a rural character. The southern part of the parish in particular features sparsely 

settled countryside consisting of farmland and woodland. The northern part of the parish has more 

of a settled character and there are a number of urban fringe land uses such as paddocks and a golf 

course, as well as large private gardens and sports fields.  

 Witham Road carries a significant amount of traffic; however, the other lanes within the parish are 

quiet with little traffic and are attractive to non-motorised users. The sense of tranquillity across 

much of the parish is strong. It is, however, weaker in the north-western corner of the parish in the 

vicinity of the A12.  

6 Local landscape character areas 

The local landscape character areas (LLCAs) within the parish are defined on Figure 05 – Local 

Landscape Character Areas and outlined on the following pages. 

 


