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Observations on some Stonehenge Down trees - a discussion document.
Peter Goodhugh  2008

Introduction

TO THE NORTH-WEST OF AMESBURY, along the route of the A303 between Countess and King
Barrow Ridge, are some groups, or clumps, of trees. Originally beech, the maturity of those
remaining suggests a planting in the 18th or 19th centuries. All are located on what was the

Amesbury manorial estate at that time, with its mansion-house now known as Amesbury Abbey – a
nursing home. Some clumps have become lost over the years, and some that were in poor condition
have recently been replanted with alternative types.

Local tradition has it that the trees were planted to commemorate British success at either the Battle
of the Nile (August 1798), or Trafalgar (October 1805), but this has not been proven. Occasionally
the question is raised again, or some other enquiry is made about their original purpose, but to date
no definitive account has been found that irrefutably identifies the date and original purpose of the
planting.

In addition to these clumps, other conifer and deciduous trees were planted from the early 18th C to
some time in the 19th C. These seem to have been linear plantings, or groups on tumuli.

This account attempts to pull together entries from a number of sources, hopefully to facilitate future
consideration of the matter. Research remains ongoing.

In descriptions of their location, the term ‘park’ or parkland’ occurs occasionally and is usually
attributed to the downland area between King Barrow Ridge and Vespasian’s Camp. The area
adjacent to the house, particularly between the house and Amesbury parish church, has also been
referred to as parkland. This being so, the possibility of a conflict of identity might exist.

 Pictorial and documentary material from the 18th C and 19th C.

Looking at the two Stukeley1 ‘panoramas’ (Figs 1 and 2), New King and Old King barrows on King
Barrow Ridge (KBR) are shown absolutely bare. There are other trees in the background, but these
seem to be linear plantings, perhaps marking boundaries, or for other decorative or definitive
purposes. Stukeley’s book ‘Stonehenge a Temple Restored…etc…’ is dated 1740, but the
illustrations were prepared in the 1720s.  The only barrow with any noticeable vegetation on it is Bush
Barrow (Fig.3). The illustration suggests it might have been some sort of a principal focal point or
observation point, perhaps even a hide for sporting pursuits. Could this, for instance, be the solitary
tree-bedecked barrow shown on some of the other maps and illustrations?

The Universal British Directory2 for 1793 records that four ‘of the largest’ tumuli had already been
planted with firs, and that ‘all the others within the [Stonehenge] manor’ were being embellished with
ever-green trees; also that ‘ridings….round by Stonehenge’ had been planted with clumps of ever-
green trees. This accords with the Defoe account3 published in 1769 except that he records that the
Duke of Queensberry was preparing to embellish all the others (tumuli). This suggests that those
evergreens may have been planted earlier than 1731 (the year of Defoe’s death) and up to 1791, a
60-year period.

‘Beach on the Hill’ occurs in 17844. This doesn’t sound like clumps in a park, but at a more distant
place. Could it be King Barrow Ridge (KBR), or Little Amesbury, or other of the trees shown by
Stukeley?

The OS surveyors’ drawing of 1806 (Fig 5) shows tumuli and identifies fir plantings on KBR and on
one tumulus adjacent to the road (now the A303); the identification of ‘firs’ at this latter location
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seems specific to one tumulus, as opposed to the generality of the KBR reference. There is no
indication of other tree planting to the east of KBR.

‘Clumps of beech trees in the Park’ occurs in 18075. The indication given that they may need thinning
could suggest that they were immature. The estate maps of 1811 (Fig 6) and 1824 (Fig 7) seem to
show progression in planting at Little Amesbury and KBR. A possible suggestion of the ‘Nile
Clumps’ is given on the 1824 map.

By the time we get to Colt-Hoare and his ‘The Ancient History of Wilts..etc..’6 (1812), the KBR
barrows are clearly sprouting groups (clumps?) of deciduous trees – no conifers. These are shown in
the Stonehenge picture (Fig 9), and appear as established but fairly young trees. Deciduous planting
on tumuli is also shown in the two Stonehenge Down pictorial maps (Figs 8 and 10); (wider area and
close-in). It is interesting to note that with these maps, although there are artificially-planted trees on
KBR and elsewhere, none are shown where the ‘Nile’ clumps exist today. If they did exist at the time,
were they too small and insignificant to be shown, one wonders…?! There are small trees shown in
the vicinity of the mansion house – could these be considered as a planting in parkland? The figures
are dated at 1811, but it is possible that they were drawn and etched significantly earlier.

The Andrews and Dury (AD) map of 1773 (Fig 11) shows a set of objects aligned with the road from
Amesbury to Stonehenge and, at their west end, a similar set running north-south. This latter set
seems to represent tumuli on the west edge of the greater park. The former set has been considered to
represent tree-clumps, but I’m wondering whether it shows more tumuli. Comparing the AD map
with the OS surveyors’ drawing shows similarity between the two sets. The character of the objects
in the latter suggests to me a greater likelihood that they are tumuli.

The OS map of 1817 (Fig 12) shows them. Those on KBR, alongside the road, and at Little Amesbury
are filled features rather than the open circles of other tumuli known to be visible, perhaps suggesting
a significant visual difference such as trees. No tree plantings are shown over the wider parkland.

The objects are also shown in the Greenwood map of 1820 (Fig 13), but planted with trees. This map
also shows plantings in the park area that suggest similarity with the present beech clumps. There is
also a north-south linear tree feature at Little Amesbury, to the south of the road near KBR.

 Underhill’s map of 1895 shows them identified as barrows. Trees are not shown, perhaps as they
were not part of the intended subject matter.

Local history and tradition

Rather tantalizingly, John Soul in his ‘Amesbury Historic & Prehistoric8 (1926) records that ‘Peace
Festivities at Amesbury’ took place after the battle of Waterloo, 1815, the inference being that they
were of a magnitude worth noting. One wonders whether previous battles were celebrated and, if so,
how extensive their festivities might have been….

Len Buckland, an Amesbury historian from the 1920s to 1960s, recorded various notes on the town
and its environs with a view to producing a book – which hasn’t happened to date. His words on the
clumps are as follows:

“Between the Ramparts and the King Barrows Wood are the clumps of beech trees looking as though they were planted
at random. They were known to Amesbury people as the Deer Clumps. It became known, however, that they were planted
to commemorate the Battle of the Nile, for Robert Pike, Senior, of West Amesbury, told Robert, Junior, that his
grandfather had had a hand in planting the trees, and that they were put in clumps, each one representing one of the
British Men-o'-War, and positioned as they were when in battle array, on that memorable occasion. Nelson's flagship
being the mound on which trees were growing. He stated, too, that Hardy who was Second-In-Command, was present to
help in the correct positioning of the clumps. The question has constantly been asked "Who planted them?" It was
certainly in William's [Douglas] period, but he had no time for trees, he was more likely to make money out of them, to
add to the vast fortune he already had.”
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The LDS Vital Records Index produced a Robert N Pike (RP junior) born 1871, his father Robert Pike
(RP senior) born 1843, RP senior’s father born 1816, and his father William Pike born 1779. At the
time of the Nile and Trafalgar battles, Robert junior’s great-great-grandfather William Pike would
have been 19 and 27 respectively. Robert Pike junior’s maternal great-great-grandfather would have
been Benjamin Truckle, christened at Amesbury in 1788, making him approximately 10 at the time
of the Nile battle, and 18 for Trafalgar.

Divine Inspiration?

In considering the 18th C plantings, the question of the source of inspiration comes to mind. Did these
plantings result from inspirational moments by the landowners, or were they given advice and
guidance – and if so, by whom? Henry Flitcroft surveyed the estate in the 1720s and built extensions
to Queensberry’s Amesbury house9. Although principally an architect, he would be familiar with a
wider landscape and particularly this area, having mapped it. Another contender could be Charles
Bridgeman10. The royal gardener, he was specifically requested by the Duchess of Queensberry to
undertake landscaping on the Amesbury estate11. He completed a detailed garden design for the 3rd
Duke and Duchess in 1738, the year of his death. The drawings included the area adjacent to the
house, and Vespasian’s Camp. Bridgeman was a landscape gardener of renown; he had previously
visited Amesbury in 1729, and had probably shared ideas or given advice to Henry Flitcroft, and used
Flitcroft’s survey as a basis for his own work. Additionally, his wife Sarah (née Mist), although being
born in London had roots in Amesbury, being closely connected to the Mist family here – possibly a
grand-daughter12. There was also William Kent, a landscape gardener and architect. An exponent of
Palladianism and the use of trees in the landscape, he visited Amesbury in the late 1720s to sketch the
house9. All three were known to each other, professionally and socially, particularly in their London
circuits. Flitcroft and Kent outlived Bridgeman and may therefore have had more opportunities to
influence later design. Figs. 15, 16 and 17.

Farmer Ingram’s Map

Then there is ‘Farmer Ingram’s Map’13 undated, but associated with papers dated 1788-79. It has been
cited as showing tree clumps in Amesbury park14. The relevant part of the map at Fig. 18 has three
principal elements: a vertical line of objects, a horizontal group, and a near-horizontal double line.
The combination of the double line and the vertical group at the left-hand edge identifies the latter as
representing the New King Barrow (NKB) group; the double line is the path running between the
NKB and the northern tip of Vespasian’s Camp, as can be seen on the estate maps and more recent
pre-bypass OS maps.

The overall Ingram map seems to have been drawn in connection with a realignment of field
boundaries. The accompanying letters indicate that Christopher Ingram, the tenant of Park/Countess
Farm, was not the happiest of persons. His concerns centred on a lack of water for cattle, the presence
of rats, poor structural safety of a barn, the large number of hares being introduced in adjacent fields
for game purposes, and proposed alteration to field boundaries that would cause sufficient confusion
for him to consider giving up the farm.

On the map shown, Ingram uses simple ‘circles’ and a rectangle to represent isolated objects, whereas
on other sheets pictures of trees and fences illustrate their presence. One set of circles identifies NKB,
so what does the horizontal group of similar symbols show?   A comparison of his sketch map with
modern Ordnance Survey (OS) and the Wiltshire County Council’s Sites and Monuments Record
(SMR) maps, Figs.21 and 22, suggests some correlation between his markings, tree clumps and
tumuli. Insofar as possible, the three maps were brought to a common arbitrary scale.
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In considering the possibility of tree clumps, and ignoring NKB, the Ingram map shows 9 items
compared with 16 tree clumps on the OS map. Intersection of two items with the path corresponds
with the OS map, but eight ‘clumps’ south of the pathway are not shown.
If the Ingram map shows trees, there are significantly less groups than for the known Nile
configuration. It is, of course, not known whether the Ingram map used an existing map as a reference
– perhaps the missing map associated with the Crow Survey7 – or was made up on-site or from
memory, but the detail suggests a contemporary map might have been used. Also, in the area of our
concern, there is no identification of any trees, deciduous or coniferous. If James Crow’s map of 1771
was available its likely detail might help with interpretation of Ingram’s sketch.

If the symbols represent tumuli, there is one that corresponds with the SMR map, and three ‘near
misses’. For the wider Ingram area, there is a tendency towards better spatial correlation, as the
majority of the tumuli on the SMR map are orientated east-west, north of the pathway. It is possible
that there may be further ploughed-out tumuli that have not yet been identified.

Similarly, if the ambiguous symbology is applied to the New King Barrow group, it creates the
question as to whether tumuli, trees or both are shown there.

Conclusions

On KBR there seems to be a ‘tree-transition’ from nothing in the 1740s (or 1720s), to firs by 1806
and to young but established deciduous on tumuli around 1812. In the area between KBR and
Vespasian’s Camp no tree-groups are shown up to 1812.

A small display in the Stonehenge Gallery in the Salisbury & South Wiltshire Museum shows a
cross-section of a Scots fir trunk, with ring-datings. The tree was from the northernmost tumulus in
the New King Barrows group and the estimated year of planting was 1760.

Comparison of the 1811 and 1824 estate sale maps shows a progression in tree planting both on KBR
and across the parkland. For the later map, the distribution within the park area is suggestive of the
present clump configuration.

In the Crow survey of 17717 a later pencil entry refers to young beech trees, but the handwriting style
could suggest a date of up to the mid-19th C. There is considerable evidence of coniferous and
deciduous tree-planting across the Amesbury estate in the 18th and 19th centuries. However, unless
something has been overlooked within the material considered, there does not seem to be any clear
dating for the ‘Nile’ beech clumps, particularly in the 18th century. With that in mind, one is reduced
to considering the balance of probability. The available, albeit limited, evidence suggests that the
likelihood of the Nile beech clumps being planted in the 18th century is minimal.

Whatever the truth of the Nile or Trafalgar tradition, one wonders whether the story was generated at
the time of planting as a morale-boost for the workers or, if the clumps extended from an earlier
planting and took shape across the landscape, their layout became likened to a still topical naval battle
event. Without further documentary evidence it’s unlikely we will ever know the answer. Meanwhile,
we are left with references for the clumps that cannot satisfactorily be recognized as evidence one
way or the other, but can only help to narrow down a likely period for their creation. Something that
might help would be dating evidence from the remaining beech trees.

Sources
 1 Stukeley, William; A Temple Restored to the British Druids.  1740
 2 Universal British Directory 1793
 3 Defoe, Daniel, Richardson, Samuel, et al., A tour through the whole island of Great Britain,

 7th ed., 1769, vol. 1, pp. 309-11
 4 WSRO 377/1: letter of Richard Bloxham to Duke of Queensberry, 13.7.1784



5

 5 WSRO 377/1: memo of 9.10.1807, endorsed Memorandum conc' timber and underwood
 at Amesbury and Bentley.

 6 Hoare, Sir Richard Colt, The Ancient History of Wiltshire, 1812.
 7 WSRO 944/3MS Crow, James; A Field Book belonging to a Plan of the Manors of

 Ambresbury Earls and Ambresbury Priory…1771.
 8 Soul, John; Amesbury Historic and Prehistoric,1926, page 36.
 9 Bold, John and Reeves, John; Wilton House and English Palladianism; RCHME; HMSO

 1988
 10 Willis, Peter; Charles Bridgeman and the English Landscape Garden. 2002
 11 Country Life Magazine February 1988
 12 Fleming Judy; Charles Bridgeman and his connection with the Amesbury Mist family.

 Unpublished research papers.
 13 WRSO 776/1122: Farmer Ingram’s Notes Plans etc.
  14 A303 Stonehenge Historic Landscape Survey; Highways Agency 2002; App 2 page 19.

Acknowledgement:

For their advice, help and patience.

Helena Cave-Penney, Briony Clifton, Judy Fleming, Jim Fuller, Lorna Haycock, Steve Hobbs,
Chris Jones, Lila Morris, Lesley Nicklen, Martin Papworth, Bruce Purvis, Julian Richards.

A space filler! The Countess Farm area in the late 1960s just before construction of the A303 Amesbury
bypass. The view is looking westward, with Countess Road running across the picture just above centre. The
tip of Vespasian’s Camp, and the ‘Nile’ clumps are at the top of the picture.
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1  Stukeley: a view looking westwards along the ‘avenue’ towards King Barrow Ridge: New King
barrows to the left, Old King barrows to the right.

2  Stukeley: looking eastwards along the Avenue. On the distant horizon is Haradon Hill, now
Beacon Hill. A treeless KBR is shown across the foreground, with a roadway disappearing between
the barrows. Vespasian’s Camp (D) looks to be treeless, but there is a suggestion of planting on its
NE aspect.
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Stukeley: Bush Barrow

4 Looking westwards from Ratfin: King Barrow Ridge is bare of trees, as are the barrows in the left
foreground. There are significant linear plantings across the width of the central area.

3
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5  Ordnance Survey: surveyor’s sketch of 1806
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Above: Part of the estate map dated approx 1811. Note that in the Park Land the only trees shown
are at New King Barrows. Below, on the estate map of 1824, there are trees in Little Amesbury,
and at New and Old King Barrows, the latter being shown more widely spaced. There are also trees
across the Park Land suggestive of the ‘Nile’ clumps.
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