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DEFENCE AREA 70 
 
AUDLEY END  
 
 
1. Area details: 
 Audley End house and estate lie 1 mile W of Saffron Walden, midway between 

the villages of Wendens Ambo and Littlebury.  
 County: Essex. 

Parishes: Saffron Walden / Littlebury. 
NGR: centre of area, TL 522380 
 
 

1.1 Area Description: [see Map 1]. 
 The defence area lies in the valley of the River Cam (also known as the Granta), 

fourteen miles south of Cambridge. It consists entirely of the estate of Audley End 
house, a Jacobean-period house built in the early 17th century for the first Earl of 
Suffolk, now in the care of English Heritage. The estate surrounding the main 
house and its ancillary buildings stretches away on either side of the broad-
bottomed river valley. Arable land and pasture to the north and west are farmed by 
the estate, and to the south is an area of woodland through which a miniature 
railway now runs, an additional attraction for visitors to the house. The River Cam 
crosses the estate, as do a minor road from Saffron Walden and the main B1383 
road, which is the original London to Cambridge road before the building of the 
M11 motorway. 

 
 Audley End house provides the focus of the area, and viewsheds are formed by the 

low slopes of the hills to west and east, the fields to the north, and the woodland to 
the south. The fact that the defence area all lies within the Audley End estate, 
which itself formed a defended locality (although there is no public access to 
certain of the defence sites), should not disguise the fact that it is primarily linear 
defence that is represented here: this can be seen to continue to the north and to 
the south.  

 
 

2. Assessment. 
 

2.1 Defences: [see Map 2]  
Defence overview - 
In the period June - August 1940, a General Headquarters Line (GHQ Line) was 
constructed as a continuous anti-tank barrier from the North Somerset Coast, 
running south of London, and crossing the Thames to cut through Essex and 
Cambridgeshire on a course parallel with the east coast as far as Richmond in 
Yorkshire. Its purpose was the protection of London and the industrial cities of the 
Midlands from ground attacks had the German army made a lodgement on the 
south or east coasts.  
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The GHQ Line was fortified with infantry pillboxes and anti-tank gun 
emplacements which often had wired, and sometimes mined, perimeter defences, 
and ran through a broader landscape organised by a system of area defence 
incorporating roadblocks, and 'defended places'. The Line was also a Demolition 
Belt, with road and rail bridges set with explosive charges for destruction in the 
event of invasion.1

 
  

In North Essex, the GHQ Line followed a course from the River Chelmer to the 
River Cam, then via Debden, Newport, Wendens Ambo, and Littlebury to Great 
Chesterford. Between Wendens Ambo and Littlebury it passed through the Audley 
End estate, just west of Saffron Walden. 
 
 

Fig. 1 - Map showing the course of the GHQ Line or 'Demolition Belt' (the solid line running S-N). Audley 
End is in the sector to the west of Saffron Walden.2

 
 

All these places were 'defended places', also termed 'nodal points'. On either side 
of Audley End, Wendens Ambo and Littlebury, were Category 'C' nodal points, 
defended by troops from the 12th Bn. Essex Home Guard.3 Saffron Walden is not 
listed as a nodal point in documents of September 1940, but by June 1941 it was 
designated as a Category 'B' nodal point with a particular responsibility to guard 
the mined crossings of the River Cam at Audley End, that area forming a defended 
locality.4 A patrol from the 12th Bn. Essex Home Guard was detailed from 
Saffron Walden for this purpose.5

 
 

From May 1942 to August 1944, Audley End house and grounds served as a secret 
training station for Polish soldiers, mostly officers, serving with Special 
Operations Executive. This purpose would have undoubtedly resulted in barbed 

                                                   
1 See Defence Area 8 (Hartford End) for a map showing the course of the GHQ Line. 
2 TNA: PRO WO 166/6700. 
3 TNA: PRO WO 199/544 and WO 166/6700. 
4 TNA: PRO WO 166/1281. 
5 TNA: PRO WO 166/6738. 
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wire fences, guard posts, and control barriers being added to the already existing 
defences, although there is no documentary evidence to support this contention. A 
memorial to the Polish soldiers of Special Operations Executive stands in the 
Audley End grounds. 
 
The defence works -  
The particular feature of the defence works in the Audley End estate is the series 
of mined bridges on the course of the River Cam, which itself served as the 
principal anti-tank obstacle, being deepened and widened in places for the 
purpose.6

 

 Each of these bridges was prepared for demolition, with the drilling out 
of demolition chambers that were packed with explosives. The bridges as well 
were protected by roadblocks, with concrete plinths constructed at one or both 
ends. Between these, steel hawsers were stretched when needed to create the block 
- a relatively rare method of obstruction. Most were further defended by pillboxes. 

The largest of the bridges carrying the road from Saffron Walden was the Adam 
Bridge. Roadblocks were positioned at both ends, and these can be seen in post-
war aerial photographs. The demolition chambers survive beneath manhole 
covers. The most obvious today of the surviving pillboxes within the estate 
[UORN 381] - a square 'Eastern Command type' with detached, loopholed blast 
wall - guarded this bridge.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2 - Aerial 
photograph taken 
in July 1946. 
Adam Bridge with 
its concrete blocks 
at each end can 
be clearly seen in 
the left centre of 
the photograph. 
The pillbox, 
UORN 381, is 
hidden by trees in 
an area that is 
now clipped lawn. 

 

                                                   
6 Alexander, 'Ironside's Line', p102. 
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The blocks at two further bridges close to the house can still be seen. Stable 
Bridge, which is used by visitor traffic exiting the grounds, was also defended by a 
pillbox, but this has long since been removed. Further defence works that can be 
viewed by visitors are the loopholes cut in the northern brick wall of the nursery 
(now the 'organic kitchen garden'). These were undoubtedly cut by the Home 
Guard detachment responsible for defending the Audley End bridges. 
 

Fig. 3 - UORN 381: Square 'Eastern Command type' pillbox on the clipped turf of Audley End 
grounds adjacent to Adam Bridge. 
 

Fig. 4 - UORN 16132 - Roadblock plinths still in place on the west side of Stable Bridge. A steel 
hawser would have been stretched between these blocks. 
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To the south of Adam Bridge, a miniature railway takes visitors on a ride through 
Gamage's Wood, the route crossing the Cam by a bridge. This too was a mined 
bridge with surviving demolition chambers. A pillbox and roadblock plinths are 
positioned at its southern end [UORNs 16023 and 16024]. Further south, to the 
east of the railway line and now hidden amongst trees, is another pillbox of the 
Eastern Command type [UORN 16022]. Within this southern part of the defence 
area, amongst fields farmed by the Audley End estate, are two more pillboxes 
(type 24s) set back from the river and commanding the western slopes of the 
valley [UORNs 382 and 16135].  
 
North of Audley End house and its grounds, a further group of defence works 
defends a small bridge over the river. A pair of type 24 pillboxes [UORNs 390 and 
391] are set at the western end of the bridge, and at its east end are two massive 
plinths from a roadblock that have fallen from their original positions. There is no 
public access to these structures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 5 - UORN 16130: one of 
several loopholes cut through 
the northern kitchen garden 
wall, probably firing positions 
for a detachment of the 12th 
Bn. Essex Home Guard.  

   
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6 - UORN 380: 
bridge in Gamage's 
Wood crossed by the 
miniature railway. 
Demolition chambers 
survive beneath the 
bridge surface, and it 
was defended by a steel 
hawser roadblock and a 
pillbox. 
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Fig. 7 - UORN 391: shell-proof type 24 pillbox on the western bank of the River Cam north of Audley 
End house, one of two at this point. 

 
The defence works in the Audley End area were constructed by the civilian 
company, Coulson and Son.7

 
 

 
2.2 Landscape:  
There have been few changes in the landscape of the defence area. There was 
rather more tree cover during the war in the grounds around Audley End house, 
and pillbox, UORN 381, was set at the edge of a small patch of woodland near 
Adam Bridge that helped camouflage it. South of Adam Bridge, the northern 
extent of Gamage's Wood, through which the miniature railway now threads its 
way, was not planted until after the war. Aerial photographs show this area to have 
been open grassland.  
 
Other changes lie in the nature of the post-war preservation of the house for the 
nation, and the opening of the house and grounds to the public. These, however, 
have had little physical impact (other than for the building of the miniature 
railway). English Heritage's care of the property will preserve the landscape of the 
defence area from any radical alteration in the foreseeable future.   
 
 

.  2.3 Statement of Significance:  
 Audley End estate has helped preserve an important section of the GHQ Line.  

Many defence works appear to have survived because of their inclusion in the 

                                                   
7 Alexander, 'Ironside's Line', p102. 
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estate, whereas it might have been expected that most, or all, of them would have 
been cleared away as eyesores, or as a hindrance to agriculture, in the post-war 
period. This is particularly surprising since the property was from 1948 in the care 
of the Ministry of Works, which had the overall responsibility at that time for the 
removal of abandoned defence structures. Thus, their survival in such an historic, 
landscaped area, in particular of the roadblock plinths at the ornamental bridges 
and the pillbox on the house lawns, is surprising.  

 
The defence works at Audley End, both those to which there is public access and 
those that lie elsewhere in the estate, provide an excellent legacy of the GHQ Line 
- of its defended bridges, its shell-proof pillboxes by the main anti-tank obstacle of 
the river, and the lighter pillboxes set back to provide a greater depth of defence. 
The loopholed wall is a reminder as well of the defended locality that was situated 
here, and of the important role of the Home Guard.   
 
There can be few other properties in public ownership which have such a good 
survival of anti-invasion defence works on their land, and their future preservation 
and presentation is therefore of major importance. Here is a good opportunity for 
the Second World War heritage to be emphasised as part of the overall historic 
perspective of an English Heritage property. 

 
 

3. Recommendations: 
 

1. That the surviving anti-invasion defence works at Audley End house and in 
its adjacent grounds be considered of national importance. They enable the 
Second World War defence of the GHQ Line at this point to be interpreted, 
and provide evidence of the articulation of the defence and the inter-
relationship of its functionally different components. Such interpretation is 
assisted by the documentary evidence provided in this report of defence 
structures that were built as part of the overall strategy, but which have 
now been removed. 

 
2. That the surviving anti-invasion works in other portions of the Audley End 

estate within this defence area , i.e. to the north and south of Audley End 
house itself, also be considered of national importance. They enable the 
linear nature of the defence works to be further interpreted, and show that 
they continue beyond the immediate boundaries of the defence area. 

 
3. That consideration, in collaboration with the management of Audley End 

house, be given to providing further information on the Second World War 
heritage at the property in site literature and on information boards. Such 
literature and information should also include reference to other locations 
beyond the Audley End estate where defence works of the GHQ Line and 
its associated nodal points can be seen. 

 
4. That consideration be given also to allowing certain public access to those 

defence works that lie north of Duck Street and within Gamage's Wood.   
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4. Supporting material. 
 
 4.1 Photographs: 
 Fig. 2 - 106G/UK/1635 fr.2146  (9.7.1946) - NMR. 
 Figs. 3-7 - taken (AWF) during field survey, 7.6.2002 and 26.7.2002. 

 
4.2 Documentary Sources: 

'List of Nodal Points in Eastern Command', September 1940 (from General 
Headquarters Papers, Home Forces) - TNA: PRO WO 199/544. 

'Hertford Area Defence Scheme', 1941 (from Hertford Area HQ War 
Diary) - TNA: PRO WO 166/1207. 

'Operation Instruction No.8', 3.6.1941 (from Essex Sub-Area War Diary) - 
TNA: PRO WO 166/1281). 

'Operation Instruction No. 41', 6.8.1941 (from II Corps 'G' War Diary) - 
TNA: PRO WO 166/189. 

'Operation Instruction No.15', 24.7.1942 (from Essex Sub-Area War Diary) 
- TNA: PRO WO 166/6738. 

'Essex and Suffolk Area Defence Scheme' (with map), 1942 (from Essex 
and Suffolk Area War Diary) - TNA: PRO WO 166/6700. 

'Operation Instruction No.12', 5.4.1944 (from Essex and Suffolk District 
War Diary) - TNA: PRO WO 166/14392. 

 
4.3 Published Sources: 

Audley End [Guide Book] - (English Heritage, 1997). 
Colin Alexander, Ironside's Line (Historic Military Press, 1999). 
 

4.4 Aerial Photographs: 
106G/UK/1635 fr.2146 (9.7.1946) - NMR. 
CPE/UK/2169 frs.2043 and 2045 (24.6.1947) - NMR. 
CPE/UK/2169 fr.3047 (24.6.1947) - NMR. 
58/214 fr.5188 (17.4.1949) - NMR. 
 

4.5       Ordnance Survey 1: 2500 Plans: 
TL 5238 (1970) - BLML. 
TL 5239 (1970) - BLML. 
 

4.6 Essex Sites and Monuments Record: 
Essex SMR records checked and SMR references added to 4.7 below.  
 

4.7 Defence of Britain Project Database: 
[see 5. 'Annex' ]. 

 
 
  
   
 


