
A Brief History of All Cannings 

 

All Cannings is a linear village stretching along a spring line at the northern edge of the Vale of 
Pewsey. Its history is fundamentally agricultural, defined by its posiƟon between the high chalk 
downs and the ferƟle clay vale. Unlike the ritual grandeur of Winterbourne Monkton or the industrial 
and strategic significance of Aldbourne, All Cannings presents a narraƟve of conƟnuous, prosperous 
farming and manorial evoluƟon. It is a landscape of large, open fields, manorial estates, and a quiet 
conƟnuity that has persisted from the Saxon era to the present day, recently punctuated by a 
remarkable modern echo of its prehistoric past. 

Terrain 

The village lies at the foot of the northern escarpment of the Vale of Pewsey, on a gentle slope 
between the chalk downs to the north and the heavier clay soils of the vale to the south. The key 
feature is the spring line that emerges where the porous chalk meets impervious clay, creaƟng a 
reliable source of water. This has resulted in the characterisƟc linear seƩlement paƩern, with 
buildings strung out along the lane that follows this wet contour. To the north, the land rises steeply 
to Allington Down and Tan Hill, part of the Marlborough Downs. To the south, it opens out into the 
wide, flat expanse of the Vale of Pewsey, an area of excepƟonally rich agricultural land. 

What stands out 

What stands out is the village's straight, long main street, following the course of the springs, 
creaƟng a disƟnct linearity. The presence of several large, handsome farmhouses and barns, such 
as Manor Farm, speaks to centuries of agricultural prosperity. The church of St. Mary the Virgin sits 
slightly elevated from the main street, a largely Victorian reconstrucƟon but on an ancient site. Most 
strikingly, the modern "All Cannings Long Barrow", built in 2014, stands prominently on a nearby 
downland slope. This unique structure—a modern, funcƟoning long barrow—creates a direct and 
conscious dialogue with the ancient past, making the village notable for its innovaƟve connecƟon to 
prehistoric tradiƟons. 

Ancient Trackways 



All Cannings is connected to several important ancient routes that exploit the geography of the vale. 

 The Tan Hill-Knowle Farm Trackway: A probable prehistoric and medieval route running 
along the crest of the downs to the north, connecƟng the Avebury area with seƩlements to 
the east. 

 The Vale of Pewsey Trackways: A network of routes along the floor of the vale, avoiding the 
wet clay by sƟcking to the gravel terraces and drier ground at the foot of the downs. These 
would have been crucial for moving livestock and goods across the region. 

 The Wansdyke: This massive post-Roman earthwork runs along the northern rim of the vale, 
passing just to the north of the village. It was a major territorial boundary and would have 
influenced movement and seƩlement for centuries. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Neolithic: The most significant nearby site is Adam's Grave, a Neolithic long barrow on 
Walkers Hill, overlooking the village from the east. This monumental tomb placed the 
community within a sacred funerary landscape. 

 Bronze Age: Round barrows are found on the downs to the north, including a notable group 
on Allington Down. 

 Iron Age: The area lacks a major hillfort but was likely within the territory controlled 
from BraƩon Camp to the west or Oldbury Castle to the east. SeƩlement sites are known 
from field scaƩers. 

 Medieval: The village itself is a historic site, with its plan daƟng from the Saxon and medieval 
periods. Manor Farm is likely the site of the original medieval manor house. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Finds in the parish reflect its long agricultural history. 

 Prehistoric: Worked flints from all periods are common finds in ploughed fields. A notable 
Bronze Age find was a bronze spearhead discovered locally. 

 Romano-BriƟsh: PoƩery and coin finds indicate the presence of farmsteads in the area, 
exploiƟng the ferƟle vale. 

 Medieval and Post-Medieval: The archaeological record is dominated by evidence of the 
manorial farming system—remains of buildings, poƩery, and agricultural tools. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Wansdyke: The massive linear earthwork defining the northern edge of the parish, a 
monument of immense post-Roman significance. 

2. Adam's Grave Long Barrow: The prominent Neolithic chambered tomb on Walkers Hill. 

3. All Cannings Long Barrow (Modern): The unique, modern-built long barrow for cremaƟon 
burials, a landmark of contemporary innovaƟon. 

4. St. Mary the Virgin Church: Although largely Victorian, its site and some fabric are medieval, 
marking the centre of the ancient parish. 



5. The Barrows on Allington Down: A group of Bronze Age round barrows on the skyline. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The communiƟes living here would have been aware of, and likely involved with, the construcƟon 
and use of the Adam's Grave long barrow. They farmed the lighter soils at the edge of the downs and 
used the vale for seasonal grazing. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The focus shiŌed to individual burial under round barrows on the high downland. The community 
conƟnued mixed farming, and the landscape became more divided into territories. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The people of this area were likely part of a tribal group centred on a nearby hillfort. The Vale of 
Pewsey would have been valuable farmland, and the Wansdyke may follow an even earlier territorial 
boundary. 

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

Roman farmsteads operated in the area. The Saxon period saw the foundaƟon of the village. The 
name "Cannings" is derived from the Saxon "Cana's people," indicaƟng a seƩlement established by a 
Saxon leader named Cana. "All" was added later to disƟnguish it from other "Cannings" villages. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

All Cannings was a prosperous farming community, its wealth based on the ferƟle vale. It was part of 
the large manor of Cannings, held by the Crown and then by the Duchy of Lancaster. The village 
would have been dominated by the open-field system and the manorial estate. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The landscape layering is clear: the prehistoric monuments (long barrow, round barrows, Wansdyke) 
on the high downland; the medieval and post-medieval strip lynchets on the lower slopes; the Saxon 
and medieval village plan along the spring line; the enclosed fields of the 18th and 19th centuries; 
and finally, the strikingly modern long barrow, consciously adding a new layer to this ancient 
tapestry. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

The primary funcƟon has always been agricultural. The vale provided rich land for arable crops, while 
the downs offered summer pasture for sheep. The village's posiƟon at the juncƟon of these two 
zones made it an ideal seƩlement for mixed farming. The Wansdyke also gave it a 
brief defensive/boundary funcƟon in the post-Roman period. 

Strategic Role 

Its role was primarily economic as a producƟve agricultural centre. Its strategic importance was 
indirect, related to the Wansdyke, which formed a major defensive boundary immediately to the 
north, potenƟally making the area behind it a secure zone. 

TacƟcal influence 



The topography offered liƩle tacƟcal advantage for baƩle, but the Wansdyke would have been a 
formidable barrier, influencing the movement of warring groups in the early medieval period. Control 
of the food-producing vale would have been a key tacƟcal objecƟve. 

PosiƟoning 

The village is perfectly posiƟoned at the juncƟon of the downs and the vale, exploiƟng the spring line 
for water and having immediate access to both arable and pastoral land. This is a classic example of a 
spring-line seƩlement. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The Vale of Pewsey has long been a corridor for movement. Armies likely passed through or near the 
parish, parƟcularly during the conflicts following the Roman withdrawal, when the Wansdyke was a 
key feature. In the Civil War, forces moving between Devizes and Marlborough would have used the 
vale. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Agricultural: The dominant use for over 5,000 years. 

 SeƩlement: ConƟnuous from the Saxon period. 

 Ceremonial: Associated with the Neolithic long barrow landscape. 

 Boundary: Proximity to the Wansdyke. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

All Cannings is an integral part of the North Wessex Downs landscape. Its Ɵmeline reflects the 
broader agricultural history of the region. Its connecƟons are to the great downland trackways like 
the Ridgeway (to the north) and the vale-boƩom routes that linked the major centres of Avebury and 
Devizes. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The downland tracks and vale routes interconnected the community 
with its neighbours for trade, marriage, and communicaƟon. 

 Sacred Geometry: The placement of Adam's Grave and the round barrows shows an 
intenƟonal posiƟoning of monuments in the landscape for maximum visibility, relaƟng to 
cosmological beliefs. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Local folklore is aƩached to the ancient sites. Adam's Grave is associated with legends of a giant and 
is said to be the burial place of a Saxon king. The conƟnuity is demonstrated by the modern long 
barrow project, which shows a conscious desire to reconnect with these deep-rooted tradiƟons of 
burial and landscape. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers would have exploited the resources of the vale and the downs, camping by the 
springs. 



Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
The period of monument building. The community would have been involved in the construcƟon and 
use of Adam's Grave. SeƩled farming began. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
The community buried its elite in round barrows on the downs. Agriculture intensified. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The area was farmed by communiƟes likely linked to larger tribal groups in hillforts. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Farmsteads (villas) operated in the area, supplying the Roman market. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The village of "Cannings" was established by a Saxon leader and his people. The parish system was 
developed. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in the Domesday Book as "Canning," a large and valuable manor held by the King. A church 
was present. The manor was later held by the Duchy of Lancaster. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Mary the Virgin Church: Largely Victorian but on a medieval site. 

 Manor Farm: A large farmhouse and complex represenƟng the centre of the manorial estate. 

 The Wansdyke: A massive linear earthwork. 

 Adam's Grave: A Neolithic long barrow. 

 All Cannings Long Barrow: A modern-built long barrow. 

 The Barrows on Allington Down. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in All Cannings has been key to understanding the agricultural development of the vale. 
Fieldwalking finds reveal the extent of Roman and medieval seƩlement. The study of earthworks like 
the Wansdyke and the ridge and furrow provides a Ɵmeline of landscape change. The modern long 
barrow project is archaeology in reverse—using ancient forms to create new history, making the 
village a unique case study in archaeological interpretaƟon and public engagement. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Monument construcƟon, flint mining, poƩery, agriculture. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Agriculture, some bronze working. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, iron working, poƩery. 



Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Intensive arable farming. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, wool producƟon. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, parƟcularly sheep and corn producƟon on the manor. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Almost exclusively agricultural. Some coƩage industries would have existed. In the 21st 
century, the village has diversified with the long barrow project, which includes a vineyard, creaƟng a 
new form of heritage-related industry. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

All Cannings has a smaller number of listed buildings than Aldbourne, reflecƟng its manorial and 
agricultural focus. Key structures include: 

 Grade II: The Church of St. Mary the Virgin, Manor Farmhouse, Church Farmhouse, and 
several other 17th and 18th-century coƩages and farmhouses along the main street. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The area was pacified early. The main impact would have been the requirement to supply the Roman 
army with food. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The construcƟon of the Wansdyke in the post-Roman period suggests this area was a contested 
fronƟer. The village would have been a mustering point for the local fyrd. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
As a royal manor, it was protected but would have contributed men and taxes for the king's wars. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I & II: Like all villages, it lost men in both conflicts, commemorated on the war memorial. 
During WWII, the vale was used for military training, and the downs for arƟllery ranges. The area was 
on the flight path for aircraŌ heading to targets in the south-west. 

 


