
Our Common History
Saturday 28th January 2012



Introduction

Rachel Sanderson
Chilterns Commons Project Officer



Chilterns Commons Project

 4 years to 2015
Project aims:

– Increase understanding and awareness
– Practical conservation
– More local participation 
– Sustainable future                                     

management
 £535k budget

Project launch



Funded by

Heritage Lottery Fund

Chilterns Conservation Board

The Chiltern Society

 17 other project partners

… and 

Volunteer time 



Castle Hill, Totternhoe

Project launch – 30 September 2011



Castle Hill, Totternhoe



History project

Restore and conserve historic monuments

Survey archaeological features

Provide training on identifying and managing 
historic features

Hold public events

Help volunteers research                                 
the history of commons

… more later



The view from Hempton Plain Common (Chinnor Hill)



Tumuli on Hempton Plain Common (Chinnor Hill)



Kite Festival at Dunstable Downs



Naphill Common



Moorend Common



Bottle kiln, 
Nettlebed 
Common





Nettlebed Common



Ancient beech coppice, Nettlebed Common



Old brick kilns in Kiln Wood, Cadmore End Common



Fingest Parish Pound



Lee Common



Berkhamsted and Northchurch Common



Get involved!

This afternoon I will outline …

Historical research projects
• Local and Chilterns-wide

Training courses 

Mentoring on offer

Funding available to help YOU

Practical work and surveys

thanks to …



Historical research projects

How much do you know about 
– your local common?
– commons in your parish?

Where is it?  Where WAS it?
Has it changed shape?
How was the common used?
Commoners rights?
Military use?
Festivals and traditions?



Lost commons

Common in a place-name but no common land 
today 

Where was the common?  
When was it enclosed?
Today’s common is tiny

– Pond or well
– Road verges fragments from history
– Pound



Common edge settlements

Settlement developed around commons … but 
when and where?
– On the edge of the common
– On the common
– On former common

What materials were used in the buildings?
Where did they come from – the common?
Today’s house names reflect previous use



Common people

Economic significance of commons
Did the common help sustain small-holders?
Census records

– Occupation of those who lived near the common?
– Did the resident have common rights?

Brick-makers
Gypsies
Seasonal workers

Gypsy knife grinder on 
Berkhamsted Common



Common routes

Pre-18th century routes through the landscape
– Drove roads
– Green lanes
– Ancient rights of way

Connectivity between commons and settlements
Characteristics of these routes (open, hedged, 

wide verges?)
Ponds
New roads post local enclosures in 18th & 19th C, 

turnpike roads, toll gates



Changing appearance

How have habitats changed?
– Old maps
– Old photos
– Written documents – letters, diaries

Assess the age and shape of trees on the 
common – veterans or secondary woodland?

Historic species records

Dells, ponds and pits filled in and/or used as 
rubbish dumps



Military use

Training
– Generally or specific campaigns
– Which regiments
– How many men

Nationality
Trenches
Rifle ranges
Tank testing
Hospitals
POW camps



Land Army

Was the common used in wartime?
– When
– Who – Land Army?
– What – potatoes, barley

When was it removed from                  
agricultural production?

What happened next …
– Restored as common
– Enclosed



Festivals, traditions, folk lore

Social use
– Local festivals
– Hiring fairs
– Traditions

Folk lore
Oral histories

Orange rolling at Pascombe 
Pit, Dunstable Downs



Help and support

Training workshops on
– Researching your common
– Recognising and mapping historic features
– Managing the past for the future

Training page of the Commons Project website
www.chilternsaonb.org/commons

Specialist help and mentoring from local experts
Expenses



Get involved!


