
 

On Your 
Common 

 
 

A guide to help young people explore the environment of 
Greenham and Crookham Commons 



 

 

Introduction 

If you are reading this while you are actually on Greenham 
Common then let me tell you that what you are doing would 
have been impossible a few million years ago.  Why?  Well, I’m 
sure you can think of lots of reasons but the one I’m thinking 
of is that you would be underwater.  Yep, once upon a time 
the River Kennet would have been rather wider and deeper 
than it is now.  The gravel that you see on the common was 
once the riverbed.  Its stones were washed out of the 
surrounding chalk hills.  Over hundreds of thousands of years 
sea and land levels changed.  The River Kennet got smaller but 
carved itself deeper into the chalk bedrock. New streams 
created the gullies that run off the common to the north into 
the Kennet and to the south into the River Enborne.  And then 
human beings also had an effect on the landscape. 
 

Why did people first inhabit this area? 
 
Which of the following statements do you think are true? 

 
1. Chalk hills offer a good view of the surrounding area so 

camps on them are easier to defend. 
2. Chalk is well-drained so hilltop settlements don’t get 

flooded. 
3. Stone age teachers could use chalk to write on 

blackboards (interactive whiteboards hadn’t been 
invented). 

4. Where there’s chalk there’s flint.  Flint can be 
sharpened to make tools and weapons. 

5. Chalk streams and rivers like the Kennet would have 
provided fresh water and a supply of fish. 
 
 



 

 
What happened next? 
 
Many of the trees and plants that you see on the common 
today were growing here hundreds of years ago.  The 
surrounding chalk downlands provide good grazing ground for 
sheep and cattle.  Lower down, rich soils are good for growing 
crops and vegetables.  Forests in this area have always 
provided a home for deer and, until they were made extinct 
400 years ago, wild boar.  However, the flints and gravels of 
the common are not very fertile so only things like gorse, 
heather, bracken and rough grass will grow on it.  
 

Why was the common used for military purposes? 
 
In the nineteenth century parts the common were regularly 
used for military exercises.  There were firing ranges here and 
in WW1 the newly invented tanks were tried out here.  What 
made Greenham Common more famous though was the air 
base.  The RAF started building a base here in 1941 and it 
played an important part in the Second World War.  Later on 
the USAF extended the base and in the 1980s it became home 
to 96 nuclear missiles.  
 
But why here? Which of the following statements do you think 
may have been reasons? 
 
1. Greenham and Crookham Commons offered about 2 sq 

miles of open land. 
2. The land is pretty flat so ideal for to land aeroplanes on. 
3. Newbury has good road and rail links. 
4. Americans liked the pretty villages in the area. 
5. Very few people actually lived on the common itself.  

 
 



 

 
Then what happened? 
 
The USAF left Greenham in 1992.  People wondered what to 
do with it.  Here are some of the ideas.  Give each one a mark 
of your own. 5 means you think it’s a great idea, 0 means you 
think the idea is pants.  I wonder what your reasons for giving 
these scores would be? 

 

                
 
Turn the common into a safari park      1   2   3   4   5 
 
Build loads of houses on it       1   2   3   4   5 
 
Make a Formula One racing circuit here     1   2   3   4   5 
 
Restore it as a piece of common land     1   2   3   4   5 
 
Turn the air base into a third airport  
for London          1   2   3   4   5 
 
(if you voted for that last one I should tell you that it would 
have meant huge passenger jets flying very, very low over my 
house every few minutes.  Well, thanks for that!) 
 
What actually happened of course is that a fantastic effort was 
made to take up the runway, dig up the fuel storage tanks and 
turn the holes into lakes, and replant lots of trees and plants 
that were here before the common became an airbase. 
 
 



 

 

A wish and a warning 

The author of the famous book Watership Down lived at the 
end of Monks Lane near the pub that’s called The Gun.  In 
1990, when Greenham Common was still an airbase, he wrote 
about his childhood in The Day Gone By.  Here is a little bit of 
it: 

 

About a mile to the east of our house lay the public open space of 

Greenham Common, and here my father would take me to 

wander and explore.  In those days, believe it or not, Greenham 

was a big, lonely place, a gravelly, heathery waste three miles 

long and a mile wide.  We would leave the car and stray off into 

this wilderness.  Anything was likely to happen.  I might become 

fascinated by an anthill, and lie prone for ten minutes or more, 

watching the ants dragging their burdens – twigs, leaves, dead 

insects.  I remember the first time I came upon sundews, each 

with its tall stem of little, white flowers rising from the centre of 

the ring or orange, hairy, droplet-covered leaves.  My father 

showed me how these plants attracted and closed upon tiny flies 

and insects.  I felt sorry for the flies and wanted to try to release 

them but he said, ‘It’s nature, my boy.’ 

 



 

 

 
I wonder what Richard would think of the common now. The 
restoration has come too late for the smooth snake though 
and it is now extinct in these parts. 

In those days, grass snakes and slow worms were by no 

means rare on Greenham Common.  They were however, 

very shy.  If you came upon one basking, it would be off in 

a flash into the heather.  No doubt there were adders, too, 

although I can’t remember to have seen one.  What I did 

see, one day – and it’s the only time - was a smooth snake. 

It was not in the open but among the heather.  I could tell 

that it wasn’t a grass snake: it was lighter in colour, with 

dark spots along the top of its back.  Smooth snakes are now 

very rare.  The reason, as for most declining creatures all 

over the world, is destruction of natural habitat.  Smooth 

snakes used to frequent lowland heath in the south country. 

During the past half-century, more and more of this 

unproductive heath has been ‘taken in’ by agriculture.  As 

for Greenham Common, when one reflects what’s happened 

to that, my childhood encounter with the smooth snake 

might be taken almost as a morality tale. Why can’t 

Greenham Common now be restored as a public open space. 

 



 

 
I spy with my little eye 
 
Here are just a few of the animals you might see on the 
common.  Sadly, some of the are rather rare now but see if 
you can find them in the grid below! 
 
Adder   Stonechat  Ringed Plover 
Little Ringed Plover Lapwing  Grass Snake 
Common Lizard Meadow Pipit  Gorse 
Slowworm  Woodlark  Heather 

Linnet   Skylark  Exmoor Ponies 
Dartford Warbler Nightjar  Cow 
 
 

S E D E X M O O R P O N I E S N I F 

T S A R B S T O N E C H A T G T H S 

O K R W A F O R D T N I G H T J A R 

M Y S A D E T G A P I P N E E R K D 

S L C M D M E R T E I O U A C W R A 

T A O T E L I A L I N N E T P O I S 

K R M G R A S S S N A K E H L O N D 

Y K M S I D D L E P T M S E O D G D 

L E O T G D A O O S C M K R S L E K 

R R M T O N R L W W O C H A E A D E 

E O L A R R K S A P W P A O V R P W 

A W I E S M Y D Z L I O T S R K L I 

S T Z M E G H S S O A P R N C G O N 

I L A P W I N G A M O S I M M O V O 

N I R X Z S K A Y E X M A T R V E M 

O L D A R T F O R D W A R B L E R Y 

L I T T L E R I N G E D P L O V E R 



 

 

Do you know what you’re looking for? 
 
Can you match the pictures of reptiles and amphibians below 
to their names and then link their names to their description? 
    

 Common lizard 
 

 Slow worm 
 

 Grass snake 
 

 Crested newt 
 

 Frog 
 

 Adder 
 

Neither a snake nor a 
worm but a legless lizard 
that is golden-grey and 
enjoys basking in the sun. 

Green brown or even red 
or yellow. You’ll find 
them anywhere where 
there is water to breed 
and lay its spawn. 

You might find one under 
a rock but be careful. It 
has a poisonous bite. It 
hunts small mammals and 
ground nesting birds. 

These are found all over 
the place especially on 
warm sunny days. It gives 
birth to live young rather 
than laying eggs. 

It breeds in ponds but 
feeds on the land. Its back 
is almost black but its 
belly bright red. Feeds on 
invertebrates. 

Our longest snake but  
it’s harmless.  It likes 
rough  grassland and 
ponds and eats small 
mammals. 

 



 

 

Friends of a furrier nature 
 
Can you work out what these mammals are just by their 

outlines?  Almost all of them live on the common.            

              
 
 

                     
 
 
 

            
 

Answers:  Red fox;  rabbit; grey squirrel;  roe deer;  hedgehog;  dormouse, 

greater horseshoe bat;  badger;  lesser spotted West Berkshire pachyderm.  



 

 
Friends of a feathery nature 
 
Greenham Common and local woods are excellent places to go 
bird-spotting.  Give yourself 5 points for every one of the 
following that you spot. Find out more about the birds of 
Greenham Common at www.greenham-birding.blogspot.com   
 
 

                                        
Bullfinch       Dartford        Greater Spotted        Great Tit 
        Warbler            Woodpecker                                                                   

                                  
    Goldcrest                        Long Tailed Tit                        Linnet 

                                    
   Lapwing       Buzzard                     Red Kite             Kestrel 

                
   Skylark              Song Thrush       Stonechat                 Green  

         Woodpecker 
 
How many points did you score? Well done! Your prize is to 
move on to the next page… 

http://www.greenham-birding.blogspot.com/


 

 

Common on the common 
 
There are many different types of trees on the common and in 
the surrounding woods.   Take a walk and see which of the 
following ones you can spot. 
 

  
 

         
 

     
 

             
 

     
 

English Oak 
Sometimes 
wider than it 
is tall. 

 

Silver Birch 
A slender tree. 
Look out for its 
catkins in April. 
 

Alder 
Look for it where it is 
cool and damp. It small 
brown cones stay all 
year. 

 
 

Hazel 
Useful for its bendy 
stems. Squirrels and 
dormice love its nuts. 

 
 

Beech 
Look out for the 
husks of its triangular 
shaped nuts. 

 



 

 

But what trees and other vegetation can you find 
here? 
 
Across 
1       Fencing panels lap it up. 
3      So many types!  Which is good news for the cooks. 
6      Lucky for some? 
7            A tree with royal connections thanks to King Charles 1st   
              hiding in one     
10      This bunny led his friends to a down near this common. 
11    A misspelt police inspector from Oxford. 
12    All that’s left after a fire. 
13    What you might do if this tree left you. 
 
Down 
1 A fruit, a colour and a mineral as well as a tree. 
2  Its twigs were once used to punish naughty people. 
4 Use its berry for pie or jelly. 
5       If you’re to ‘cast ne’er a clout ‘til the may be out’ then you   

      need to watch this tree 
8 What the cows and ponies graze on. 
9 Sounds like a good place for a swim. 

 
       1      

            2 

  3  4    5     

      6       

   7          

 8            

           9  
10       11      

             
12      13       

             

 
 
 



 

Common sense 
 
We hope you enjoy coming up to Greenham Common.  There 
are a few things you can do to make sure that it stays a nice 
place for you and others to visit.  Please follow these simple 
rules: 

Absolutely no fires or BBQs! 
Fires can easily spread out of control. This puts the lives of 
people and animals at risk, devastates rare habitats, and puts 
unnecessary pressure on the emergency services. 
 
Park considerately  
There are three car parks at Greenham Common so please 
make sure that whoever is driving uses one of them.  Parking 
on verges is dangerous and parking in nearby residential 
areas inconsiderate.   

Take your litter home with you  
Dropping litter is illegal.  It spoils the look of the common and 
is a danger to wildlife.  Discarded glass can also cause fires.  

Stick to paths  
The paths are to keep people and wildlife safe. There are a 
number of ground nesting birds on the common.  Please stick 
to the paths to avoid disturbing them.  Sometimes you will be 
asked to keep your dog on a lead for this reason.   

Keep your dog under control and pick up dog mess 
Dogs that run wild can disturb or injuring both wildlife and 
livestock.  Dog mess is unpleasant and dangerous to other 
animals and other visitors. Please use the bins or take the 
mess home. Please don’t hang poo bags on trees! 
  

 
 



 

There’s art right under your feet 
 
There is no shortage of dry leaves, small twigs, berries and 
other stuff like moss that you can collect and turn into fun 
characters with a little glue and imagination.  Please only take 
stuff that you find on the ground though. 
 

            
 
You could try using leaf shapes as the basis for your own 
‘stained glass’ patterns. 
 

 
 



 

 
Or try using a leaf to create either ‘negative space’ or ‘positive 
space drawings: 
 

                       
 
Artist Andy Goldsworthy uses natural materials to make 
fantastic sculptures.  Have a go yourself. 
 
 

                          
 
 
 



 

 
This could be just the beginning 
 
The exhibition ‘On Your Common’ (Jan-Mar 2021) is a 
collaboration between Greenham Control Tower and the 
Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire WildlifeTrust 
(BBOWT). 
 
Find out more about Greenham Control Tower and Greenham 
Common by visiting: 
 
www.greenhamtower.org.com  
and  
www.bbowt.org.uk  
 
 
 
 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Andy Kempe 2021 

http://www.greenhamtower.org.com/
http://www.bbowt.org.uk/

