
A Brief History of Aldbourne 
 

 

Aldbourne is a large, vibrant village standing high on the chalk plateau of the North Wessex Downs. 
Its history is one of strategic significance, industrial ingenuity, and conƟnuous habitaƟon, contrasƟng 
with Winterbourne Monkton's quiet, ritual-focused narraƟve. While the laƩer lives in the shadow of 
prehistoric monuments, Aldbourne's story is shaped by its defensible terrain, its role as a central 
place in a network of ancient trackways, and its development into a significant post-medieval 
industrial centre. From the Bronze Age barrows on its downs to the WWII paratroopers training on its 
green, Aldbourne has consistently been a community of acƟon, trade, and strategic importance. 

Terrain 

Aldbourne sits on a high, exposed chalk plateau at approximately 160 metres (525 feet) above sea 
level. The village core is situated on a disƟncƟve cap of clay-with-flints, a heavy, acidic soil overlying 
the permeable chalk. This geological quirk is fundamentally responsible for the village's most 
defining feature: its large, sprawling green. The poor, waterlogged clay was unsuitable for early 
building and agriculture, so it remained as common land. The surrounding areas consist of rolling 
chalk downland, ideal for pasture and offering commanding views over the valleys of the Lambourn 
and Og. Springs and winterbournes emerge at the juncƟon of the clay and chalk, providing vital 
water sources and dictaƟng the precise locaƟon of seƩlement. 

What stands out 

What stands out most powerfully is the vast, triangular village green, a rare and excepƟonally 
preserved example of a tradiƟonal common. This open space, surrounded by a dense collecƟon of 
historic buildings from the 16th to 19th centuries, creates a powerful sense of place and community 
conƟnuity. The imposing Perpendicular Gothic tower of St. Michael's Church, a landmark visible for 
miles, dominates the skyline. Furthermore, the village's tangible associaƟon with the WWII American 
paratroopers of "Easy Company" (immortalised in Band of Brothers) gives it a unique and resonant 
modern historical significance. The combinaƟon of the green, the church, the listed buildings, and 
the 20th-century military history creates a layered and striking idenƟty. 

Ancient Trackways 

Aldbourne lies at a crucial crossroads of ancient routes, a posiƟon that defined its strategic and 
economic importance for millennia. 



 The Ridgeway: One of Britain's oldest roads, runs along the high ground to the south of the 
village. This prehistoric highway connected the Thames Valley to the Dorset coast. 

 The Aldbourne to Baydon Road: A likely prehistoric ridgeway that provided a direct link from 
Aldbourne eastwards to the Icknield Way system. 

 The Chisledon Road (or Old Reading Road): A trackway heading north-east, connecƟng 
Aldbourne to the important medieval town of Marlborough and beyond. 
These were not just routes for trade but also for drovers moving livestock, pilgrims, and 
armies. The modern A4 and B4192 roads follow these ancient alignments, demonstraƟng the 
enduring logic of these early pathways. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: While no structural sites are visible, the abundance of worked flint scaƩers 
across the parish, parƟcularly on the higher, drier ground, provides clear evidence of 
temporary hunƟng camps used by nomadic groups. 

 Neolithic: The landscape is rich with ceremonial sites. Although Aldbourne itself lacks a 
major monument like a causewayed enclosure, the area is encircled by long barrows, such as 
the one on Lyncham Hill. 

 Bronze Age/Iron Age: The most significant site is the Iron Age hillfort of Liddington Castle (c. 
7th-5th century BCE), strategically placed on the highest point of the Ridgeway with 
commanding views over the Aldbourne valley and the Vale of the White Horse. 

 Medieval/Post-Medieval: The village green itself is a scheduled ancient monument, and the 
earthworks of ridge and furrow from the medieval open-field system are visible in 
surrounding fields. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Archaeological finds provide a tangible link to early periods. Mesolithic finds predominantly consist 
of microliths—small, finely worked flint blades. Neolithic finds include polished axe heads and leaf-
shaped arrowheads. A notable Bronze Age find is a bronze palstave (axe) discovered in the parish. 
The most prolific local finds are from the 17th and 18th centuries: wasters (discarded misfired 
poƩery) from the Aldbourne poƩery industry are commonly found in gardens, providing direct 
evidence of this major coƩage industry. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Village Green: The historic heart of the village, a Scheduled Ancient Monument whose 
existence is a direct result of the prehistoric clay-with-flints geology. 

2. St. Michael's Church: A Grade I listed building with Norman origins, rebuilt in the 14th and 
15th centuries. Its magnificent tower dates from c. 1500. 

3. Liddington Castle Hillfort: A univallate (single-rampart) forƟficaƟon covering 7 acres, a key 
Iron Age stronghold. 

4. Barrow Groups on Snells Ridge and Sugar Hill: ConcentraƟons of Bronze Age round barrows, 
serving as burial places and territorial markers. 



5. The PoƩery Kiln Sites: (Now largely built over) The locaƟons of the former industries that 
brought the village significant wealth. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The first farming communiƟes arrived, clearing the primary woodland on the lighter chalk soils for 
pasture and rudimentary culƟvaƟon. They constructed communal tombs like the long barrows on the 
surrounding hills, reflecƟng a seƩled, territorial society. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

Society became more straƟfied. Individual status was displayed through burial in prominent round 
barrows on the skyline, such as those on Snells Ridge. The movement of people and metal along The 
Ridgeway intensified. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The construcƟon of Liddington Castle signifies a period of increased compeƟƟon and conflict. It 
served as a forƟfied stronghold for the local community and a symbol of power controlling the 
Ridgeway and the surrounding farmland. 

꾅 Roman & Saxon Era (1st--9th Century CE) 

Following the Roman conquest, the area became a prosperous hinterland for the town 
of CuneƟo (Mildenhall). The Saxon period saw the foundaƟon of the modern village. The name 
"Aldbourne" is derived from the Old English Ealda's burna—"Ealda's stream"—confirming the 
establishment of a named, seƩled community by the spring line. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

This was a period of significant industry. Aldbourne became a major centre for poƩery 
producƟon ("Aldbourne Ware"). The village also became a centre for wool processing and brewing, 
its wealth reflected in the many fine Ɵmber-framed and brick-built houses that sƟll stand today. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The Aldbourne landscape is a quintessenƟal example of historical layering. A walk from the village 
reveals: post-World War II housing; 19th-century brick farmsteads; 18th-century enclosure fields; the 
medieval strip lynchets visible on hillslopes; the Saxon village plan focused on the green; and finally, 
the Bronze Age barrows and the silhoueƩe of Liddington Castle on the horizon. Each era has leŌ its 
imprint without completely erasing the last. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

The landscape's funcƟon has evolved yet retained core themes: 

 Prehistoric: Ceremonial centre (barrows), seasonal pasture, territorial marker, routeway. 

 Romano-BriƟsh: Intensive arable farming hinterland. 

 Saxon-Medieval: Permanent seƩled agriculture (open field system), common pasture (the 
green), wool producƟon. 



 Post-Medieval to Modern: Enclosed mixed farming, specialised industry (poƩery, brewing), 
and now, increasingly, commuter seƩlement and heritage/tourism. 

Strategic Role 

Aldbourne's strategic role was defined by its high elevaƟon and proximity to The Ridgeway. It 
controlled the northern approaches to the Vale of Pewsey and offered a defensible posiƟon. In the 
Iron Age, Liddington Castle was a key stronghold. In later eras, its commanding views made it 
valuable for military mustering and communicaƟon. 

TacƟcal influence 

The open, high ground provided excellent mustering points, clear lines of sight for signalling, and 
defensible posiƟons. During the English Civil War, the village's locaƟon between the Royalist 
stronghold of Oxford and the contested lands of the Thames Valley gave it tacƟcal relevance for 
troop movements. 

PosiƟoning 

The village is posiƟoned at a crucial transiƟonal point: between the chalk downs and the clay vale, 
and at the juncƟon of local ancient trackways feeding into The Ridgeway. This placed it at a 
crossroads of local and long-distance movement, ensuring its conƟnuous importance. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

It is highly probable that the Aldbourne gap was used as a campaign route on numerous occasions by 
Saxon, Norman, and Civil War armies moving between the Thames Valley, the West Country, and the 
south coast along the dry, fast routes on the downs. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Ceremonial & Ritual: Bronze Age barrows for burial and ancestor worship. 

 Agricultural: Sustained arable and pastoral farming. 

 Industrial: Centre for poƩery producƟon, brewing, and basketry. 

 Military: Iron Age stronghold, Civil War muster point, WWII training ground. 

 CommunicaƟons: Node on ancient route network. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Aldbourne is a microcosm of the North Wessex Downs' history. Its Ɵmeline mirrors the broader 
region. Its connecƟons via The Ridgeway Ɵed it to major centres like Avebury, Barbury Castle, and 
Marlborough. It was an integral part of a dynamic and interconnected ancient landscape. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The network of holloways, drove roads, and ridgeways connecƟng 
Aldbourne to The Ridgeway formed a web of economic and social interacƟon. 

 Sacred Geometry: The alignment of barrows on prominent hilltops suggests a landscape 
organised according to a cosmological worldview, though less formally than at Avebury. 



Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Local folklore includes tales associated with the ancient sites, such as the legend of the Aldbourne 
Dragon, a folk tale possibly rooted in much older myths. The enduring use of the green for fairs and 
events, like the annual Aldbourne Carnival, demonstrates a conƟnuous tradiƟon of communal 
gathering. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Nomadic hunter-gatherer groups seasonally camped on the downs, exploiƟng the flint resources and 
hunƟng game. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Monument-building began with the construcƟon of long barrows. CommuniƟes shiŌed from hunƟng 
to seƩled farming. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
The landscape became divided into family or clan territories, marked by round barrows. Trade along 
The Ridgeway expanded. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
A period of centralisaƟon and conflict. The community coalesced around the forƟfied hillfort of 
Liddington Castle. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The area was pacified and organised into villa estates and small farms, supplying the Roman 
administraƟon. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The modern village was founded. A Saxon thegn named Ealda established his farmstead by a stream. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in the Domesday Book as a valuable royal estate. The stone church of St. Michael's was 
built. The manor was held by various noble families, and wool producƟon became a mainstay. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Michael's Church: A Grade I listed building with Norman origins. 

 The Village Green: The historic heart of the village, a Scheduled Ancient Monument. 

 The Court House & Church House: Important historic buildings bordering the green. 

 Liddington Castle: A Scheduled Ancient Monument and naƟonally important Iron Age site. 

 Round Barrows: MulƟple examples on Snells Ridge and Sugar Hill. 

 WWII Airborne Divisional Memorial: CommemoraƟng the 101st Airborne's Ɵme in the 
village. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology is central to Aldbourne's story. Fieldwalking finds prove the extent of Roman seƩlement. 
The physical evidence of poƩery wasters in backyards makes the 17th-century industry tangible. 
Aerial photography reveals lost field systems. Modern conflict archaeology records the WWII training 



grounds. This integraƟon means the historical narraƟve is conƟnuously refined by physical evidence 
from the soil. 

Industry 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint knapping for tools. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint tool producƟon, polished stone axe producƟon, poƩery manufacture, primiƟve 
agriculture. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Bronze smithing, agriculture, flint tool producƟon. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Iron smelƟng and smithing, poƩery producƟon, advanced agriculture. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Intensive arable farming on villa estates, wool producƟon. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Wool producƟon, blacksmithing, agriculture. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Wool producƟon, brewing, milling, blacksmithing. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Aldbourne PoƩery (c. 1650-1900) was the major industry. Basketry and broom making 
were also important. Brewing conƟnued. The 20th century saw a shiŌ to commuƟng. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Aldbourne has over 120 listed buildings, including: 

 Grade I: St Michael's Church. 

 Grade II*: The Court House, Church House. 

 Grade II: A vast number of properƟes including The Thatched House, The Old Forge, The 
Crown Inn, The Blue Boar Inn, the War Memorial, Aldbourne Manor House, and dozens of 
coƩages and farmhouses daƟng from the 16th to 19th centuries. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The conquest likely involved skirmishes in the area. Liddington Castle may have been a focus of 
resistance. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The area was on the front line between Wessex and Mercia and later against Viking incursions. The 
village would have contributed men to the Saxon fyrd. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
The period saw localised violence during The Anarchy and the Barons' Wars. Men from Aldbourne 
would have been levied to fight. 



Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Many men from the village served and are commemorated on the war memorial. 
World War II: Aldbourne hosted the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division. 
The men were billeted in the village, trained on the downs, and used the green for parades. This 
period leŌ an indelible mark on the village's idenƟty. 

 


