
A Brief History of Baydon Parish 

 

Baydon Parish, occupying a high, remote corner of Wiltshire on the ancient Ridgeway, presents a 
history of marginality, movement, and resilience. Unlike the ritual centrality of Avebury or the 
agricultural prosperity of the Vale of Pewsey villages, Baydon's story is shaped by its posiƟon on a 
windswept chalk plateau, astride one of England's oldest highways. It is a history of transit—of 
drovers, traders, soldiers, and smugglers—and of a community that carved a living from thin soils, 
oŌen operaƟng on the edges of the law. Its character is that of a borderland seƩlement, looking 
towards the Thames Valley as much as to Wiltshire, with a strong independent idenƟty forged in 
isolaƟon. 

Terrain 

Baydon is situated on a high, exposed chalk plateau, approximately 180 metres (590 feet) above sea 
level, making it one of the highest villages in Wiltshire. The terrain is open, rolling downland with 
wide, expansive views, parƟcularly to the north over the Lambourn Valley into Berkshire. The 
geology is predominantly chalk, covered in places with clay-with-flints, resulƟng in soil that is 
generally thin, poor, and acidic, beƩer suited to sheep pasture than intensive arable farming. There is 
no river or village stream; water supply historically depended on wells, ponds, and rainwater 
collecƟon, contribuƟng to its relaƟvely late and dispersed seƩlement paƩern. This high, dry, and 
remote terrain has been the primary dictator of its history. 

What stands out 

What stands out immediately is the village's straggling, linear form, stretching for over a mile along 
the old Ermin Street Roman road. It lacks a compact nucleated centre, instead comprising a series of 



hamlets and scaƩered farms. The profound sense of exposure and remoteness is striking, even 
today. The St. Nicholas Church stands isolated on a high knoll, a landmark visible for miles, separate 
from the main body of the village—a testament to a possibly early, isolated ChrisƟan foundaƟon. The 
presence of many 17th and 18th-century brick and Ɵmber-framed coƩages speaks to a period of 
prosperity linked to its posiƟon on the road. The old coaching inns, like the White Hart, hint at its 
past importance for travel. 

Ancient Trackways 

Baydon's history is fundamentally about trackways. 

 The Ridgeway: The ancient prehistoric path runs along the high chalk ridge immediately to 
the south of the parish, skirƟng its southern boundary. This was the primary artery for cross-
country movement for millennia. 

 Ermin Street (the modern B4000): The Roman road from CuneƟo (Mildenhall) 
to Corinium (Cirencester) runs straight through the heart of the parish, forming the village's 
main street. This gave Baydon a direct, formalised connecƟon to the Roman road network. 

 Local Drove Roads: A network of green lanes and holloways converged on Baydon, used for 
droving livestock from Wales and the West Country to the markets of the Home CounƟes. 
The village was a key stopping point on these gruelling journeys. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

The evidence for very early seƩlement is sparse compared to the valleys, reflecƟng the less 
hospitable nature of the high chalk. 

 Neolithic/Bronze Age: There are no major monuments like henges or long barrows within 
the immediate parish. However, the presence of round barrows on the downland to the 
south, near the Ridgeway, indicates use of the area for burial by prehistoric communiƟes 
who likely lived in more sheltered locaƟons. 

 Iron Age: The lack of a major hillfort suggests this was a marginal area between territories, 
perhaps used for seasonal grazing. 

 Roman: The most significant site is Ermin Street itself. There may have been a small Roman 
posƟng staƟon or farmstead near the crossroads, but no major villa has been discovered. 

 Medieval: The historic site is the village itself, with its medieval field systems and the site of 
the manor. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Finds reflect the area's use as pasture and routeway rather than intensive seƩlement. 

 Prehistoric: Worked flints from all periods are found across the parish, evidence of hunƟng 
parƟes and transient occupaƟon. 

 Roman: Coins and poƩery shards have been found along the line of Ermin Street, dropped by 
travellers. 

 Post-Medieval: The archaeological record is likely to include evidence of the droving trade—
animal bones, blacksmithing debris for shoeing oxen, and artefacts related to the coaching 
inns. 



Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. Ermin Street Roman Road: The dominant historical feature, the spine of the parish. 

2. The Ridgeway NaƟonal Trail: Running along the southern boundary, defining the parish's 
strategic context. 

3. St. Nicholas Church: Its isolated hilltop posiƟon suggests an early, potenƟally Saxon, 
foundaƟon, possibly a chapel for travellers on the Ridgeway. 

4. The White Hart and other old Inns: Remnants of the coaching and droving era. 

5. The Round Barrows on the Downs: The primary prehistoric monuments, marking the 
skyline. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The high downland was likely used as seasonal pasture by communiƟes based in more sheltered 
valleys. The area was probably cleared of woodland, but permanent seƩlement was unlikely due to 
the poor soils and lack of water. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The community buried their dead in round barrows placed prominently along the Ridgeway, marking 
their territorial claim to these grazing lands. The area remained marginal but ritually connected to 
the wider landscape. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The plateau may have served as a neutral zone or shared pasture between the tribal territories 
centred on hillforts like Liddington Castle (to the west) and Cherhill Camp (to the south-west). 

꾅 Roman Era (1st--5th Century CE) 

The construcƟon of Ermin Street transformed the area. Baydon became a point on a major 
communicaƟons network, but it was a place of passage, not a desƟnaƟon. A small seƩlement may 
have serviced the road. 

꾅 Saxon & Medieval Era (5th--15th Century CE) 

The Saxon seƩlement of "Begdene" (Bega's Hill) was established. The church was built on its 
prominent site. The village developed as a linear seƩlement along the road, its economy based on 
sheep and wool on the extensive downland pastures. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layers are subtle but disƟnct: the prehistoric barrows on the skyline; the straight line of the 
Roman road; the medieval strip lynchets fossilised in downland pasture; the isolated Saxon church 
site; the post-medieval inns and coƩages of the droving era; and the modern poultry farms and 
commuter houses. It is a landscape of transit and marginal agriculture. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

The primary funcƟons have been: 



 Transit and CommunicaƟon: From the Roman road to the drovers' routes, its main funcƟon 
has been as a corridor. 

 Pastoral Agriculture: Especially sheep farming, exploiƟng the poor soils of the high chalk. 

 Borderland: A marginal area on the boundaries of counƟes and territories. 

Strategic Role 

Its strategic role was enƟrely derived from communicaƟons. Control of the juncƟon of the Ridgeway 
and Ermin Street would have been significant. Its high ground also made it useful for beacons and 
signalling; it was part of the network that relayed news of the Spanish Armada. 

TacƟcal influence 

The open downland offered no defensive strength for a seƩlement, but it provided excellent terrain 
for mustering forces and for movement. Armies travelling along the Ridgeway or Ermin Street would 
have passed through, and the area may have seen skirmishes during the Civil War. 

PosiƟoning 

Baydon is posiƟoned at a point where the Ridgeway and Ermin Street are in close proximity, creaƟng 
a natural transport node. Its posiƟon on the high chalk, away from the major river valleys, made it a 
dry, healthy (if exposed) place for travellers and animals to stop. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The parish was almost certainly traversed by armies using the high-level routes to avoid the wet and 
wooded valleys. Saxon and Viking armies, Norman forces subduing the west, and Civil War armies 
moving between Oxford and the West Country would have used these roads. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Transit Point: For armies, drovers, traders, and pilgrims. 

 Sheep Pasture: The primary agricultural use for centuries. 

 Smuggling: Its remoteness and network of tracks made it a centre for smuggling acƟviƟes in 
the 18th and 19th centuries. 

 Refuge: A remote seƩlement, someƟmes aƩracƟng those operaƟng outside the law. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Baydon represents the "highway" aspect of the North Wessex Downs. Its Ɵmeline is not one of 
monumental construcƟon but of conƟnuous movement. Its connecƟons are long-distance: to Wales 
via the Ridgeway, to London via Ermin Street, and to the West Country. It is an integral part of the 
downs as a transport landscape. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The network of routes made Baydon a cultural melƟng pot, influenced 
by travellers and drovers from across Britain. This contributed to a disƟnct local dialect and 
independent character. 



 Sacred Geometry: The placement of the round barrows along the Ridgeway shows an 
intenƟonal marking of the route. The isolated church site may reflect an early ChrisƟan 
aƩempt to sancƟfy a previously pagan ritual route or landmark. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore likely includes tales of ghosts on the old roads, buried treasure, and smuggling exploits. The 
village's reputaƟon for independence and resilience is a key part of its cultural conƟnuity. The annual 
Baydon Feast and Horse Show maintains a tradiƟon linked to its agricultural and equestrian heritage. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers camped on the downs, exploiƟng the flint resources and hunƟng game on the open 
grassland. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
The downland was used for seasonal grazing by the first farmers. No major monuments were built, 
indicaƟng its peripheral status. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Elites were buried in round barrows on the high downland, marking the route of the Ridgeway and 
claiming grazing rights. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The area was likely shared pasture for communiƟes from the surrounding hillforts. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Ermin Street was built, placing Baydon on a major Roman communicaƟons route for the first Ɵme. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The village was established, probably as a summer pasture seƩlement that became permanent. The 
church was founded. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in the Domesday Book as "Begedone," a small seƩlement held by the Bishop of Bayeux. Its 
economy was based on sheep farming. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Nicholas Church: Isolated on its hilltop. 

 The Line of Ermin Street/B4000. 

 The Ridgeway Path. 

 17th/18th-century coƩages and farmhouses. 

 The White Hart Inn. 

 Round Barrows on the downland to the south. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in Baydon is crucial for understanding its transient nature. The absence of major finds is 
as telling as their presence. Fieldwalking along Ermin Street might reveal lost Roman or medieval 
structures. The study of the field systems and the development of the village shape can reveal how a 



marginal community adapted to its environment. Its history is pieced together from small, scaƩered 
clues rather than grand monuments. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Seasonal pastoralism, flint tool producƟon. 

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

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Services for travellers on Ermin Street, pastoralism. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Sheep farming and wool producƟon. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Sheep and wool remained the absolute mainstay of the economy. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: The drove trade became a major industry in the 17th-19th centuries, with inns, 
blacksmiths, and farmsteaders servicing the traffic. Smuggling was also a significant, if illicit, acƟvity. 
In the 20th century, large-scale poultry farming became important. Today, it is a commuter village. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Baydon has a modest number of listed buildings, reflecƟng its status as a less prosperous, linear 
seƩlement. 

 Grade II: St. Nicholas Church, The White Hart Inn, Baydon Manor Farmhouse, and a number 
of 17th and 18th-century coƩages and houses along the main street, such as The Old Forge. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Roman legions would have marched along Ermin Street during the conquest and subsequent 
campaigns. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The area was on the fronƟer between Wessex and Mercia. The Ridgeway would have been a route 
for armies, and the village would have been vulnerable to aƩack. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Men from the village would have been levied for the king's wars. The remote locaƟon may have 
offered some protecƟon from the worst of conflicts. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I & II: Men from the parish served. During WWII, the high, open downland was used for 



military training. The area was parƟcularly associated with the preparaƟon of airborne forces; the 
wide, open fields were used for glider training for the D-Day landings, a liƩle-known but significant 
role that parallels the experiences of Aldbourne and the Vale of Pewsey. 

 


