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Numbers indicate approximate location of high point within county





Counties ordered from lowest to highest high point:

 

1 Norfolk

2 Suffolk

3 Greater London (Inner)

4 Cambridgeshire

5 Essex

6 Lincolnshire

7 Merseyside

8 Rutland

9 / 9A Nottinghamshire

10 Northamptonshire

11 Isle of Wight

12 Bedfordshire

13 East Riding of Yorkshire

14 East Sussex

15 Greater London (Outer)

16 Kent

17 Tyne & Wear

18 Oxfordshire

19 Warwickshire

20 Hertfordshire

21 Buckinghamshire

22 West Midlands

23 Leicestershire

24 Dorset

25 West Sussex

26 Surrey

27 Wiltshire

28 Hampshire

29 Berkshire

30 Gloucestershire

31 Cornwall

32 Worcestershire

33 Somerset

34 Shropshire

35 South Yorkshire

36 Staffordshire

37 Cheshire

38 Greater Manchester

39 West Yorkshire

40 Devon

41 / 41A Lancashire

42 Derbyshire

43 Herefordshire

44 North Yorkshire

45 County Durham

46 Northumberland

47 Cumbria
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Introduction

I’m standing on a Sussex station platform waiting for my train and it’s 4.50 a.m. I’ve had a busy week at work and it’s Saturday. I’ve left a long-suffering family behind at home and I don’t expect to reach my day’s objective for a good six and a half hours. I’m at the mercy of Southern Railway and, later on, South West Trains and I think two bus companies. I’m hopeful, but by no means certain, of finding a cafe or station buffet open and having enough time to buy a cup of coffee before the next train’s due. I hope the weather forecaster was wrong when they talked of showers merging to form longer spells of rain. And if I miss a bus connection at the other end I’m not sure I’ll make it home in time for Match of the Day.

But, to paraphrase the slogan for a certain beauty product, I think it’s worth it. I’m off to explore another ‘county high point’ – the highest ground in an English county – and it’s all contributing to a journey, or series of journeys, of discovery, taking me by the hand and leading me up to the highest point of each and every county in England.

Why do I think you might be interested, and, therefore, why this book?

Well, three reasons really. Firstly, most walkers would agree that a walk up a hill or series of hills provides greater drama, excitement and satisfaction than sticking to the valleys or levels. Some might say that a walker’s natural inclination is to seek out the high places and, in any day’s walk, it will be the attainment of the higher ground that will provide the highlights. There can be few more exhilarating feelings for a walker than that of reaching a hilltop and gazing across a vast panorama of land, be it countryside, towns, villages or further hilltops – even more so when a thoughtfully placed topograph provides indicators of distances to landmarks which may or may not be visible on a clear day. While England may not boast the highest mountains in the world, it still possesses a large number of very impressive mountains, hills and ridges, and there is tremendous pleasure and satisfaction to be gained in climbing them; and even more satisfaction from knowing that the summit is the highest ground in the whole county. Some of the high points featured in this book are truly breathtaking: Scafell Pike, Worcestershire Beacon and Ditchling Beacon are three examples which, despite their very great differences in character and geographical situation, provide fantastic views and great memories for the walker. While not all county high points can match the scenic splendour of these three, the majority do offer great views and great walking; one of the joys of this quest is the huge variety of walking experiences it offers, thanks to the astonishingly varied scenery in this country. Some walks will be little more than a stroll up a gentle hillside while others are very much tougher, and will require considerable navigational skill and proper equipment (more about that later.) There really is something for everyone, from the novice to the skilled fellwalker.

Secondly, the book is also intended for those who may lack the physical resources or inclination required to do the walks, but may wish to enjoy a ‘virtual’ tour and, in doing so, learn much about the geography and character of England. At its most basic, this book will act as a useful reference source, but it seeks to do far more than that, taking you to a very diverse range of landscapes, and places which tell a great deal about England and the English. The walk to the summit of Wiltshire offers the largest stone circle in Europe, a burial mound dating back 5,500 years, a carved white horse visible for 22 miles, and the possibility of sharing your pub lunch table with men in Druidic costume. And that’s just one walk out of more than forty covered in this book. Read of the unique refreshment opportunity on Surrey’s high point, the peat wilderness which conceals the summit of Derbyshire and the miner standing proudly atop the roof of Nottinghamshire. Imagine standing on Cleeve Hill, the summit of Gloucestershire, as a rain belt sweeps in from the Vale of Evesham; picture the floral glory of Hidcote Gardens, just ten minutes from the heights of Warwickshire; and spare a thought for the writer whose zeal for the task is often blunted by excessively early starts and irregular bus services.

Thirdly, you may be one of an ever-increasing number of walkers who enjoy ‘bagging’ landmarks boasting particular characteristics. The huge increase in popularity of ‘geocaching’ (a form of treasure hunt in which an item is hidden somewhere in the world and its co-ordinates or map reference posted on the Internet) shows that many walkers like to have some objective to aim for in the course of a journey on foot, and achieving a ‘collection’ of walks with some common thread running through them may hold a certain attraction for you. As Jenny Walters wrote in Country Walking magazine (February 2009 edition), each of the county summits is ‘the roof of its kingdom, which means an Everest-sized chunk of satisfaction at standing taller than everyone else’. If there’s an anorak in you struggling to get out, look no further than what lies beneath – there’s every chance you’ll get addicted.

For all the reasons given above, I wanted this to be more than just a guide book – you can get directions easily enough by pressing a few buttons on your computer. I’m keen that you should share with me the frequent exhilaration, the occasional frustration, and the determination and single-mindedness that goes with a quest of this nature – and, when you come down off the top of your last county high point and sit in a cafe slurping your tea and polishing off a slab of celebratory cake, think what a great journey it’s been. Computers can’t get inside any of that.

Having sold you the idea of getting started, we next need to identify what the counties are. Historically, England was divided into thirty-nine counties, each with their own county council. As a result of local government reorganisation from 1974 onwards, the picture has changed considerably; what we now effectively have are forty-seven counties; some have lost their county councils and now enjoy only ceremonial status, there being a number of different authorities providing local government within their boundaries. It’s to be hoped, however, that wherever you live you will be able to identify your own county, and derive pleasure and satisfaction from reaching its peak.

There have been numerous changes to county borders over the years, so I have identified the highest ground in each county as it is at the time of writing. This means, for instance, that I have identified the highest point in Lancashire as either Gragareth or Green Hill (previously its highest point was the Old Man of Coniston, but this is now part of Cumbria) and North Yorkshire as Whernside (previously its highest point was Mickle Fell, but this is now part of and indeed the highest point in County Durham).

When you reach one of these high points, you may see some nearby ground which appears to be higher than the designated high point. This is because in each case the officially designated ‘high point’ is the highest natural ground in that county. It does not take into account artificial constructions such as buildings, earthworks or railway/reservoir embankments, which have been added by man over the centuries. I have made one concession, and one only, to a man-made construction, and that is Nottinghamshire. The man-made green mound in Silverhill Wood in this county provides a massively better view and more rewarding walk than the official high point a few miles away, and it is branded and signposted as the ‘highest point’; it offends against common sense to ignore it. The walk in Nottinghamshire incorporates visits to both the natural and artificial highest points.

It should also be pointed out that some of the high points are on private land with no public right of access. The highest point in Kent is in the grounds of a private residence, and some other high points, namely those of the Isle of Wight, West Midlands, Warwickshire, Northamptonshire, Rutland, Cambridgeshire, Berkshire, Hampshire, Wiltshire, Lincolnshire and Tyne & Wear, are on land with no public right of way enabling access to the points concerned. If you wish to access any high points that are not on either public access land or on public rights of way, the safest course is to seek permission from the landowner concerned. I recognise that this may be impracticable, in which case you will have to decide whether you wish to take the risk or content yourself with viewing the high point, to quote Bette Midler, ‘from a distance’. You may have no choice but to do the latter where the summit point is physically inaccessible – those of the East Riding of Yorkshire and the West Midlands being two such examples. But if you do take the risk, you lay yourself open to being challenged for trespassing, which may be a criminal offence in certain circumstances – and neither my publisher nor I can accept responsibility for the consequences. Note that permission is routinely required to access the highest point of County Durham, and there are some restrictions on access to the summit of Devon due to military firing, and that of Leicestershire because of blasting. Further details are contained in the relevant texts.

Many of the high points are marked by Ordnance Survey triangulation points: stone pillars which were constructed as a means of facilitating the mapping of Great Britain. For convenience I have in the descriptions that follow referred to them by their traditional abbreviation ‘trig points’.

The walks have been arranged throughout the book in height order, starting with the lowest high point and ending with the highest; some walks incorporate two high points. Each walk begins with a heading showing the name of the county high point(s) covered in it, with heights in metres and feet, and a full OS grid reference, then a preamble as follows:

1. The approximate length of the walk in miles. An inexperienced walker should allow at least one hour for every 2 miles walked. More experienced walkers will be aware of their capabilities. Note that in especially hilly country any walker’s average walking speed will decrease significantly.

2. The start and finish points of the walk. Wherever possible, these will be served by public transport. I am anxious to promote the use of public transport rather than private vehicles, for obvious environmental reasons, but I have to be realistic and accept that for some walks, public transport access will be impracticable. This will be made clear in the relevant walk headings and descriptions.

3. Public transport information. This is intended to provide a brief summary of rail lines and bus routes serving the start and finish points of the walk, but you will need to enquire before you travel in order to ascertain information on services and times. Be aware that information on some websites may be out of date and it may be best to phone rather than simply rely on the Internet.

4. Refreshment availability. The abbreviations P, C and S are used. P denotes pub or pubs, C denotes cafe or cafes, and S denotes shop or shops. Please note that while the information given was accurate at the time of writing, things can and do change. You should never rely on a given establishment being open at any given time and if the availability of a pub, shop or cafe is a significant factor in planning your walk, you should check its opening times in advance.

5. Difficulty rating. These are split into easy, moderate, strenuous or severe. Walks described as easy or moderate require no special equipment (although if rain is forecast, you should have some waterproofs) and the shorter, easy walks will be ideal for inexperienced walkers and/or families with children. However, a number of the walks are extremely tough. Any walk described as strenuous or severe, whether in full or in part, should not be undertaken by inexperienced walkers; all walkers attempting them will require decent boots, adequate supplies (refreshment opportunities en route may be limited or non-existent), proper mapping, compass or GPS navigational device, mobile phone and, if rain is likely, weatherproof gear. On a number of the walks described, there are some very stiff climbs and drops, and it is essential to be both careful and patient when ascending or descending steep rocky ground, and to allow more time than you think you’ll need. Many avoidable accidents happen through carelessness caused by rushing or tiredness, often towards the end of the day. Don’t put yourself at risk.

6. Rating. This consists of a one-to five-star assessment of the walk as a whole. I appreciate how subjective this is and, while I’ve tried not to be prejudiced too much by the conditions or my own state of mind as I was doing the walks myself, I acknowledge my ratings may not be agreed by everyone. My star rating is as follows:


	1 star * – a pleasant and undemanding walk.


	2 stars ** – a reasonably enjoyable walk with some features of interest.


	3 stars *** – a generally enjoyable and rewarding walk.


	4 stars **** – a really enjoyable and satisfying walk with lovely scenery, great views and many features of interest.


	5 stars ***** – an exceptionally good walk with spectacular and beautiful scenery; if the weather is right, it will rank among the best of all walking experiences in England.




On occasion, the route directions will involve making a detour and then returning to a particular location to continue with your end-to-end walk. Where this happens, a number e.g. 1 will be inserted against the start and finish point of the detour.

It just remains for me to say, happy county high point bagging!

David Bathurst

Chichester, West Sussex
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