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4. Test and Bourne Valley

General Description

The River Test and the Bourne Rivulet rise from the underlying chalk beds 

and dissect the North Wessex Downs character area. The valleys contain 

many woodland blocks and narrow woodland belts, which together with the 

sloping valley sides, form an enclosed landscape. The valleys widen and the 

landscape becomes more open, as the two rivers converge to the southwest 

of Whitchurch. Settlements are frequent along the valley floor and are 

characteristically linear in nature. 

The Bourne Valley lies within the North Wessex Downs AONB.

Landscape

The valleys cut through an underlying geology of chalk beds, with small areas of clay 

deposits on higher ground. 

Alluvial loams and valley gravels 

have been deposited by the 

rivers in the valley bottoms, 

resulting in vegetation that is 

very different from that of the 

surrounding chalkland. The 

valleys have flat floodplains with 

braided channels, watercress 

beds and water meadows used 

for grazing. The sloping valley 

sides are mostly used for pasture 

and arable farming. 

Small blocks of woodland are 

found throughout, particularly 

on the steeper valley sides 

where Beech and Ash predominate. Next to the rivers, there are many linear 

bands of Willow and Alder, together with some commercial Poplar plantations. 

Larger woodland blocks are found in and around the listed parkland landscapes of 

Laverstoke Park and Hurstbourne Park. 

Hedgerows contain chalk-loving species such as Dogwood, Wayfaring Tree, Spindle, 

Privet, Field Maple and Hazel. 

The main roads run along valley floors and lower valley sides. Minor roads are 

relatively infrequent and tend to cross the valleys at right angles. 

The A34 cuts across the Test valley to the west of Whitchurch and has a significant 

impact upon the landscape, particularly where it is raised above the valley floor. 

The embankments and structures associated with the London-Salisbury railway line are 

also important features of the landscape, most notably the viaduct at St Mary Bourne. 

The River Test, Freefolk 
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Public paths and byeways follow the same pattern as the roads. The Test Way long-

distance footpath follows the floor of the Bourne Valley for a short distance through St 

Mary Bourne. 

The River Test has been designated as an SSSI, along with East Aston Common and 

Bere Mill Meadows.

Settlements

Settlement density is fairly 

high, particularly in the Test 

Valley. 

Settlements have developed 

along the valley floor and 

lower valley sides and, as 

a result, are generally of a 

linear nature. Whitchurch 

and Overton show nucleated 

growth around important river 

crossing points. 

The river channels, associated 

bridges and mills are 

important characteristics of 

the settlements. Watercress 

beds and water meadows 

form important open spaces. 

Mature trees and woodland are a particular feature within and around the settlements 

in the Test Valley. 

The historic cores of 

Whitchurch and Overton are 

focused in the valley bottom, 

not far from the river. Overton 

was a 13th century planned 

settlement laid out on a grid 

pattern. 

As the towns have grown they 

have expanded outwards 

and recent development has 

tended to take place higher 

on the valley sides. This 

development has occasionally 

had an adverse impact on the 

wider landscape. 

The linear settlement of Stoke, on the floor of the Bourne 

Valley 

Buildings of different ages, styles and materials create an 

interesting street scene in the centre of Whitchurch
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Large houses set in extensive grounds are found adjacent to the valley roads, 

together with their associated lodges, gates and driveways. 

Narrow streets with continuous built frontages are found in the centre of the 

settlements with buildings often facing directly onto the street. 

Numerous closes and small yards, surrounded by housing, are a feature in the centre 

of Whitchurch. For example, Laundry Yard and Vinery Close. 

There are Conservation Areas in Whitchurch, Overton, Tufton, Hurstbourne Priors, St 

Mary Bourne and Stoke.

Buildings

Buildings are generally two-storey or single-storey 

with dormer windows. Terraced houses are common 

throughout. 

Buildings of different ages, styles and materials 

create interesting street scenes in the centre of the 

settlements. Roof lines are broken by dormer windows, 

the varying pitches of the roofs, buildings of different 

heights, and houses occasionally set gable-end to the 

road. Flint has been used extensively for all building 

types, reflecting the underlying geology of the area. 

Similarly, some of the older buildings have chalk cob 

walls, coated with a lime plaster. 

Flint has been used either as random walling or as 

more ordered, coursed work characteristic of the 19th 

century. Coursed, knapped flints are a particular feature 

of the buildings in Hurstbourne Priors. The flint is most 

commonly used with red brick dressing.

Mellow red brick is a 

particular feature of this 

area and red brick is 

found widely throughout. 

Blue brick patterning 

has also been used, but 

is less common. Timber-

framed buildings with 

brick infill are St Mary 

Bourne. 

Brick, stucco or render 

painted in muted 

colours, contrasts with 

the bare brick. 

Coursed, knapped flints 

are a particular feature in 

Hurstborne Priors 

Traditional sash window
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Hipped and half-hipped roofs are common. Roofing materials are usually orange-

red clay roof tiles, slate or thatch, the latter being particularly important in St Mary 

Bourne. 

Flint and brick walls are common boundary features. Cob walls are less common, 

occasionally with thatch coping, for example in Tufton and Stoke. 

Windows are traditionally casement or sash. 

Many of the residential buildings constructed over recent years have been built in 

materials and styles that are not traditionally associated with the area.

Design Implications

The water meadows and watercress beds are important features of the river 

floodplain and settlements, and should be maintained. 

The woodland blocks on the valley sides and linear bands of trees associated with 

the river, are important features within and around the settlements and should be 

maintained. 

The Bourne Valley lies within the North Wessex Downs AONB, where extensive 

development would not normally be considered. The intimate scale of the landscape 

throughout the Test-Bourne Valley makes this area particularly sensitive to any form 

of large-scale development. 

New development should allow sufficient room for a framework of native trees to be 

planted, to integrate the built form into the surrounding landscape. Native trees and 

shrubs should be planted around developments adjacent to open countryside. 

Siting of new built development should take into account views from the wider 

landscape. Development should be kept on the lower valley slopes away from 

the risk of flooding and should be consistent with the existing linear form of the 

settlements. The coalescence of neighbouring villages and hamlets should be 

avoided. 

The density of new development should be in keeping with that in the existing 

settlements. Buildings should generally be two-storey and face directly onto the road, 

or be located close to the street, with small front gardens.

Existing public paths through the settlements should be linked to new development 

and the surrounding countryside, wherever possible. 

New development should reflect the patterns and proportions of existing vernacular 

buildings in the area and pick up on the traditional building forms, materials, colours 

and textures, as set out above. 

Boundary walls should be built out of materials that are characteristic of the area, 

such as flint with red brick dressing or orange-red brick. Narrow country lanes should 

be protected from unnecessary improvements and urbanisation.


