A Brief History of Alton Parish

Alton Parish, comprising the twin villages of Alton Priors and Alton Barnes, sits at the very heart of
the Vale of Pewsey. Its history is a profound narrative of sacred geography, monastic influence, and
agricultural transformation. While smaller than Aldbourne and less industrious, its landscape is
arguably more mythically charged, dominated by the giant chalk White Horse on its downs and
surrounded by some of the most iconic prehistoric monuments in Britain. The parish embodies the
transition from a Neolithic ritual centre to a prosperous Saxon and medieval estate, and finally to a
modern agricultural landscape, all while retaining an aura of ancient mystery.

Terrain

The parish straddles the River Pewsey, a permanent watercourse that flows through the flat, wide
floor of the vale. The land rises steeply to the north to the Marlborough Downs, crowned by Walker's
Hill and Knap Hill. To the south, the slope is gentler, rising to the Salisbury Plain chalk massif. This
position between two high chalk plateaus, with a river running through the centre, is highly
significant. The geology is predominantly chalk, covered with clay-with-flints on the higher ground
and alluvial deposits in the valley bottom. The spring lines at the base of the hills have dictated
settlement locations.

What stands out

What stands out most dramatically is the Alton Barnes White Horse. Cut into the steep northern
escarpment in 1812, this giant chalk hill figure is a modern homage to ancient traditions and
dominates the visual identity of the parish. Secondly, the stark contrast between the two villages is
striking: Alton Priors is a tiny, tranquil hamlet clustered around a Saxon church, feeling ancient and
secluded; a mile away, Alton Barnes is a larger, more typical linear village with a notable church of its
own. The third striking feature is the panoramic view from the downs, encompassing a breathtaking
concentration of Neolithic sites like Adam's Grave, Knap Hill, and Silbury Hill in the distance.

Ancient Trackways
The parish is crisscrossed by a network of extremely important ancient routes.

¢ The Ridgeway: Runs along the high ground of the Marlborough Downs to the north,
providing a swift, dry route across the country.



The Tan Hill-Lockeridge Trackway: A ridgeway path connecting the Avebury area to the east,
passing very close to the Alton Barnes White Horse.

Vale of Pewsey Routes: A network of paths along the valley floor, linking the villages and
providing access to the river and water meadows. These would have been used for moving
livestock and goods.

The Wansdyke: This massive post-Roman defensive earthwork runs along the northern rim
of the vale, slicing through the parish and passing between Alton Priors and Alton Barnes, a
powerful reminder of early medieval conflict.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

The density of prehistoric sites is exceptional.

Neolithic: The parish contains two of the most important early Neolithic sites in Wessex:

o Knap Hill: A causewayed enclosure, one of the earliest known Neolithic monuments
in Britain (c. 3700 BCE), a place of gathering and trade.

o Adam's Grave: A magnificent Neolithic long barrow on Walker's Hill, a chambered
tomb with a commanding presence.

Other Historic Sites: The course of the Wansdyke is a major historical site. The medieval
villages of Alton Priors and Alton Barnes, with their church sites, are also significant.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

The area is rich in archaeological material.

Mesolithic: Flint scatters on the downs indicate hunter-gatherer activity.

Neolithic: Finds of Peterborough Ware and Grooved Ware pottery at Knap Hill provide
evidence of the gatherings that took place there. Polished axe heads and leaf-shaped
arrowheads are common finds.

Bronze Age: Round barrows on the downs have yielded finds such as beaker pottery,
indicating continued use of the landscape for elite burial.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1.

2.

The Alton Barnes White Horse (1812): The most visible modern landmark.

Knap Hill Causewayed Enclosure: A site of immense importance for understanding the
earliest Neolithic farmers.

Adam's Grave Long Barrow: A prominent and visually striking Neolithic tomb.

The Wansdyke: The massive linear earthwork that defines the northern boundary of the
historic settlement.

St. Mary the Virgin Church, Alton Priors: A church with Saxon origins, featuring a rare and
magnificent Anglo-Saxon carved doorway.

St. Mary the Virgin Church, Alton Barnes: Known for its distinctive leaning spire and its
"pepperpot" porch.



Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

Knap Hill was a hub of activity, one of the first places where Neolithic communities gathered from
across the region. Adam's Grave was constructed as a sacred burial site. The vale was cleared for
farming, and the landscape was invested with ritual significance.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The great stone circles of Avebury were built to the north. The community here buried their dead in
round barrows on the downs, maintaining the skyline as a sacred space. The landscape became a
continuum of ritual and settlement.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The focus may have shifted to hillforts like Bratton Camp to the west, but the Neolithic monuments
likely retained symbolic importance. The vale was intensively farmed.

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

Roman farmsteads existed in the vale. The Saxon period was crucial. The name "Alton" means
"Aewald's tun" (Aewald's farmstead). The foundation of the church at Alton Priors, with its
spectacular Saxon sculpture, suggests it was an important early Christian minster site, perhaps
serving the whole valley.

17th Century CE

The two manors of Alton Priors and Alton Barnes were distinct. Alton Priors was held by the Priory of
St. Swithun's, Winchester (hence the name), while Alton Barnes was a secular manor. The villages
were farming communities within the open-field system. The parish was recorded in John Aubrey's
antiquarian surveys.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering is exceptionally vivid: the Neolithic enclosure and long barrow on the hill; the Iron Age
field systems underlying later ones; the post-Roman Wansdyke; the Saxon church; the medieval strip
fields; the 19th-century White Horse; and the vast, modern arable fields of the vale. It is a textbook
example of a multi-period landscape.

Landscape Function
The function has evolved from:

¢ Ritual/Ceremonial: The primary function in the Neolithic, with Knap Hill as a gathering place
and Adam's Grave as a tomb.

e  Agricultural: The constant underlying function, exploiting the fertile vale.
e Defensive/Boundary: The brief but dramatic function during the Wansdyke's active use.
e Ecclesiastical: The role of Alton Priors as a possible early minster church.

Strategic Role



In the Neolithic, its role was ritual, serving as a key node in the sacred landscape that included
Avebury and Stonehenge. In the post-Roman period, its role was defensive, lying directly on the
Wansdyke frontier. In the medieval period, it was an agricultural centre for monastic and secular
manors.

Tactical influence

The Wansdyke would have been a major tactical barrier. Control of the high ground at Knap Hill and
Walker's Hill offered commanding views of the vale, which would have been tactically valuable for
centuries.

Positioning

The parish is positioned at a critical point in the Vale of Pewsey, with access to the River Pewsey, the
high downs for pasture and monuments, and the fertile valley for arable farming. It is a transitional
zone between the Avebury landscape to the north and the Salisbury Plain to the south.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The Vale of Pewsey has always been a natural corridor. The Wansdyke itself suggests a period of
conflict. Armies from the Saxon, Norman, and Civil War periods would have moved through the vale,
foraging from its villages. The high-level trackways would have been used for rapid movement.

Possible Use Cases

¢ Neolithic: Ceremonial gathering, burial, seasonal settlement.

Bronze Age/lron Age: Agriculture, ritual visitation.

¢ Romano-British: Farming.

Saxon/Medieval: Manorial estate centre, ecclesiastical centre, agriculture.
e Modern: Intensive arable farming, heritage landscape.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Alton Parish is absolutely central to the story of the North Wessex Downs. It contains some of the
earliest Neolithic monuments, sits astride a major prehistoric boundary (the Wansdyke), and lies
between the two great ritual centres of Avebury and Stonehenge. Its timeline is the timeline of the
region's deepest history.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The network of routes connected the parish to the wider world.
Processional ways may have linked Knap Hill and Adam's Grave to the Avebury complex.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of Knap Hill, Adam's Grave, and later the White Horse, was
deliberately designed for maximum visibility and impact, aligning with cosmological
principles and territorial markers.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is rich. Adam's Grave is linked to a legendary battle and the ghost of a giant. The White
Horse, though modern, taps into ancient beliefs about chalk figures and their power to protect and



define a territory. The continuity is seen in the enduring presence of the churches and the farms,
maintaining a community within this ancient landscape.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers camped on the downs and in the vale, exploiting the river and flint resources.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The period of monument building. Knap Hill enclosure was constructed and used for gatherings.
Adam's Grave long barrow was built for communal burial.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
The landscape continued to be used for burial (round barrows) and agriculture. It was part of the
Avebury ritual complex.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The area was farmed by communities likely associated with the hillfort at Bratton Camp.

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The villages were established. Alton Priors became a significant ecclesiastical site with a minster
church.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)

Recorded in the Domesday Book as two separate manors: "Aweltune" (Alton Priors) held by the
Church, and "Elcotune" (Alton Barnes) held by a secular tenant. This dual ownership shaped their
separate development.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e St. Mary's, Alton Priors: Saxon/Norman church with unique carved doorway.
e St. Mary's, Alton Barnes: Medieval church with a leaning spire.
¢ Alton Barnes White Horse: 19th-century chalk hill figure.
¢ Knap Hill Causewayed Enclosure.
e Adam's Grave Long Barrow.
e The Wansdyke.

e Manor Farm, Alton Barnes: An 18th-century farmhouse representing the agricultural wealth
of the parish.

Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology is paramount. Excavations at Knap Hill in the early 20th century were pivotal in
identifying causewayed enclosures and understanding the earliest Neolithic. The earthworks of the
Wansdyke and ridge and furrow tell the story of defence and agriculture. Aerial photography reveals
cropmarks of lost settlements and field systems. The history of Alton Parish is an archaeological
construct, with documents playing a supporting role.

Industry



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

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

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

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

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, supported by the ecclesiastical centre.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Agriculture on two distinct manorial estates.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)
Industry: Exclusively agricultural. The parish is at the heart of modern intensive arable farming in the
Vale of Pewsey. The White Horse has also made it a minor destination for walkers and tourists.

Full list of Listed Buildings
The parish has a modest number of listed buildings, reflecting its agricultural and manorial history.
e Grade II*: Church of St. Mary, Alton Priors.

e Grade ll: Church of St. Mary, Alton Barnes; Manor Farmhouse (Alton Barnes); Alton Priors
Farmhouse; and several 17th and 18th-century cottages and farmhouses.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The area was pacified early. Its role was to supply grain.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The construction of the Wansdyke in the post-Roman period places Alton directly on a contested
frontier. This was a zone of conflict between Saxon kingdoms.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
As ecclesiastical and secular manors, they would have contributed to the king's taxes and wars.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & II: The men of the parish served and are commemorated on the war memorial in
Alton Barnes. During WWII, the Vale of Pewsey was used extensively for military training, with troops
billeted in local villages. The White Horse was reportedly covered over to prevent it being used as a
navigation landmark by enemy aircraft.



