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Percy Hackling: “Hook Norton Footpaths” 

 

Percy Hackling was a long-time resident of Hook Norton, who lived on Bell Hill for 

many years with his brother Jim, the village cobbler.  Both were well-known 

characters and men of great abilities.  Jim was a model-maker of great skill, which at 

a critical moment in World War II brought him to the unwelcome attention of Special 

Branch!1 

By contrast, Perce was a polymath, a man of unlimited curiosity, which was 

applied with great acuity and industry to question of Hook Norton history.  He carried 

out an early excavation of our local dinosaur.  He saw that the village’s Anglo-Saxon 

name gave clues to its original location, a matter which is now of renewed interest to 

professional historians.  He counted and identified the individual plants and species 

in the hedge along Hayway Lane in order to establish the antiquity of that road and 

footway.  He read and investigated and looked and walked and counted, creating a 

unique local knowledge. Over a long career, he established a reputation that earned 

the respect of more educated Hooky residents who got to know him and, long after 

he died in the 1990s, his name was still spoken of with reverence by fellow local 

historians. 

 Percy did not write very much, but left to the village museum his profuse 

notes, which are still of great value.  There, for example, you can find his sketch map 

of the site of the medieval manor house, showing exactly where the piles of rubble 

lay (between St Peter’s and the Shearing Close). More importantly, he also left us 

detailed maps showing how the parish’s fields – and their boundaries and names – 

had changed over the centuries, in a body of material that is potentially of huge 

importance to future historians and archivists. 

This intimate acquaintance with the surrounding fields meant that when, in the 

1980s, the fledgling Local History Group (LHG) decided to publish a book of local 

walks, it was Perce that they asked to plan the routes and advise on the description 

                                            
1 See “Scenes of Village Life, 1920-1978”, pages 16-18, in the Total War and Anxious Peace section 
of this website.  
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of the local terrain and its past appearance.2  This short leaflet is therefore not just as 

a record of walking routes of forty years ago but a sample of how a man with a 

sensitive eye and considerable local knowledge understood the countryside around 

us. In 2003 the LHG reprinted it with minimal alterations, other than necessary 

updatings.3  During the lockdown of 2020 the LHG decided to provide locals with a 

wider range of walks to keep them active and spread out, and naturally turned to 

Perce’s model.  The first four of its eight walks were based on Perce’s walks and his 

insights were unscrupulously purloined by the new author, who then tried to describe 

the remaining four walks in terms that Perce might have recognised.4 

We therefore reprint, with purpose, the 1980s leaflet (in its 2003 version) 

because of its intrinsic interest, but also because it offers a glimpse into how Percy 

Hackling saw the countryside around him and understood its past. 

Donald Ratcliffe 

May 2022  

                                            
2 We do not know whether the name of the person who wrote the leaflet, but it was either Perce 
himself or someone who consulted him closely.  
 
3 As testified by David McGill, who supervised and edited the reprint.  
 
4 Donald Ratclffe, ed., Hook Norton Footpaths: Eight Circular Walks from the Village (2020). 
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Hook Norton Footpaths 

 

This booklet was originally produced some 20 years ago and revised in 2003. All of 

these rambles follow routes that were on the definitive map of Oxfordshire footpaths 

and may be started from Hook Norton Church. 

Please keep to the routes, close any gate you may have to open, leave no litter and 

enjoy the beauty of our countryside. Keep your dogs under close control and 

remember it is illegal to take dogs without a lead into a field containing sheep. 

Many footpaths have not been used regularly and there is no track. If in doubt, check 

with a map. 

 

 

 

Booklet prepared by Hook Norton Local History Group. 

Walks planned by Percival Hackling. 

Maps by Peter Granger. 

 

Walks and maps revised by David McGill. 

Cover photograph by David McGill. 
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Ramble No. 1 

Swerford Village and Back 

5 miles / 3 kms 

 

Leaving the Church, walk down Middle Hill to the left of The Sun and on crossing the 

stream turn left up Park Road and continue upwards past the junction with Park Hill. 

Entering the ‘park’, which has been in existence since the 14th century at least, 

immediately in front will be seen the railway embankment and viaduct pillars. The 
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railway line was opened in 1887 and the last regular train ran in 1951. This area 

used to be the village cricket ground for many years. 

Just past the bungalow by the pillars cross a stile on your right; take the path bearing 

left towards a large tree and down the slope till a bridge is reached crossing the 

stream leading into a small spinney, which has been here for some time. 

Bearing right, then left, you will emerge before a steep bank at the top of which a 

clump of trees and a pond will be on your right; also more viaduct pillars. Between 

here and the pillars are a number of earth banks, all that remains of the old ironstone 

workings from 1902 to 1920. Cross over the stile into the field and carry on up the hill 

keeping the hedge to your left. (Please note there is no gap at this stile for dogs.) As 

you head for the top of the hill look left to Grounds Farm (built 1707/8) and right to a 

wooded former railway embankment, now a nature reserve. 

A stile at the top of the hill brings you to a field with the path following the 

hedge on your left. At the highest point of the hill is a field to be crossed; make for a 

large tree, passing a small water tank on the way.  From here is a good view of 

Swerford distinctly cut into two parts and behind the village on the far hill can be 

seen the old coaching inn, The Mason’s Arms. 

The path now heads directly for Swerford Church, across another field, through a 

gate, down the slope, along the left side of a hedge until a broken stile brings one on 

to the road. Crossing this road a further stile on the right leads the path across a 

large field with a fence, the path still going straight for the church, and in the bottom 

a bridge takes you over the river Swere. As you cross this field to your right is 

Swerford Park, mentioned in the 13th century. 

After crossing the bridge a track will bring you to a road where, turning left, you pass 

the church with its 13th century spire. Just past the church, on the left, is a lane, and 

looking down will be seen more earthen banks, all that is left of a Norman castle 

dismantled 1154. (Signposted). 

Follow the road till you come to a T-junction where, turning left you come to the site 

of an old mill. There has been a mill here since the 11th century. Turning the corner, 

take the lane on your right. Follow the lane until a track turning sharp left leads to 

Cradle Barn. On reaching the barn turn right where the track leads to Cradle Farm. 

Walking along this track you get a view, on your right, of the Swere valley with 

Cradle House a field or two away, whilst in the near distance is the spire of Bloxham 

Church, and on your left, at the top of the hill, the Old Highwood Farmhouse. 

At Cradle Farm, just before the house, turn left down a bridleway, and keeping the 

fence on your left go through the next gate and cross the field to the bottom, turning 

left through the gate and continue on the path. As you pass the farm look ahead to a 

small hill a few fields away. This is Butter Hill and has been known by this name for 

over 800 years. 
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Follow the path through the gate keeping the hedge on your right, and this will 

eventually bring you to a rough track down to a ford, crossed by a wooden bridge. 

On your right is a flat area where the two streams from Hook Norton join and 

continue on to meet the Swere. 

The track now takes you past the old ironstone workings finished about 1946, and 

continues on to Park Farm, the viaducts and then the village. 

 

 

 

Ramble No. 2 

South Hill and The Heath 

4 miles / 6.5 km 

 

From the church go through the gap to the left by The Sun and go down the hill until 

the stream is reached, then follow Burycroft Lane until the last house on the left 

where you turn left onto the footpath. 

After passing through two gates bear right through another and immediately in front 

across the field is a stile. The path passes over this and crosses the next field, 

bearing slightly left to a gap in the hedge which leads to a path adjacent to the 

allotments. This goes down to a stream and a stile. As you cross the last two fields 

look left where, on the banks, will be seen remains of early ridge and furrow 

cultivation. 

Past the stile at the end of the path go straight up the hill bearing right to a stile at the 

top of the field. From here the path goes straight across the field to the road. 

Turn left here and follow the road until a track turns right to a gate, where turning left, 

you are in Little Heath as opposed to Big Heath which is passed later. This and Big 

Heath were allotments for many years. Keeping the hedge on your left make for the 

next field where the path goes diagonally right to meet the bridleway; then turn right 

into Big Heath. 

Eventually the track turns right past Court Farm, and the remains of a stockman’s 

dwelling that was still being lived in at the turn of last century. Through the next gate 

you are in a large field, part of which was and is known as Abbots Mead; (Church 

land for many years). Look left to Oatley Hill Farm, while in front is a good view of the 

village with the brewery in the foreground. 
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Between Oatley Hill and the village is a large flat area which seven hundred years 

ago was known as The Marsh, and later as the Great Meadow; being low lying there 

would have been plenty of moisture for growing meadow grass.  Nearer the village, 

Fanthill Farmhouse can be seen in the same area, while slightly to the left the 

ground here has been called Flexland since the 13th century from the growing of 

flax. 

The path now drops away and around here there are several springs which all feed 

the main stream through the village. (It must be noted that after a lot of rain can be 

quite difficult to cross through some of the fields). Further on the path rises up a 

small hill called Stapenhill (another name used for over 700 years) and continues 

with the hedge to the right as far as the road. 

The way you have just come down was known as The Great Pool Road in the 17th 

century which for years was one of the major routes to and from the village. The pool 

itself was somewhere in the flat area, which in the years before modern drainage 

would have been more liable to flooding. On reaching the road turn left to the village. 

 

 

 

 

Ramble No. 3 

 Lodge Farm and the Stour Valley 

 (Full walk 6 miles/ 9.5km—can be shortened to 4 miles/ 6.5 km) 

 

After leaving the church make your way to the East End of the village where turning 

into Hollybush Road a path on your right starts the walk. Continue on the path 

between the houses in Ironstone Hollow and you emerge through a gate into a field. 

Continue on the path and above it you will soon see a stile into a field going off to the 

right. Take this path and left through the first gate where ironstone working remains 

can be seen. 

Crossing the next two fields, going downhill to a stream, the path goes over and 

through a gate into another field. Walking across the field you then cross over a 

gulley into another field. Keep walking diagonally across rather than going round the 

left hand edge. The path leads up to the top corner of the field where, turning left 

over a stile, another field is crossed onto the top of the hill.  As you pass up this field,  
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look back for a good view of the village and old viaducts. Looking west, you are on 

an area which has been called Rydon for over 700 years. 

Butter Hill mentioned in Ramble No. 1 can be seen to the south east, while the hill 

due east joining the one you are on is called Council Hill, probably after a William 

Counser who owned the land here in the 16th century. Turning right at the last stile, 

a hedge is crossed into a large field which brings you to the Banbury road and Lodge 

Farm. This field was part of a Warren for many years, where the lords of the Manor 

caught small game for their table. A warrener was still living at the lodge in the 19th 

century. 

This is where, by turning left, you can take the shortened walk of four miles (6.5 km) 

by going along the road until meeting the path again by Nill Cottages. For the full 

walk, turn right and walk into the entrance to Lodge Farm. Opposite the entrance to 

the stables is a field. Cross the stile here and walk across exiting over the stile in the 

far corner. Walk across the next field which gives you a good view of the Stour 

valley, reminiscent of open down land as it was in the 13th century when part of the 

East field. 

On reaching the Stour stream, which starts only a few hundred yards to your right 

follow it round the edge of the fields until a crossing point is reached, then make for 

the large tree which will now be seen to be two. At the second tree bear right to the 

secondary road where there is a footpath signpost. Turn left to Swalcliffe Grange 

Farm, then left again takes you down a track to a wooded area. This was the site of 

stone quarrying and lime burning for many years. 

Crossing the Stour again at the bottom of the hill, bear right across a field until a gap 

in the hedge is seen. Continue on this path until the Nill Farm complex is reached. 

Turn left and walk towards the right hand edge of the fir trees and the track will join a 

farm road and on to the Banbury road at Nill Cottages. 

Lower Nill Farm is comparatively new, there was only a barn and a windmill here in 

the 19th century, when it was all part of Nill Farm on the top road, belonging to the 

Bishop of Oxford. 

On reaching the Banbury road the path goes straight across and down to the right 

over the field into the bottom where two stiles bring you to the old ironstone face. 

This area was part of the largest ironstone workings in the parish and in it were at 

least three separate faces. 

The path heads straight for the village, through a gate, and over a stile, passing 

another old ironstone face on your left, until a pond is passed on your right to reach 

the village. 
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Ramble No. 4 

The Park Area 

3 miles/ 5 kms 

 

Start as in Ramble No. 1, however, instead of turning off to the right by the bungalow 

go straight on past Park Farm House on your left and through the gate or across the 
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cattle grid in front of you. On your left is the remains of an old ironstone face with a 

hedge on top of it. 

Continue straight on through another field until, going down a dip, a ford is crossed 

(there were at least six fords in this parish many years ago). On reaching the next 

field continue with the hedge on your left until reaching the Cradle lands. The area 

on your left is known as Blackmore and was the site of a mill in 1260. (You are in fact 

doing the end of Ramble No. 1 in reverse). 

At Cradle lands the path goes through a small gate in the left hand corner of the field 

and turns right through one more when it turns sharp left, with the house on your 

right. Straight down the centre of the field, passing into the next which has a small 

pond, hidden behind undergrowth, on the right, and through two more gates passing 

into another large field. This area has been much enhanced by the planting of a 

number of tree clumps. Go into the next field, keeping the hedge on your left, and, 

turning left through a gate cross the stream by the bridge into another field. (The 

small pond by the bridge was, for many years, where the village lads used to go 

swimming). 

Go up the left hand side of this field make for the next field where, turning left 

through a gap the path goes across a field, appropriately called footpath ground. 

(There are no footpath signs currently here). As you cross this field look right to 

Butter Hill, mentioned in Ramble No. 1—one of the oldest names in the parish, called 

Butturhulle in the 12th century. 

The path heads straight for the farm, however, turn left over the stile and pass 

between the farm buildings, then bear left down a slope to cross the stream by a 

bridge. This brings the path into the Blackmore area. This particular spot was also 

known as Beggars Head. 

Turning right at the bridge the path eventually reaches a flat area that is opposite to 

the old ironstone face. The path goes straight for the viaduct piers. On the right is an 

area which is called the Lynches, once consisting of four 2 acre fields. Once through 

the piers the village is reached by following a path by the hedge on your right. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


