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A May Day Walk courtesy of Rebecca Montague
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My partner Rod and | have been doing this walk with various friends for 14 years now: it's become a true
rite of spring for us. We try to do it as close as possible to May Day, and certainly within the first week of
May, when all is luscious loveliness. The walk is circular, starts and finishes in Hindon, with the far
objective of The Dove at Corton for a well-needed break. It takes us a whole day, leaving at ten and
getting back at about six or seven in the evening, but it can be done much more quickly, probably in about
5 hours at a steady trot. We stop frequently to admire the view, have a drink or squint at some flower or
bird, or chat to the other walkers we meet. And of course there’s the long lunch at the pub.

Most of the walk is bridleways - only a quiet section heading down to the Wylye Valley and out again and
the last 2km or so of the walk is on a road, and so can also be undertaken on bicycles or on horseback.
We have always been lucky with the weather, and have never yet been rained on. Or have | just jinxed us
for our 2007 effort?

Maps
The route covers OS Pathfinder 1:25,000 maps 1240 (Mere and Chilmark) and Pathfinder 1220
(Warminster), or OS Explorer 1:25,000 map 143 (Warminster and Trowbridge).

Route out to the Dove at Corton

Starting from Hindon, walk up the High Street, past the church on the right and following the road up out of
the village. It's a steady climb and just after the road starts to gently slope downhill again there’s a junction
by a bench with a track off to the right (904336). A little way on there’s a crossroads of tracks with a
reservoir on the right: go straight on. This takes you down a shady lane to the A303 at Poultry Houses.
Take care crossing and follow the track on the other side, a slow climb up a chalk track.

Note: The first early purple orchids of the walk are along this track, before it passes through Bockerly
Coppice. Here there are bluebells , Solomon’s seal , wood anenomes, common dog violets,
primroses, celandine and greater stitchwort .

Once out of the woods, keep following the path, past the Dutch barn on the right, until the junction at
898365. Take the path on the right through the wooden barrier. This heads to the south-east and Great
Ridge Wood, and goes through an area of coppiced hazels. It has several barriers en route. When the



path joins a metalled track by a silo (905360), turn left and follow the metalled track as it skirts the edge of
the wood. At 906362 the path turns right in to the woods: prepare for bluebell overload!

Note: The track runs along the straight course of the old Roman road, which originally linked Old Sarum
(close to Salisbury) with the lead and silver mines in the Mendips. Look out for lady’s smock (also called
cuckoo flower ) growing in the southern drainage ditch of the road. Great Ridge Wood is a mixture of
deciduous broadleaf woodland with blocks of coniferous plantations. Sometimes fallow deer can be
seen; one time when we walked through the woods at dusk we saw a fair few deer, and badgers and
foxes as well. The orange tip , brimstone and speckled wood butterflies  will be flitting about; the well-
named chiff chaffs will be chiff-chaffing away, and you might see the quick white rump flash of the
secretive jay as it flies off.

Since a lot of the rhododendrons were cleared a few years back, the understorey of the wood has
flourished, and there usually is a great display of foxgloves , red campion and the zingy bright green
flower bracts of wood spurge .

The track eventually comes to a crossroads (of sorts): a grassy track with young specimen yew trees to
your left, and a metalled track curving off to your right. Keep straight on (though | use the term ‘straight’
loosely as within 30 metres or so the track bends to the left). After about 300 metres there is a Y fork in
the winding track, with both forks metalled and a signpost with a map. Take the left fork heading
northwards.

Note: As the path finally comes out of the woods at 934375 you are rewarded with fabulous and far-
reaching views, to Cley Hill to the north-west and across to Warminster, with the Wylye Valley below it and
stretching off to the north-east. Gorgeous.

At 935380 the track bends off to the right; the path to take continues through a metal gate and pedestrian
access gate, slightly staggered ahead and to the left. Follow the initially-rutted grassy track for another 1%
km or so, when the path will come to a T-junction with a road by Corton Field Barn at 938393. Turn left
and follow the road, and as you walk look out for basking common lizards soaking up the sun on the
edge of the tarmac, and the bright blue common speedwell flourishing in the banks. At 931401 there is a
crossroads - take the right turn (which leads into a farm drive) and almost immediately turn left down into
the leafy tunnel of a path. This becomes more deeply incised into the chalk as it leads you down into the
edge of the Wylye valley plain. The path comes to a road, and continues for a short stretch on the other
side. Follow this and the pub is just to the right. Aah, time for a long pub lunch.

Route back from Corton to Hindon

We retrace our steps to Corton Field Barn (there are other routes but these involve walking on the Wylye
Valley road and traffic tends to be rather fast and pedestrian un-friendly). Instead of turning right at the
barn back up the track on which we came, we carry straight on at the T-junction.

Note: Soon on the left is a new plantation of trees: when we first started the walk in the 1990s there was a
tumble-down cottage on the site built almost entirely of chalk blocks. We used to have a poke around in
the cottage, and unsurprisingly for a house built of such a porous material, it was very damp.

Keep on along this road, looking out for Roman snails in the hedgerow until there is a junction with a well-
signposted path at 945386. This track runs over Boyton Down and has stunning views back across to
Great Ridge Wood. Groups of cowslips grow in the grass verge.



After about 1% km, there is a field gate across the track. Go through and follow the track.

Note: Common milkwort flourishes on either side of the track, its beautiful but tiny blue and white flowers
well repaying the effort of getting down on your knees to squint at them. Later in the year this area has
many pyramidal and fragrant orchids , and a few common spotted orchids . One year we startled a
young badger myopically trotting about his business in broad daylight by the old quarry hollow on the left -
he ran off at quite a lick when he finally realised our presence.

Follow the path down to the metalled road at 957373 and cross over, slightly dog-legging to the left and
following the well-signposted byway up the hill on the other side (don’t take the metalled track going up the
slope - it's a private road). The path goes through an area of juniper bushes in amongst some other ones
of gorse. Nightingales used to sing at dusk in the long strip of scrub to the southwest until just a few
years ago: with any luck they might be back this year.

At the crossroads at 965366 turn right and head southwards on the metalled track. Some 100m on is a
magnificent gnarled beech tree on the left of the track: our very own meeting with a remarkable tree. The
byway that takes you through the western edge of Stockton Wood is clearly marked. The path is deeply
rutted in places.

Note: At about this stage in the day we stop to pick a half carrier-bag full of young beech leaves. They
have just unfurled from their papery sheaths, and are the most brilliant, almost fluorescent limey green,
and crumple softly in your hand like tiny scraps of silk. We use these to make a wonderful liqueur, beech
leaf noyau (recipe below). Don’t ask me to describe its taste because | can't: all | can say is that it is
delicious and quite unlike anything else I've ever drunk. You must try it to find out for yourself.

At 961355, with the A303 some 70 ahead of you, there is a crossroads of tracks; take the sign posted
track going off to the right. The path now follows Grim’s Ditch, a long linear earthwork feature, for a
kilometre or so. Here is perhaps the best bluebell display of all. The path runs parallel to the noisy A303
for a while, but not for long, as it soon takes you back into Great Ridge Wood. At 950357 thereisa T
junction with metalled track: turn right, and after about 100m turn left through a wide metal gate and start
the long straight walk westwards back along the Roman road. The raised bed of the road is clearly visible,
along with the drainage ditches on either side. Areas of these are graced by the dainty white flowers of
wood sorrel . | like to munch on the tangy, citrus and slightly sour leaves. A word of warning: apparently
the plant contains oxalic acid and so people with gastric complaints or kidney stones shouldn’t eat them.
A shame, as they are very refreshing, especially when your mouth is a bit parched. They are also great in
salads, and so we take some back home along with the beech leaves.

Note: About 150m along on the left is a wonderful wizened old oak tree that the road seems to respect,
bending slightly to skirt around it. One fellow walker with a far more active imagination than mine
suggested that it was the incarnation of a lone centurion, still standing guard over the road. Ever since,
we have called it the ‘Sentinel Tree’. Sadly it seems to be getting more and more choked by ivy in recent
years. The cronking call of ravens only adds to the atmosphere.

After about 2 kilometres (I said it was a long straight walk!) there is a crossroads with another metalled
track at 931360 (the track ahead is grassy): turn left and head south. Once the path leaves the woodland
there are views across the more open downland. The path goes past the farm buildings of Bake Barn:
recently-arrived nesting swallows twitter on the roof and swoop to scoop up insects.

At the A303 cross straight over - take care - and follow the path on the short sharp shock of the steep



slope out of Chicklade Bottom. At 926342 at an angled T junction with another path joining, turn left and
head south. Go through two gates and then the path joins the road. Turn right, and this will eventually
bring you to a crossroads on the edge of Hindon. Turn right and follow the road into the village (take care
on the sharp left turn: cars travel too fast on this bend). The Lamb is on your left, The Angel on your right.
Take your pick for a well-deserved drink or maybe a pub supper. Sit outside for long enough and you can
watch the emerging bats and listen to the owls: the perfect end to a perfect day.

Beech leaf noyau

This is almost the recipe in Roger Philips’ Wild Food, which in turn was taken from Richard Mabey's Food
for Free. Philips uses 225¢g/80z of sugar, which makes the liqueur too cough-syrup sweet for our taste, so
we reduce the amount significantly.

1 litre/35 fl 0z bottle gin
112g/40z white sugar
1 glass of brandy

Collect young, fresh beech leaves and strip them from the twigs. Also, if they are still present, remove the
brown papery sheaths that covered the leaves when they were in bud. Don’t wash the leaves or they will
go slimy: as long as there aren'’t birds nesting directly overhead, the newly-emerged leaves should be
clean. Half fill an empty bottle or jar with the leaves and then pour on the bottle of gin. Seal up the
container and leave for three weeks, before straining off and discarding the leaves. Put the sugar and
280ml/10 fl oz of water in a saucepan and gently heat to dissolve the sugar. Add this to the gin with a
good-sized glass of brandy. You should end up with two almost-full bottles of noyau for the price of one
bottle of gin. Believe us it's worth every penny. It is a liquor that every one of our fussy friends has gone
mad for.






