A Brief History of Broad Hinton & Winterbourne Bassett
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The united parish of Broad Hinton and Winterbourne Bassett occupies a significant and distinct
position on the high, northern rim of the Marlborough Downs. Its history is not one of singular,
dramatic monuments but of deep continuity, agricultural prosperity, and strategic marginality. The
parish embodies the evolution of a downland landscape, from its prehistoric beginnings as a border
zone to its zenith as a wealthy medieval wool village, its story told through field systems, trackways,
and the enduring legacy of its stone-built architecture. It represents the intricate interplay between
two settlements: the large, linear village of Broad Hinton on the spring line and the smaller, shrunken
medieval settlement of Winterbourne Bassett in the winterbourne valley.

Terrain

The parish's terrain is defined by the chalk geology of the Marlborough Downs. The land rises
sharply to a high, flat-topped plateau at over 240 metres (787 feet) above sea level, forming a
dramatic northern escarpment edge. This high downland is open, exposed, and used predominantly
for pasture. The village of Broad Hinton itself lies on a distinct spring line at the foot of this
escarpment, where the permeable chalk meets the impervious clay-with-flints, providing a reliable
water source. The winterbourne (a seasonal stream) from which Winterbourne Bassett takes its
name flows north through a shallow valley, cutting through the chalk. This combination of high
pasture, arable slopes, and reliable water created a self-sufficient agricultural unit.

What stands out

The most striking feature is the vast, open expanse of Hinton Down, a classic example of unenclosed
chalk downland, offering breathtaking views across the Avon Vale to the Cotswolds. The linear form
of Broad Hinton village is notable—a long, wide main street lined with historic stone cottages,
farmsteads, and manor houses, reflecting its medieval planned layout and prosperity. In stark
contrast, the site of Winterbourne Bassett demonstrates the phenomenon of medieval settlement
shrinkage; where a once larger village stood, now only the church, manor farm, and a handful of



cottages remain, surrounded by earthworks of abandoned house platforms and trackways. The
presence of a Medieval Deer Park pale at Broad Hinton is another significant, though now hidden,
landscape feature.

Ancient Trackways

The parish is crisscrossed by a network of ancient routes that highlight its transitional position.

The Ridgeway: The Icknield Street (not to be confused with the Icknield Way) runs along the
high southern boundary of the parish. This is a Roman road, possibly on a prehistoric
alignment, connecting Cunetio (Mildenhall) to the Baydon area.

The Hackpen Hill Ridgeway: A major prehistoric trackway runs along the crest of the downs
to the south of Broad Hinton, part of the broader Ridgeway system.

Local Drove Roads: Numerous deep-set holloways and green lanes, such as Bassett Down
Road, connect the downland pastures to the village centres and continue north into the vale,
used for centuries for moving livestock.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

Mesolithic: Flint scatters across the high downland indicate seasonal hunting camps
exploiting the open landscape after the last Ice Age.

Neolithic: The parish is surrounded by ceremonial activity. While it lacks a major monument
within its boundaries, the Avebury World Heritage Site lies immediately to the west.
Numerous long barrows are located on the high downs to the south and east.

Bronze Age: This is the period of most visible activity. The downs are dotted with round
barrow cemeteries, particularly on Bassett Down and Hinton Down. These were the burial
places of the local farming communities.

Other Historic Sites: The Medieval Deer Park at Broad Hinton, whose boundary bank (pale)
is still visible in places. The shrunken medieval village earthworks at Winterbourne Bassett
are a site of major importance.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Mesolithic finds include characteristic microliths and cores. Neolithic finds include leaf-shaped
arrowheads, serrated flakes, and polished axe fragments. Bronze Age finds are more prominent, with
grave goods from the round barrows likely including pottery beakers, flint tools, and personal
ornaments. A notable find was a Bronze Age gold ribbon torc discovered in the 19th century,
indicating wealth and connections to wider trade networks. Roman pottery and coins found in the
parish suggest a farming presence, supplying the Roman road and nearby settlements.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1.

Round Barrow Cemeteries on Hinton & Bassett Downs: Groups of these burial mounds form
a significant ritual landscape, marking the territorial heart of the Bronze Age community.

The Ridgeway (Icknield Street): The Roman road is a linear landmark defining the southern
parish boundary.

St. Peter's Church, Winterbourne Bassett: A small, largely 13th-century church standing
isolated amongst the earthworks of its shrunken village, a poignant landmark of change.



4. The Shrunken Village Earthworks at Winterbourne Bassett: A Scheduled Ancient
Monument, these earthworks (holloways, house platforms, and field banks) are a key
landmark for understanding medieval settlement history.

5. The Medieval Deer Park Pale: The remnants of the bank that enclosed the deer park for
Broad Hinton manor.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The high downland was gradually cleared of woodland by early farmers for grazing. The area was
likely used as seasonal pasture by communities based closer to the sacred sites around Avebury.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The parish became more permanently settled. Communities built round barrows on the high
downland to bury their elite, claiming ownership of the pasture. Field systems were established on
the lower slopes.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The area was likely farmed by communities centred on the large hillforts at Barbury Castle to the
east and Liddington Castle to the north-east. It was agricultural land on the periphery of larger tribal
territories.

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

The Roman road formalised movement through the landscape. Farms probably operated in the area.
The Saxon period saw the foundation of the two core settlements. Broad Hinton (Henynton - "high
farmstead") was established on the spring line. Winterbourne Bassett (Wintreburna - "stream that
flows in winter") was founded in the valley, its name of Saxon origin with "Bassett" added later from
the Norman lords of the manor.

17th Century CE

Broad Hinton was a prosperous wool village. Many of the fine stone houses lining the main street
date from this period of economic success. Winterbourne Bassett had already declined significantly
from its medieval peak, a process accelerated by enclosure and the shift to sheep pasture.

Layered Historical Landscape

The landscape is a profound palimpsest. On a single walk, one can observe: modern arable fields;
18th-century Parliamentary enclosure fields; the ridge and furrow of medieval open fields; the Saxon
planned village form of Broad Hinton; the Bronze Age barrows on the skyline; and the Roman road
cutting across the highest downland. This vertical stratification tells the complete story of agricultural
evolution.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Pasture, ritual burial landscape (Barrows), routeway (The Ridgeway).

e Romano-British: Agricultural hinterland, corridor for movement (Icknield Street).



e Saxon-Medieval: Mixed farming (open field system for arable, downland for sheep),
manorial centres (including deer hunting at Broad Hinton).

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Shift to specialised sheep and corn production. Enclosure of the
open fields and downland in the 18th/19th centuries. Today, it remains predominantly
agricultural with some commuter influence.

Strategic Role

The parish's role was not primarily military but economic and communicative. It controlled access
from the Avon Vale up onto the Marlborough Downs via its network of drove roads. Its position
astride the Ridgeway gave it importance as a zone of movement and transport. The resources it
offered were agricultural: wool, grain, and water from the springs.

Tactical influence

The high downland provided excellent grazing but was exposed and lacked defensive positions. The
settlements were built in more sheltered locations. The tactical value lay in controlling the routes
onto the downs. In times of conflict, the downs could be used for mustering forces or moving them
unseen along the high trackways.

Positioning

The parish is positioned on a classic spring line settlement zone. Broad Hinton is perfectly located at
the junction of three resources: the reliable water from the springs, the heavier soils for arable in the
valley, and the lighter soils of the open downland for sheep pasture. Winterbourne Bassett was
positioned for water and arable land but lacked the strategic spring line access to the downs.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The Ridgeway (Icknield Street) was the primary campaign route. It would have been used by:
¢ Roman forces moving between their headquarters at Cunetio and the hinterland.
e Saxon and Danish armies during the conflicts of the 9th and 10th centuries.

e Medieval forces during the Anarchy or the Barons' Wars.
The local drove roads would have been used for moving supplies and foraging parties from
the vale up onto the downs.

Possible Use Cases

e  Agricultural: The primary function for over 5000 years.

Ceremonial: Bronze Age ritual landscape focused on burial and ancestry.
¢ Communications: Corridor for movement along the Ridgeway.

e Settlement: Demonstration of both successful linear village growth (Broad Hinton) and
medieval settlement decline (Winterbourne Bassett).

e Manorial: Centre of estate management and leisure (deer park).
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

The parish is an integral part of the North Wessex Downs. Its Bronze Age barrows are part of the
same tradition as those on Salisbury Plain. Its connection to Avebury is fundamental, likely providing



pasture and resources for the monument builders. The Ridgeway physically and historically connects
it to the entire chalk spine of southern England. Its story is one of a working agricultural landscape
supporting the ceremonial and political centres around it.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The network of drove roads (e.g., Bassett Down Road) are vital
interconnections, linking the communal downland pastures to the individual farmsteads in
the villages.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of round barrows in prominent, visible locations on the
skyline created a ritual landscape intended to be seen from afar and to connect the living
community with their ancestral dead. alignments between barrows and other features are
likely.

Folklore & Continuity

Local folklore is often tied to the barrows, traditionally called "fairy hills" or associated with ghosts
and hidden treasure. The story of the lost village of Winterbourne Bassett likely persisted in oral
tradition long before archaeologists mapped its earthworks. The annual scourging of the White
Horse at Hackpen Hill (just outside the parish) is a tradition that connects the community to
maintaining ancient landmarks.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Small, highly mobile bands of hunters camped on the open downland, pursuing game and utilising
the rich flint resources.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The landscape began to be cleared and managed. Communities based in the Ave Valley likely used
these uplands for seasonal grazing.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
The area saw permanent settlement. Communities built their homes on the lower slopes and buried
their chieftains in round barrows on the high downland, creating a permanent mark of ownership.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The land was farmed as part of the territory controlled by the hillforts at Barbury and Liddington. It
was a working landscape.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Farming continued to supply the Roman road and local markets. The road brought increased
connectivity.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The two distinct settlements of Broad Hinton and Winterbourne Bassett were founded, their names
and locations reflecting their geography and function.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)

Recorded in the Domesday Book. Broad Hinton grew prosperous on the wool trade, its long main
street taking shape. Winterbourne Bassett was also a significant manor. The deer park was
established at Broad Hinton.



Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e St. Peter's Church, Winterbourne Bassett: A small, rustic Norman and Early English church.

¢ All Saints Church, Broad Hinton: A large, mostly 15th-century church with a splendid tower,
reflecting village prosperity.

e Broad Hinton Manor House: 17th-century.

e The Earthworks of Winterbourne Bassett shrunken village: A Scheduled Ancient
Monument.

e The Round Barrows on Bassett and Hinton Downs: Scheduled Monuments.
e The Roman Road (Icknield Street): A clear linear earthwork on the downs.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology is essential for understanding this parish. Aerial photography reveals the complex
cropmarks of the Roman road, prehistoric field systems, and the shrunken village at Winterbourne
Bassett. Fieldwalking finds of flint and pottery chart the changing intensity of

settlement. Lidar survey helps map the subtle earthworks of the deer park pale and medieval
holloways. This evidence allows us to understand the processes of growth and decline that are not
fully recorded in documents.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Flint mining and tool production, animal husbandry.

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, iron working (smelting likely at hillforts nearby).

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, quarrying for stone and chalk.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Wool was the cornerstone of the economy, especially in Broad Hinton. milling,
blacksmithing.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Agriculture (sheep and corn) remained absolute dominant. Some quarrying. The decline of
wool led to a more generalised agricultural economy. The 20th century saw the arrival of commuting,
but the parish remains overwhelmingly rural and agricultural in character.

Full list of Listed Buildings



The parish has over 50 listed buildings, including:
e Grade I: All Saints Church, Broad Hinton.
e Grade II*: The Manor House, Broad Hinton; The Old Manor House, Winterbourne Bassett.

e Grade ll: Numerous 17th and 18th-century cottages, farmhouses, and barns along The Street
in Broad Hinton; St. Peter's Church, Winterbourne Bassett; the former Priest's House in
Winterbourne Bassett; and several milestone markers.

Wartime History through the ages

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The area was peripheral to the major hillforts. In times of conflict, the population may have retreated
to Barbury or Liddington Castles. The downs may have been raided for livestock.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The Roman road ensured the movement of troops and supplies. Farms may have been requisitioned
to supply the army.

Saxon and Danish Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The Ridgeway would have been a route for Danish incursions from the Thames Valley into Wessex.
Alfred's forces would have mustered on the downs to counter them.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Men from the manors would have been levied for the King's wars. The area was likely traversed by
forces during the Civil War between Stephen and Matilda.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & Il: Many men from the parish served. The high, open downland was used extensively
for military training in both wars. In WWII, the skies above were traversed by aircraft heading to and
from Bristol and the West Country, and crashed aircraft are recorded in the parish. The area was also
used for ammunition storage and temporary camps.



