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Also John Browning and Icklingham Parish Council (Rampart
Field and Town Pit).

Basic
landscape
elements
of the
Brecks
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Trail is being delivered by the Norfolk Geodiversity Partnership
as part of the Breaking New Ground Landscape Partnership Scheme,
supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund. We gratefully acknowledge
the assistance of the following for making it possible:
Landscape history diagram: Courtesy Soil Map ©
Cranfield University (NSRI) 2016 used with permission.
2. British Geological Survey GeoScenic P205615.
4. W Whitaker, S Skertchly & A Jukes-Browne:
The Geology of South-Western Norfolk, 1893.
4. Artwork Stephanie Hartick
5. J Evans: The Ancient Stone Implements, Weapons and
Ornaments of Great Britain, 1897.
9, 16. Courtesy Natural England.
11. Courtesy Beverly Curl / GeoSuffolk.
Other photos ©TD Holt-Wilson unless otherwise attributed.

PICTURE CREDITS

The Brecks is one of the great natural areas of Britain. It is
an area of sandy and chalky land covering some 940 km2
(370 sq m) in Norfolk and Suffolk. It has a fascinating
Earth heritage, with a story of early human settlement set
against a geological backdrop of millions of years of
environmental change. Wind, ice and water have all
shaped the landscape we see today.

INTRODUCTION

• For more Earth heritage information visit these websites:
- Norfolk Geodiversity Partnership
https://sites.google.com/site/norfolkgeodiversity/
- Geological Society of Norfolk
www.norfolkgeology.co.uk/
- GeoSuffolk
www.geosuffolk.co.uk/
• You can get in-depth information
about sites and features, including
access information, by visiting the Trail pages at
www.breakingnewground.org.uk/earthheritagetrail/

Brecks Earth
Heritage Trail

• You can download a smartphone
app by scanning this QR code
FIND OUT MORE
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The Brecks Earth Heritage Trail introduces you to 18
points of interest across the area. You can download
information at home from our website, or take it with you
into the field on a booklet or smartphone app.

PLEASE NOTE
No metal detecting on sites without landowner’s permission.
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H I G H L O D G E , S A N TO N
D O W N H A M – T L 8 11 8 5 2

A 12 m-high sculpture by Julienne DolphinWilding at High Lodge Forest Centre gives an
artistic interpretation of the evolving
landscape and the story of human settlement
in the Brecks. Made of flint, gravel, concrete
and steel, it was installed in 2004, along with
an explanatory panel. It is well worth seeing.
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Sandy soils exposed at White Hill.

This introductory leaflet provides OS grid references only.
See the Find Out More section for access details.

– TL 771 849

A place to explore the story of shifting, wind-blown
sands. You can see old dunes in the Park and nearby forest,
formed when topsoil was bared and destabilised by sheep
and rabbit farming in dry conditions over 300 years ago.
Also, a layer of wind-blown silt and fine sand deposited
during the Ice Age covers many parts of the Brecks.

L A N D S CA P E H I S TO RY

90 million years of history
18 sites to visit
B R A N D O N PA R K

Chalk bedrock about 90 million years old underlies the
Brecks, and contains a huge reserve of groundwater.
The now-vanished Bytham River flowed through the
area about ½ million years ago, then came the Anglian
glaciation: ice sheets arrived, flattening the chalk hills
and depositing chalky-sandy till on plateau areas. Rivers
later carved out valleys and deposited layers of flint-rich
sand and gravel in them. Human species came and went
through successive warm and cold climatic phases from
420,000 years onwards. Distinctive landforms such as
ground-ice depressions and patterned ground are a
legacy of periglacial conditions during the last ice age,
which ended 10,000 years ago. Windblown sand has
made a contribution to the Brecks landscape in more
recent centuries.

Design: The Ark Design Consultancy Ltd. Text: Tim Holt-Wilson. Cover photos: handaxe courtesy John Lord; Lynford excavation © Nigel Larkin; all others © TD Holt-Wilson.
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B O TA N Y B AY, W E E T I N G
– TL 805 890

A disused brick pit in a remote part of
Thetford Forest. Chalk bedrock comes close to
the surface here, along with Ice Age deposits
of sandy clay suitable for making bricks
deposited in a chalk solution hollow.
Palaeolithic handaxes and scrapers were
found in the brickearth in the 19th century.
They were probably made between 280,000
and 400,000 years ago by Homo
heidelbergensis (an ancestral species of
ourselves and the Neanderthals).

BRANDON FLINT MINE PITS
– TL 798 848

For over a century Brandon was the capital of the gunflint
industry. Raw flint was extracted from mines in chalk bedrock
at Lingheath and Brandon Park. A century ago, the area was
a lunar landscape of flint pits and chalk mounds. You can see
some of the old pit sites at Session Heath. For more
information about this historic industry visit Brandon
Heritage Centre or Thetford Museum.
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B R O O M H I L L P I T, W E E T I N G
– TL 801 877

An old gravel quarry dug
for railway ballast on the
northern slopes of the Little
Ouse valley. Broomhill was
one of the sites
investigated by pioneering
geologists and
archaeologists JW Flower
and J Evans in the 1860s.
Over 80 Palaeolithic
handaxes were found in
chalky gravels deposited
by the ancestral Little
Ouse. They are brown
stained and water-worn,
suggesting a period of river
transport from an eroded
site further up the valley.
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G R I M E S G R AV E S
– TL 818 899

An area of chalky grassland pockmarked with over 430
prehistoric flint mine pits. The earliest of these were dug as
shafts in Neolithic times to reach nodules and seams of flint
in the Chalk bedrock. There are history displays in the visitor
centre, and one of the mines is open to view.
Looking NW from the site, you can see periglacial
patterned ground, where ‘vegetation stripes’ of different plant
species are growing on contrasting sandy and chalky soils.
This effect was caused by frost action churning the subsoil
during the last Ice Age.

Findspots of handaxes at Botany Bay are marked X.

Homo heidelbergensis skull
A view over Lingheath, 1931

A glimpse into the Chalk bedrock of Turonian age, about 90
million years old. Miners could access the productive ‘Brandon
Flint Series’ here.
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LY N F O R D W AT E R – T L 8 2 1 9 4 6

11 L A C K F O R D L A K E S
A former sand and gravel
quarry in the Lark valley.
40,000 years ago this was an
Ice Age landscape.
Palaeolithic flint tools and
fossil remains of wildlife have
been found buried beneath
the valley floor. A Suffolk
Mammoth Trail panel
explains the story.

A former sand and gravel quarry developed in the
floodplain of the River Wissey. It is one of the most important
Ice Age sites in Britain. Excavation of buried river channel
deposits in 2002 yielded rich evidence of a ’mammoth
steppe’ environment and human activity about 60,000 years
ago. Neanderthal ‘bout coupé’ handaxes were associated
with remains of at least 11 woolly mammoths.

– TL 800 706

15 M A I D S C R O S S H I L L – T L 7 2 6 8 2 5
Maidscross Hill is a heathland nature reserve with old
chalk and gravel workings. Chalky gravels underlie the hill
top, containing quartz-rich pebbles originally brought from
the Midlands by a now-vanished river, over ½ million years
ago. They were later reworked by meltwater rivers draining
and ice sheet and deposited here as part of a lake delta.
The site gives fine views over RAF Lakenheath and the
western Brecks landscape.

12 R A M PA R T F I E L D , I C K L I N G H A M

– TL 800 706

A disused gravel pit, with a special place in the history of
archaeology and geology. In 1860, it was one of the first ever
sites in Britain to be investigated for evidence for Palaeolithic
human settlement. Acheulean handaxes were found.
Distinctive quartz-rich pebbles may be found,
deposited here by a now-vanished river that
flowed through from
the Midlands about ½
million years ago.

Excavating mammoth tusks at Lynford.
Image courtesy Nigel Larkin.

16 D E V I L’ S P U N C H B O W L , C R O X T O N

– TL 878 892

8 S T H E L E N ’ S W E L L , LY N F O R D
– TL 840 874

A crater-like depression formed by dissolution and collapse
of Chalk bedrock into a doline depression over thousands of
years. It is one of a local group of ‘Breckland meres’,
including nearby Ringmere and Langmere, with water levels
linked to fluctuations in groundwater.

A natural spring in the setting of an old quarry in the Little
Ouse valley. Water rises here directly from the aquifer in the
Cretaceous chalk bedrock. The pit was dug for chalk and
gunflint in the 19th century, and had an access canal for
barges. Chalk was used to build roads and the nearby
railway line (1845). You can see ancient river terrace
landforms in the valley nearby.
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A view over the Little Ouse valley, from the
St Helen’s Chapel site.
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9 BA R N H A M C R O S S
COMMON, THETFORD
– TL 864 814
Classic Brecks heathland, and a good
place to see Ice Age patterned ground,
with varieties of plant life linked to
variations in soil type (best seen in the
south-western area). East of the main
road is an area of sandy soils; this is a
river terrace, a former floodplain of the
Little Ouse laid down by meltwater
torrents. This has been dug for sand &
gravel over many centuries, creating a
hummocky terrain.
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How chalk solution hollows known as
dolines form in chalk bedrock.
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17 C R A N B E R R Y R O U G H ,
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HOCKHAM

– TL 933 937

A wilderness area of swamp and carr
woodland. In Tudor times, it was a
large, shallow lake called Hockham
Mere. It has thick layers of mud
containing fossil pollen that has allowed us
to tell the story of vegetational change in
the Brecks over the last 10,000 years.
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Plants of chalky and sandy soils over patterned ground. From the
‘Tomorrow’s Heathland Heritage’ panel on site. Image courtesy
Beverly Curl / Natural England.

10 K N E T T I S H A L L H E AT H

– TL 952 805

A Brecks nature reserve and SSSI on the edge of the
Little Ouse valley. Glacial sand and gravel support acidic
heathland with heather and bracken. Chalk bedrock is close
to the surface in the western area, giving rise to a calcareous
grassland flora and also vegetation stripes developed on
periglacial patterned ground.

13 B E E C H E S P I T, W E S T S T O W
– TL 798 719
An old brickpit with an interesting history. Evidence for the
earliest use of fire in Britain has been found here, along with
Palaeolithic flint tools dating
back some 400,000 years. It
was excavated in the 1990s,
and revealed dark, carbonrich patches indicating
hearth sites at several levels
and refitting flints that showed
A Palaeolithic handaxe
knapping took place on site.

14 A L L S A I N T S ’ C H U R C H , W O R D W E L L
– TL 828 720

Stripes of alternating acidic and calcareous plant types, best seen
south of the road in early summer.

This redundant church is a
treasure trove of geological
as well as archaeological
features. Dating back to
c.1100, it has imaginative
Romanesque stone carvings. A Cretaceous sponge fossil
The walls are built of flint
Exanthesis flexuosa in flint.
and a variety of exotic but
locally-sourced stone types of glacial origin, such as Bunter
quartzites, Jurassic limestones and mudstones, and even a
chunk of volcanic andesite.

A view over the former Hockham Mere,
following recent scrub clearance work by
Natural England.

18 T H O M P S O N C O M M O N – T L 9 3 7 9 6 5
A classic site for periglacial ground-ice depressions visible
as a cluster of natural ponds dating back over 10,000 years.
Some rare water beetle species have been living here since
then. The ponds were formed by blisters of ground ice during
the last Ice Age. Scientists debate whether they are the
remains of pingo or lithalsa landforms.

