
 
RECREATING the GEOLOGY EXCURSION to 

Soulberry, Stewkley & Wing                             
of 11th MAY, 1901 

WELCOME to this recreation of a 1901 Geologists’ 
Association excursion which is mainly presented in the 
“words” of the original published report - updated and 
explained as necessary (with background information on 
the area’s railways, local history and geology) - in the 
Proceedings of the Geologists’ Association.  
The Geologists’ Association [geologistsassociation.org.uk] 
was founded in 1858 and was unusual, at the time, for 
having both male and female members on equal terms – 
they were even allowed to freely mix together on field 
excursions!  Today, it still actively encourages the study of 
geology to all who are interested in the past, present and 
future of the natural world. It’s a friendly and inclusive 
organisation welcoming everybody regardless of their 
level of geological knowledge.  
Its May, 1901 excursion was led by the eminent geologist 
Arthur Morley Davies (1869-1959). The route is over rocks 
of late Jurassic and early Cretaceous age [see back page] 
covered by extensive spreads of clays and gravels left 
from the last Ice Age (up to 2 mya), which only finished 
around 10,000 years ago. The excursion began when 
“Owing to the inconvenient train service [from 
London Euston] it was half past noon before 
Leighton Buzzard was reached.” at:   

1. Leighton Station:- only renamed to Leighton 
Buzzard in July 1911 (seen in the 
1920s postcard), it opened in July 
1837 (and was completely 
rebuilt in 1989), on the UK’s 
first long-distance inter-city, 
London and Birmingham 
Railway, line.  

The 12 excursionists ”…started along the road to 
the north-west [the B4032], which rising…brought 
them to a point where a fine view [now much 
obscured, until the Buckinghamshire border is passed on 
the hill, by modern housing estates off the road to the 
A416] was had over the Ousel valley, the great plain 
of Oxford Clay and the Woburn Sand-hills.” Further 
on along the same road they passed the northern edge of 

Wing but seemingly missed the opportunity to see, on 
their right, after descending a steep hill the…  
2. Jubilee Horse Trough:- built in 1887 to mark 
Queen Victoria’s  diamond 
jubllee; it’s built from local 
bricks and limestone. It’s  
spring-fed from the nearby 
hillside. Finally, after passing 
the Boot Inn (on the right) the 
excursionists on “Passing 
through Soulbury village…” 

3. Soulbury Stone:- then got out of their carriages 
when“… when a halt was 
made for the examination of 
a fine boulder of limestone 
(probably Carboniferous), 
roughly measured as 4 1/2 
feet by 3 by 21/2 ft.”  It’s a 
glacial erratic, a stone dumped by 
a melting ice sheet at the end of the last Ice Age. 

4. Stewkley Church:- then “At Stewkley the party 
was hospitably received by 
the vicar, the Rev. R. Bruce 
Dixon. Under his guidance the 
Church was visited - a rare 
example of a late Norman 
church almost untouched by 
later times.” It’s still one of 
England’s best preserved 
Norman churches (seen in the 19th C. engraving). Probably 
dating from 1150 and built (using local Portland limestone, 
‘carstone’ and Totternhoe Stone), over a previous Anglo-
Saxon site, on the orders Geoffrey de Clinton. Much and 
sensitively restored in 1862 by G.E. Street only his south 
porch and later vestry of 1912 add to the church’s original 
plan.    

5. Stewkley Brickyards:- “A walk of a mile…brought 
the party to two brickfields in the Kimmeridge Clay. In the 
more northern one (Mr. Hedges') [behind Kiln Farm and 
Kilnholme] the shaley clay was seen … when damp but 
drying to a light grey, almost white, was full of fossils, 
but they were for the most part too fragmentary or 
fragile to be worth taking. On previous occasions the 
Director had noted here abundant specimens of… 
ammonites… and fish-scales. Traces of most of these 
were seen, and a vertebra of Ichthyosaurus was picked 

up.” Then “In the second brickfield (Mr. Bliss's) [behind 
Old Brick Farm] the same clay was found, but here 
attention was chiefly attracted by the large septaria, 
some of them over 3 feet across and 
2 feet thick.” 
Infilling and landscaping has 
obliterated the obvious traces of both 
brickworks; the only surviving feature 
is the old kiln chimney (see  right) in 
the private garden – without any 
public access or right to visit - behind 
the ‘Kiln Holme’ bungalow. 

6. Warren Farm Pit:- where 
“The path was next taken to the Warren, where the most 
northerly exposure in England of typical Portland beds 
was discovered many years 
ago… 7 feet of typical 
greenish yellow Portland 
Sand. The upper bed of 
limestone (seen in the 1914 
photo from the GA’s Carreck 

Archive) was seen in an old 
face, and many blocks of 
both this and the lower 
stone were available for 
fossil-collecting, and yielded the usual casts of [sea-shells 
such as] Trigonia, Cardium, etc...” Now partially flooded, 
and a protected SSSI, with no collecting allowed, on 
private land with no public access; the pit  can be seen 
from the 
footpath - but 
not from along 
the private 
farm track 
from almost 
opposite ‘Kiln 
Holme’ - on 
which bicycles 
must not be 
ridden, that 
runs from the 
sewage works 
on Soulberry’s 
south-western 
edge.  

The excursionists then returned to Stewkley in 
order to follow the  road towards Wing, but on 
entering missed the chance to see... 



7. Wing Castle:-  which is one of several of the area’s 
surviving Norman motte-and-bailey castles; a roughly 
circular 30m wide and up 
to 6m high mound (see 
right) - the original motte, 
now partly cut into by a 
small housing estate - 
can clearly be seen, but 
the outer bailey survives 
only as a couple of low (0.6-1m high and up to 40m in 
length) indistinct curving banks. Anyway, carry on to… 

8. Littleworth Brickyard:- on the Soulberry road  
“…revealed a most interesting section. In the upper 
diggings there was exposed about 15 feet of Drift, chiefly 
gravel, but with intercalations of sand, and at one place 
of a boulderclay… In the lower diggings the Gault was 
exposed - a light bluish clay with small brownish-white 
phosphatic nodules, and under this a remarkable 
basement bed, in which black phosphatic nodules (one at 
least a cast of a Lamellibranch) were imbedded in a 
bright bluish-green material … Immediately below this 
came black shaley Kimeridge Clay, from which the 
workmen had collected fossils - chiefly reptilian bones …” 

The brickyard’s site, now a 
1980s-built private housing 
estate in an obvious deep 
hollow, is best found by 
comparing the site of a 
Congregational Union  chapel 
(see left), now a private house, 

on a late-19th C. and a modern map (see below).  

The first record of brick-makers living in Wing is in 1859 and the 
brickyard is first marked on a map in 1863. In 1859, Richard 
Harris established a business (see advertisement) described as 

“brick, roof & floor tile & 
draining pipes 
manufacturer” in the 
1869 Post Office 
directory. A Wing-born 
farmer lacking any 
knowledge of brick-
making he employed 
brick-makers from 
elsewhere; the 1861 

census lists several brick-makers living in Littleworth: George 
Trueman (from Biddenham); Thomas Denton (from Marston 
Mortaine); and John Fooks (from Husborne Crawley; Samuel 
Jones (from Greenfield). Trueman had already worked as a brick-
maker in Totternhoe and Marston Moretaine, as well as a 
taking a job as brickmakers’ foreman in Slapton. With many 
brickworks opening in the area, particularly after the brick tax was 
abolished in 1850, staff poaching seems to have been an issue 
for George Clarke, who was the foreman at Littleworth in 1865, 
was taken to court for breaking his contract to work at another 
brickyard in Leighton Buzzard – also owned by a, but a different, 
Mr Harris. 
Richard Harris died in 1870 and Trueman took on the business, 
possibly only as manager; he’s listed in local directories up to his 
death 1887 as a brick and tile manufacturer. He’d been much 
involved with the local Chapel which got a £200 bequest in his 
will; there’s a monument to him inside it, but as it’s now a private 
house it may not be visited.  
The brickyard was sold to Webster & Cannon, Aylesbury builders 
with a brickyard in Aylesbury; it gave them the extra capacity they 
needed as one of the region’s largest building firms. They are 
recorded in the 1895, 1899 and 1903 directories but appear to 
have sold Littleworth by 1906 to Lawrence Boyd Faulkner; he’s 
recorded as proprietor in local directories from 1907 to 1935. The 
brickyard, and its two brick kilns, finally closed in the early 1960s.  

9. Southcott Mill:- It was noted at Littleworth that 
“The entire absence of Lower 
Greensand in this section was all the 
more interesting, as little more than a 
mile and a half away, at Southcott 
Mill, the party were able to see the 
first exposure of that formation…” 
This old sand pit lies (see left) 
immediately east of a public footpath 
from the southern end of the road 
marked as ‘Southcott Village’ that 

loops back to Derwent Road however, it’s now flooded 
and nothing of geological interest can be seen. 

So, just like the 1901 excursionists it’s now 
hopefully when your “…return journey to Leighton was 
quickly completed.” with a visit to see what was… 

10. The Albion Hotel:- at which “…a hearty tea…” 
was had by all. The hotel (seen in the 1900s postcard), now 

the premises of a firm of solicitors, was an unusual venue 
because it was a temperance hotel only serving non-
alcoholic drinks; but it was recommended to (seen in the 

1900s advertisement) cyclists! Finally, “…the party 
proceeded, under the guidance of Mr. Faulkner, the 
manager, to Messrs. Arnold and Son's sandpits...” 

11. Grovebury Sandpits:- at which “The enormous 
extent of these excavations caused general surprise, and 
it was felt that they deserved longer time for study and 
the assistance of a photographer. The sand is beautifully 
false-bedded... Much of the sand goes to London and 
elsewhere for building purposes, but certain qualities are 
sent long distances for 
potting plants.” With 
several pits described 
as ‘Grovebury’ over the 
years it’s not easy to 
locate the actual pit 
seen, but they would 
have looked much like 
the one from the GA’s 
Carreck Archive photographed in 1908 (see above), but 
their flooded and built over sites lie on both sides of the 
A4102 and within the present-day Grovebury Road 

Industrial Estate. The 
original Grovebury Farm, 
which lent its name to the pits, 
was built around the late 16th 
C. from stone and other 
materials quarried from the 
derelict medieval Grove Priory; 

sadly the farmhouse was pulled down in the early 20th C. and its 
modern replacement (see above) lacks any historic interest.  
Anyway, “In the fading light only a hasty examination of 
the many large pits was possible, and the return to 
London was made by the 8.35 train.” At least you can 
now say that you’ve cycled, rather than been driven 
in a horse-drawn carriage or even a modern motor 
car, the original excursion route and can now truly 
appreciate its hilly nature! 



 
 

The Geotrail’s Geology 
There are no readily accessible natural vertical 
sections of the area’s Upper Jurassic and Lower 
Cretaceous solid (although this includes much clay 
and sand!) rock geology. In the past, the best place 
to see the solid rocks was in brickyards and sandpits 

but today almost all of these are now closed and 
flooded or filled in and built over. Just occasionally, 
solid rocks can be seen in some road cuttings and 
the banks of streams and ditches, but these (and 
the many borehole drilled, mainly to assess mineral 
reserves and check for water, and their cores) are 
ony really interesting to the dedicated specialist!  
The area’s solid geology is covered by extensive 
spreads of clays, sands and gravels, all left by a 
melting ice sheet around 10,000 years ago. A 
general outline (and an imaginary rock core (see left 

column) if we were to drill into the ground 
somewhere near Leighton Buzzard and Wing) of the 
area’s geology can be given from looking at the 
evidence from all these present and past sources. 
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nor liability for users of this trail] 

Arthur Morley Davies (1869-1959), the excursion 
Director, was GA President in 1928-30. He was awarded 
the Geological Society of London’s prestigious Lyell Medal 

 and was an Honorary Fellow of the Royal 
Geographical Society. Successively, he held the posts of 
Demonstrator, Lecturer and Assistant Professor at the 
Imperial College of Science & Technology, University of 
London from which he retired in 1935. He authored and 

authored textbooks on geography, local geology, 
palaeontology and, most significantly, a two-volume text 
on Tertiary fossils – a standard (with 26 editions between 

34 and 1975) reference work, especially for oil-field 
geologists. 
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