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cultural landscape was developed. The classic
example of this was the French landscape,
painstakingly divided into a myriad of pays by the
French geographer Vidal de la Blache, most vividly in
his La France de l’Est.1

At its most basic level, regional geography
suggests traditional notions of ‘determinism’,
conveying order, constraint, continuity and
conservatism – which had some appeal in more

The idea that the physical and human are
interactive, interdependent and integrated has been
a defining and compelling theme of geography. In
the early days of the discipline this central idea
found its expression in regional geography, which
divided up territory into its component parts, each
physically distinguished by its geology and
geomorphology – which, together with its climate,
provided the resource base on which a distinctive

slough of
despond or
house beautiful?
Andrew Blowers looks at the changing visions of the Marston
Vale, where brickmaking has left a legacy of deep pits and large
landholdings with a variety of potential new land uses, and
conflicts between economic and environmental interests
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Stewartby brickworks within Marston Vale, in the late 1930s 
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distant times in remoter areas. But, in the narrative
of modernity, the rather static concept of
determinism has been airily swept away by the
much broader perspective of global integration and
communication, in which transport, trade and
finance annihilate distance and vitiate the narrow
differentiation of compartmentalised territory. Of
course, neither picture fits. Rather, the dynamic and
general patterns of the modern have washed
through but not eliminated the inherent integrity of
the stable and specific features of the traditional.

The interaction of the traditional and the modern
creates a dynamic, evolving landscape, where
change is the product of shifting power relations.
This is especially evident in those areas where a
transition is occurring as one – and perhaps more
than one – traditional dominant economic form is
superseded by more modern forms. There are many
areas in Britain where such changes are occurring or
have occurred. In the past the changing economy of
the Highlands wrought a physical transformation,
just as today the coalfields and older industrial areas
have undergone a physical as well as human
transformation. There are other areas of transition
where ideas of regeneration illustrate the blend of
traditional and modern which combine to sustain
the identity and integrity of specific places. Such a
place is the Marston Vale in Bedfordshire (see Fig.
1).

The Marston Vale stretches for a dozen miles or
so across the middle of Bedfordshire, from the M1
motorway at Milton Keynes to the eastern side of
Bedford. It is a flat, low-lying and broad area
underlain by Oxford Clay, bounded on the south by
the prominent scarp of the Lower Greensand Ridge

and to the north by the gently rising uplands
stretching towards north Bedfordshire and
Northamptonshire.

Bedfordshire’s most famous son, John Bunyan,
drew inspiration from this rural landscape in the
17th century, and some of the famous scenes in
The Pilgrim’s Progress 2 can still be imagined or
identified around the Vale today. Indeed, they
express the duality of beauty and ugliness that
characterise this landscape.

On the one hand there is ‘a very miry Slough that
was in the midst of the plain’ (p.45) named the
Slough of Despond, most obviously experienced in
the derelict brickworks and deep moon cratered
brick pits in the Vale itself; on the other, there is
House Beautiful (the romantic ruined Houghton
House, once a Jacobean hunting lodge, on the
Ridge above); and beyond, to the south, the
Delectable Mountains, ‘a most pleasant
mountainous country, beautified with woods,
vineyards, fruits of all sorts’ (p.88), which identify
the attractive landscapes close to the Vale.

Bunyan was writing at a time when the Marston
Vale was a rural-agricultural landscape, whose
imprint survives in the scattered villages,
farmsteads and fields which still predominate today.
During the late 19th and early 20th centuries the
Marston Vale was utterly transformed by
industrialisation as it became the country’s major
centre of brickmaking, drawing on the underlying
resource of Oxford Clay. The vast pits and
degradation left behind after the demise of
brickmaking provide the physical basis for the
transition now taking place as the competing
pressures for environmental conservation,
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Sites of key developments
and development
proposals in the Vale

Left

Fig. 1  Map of the Marston Vale area,
marked with sites of key developments
and development proposals
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reclamation, housing and commercial development
all make their claim on the regeneration of the
Marston Vale.

The processes of transition are for much of the
time peaceful. But, from time to time the conflicts
between environmental and economic interests
have flared up, leading to protest and contest
between competing interests of local communities,
business and government. There have been
attempts, from time to time, to reconcile the
tensions through planning ‘visions’ such as the
Community Forest and eco-town projects, but, in
the face of so many competing pressures, it seems
unlikely that a single coherent view can ultimately
prevail. The relationship between the physical and
the human is being shaped and reshaped by the
shifting power relations at work in the Vale.

Brickmaking – corporate power and the
environment

Although bricks had long been a local industry in
Bedfordshire as elsewhere, it was the discovery of
the Fletton brickmaking process that led to the
development of mass production of cheap bricks for
a national market. The Fletton process, discovered in
1881, used an innovation, Hoffman kilns, that
enabled continuous firing combined with using the
peculiar properties of the thick bed (10-30 metres) of
uniform Oxford Clay which is virtually exposed in
the Vale. The clay is moist, making it easy to press
into shape and strong to stack as ‘green’ bricks. The
clay also contains 10% carbonaceous material,
which, when heated, supplies 75% of the fuel
needed for firing the bricks, enabling them virtually
to make themselves.

During the first part of the 20th century the
Fletton industry in Bedfordshire and elsewhere in
neighbouring Cambridgeshire and Buckinghamshire
consolidated, and after the Second World War the
London Brick Company (LBC) achieved a monopoly
of brickmaking in the Vale. At its peak in 1973, LBC

in the three counties made 3,000 million bricks –
around two-fifths of the national total – and had a
workforce of around 10,000. Plans to modernise the
industry with new ‘superworks’ sparked a major
conflict (described in my book Something in the
Air 3) between environmentalists anxious to achieve
reductions in the air pollution and environmental
degradation caused by brickmaking, and a powerful
company, the LBC, backed by trade unions, keen to
protect and sustain the jobs and wealth generated
by the county’s major industry.

In the event, with the onset of recession it became
clear that the investment in new works would be
postponed; instead, brickworks were, one by one,
being closed. In fact, Fletton brickmaking was in
terminal decline, resulting from the slowdown in
housebuilding, competition from other brickmakers,
and the use of alternative building materials. LBC,
once the most powerful force in the Vale, itself fell
victim to a hostile takeover from Hanson in 1984.
By that time only the Stewartby works, once the
‘largest brickworks in the world’, was left, and it,
too, finally closed in 2008 – thus bringing to an end
the era of brickmaking in Bedfordshire.

Proposals and protests
The era of brickmaking continues to influence the

processes of change and conflict in the Vale. Its most
visible legacy is the deep pits resulting from the
excavation of the Oxford Clay – altogether 80 million
cubic metres of void. Together with the substantial
surrounding landholdings, these vast pits have become
the focus for conflicts between interests promoting
competing visions of the Vale. The contemporary
ideas of reclamation, regeneration, conservation,
sustainable development, each of which is applied to
the Vale, suggest a coherence in approach which is
belied by the underlying conflicts. What is more likely
to happen is a long period of transition as a range of
initiatives and developments, local, regional and
national, make their individual imprint on the area.

A key issue is what to do with the pits
themselves. The clay that has been dug up has
been made into buildings across the country,
leaving Bedfordshire with massive holes to fill. One
obvious – and profitable – use is for waste
management. Three of the pits have been filled with
waste – one from local sources, one with rail-borne
waste from London, and the third with waste
coming by road from the Midlands and elsewhere.
As landfilling has been completed, attention has
focused on another, far more controversial method
of waste management: incineration.

In the southern part of the Vale, below the Ridge
on which sits the House Beautiful, is Rookery pit,
with its deep, gloomy hummocky bottom, a
wasteland familiar to travellers on the East Midlands
Mainline. This is the site of a contemporary proposal
by Covanta Energy for a large energy-from-waste
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project, comprising a waste incinerator and using
some of the waste to generate about 65 MW
(megawatts) of electricity, of which 55 MW would
be available for the national grid, enough for Bedford
and the surrounding area. The mainly recycled
waste would come by road from Buckinghamshire
and Bedfordshire and possibly further afield.

Although partly concealed in the brick pit, this
project is being vigorously opposed on grounds of
scale and intrusiveness, the potential problem of
toxic pollution, traffic generation, and its location in
an area that has already had more than its fair share
of environmental degradation. Protesters and local
councils consider that the project would re-
industrialise a landscape that has only recently
begun to recover from the environmental
degradation and pollution of brickmaking. They argue
that it is more a case of NAMBY (not always in my
backyard) rather than NIMBY.

Further up the Vale, in a landscape redolent of the
Slough of Despond, is the scene of another conflict,
which happened a generation ago.4 Back in the
1980s, the Elstow Storage Depot (a wartime
munitions dump) was selected by Nirex (the
government radioactive waste disposal company) as

Above

Monument to the protest against the proposed radioactive 
waste repository at Elstow
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the site for a proposed shallow repository for the
disposal of intermediate and low-level radioactive
wastes. This was a classic example of location on
the basis of DAD (decide-announce-defend), and the
local community immediately responded with well
organised and well informed opposition, led by the
County Council and a community group,
Bedfordshire against Nuclear Dumping (BAND).

The conflict lasted four years and eventually linked
together with three other proposed radioactive
waste disposal sites that were identified in the so-
called ‘Four Site Saga’. It culminated in a showdown
at the Elstow site (and simultaneously at the other
three sites in Essex, Lincolnshire, and Humberside)
as protesters (women and children) blocked the
path of contractors attempting to gain access to the
site. The protesters were dubbed by The Times (19
Aug. 1986) as ‘Middle class, middle-aged hooligans
from middle-England’. No matter, they eventually
succeeded and the proposals were withdrawn.

The problem of radioactive waste remains, to this
day, a major stumbling block in the way of
expansion of the nuclear industry. All that visibly
remains of the Elstow conflict is a monument
hastily erected during one night by protesters.
When it was realised that the monument did not
have planning permission, the County Council took
the unprecedented but uncontroversial step of
granting it retrospectively. And so it remains, a half-
forgotten witness to a community’s defence of its
territory against a LULU (locally unwanted land use).

A Marston Vale eco-town
The conflicts over radioactive waste and the

proposed incinerator are characteristic
environmental conflicts in which local communities
are pitted against a perceived threat to health,
amenity and general well-being. Less typical was
the opposition aroused by proposals for an ‘eco-
town’ spread across the Marston Vale. After all, the
eco-city concept seeks to convey a positive, green
and progressive image. The vision for the Marston
Vale promoted in Delivering Sustainability 5 set an
uplifting and confident tone:

‘Marston Vale will be designed to operate as a
self-sustaining community with its own town
centre where day-to-day and some higher order
needs of its residents and workers will be met
within the settlement itself. Marston Vale would
be a linkage of several settlements, with the
potential to complement, regenerate, expand and
consolidate existing communities along the length
of the southern Marston Vale. The settlement
would be organised in a series of distinctive
neighbourhoods, which would assist community
development and social integration, with
commercial and community facilities located
along public transport axes and within walking
distance of the new neighbourhoods.’



The vision encapsulated all the contemporary (and
sometimes long enduring) notions of development
planning – sustainability, self-sufficiency, linked but
distinctive neighbourhoods, social integration and
accessibility. Its material basis was the
1,500 hectares of land owned by O&H Holdings,
formerly the extensive landholdings of the now
defunct brickmaking industry. There was to be over
15,000 dwellings, together with employment, an
energy park, and services set in an extensive
landscape of water and woodland. The eco-town
was to be a key element in the regeneration of the
Marston Vale, bringing economic development to
the Bedford area and an enhanced environment to
an area experiencing decline and degradation.

The plan had echoes of earlier planning visions in
which health, harmony and happiness are promoted
by conscious efforts of design: ‘Living (and working)
in the Marston Vale presents the opportunity for a
new lifestyle approach achieving the highest
possible standards of sustainability through the built
form of the new development, landscape, energy
supply and usage, transport strategy and in its
social fabric and infrastructure.’5

The plan for a Marston Vale eco-town met with
opposition from well organised action groups based
on local villages (Marston Moretaine and Lidlington)
in the Vale. They inspired vigorous protests,
petitions, public meetings and creative website
campaigns, culminating in a march of 700 villagers
who, for a time, blocked the A421 trunk road which
passes through the Vale.

The burden of their criticism was that the eco-
town would impose substantial and disjointed
development, with potential coalescence, that
would subvert the existing rural identity re-emerging
in the Vale. It would transform the Vale into an urban
sprawl and would impact on rural life. The protesters
were sceptical of the claims in the plan, making the
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counter-claim that development would be
piecemeal, take over greenfield land and become a
series of sprawling commuter settlements, with
attendant congestion and lack of sufficient local
facilities to support the population. The eco-town
would add to the already considerable housing
development planned for the Vale. Furthermore, the
protesters questioned the motives behind the
scheme. Despite the high-sounding visionary story,
it was, they claimed, in reality a means whereby a
big developer with substantial landholdings could
avoid the local planning process by utilising the
government-sponsored eco-town process.

In any event the eco-vision is now a fading dream.
In early 2009 the developers pulled out of the
scheme in favour of development through the
regional planning process. In announcing the
decision David Reavell, Director of O&H Properties,
said: ‘It is clear to me that sustainable development
in Marston Vale will be best achieved through the
plan-led system.’ So, although the eco-town plan
writ large has been abandoned, the intention to
develop it by degrees remains.

A vestigial new town is already under construction
in the northern part of the Vale. The Wixams is the
name given to a series of interconnected housing
developments occupying the former Elstow Storage
Depot, an area occupied by a motley collection of
small businesses, industries and retail premises, as
well as the one-time proposed location for the Nirex
radioactive waste repository. The Wixams is a major
element of the southwards housing expansion area
for Bedford which is part of the Milton Keynes-
South Midlands growth area.

The theme of sustainability is maintained in the
planning development framework for Central
Bedfordshire, which aims ‘To plan for the highest
quality sustainable development in the most
sustainable locations whilst ensuring that new
development has a positive impact on communities
and is supported by necessary infrastructure.’6

Rather than a grand overall plan, development in the
early years is likely to occur incrementally, focusing
on The Wixams and some modest village expansion.

A greener Marston Vale?
If a government-sponsored concept of an eco-

town is a broader vision of development that may
not run, another government initiative, the vision of
a greener Vale, has most assuredly taken root. In
1991, as brickmaking was in its dying phase, the
Forest of Marston Vale was designated as one of a
dozen Community Forests in England. The
Community Forest concept is to encourage long-
term social and economic regeneration through the
process of significant environmental improvements.

The forest area in the Vale covers 61 square miles,
stretching from the M1 up to and beyond Bedford.
The ambition is to achieve 30% tree cover in this

Above

Part of The Wixams development on the former Elstow 
Storage Depot
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largely treeless landscape within 40 years, creating
a landscape of farmland, leisure facilities, nature
areas and public open spaces. Already a million
trees have been planted and a Forest Centre and
Millennium Country Park established. The Park is a
mosaic of woodland, wetland, grassland and open
water, attracting nearly half a million visitors a year.

The Marston Vale Trust has ambitious plans for the
future, including the creation of several new
woodlands, the development of the county’s largest
park, and planting a further 5 million trees within the
next two decades. The overall aim is to use
woodland and trees ‘to transform 61 square miles
between Bedford and Milton Keynes, repairing a
landscape scarred by decades of clay extraction,
brickmaking and landfill’.7

Apart from the forest there are other specific
projects which could contribute to the transformation
of the Vale from a degraded and uninviting landscape
to a tourist destination. One of these is the proposed
National Institute for Research into Aquatic Habitats
(NIRAH), Bedfordshire’s equivalent of Cornwall’s
Eden project. This proposal is for the largest
freshwater aquarium in the world – a complex of
lakes, lagoons, rivers and rainforest habitat under
two domes, located in one of the unreclaimed brick
pits and covering an area of 40 hectares. It would be
a research institute for the study of fish, amphibians
and reptiles, including possible pharmaceutical spin-
offs. It would also be a major tourist attraction, with
hotels, a spa, a visitors’ centre, and shopping.

While generally favourably received in the
community, the project has attracted opposition
from animal welfare groups. Although it received
initial funding and gained planning permission, the
momentum for this ambitious project has
predictably slowed with the onset of recession.

Just outside the Vale, within commercial
woodland on the Greensand Ridge, another tourist

project is taking shape. Center Parcs is creating one
of its family country resorts with a village with hotel
and spa. The proposal, on green belt land, was
opposed by the local council but granted planning
permission by the Secretary of State on appeal,
justified under ‘very special circumstances’ owing to
the advantages it would bring to the local economy,
ecology and tourism.

The Marston Vale as distribution land
Yet another role for the Vale is its regional function

as a distribution centre. Located between the
economically dynamic Milton Keynes and the
relatively struggling Bedford, the Vale is at the
crossroads of north-south and east-west strategic
railway and road corridors.

The impact of this ‘distribution economy’ is most
evident at the major transport hub of junction 13 on
the M1, next to Milton Keynes, the fastest growing
city in the country. Not so long ago the area to the
east of the motorway was occupied by a massive
brickworks. From its 24 chimneys set in iconic
parallel lines marching over Brogborough Hill
belched fumes that created the characteristic
brickworks smell of burning rubber, forming the
gateway to the polluted and degraded landscape
that lay beyond. Today the site of the former
Ridgmont works is occupied by warehousing,
including Amazon’s national distribution centre.
Warehousing is also developing at the other end of
the Vale on the outskirts of Bedford.

Junction 13 itself has been remodelled and the
main east-west artery (A421) is now a dual
carriageway. The Marston Vale Line runs through the
Vale, providing a rail link between Bedford and
Bletchley, with the distant prospect of recreating an
east-west link from Oxford to Cambridge. A
waterway linking the Grand Union Canal and the
River Great Ouse will eventually provide a
connection between the Midlands canal system and
the Great Ouse at Bedford.

The Marston Vale has an increasingly important
strategic location, which is having an impact on its
future economy and landscape. According to the
2005 sub-regional strategy it is an area where the
emphasis should be on economic and
environmental regeneration and harnessing the
potential of the northern Marston Vale. In particular
this will involve ‘resolving land use and
environmental conflicts which may have an impact
on the growth area strategy’.8

In its most exaggerated version, the new
economic vision for the Vale is as part of a dynamic,
high-tech information economy within the so-called
Cambridge-Oxford ‘technology arc’. Already the
development of transport infrastructure, new
housing and distribution centres is giving a visible, if
partial and fragmented expression to the
regenerative impulses, but this development is an
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Recently planted woodland at Buttons Ramsey, part of the 
Forest of Marston Vale



important element of the transition occurring in the
Vale, one of several and parallel narratives which
combined are bringing about its transformation.

What progress for the Marston Vale?
The word ‘progress’ has a particular connotation

in Bunyan’s Bedfordshire. It constitutes the idea of a
vision, a journey across an allegorical landscape
towards an ultimate and desirable destination. This
idea of journey and destination, transition and
transformation is present in the various visions for
the Marston Vale. Ideas of economic regeneration, of
a Community Forest, of a sustainable city, of a centre
for waste management, of a tourist destination, or
of a rural and agricultural setting for village life are all
present, and are competing perspectives. In principle
they may be complementary, but in practice there
are contradictions which make them incompatible.
Rather than any particular vision prevailing, the more
likely outcome is a hybrid, comprising incomplete,
partial and fragmented elements of various visions
and none.

The Marston Vale is a region of competing
interests, some powerful and some not, but each
leaves its imprint. For a while the brick companies,
and especially the London Brick Company, were a
dominant force, creating wealth and jobs but also
environmental degradation and pollution which
pervaded the whole area. Brickmaking has left a
legacy of deep pits and large landholdings with a
variety of potential land uses and present or
prospective conflicts between economic and
environmental interests. The outcome of these
contests – over waste incineration, over housing
development – will have a significant impact on the
Vale. Meanwhile, the development of infrastructure
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and warehousing transforms part of the Vale, while
the quieter greening of the Community Forest also
continues apace.

In truth, the Vale is at a tipping point. It is no
longer the Slough of Despond, but nor is it the
House Beautiful. The grand, synoptic and functional
visions of developers and planners can never be
fully realised in a region where past and present
struggles over land and its use are won and lost.
More realistic and likely is a future composed of
many different elements, reflecting many different
interests – but still a regional geographic entity that
is uniquely the Marston Vale.

● Andrew Blowers OBE is Emeritus Professor of Social
Sciences at the Open University. The views expressed here
are personal.
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The abandoned brickworks at Stewartby, which closed in 2008


