A Brief History of Burbage, Wiltshire

Burbage stands as a strategic sentinel on the eastern fringes of the Savernake Forest, straddling the
ancient border between the chalk downland and the woodland clay vale. Its history is one of
movement, marginality, and military significance, shaped by its position on a major thoroughfare and
its proximity to one of England's most ancient forests. From prehistoric trackways to Roman roads,
and from Saxon manors to WWII airfields, Burbage has consistently functioned as a crucial node of
communication and a gateway between distinct landscapes, its story etched into the very routes that
converge upon it.

Terrain

Burbage occupies a unique and strategic topographic position. The village lies on a gentle greensand
terrace that forms a natural causeway between the heavy, wooded clays of the Savernake Vale to the
west and the steep, open scarp of the Hampshire/Wiltshire chalk downs to the east. This sandy band
provides a well-drained, firm route through otherwise difficult terrain. The course of the River Dun, a
tributary of the Kennet, runs to the south, while the land rises sharply to the east towards

the Marlborough Downs. This combination of a reliable routeway, water source, and access to two
different ecological zones (forest and downland) has been the fundamental determinant of Burbage's
existence and importance.

What stands out

The most dominant feature of Burbage is the A338 road, which slices through the village. This is no
modern innovation but the latest incarnation of the Roman road from Winchester to Cirencester, a
major arterial route for two millennia. This gives the village a linear, strung-out character. The second
striking feature is the visual presence of Savernake Forest to the west, its ancient woodland a dark



contrast to the open fields. The Burbage Wharf on the now-defunct Kennet and Avon Canal is
another significant, though later, landmark. The village is also notable for its large size and its two
ecclesiastical parishes (St. John the Baptist and St. Katherine), hinting at a complex manorial history.

Ancient Trackways
Burbage is fundamentally a creation of ancient routes.

¢ The Roman Road (Winchester to Cirencester / Iter Xlll): This is the paramount trackway. It
established Burbage as a staging post and a place of movement. Its precise, straight
alignment is still clearly visible and followed by the modern A338.

e Forest Routes: Numerous ancient tracks and droves lead west into Savernake Forest, used
for centuries for timber extraction, hunting, and pannage (pig grazing).

¢ Downland Drove Roads: Routes lead east up onto the Marlborough Downs, connecting the
village to the sheep-rearing economies of the chalklands. These would have been used for
moving livestock to and from pasture and to market.

e The Harrow Way: This ancient north-south trackway, another potential prehistoric route,
runs to the east of the village, adding to the network of paths converging in this area.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Flint scatters indicate early hunter-gatherer activity on the well-drained
greensand terrace.

e Neolithic: The area was on the periphery of the great ceremonial complex of Avebury. While
no major monuments exist within the parish, the downs to the east are rich with activity.

e Bronze Age: Round barrows are found on the higher ground to the east, particularly
on Burbage Down, marking the burial sites of the local farming community.

e Other Historic Sites: The course of the Kennet and Avon Canal and the site of Burbage
Wharf are significant post-medieval industrial sites. Wolfhall, the historic manor house
associated with the Seymour family (and Jane Seymour, Queen of England), lies just to the
west.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Mesolithic finds include microliths and cores. Neolithic finds consist of worked flint, including leaf-
shaped arrowheads and polished axe fragments. Bronze Age finds would typically include pottery
beakers and grave goods from the barrows. The most notable finds are Roman: coins, pottery, and
artefacts are frequently discovered along the line of the Roman road, confirming its use and the
presence of a small settlement or posting station (mansio) in the area. Medieval and post-medieval
finds relate to the village's long history.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. The Roman Road (/ter Xill): The defining linear landmark of the parish, still dictating the
village's layout and regional connectivity.

2. Savernake Forest: An ancient royal hunting forest, a vast woodland landmark that has
shaped the economy and culture of the area for over a thousand years.



3. Burbage Down: The area of high chalk downland to the east, dotted with Bronze Age round
barrows and offering panoramic views.

4. The Kennet & Avon Canal: An 18th-century industrial landmark that brought a new phase of
economic activity to the village.

5. St. John the Baptist Church: Largely Norman and Early English, representing the ancient
ecclesiastical heart of the village.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The greensand terrace provided a dry route for movement between the forest and the downs.
Hunter-gatherers and early farmers traversed the area, but settlement was likely seasonal or
temporary.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Farming communities established themselves more permanently. They built round barrows on the
high downland of Burbage Down, marking their territory and burying their elite in visible locations.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The area was likely controlled by the Atrebates tribe. The forest provided resources, and the
routeway was important for trade and communication. No major hillforts are immediately adjacent,
suggesting Burbage was a controlled corridor between territories.

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

The Romans formalised the route, constructing their straight road. A small settlement and posting
station likely developed to service traffic. The Saxon period saw the establishment of the village. The
name "Burbage" is from the Old English burh-baec meaning "fortress ridge," possibly referring to a
nearby earthwork or the prominent down.

17th Century CE

Burbage was a large and prosperous village due to its location on the main road. It benefited from
traffic and trade. The forest was still a major economic resource for timber and charcoal. The
manorial centre of Wolfhall held significant influence.

Layered Historical Landscape

The Burbage landscape is a classic example of a communication corridor. The layers are linear:

the Bronze Age barrows on the down; the Roman road beneath the modern tarmac; the medieval
strip fields fossilised in the surrounding landscape; the 18th-century canal; and the 20th-century
airfield (CFS Upavon, slightly north). Each era has added a strand to the transportational tapestry of
the area without erasing the previous ones.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Routeway, hunting ground, pasture, ritual landscape (barrows).

¢ Romano-British: Major transport corridor, communications hub, small-scale settlement.



e Saxon-Medieval: Agricultural village, centre of manorial administration (Wolfhall), user of
forest resources.

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Transport and trade hub (coaching inns on the road, canal wharf).
Forestry and agriculture. In the 20th century, proximity to military training areas added a
new function.

Strategic Role

Burbage's strategic role was entirely defined by communications. It controlled a key section of the
primary Roman road linking two important provincial capitals (Venta Belgarum - Winchester

and Corinium - Cirencester). This made it vital for the movement of troops, officials, goods, and
information throughout the Roman period and beyond. Its position as a gateway to Savernake Forest
also gave it economic strategic importance.

Tactical influence

The dry, firm route provided by the greensand terrace was tactically vital for the rapid movement of
troops and supplies. An army could move quickly along this corridor, avoiding the wet clays and the
steep downs. Controlling this route was essential for controlling this part of Wessex.

Positioning

Burbage is perfectly positioned on a geological causeway. It occupies the only easily traversable
route for miles between the difficult clay vale of Savernake to the west and the steep escarpment of
the downs to the east. This pinch-point guaranteed its importance for any north-south movement.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The Roman road was a primary campaign pathway for:
e Roman armies during the conquest and subsequent pacification of Britain.
e Saxon armies defending Wessex from Danish incursions from the Thames Valley.
¢ Norman armies moving to suppress rebellion in the west.

e Civil War armies in the 17th century; the area was Parliamentarian, and the road would have
been used to move troops between London, Winchester, and the west.

Possible Use Cases
e Communications: The primary function for 2000 years.
e Military: Route for army movement and logistics.
e Economic: Trade and transport hub, forestry, agriculture.
e Settlement: Service centre for travellers (inns, blacksmiths).

e Borderland: A village on the edge of forest and downland, and on the historic border of
Hampshire and Wiltshire.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Burbage connects the North Wessex Downs to the Forest of Savernake. It is not a classic downland
village but a conduit between landscapes. Its story links the monument-building cultures of the chalk



to the resource-exploiting cultures of the forest. The Roman road physically and symbolically
connects it to the wider narrative of Roman Britain, while the canal connects it to the industrial age.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The Roman road is the ultimate interconnection, linking Burbage to a
national network. The forest droves and downland tracks represent local interconnections
for resource exploitation.

e Sacred Geometry: The alignment of the Roman road is a triumph of practical geometry over
topography. The placement of barrows on the high downland follows the sacred principle of
visibility and connection to the ancestors.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is deeply tied to Savernake Forest, with tales of ghosts, the legendary "King Oak," and the
spectral "Lady of the Forest." The history of Wolfhall and its connection to the Tudor court provides a
rich source of historical storytelling. The village's identity is inextricably linked to the road and the
forest.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers used the well-drained terrace as a camp site and routeway, exploiting the resources
of the forest and river.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The area was part of the wider ritual landscape, with communities moving along the route to access
the ceremonial centres on the downs.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Farming communities established themselves, building barrows on the high down to mark their
territory and bury their leaders.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The route was used for trade and communication between tribes. The area was likely a border zone.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road was built, transforming Burbage into a minor but strategic node in the Roman transport
network. A small settlement developed.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The village of Burbage was formally established. The name suggests a defensive site or a prominent
ridge. It became a significant estate.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in the Domesday Book. The manors of Burbage and Wolfhall grew in importance. The
church was built. The village economy was based on agriculture and forest rights.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e The Line of the Roman Road (A338): The paramount landmark.

e St. John the Baptist Church: Norman and medieval architecture.



e Burbage Wharf: On the Kennet & Avon Canal.

e Savernake Forest: Ancient woodland with earthworks and veteran trees.

¢ Wolfhall: Site of the historic manor house of the Seymour family.

¢ Round Barrows on Burbage Down: Bronze Age burial mounds.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology provides the evidence for the Roman road's use and the extent of associated settlement
through finds of pottery and coins. Aerial survey might reveal traces of a Roman mansio or villa
nearby. Landscape survey shows the development of the medieval field systems. The archaeology of
the canal wharf illuminates the industrial phase. This physical evidence is essential for proving the
theory of Burbage as a long-term communications hub.

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 tool production, hunting.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: Agriculture, animal husbandry.

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Services for road traffic (blacksmithing, inn-keeping). Agriculture to supply travellers.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, wool, and forestry (timber, charcoal, pannage) were the mainstays. The road
brought trade.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: The canal wharf added transport and trade (e.g., coal, timber) in the 18th/19th

centuries. Coaching inns on the road thrived. Brickmaking and brewing were likely local industries. In
the 20th century, commuting to Marlborough, Andover, and Newbury became significant, as did
connections to the military establishments at Tidworth and Upavon.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Burbage has a significant number of listed buildings reflecting its prosperity and age, including:
e Grade II*: Church of St. John the Baptist.

e Grade Il: Multiple buildings along the High Street (The Crown Inn, Old Manor Farmhouse,
numerous cottages); buildings at Burbage Wharf; the Manor House; and the milestone on
the A338.



Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road was a key military supply route. Soldiers would have marched through regularly. A small
garrison may have been stationed to patrol the road.

Saxon and Danish Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The road would have been a route for Danish armies invading Wessex and for Saxon forces moving to
intercept them. The area may have seen raids.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The forest was a place for hunting and also for outlaws. Men from the manor would have been levied
for the King's wars.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & Il: Burbage's location was highly significant. The area was surrounded by military
activity: Savernake Forest was used for ammunition storage and training; CFS Upavon (the first RAF
military airfield) was nearby; the Tidworth Garrison was close. The road would have seen constant
military traffic. The village likely housed soldiers and war workers. The skies were active with training
aircraft.



