A Brief History of Chilton Foliat, Wiltshire
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Chilton Foliat occupies a distinctive and strategic riverside position in the very east of Wiltshire, its
history shaped not by downland and chalk, but by the River Kennet and the ancient boundary
between county and country. This is a landscape of water meadows, watercress beds, and lush
water-meadows, its narrative one of controlled water, prosperous milling, and strategic importance
as a Thames Valley crossing point. From prehistoric ford to medieval manor and thriving Victorian
trade, Chilton Foliat's story is one of connectivity and economic specialization, its fortunes forever
tied to the flow of the river and the traffic on the road.

Terrain

Chilton Foliat lies on the floodplain of the River Kennet, just before it converges with the River
Thames. The terrain is predominantly low-lying, flat, and composed of alluvial gravels and clays
deposited by the river. This creates exceptionally fertile but potentially waterlogged land. The village
itself is built on a slightly raised gravel terrace, a prudent choice avoiding the worst of the floods
while maintaining immediate access to the water. To the north, the land rises gently towards the
Berkshire Downs. This riverside location is the absolute determinant of its history, providing water
power, food, and a communications route.

What stands out

The most defining feature is the River Kennet itself, a powerful presence winding through the village.
The historic bridge crossing the river is a key landmark, facilitating the important east-west route.
The elegant Church of St. Mary and the adjacent Manor House form a picturesque core, speaking to
the village's manorial prosperity. The extensive, historically managed water meadows (now largely
reverted) are a significant, though subtle, landscape feature. The presence of the Kennet & Avon



Canal running parallel to the river adds a later industrial layer. The village has a distinctly linear form,
strung out along the road between the bridge and the church.

Ancient Trackways
Chilton's trackways are defined by the need to cross the river and connect to major routes.

¢ The Ford and Bridge: The original crossing was a shallow ford, which later evolved into a
medieval bridge. This crossing point on the Kennet was crucial for any east-west movement,
making it a node of strategic importance.

¢ The Reading-Hungerford Road: The road through the village (now the A338) is an ancient
route connecting these two important towns, and ultimately Oxford with the West Country.
It was a major coaching road in the 18th century.

¢ Drovers' Roads: Routes from the north down to the river were used for watering livestock
being moved to market.

¢ The Tow Path: The path alongside the Kennet & Avon Canal became a new type of
communications route in the early 19th century.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Evidence would be limited to the gravel terraces, where hunter-gatherers might
have camped for access to fish and fowl.

e Neolithic/Bronze Age: The area was on the periphery of the major downland monuments.
The focus was likely the river itself as a resource and a boundary. No major monuments exist
within the parish.

e Other Historic Sites: The most significant sites are the Medieval Bridge (rebuilt but on its
ancient site), the Manor House complex (moated site), the Church, and the earthwork
remains of the water meadow management systems (carriageways, hatches, and drains).

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Finds from early periods are scarce but would consist of flint tools such as scrapers and arrowheads,
lost during hunting and fishing expeditions. The most significant archaeological finds are medieval:
pottery, coins, and artefacts related to the manorial site and the village. Evidence of the milling
industry would also be common. The river itself may have preserved organic artefacts like wooden
structures or leather.

Key Ancient Landmarks
1. The River Kennet: The defining natural landmark and historical economic engine.
2. The Bridge: The key man-made landmark, representing the vital crossing point.

3. St. Mary's Church: Largely 13th-century, with a splendidly ornate 15th-century timber roof,
reflecting the village's medieval wealth.

4. Chilton Foliat Manor House: A 17th-century house on the site of the medieval moated
manor, representing the seat of manorial power.

5. The Kennet & Avon Canal: An 18th/19th-century industrial landmark that complemented
the river's transport role.



6. The Water Meadow Systems: A largely hidden landscape landmark of advanced agricultural
engineering.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The river valley was a resource-rich environment. Small groups fished, hunted, and perhaps began
initial clearance of the riverside woodland, but the area was likely wet and marshy.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The gravel terraces provided drier ground for settlement and agriculture. The river was a source of
food and a natural boundary. The ford may have already been in use as a crossing point.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The area was a borderland, possibly between the Atrebates and Belgic tribes. The river formed a
natural territorial boundary. Settlement was likely focused on the terrace.

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

The Romans would have utilised the ford and the route through the village. The Saxon period saw
the establishment of the village. "Chilton" means "farmstead of the young noblemen" or "ceola's
farm", and "Foliat" was added later from the manorial owners.

17th Century CE

Chilton was a prosperous village due to its milling, fishing, and position on the coaching road. The
current manor house was built, and the church was likely well-maintained. The water meadows were
probably being developed.

Layered Historical Landscape

The landscape layering in Chilton Foliat is fluvial. The river is the constant.

The ford/bridge represents the enduring need to cross it. The medieval manor and church represent
the feudal control of this valuable asset. The water meadows represent the intensification of
agriculture. The canal represents the industrial age's attempt to improve on nature's highway. Finally,
the modern A-road represents the latest phase of communication, all following the same
fundamental corridor.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Resource zone (fishing, hunting), routeway, boundary.
¢ Romano-British: Communications corridor, agricultural land.
e Saxon-Medieval: Manorial centre, milling, fishing, communications node.

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Intensive agriculture (water meadows), transport hub (coaching
inns, canal), fishing. Today, it is a commuter village with a strong historical character.

Strategic Role



Chilton's strategic role was entirely based on communications and crossing points. Controlling the
bridge over the Kennet meant controlling a key east-west route in the Thames Valley. This gave it
importance for trade, military movement, and communication between London and the West.

Tactical influence

In times of conflict, the bridge was a choke point that could be defended or destroyed to hinder an
army's progress. The flat river valley was not defensible itself, but the crossing was tactically vital.
Holding the bridge could allow an army to control movement across a wide front.

Positioning

The village was positioned at the optimal crossing point on the river within its locality, where the
gravel terrace provided a stable approach and foundation for a bridge. It was also positioned to
exploit the river's resources—water power for mills and fertile land for crops.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
The road through Chilton was a significant campaign pathway:
e It would have been used by Saxon and Danish armies moving along the Kennet valley.

e It was certainly used during the English Civil War by both Royalist and Parliamentarian forces
moving between London, Oxford, and the West Country. The control of the bridge would
have been a key objective for foraging parties and scouts.

¢ William of Orange's army likely used this route on their march to London in 1688.
Possible Use Cases

e Communications: The primary function: a crossing point and transport node.

e Economic: Milling, fishing, watercress growing, managing water meadows.

¢ Manorial: A centre of estate management.

e Agricultural: Focus on hay production from water meadows to feed horses and livestock.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Chilton Foliat represents the river valley economy of the North Wessex Downs. While the downs
were for sheep, the valleys were for mixed farming, transport, and industry. It connects the chalk
downland to the north with the Thames Valley to the east. Its story is one of connectivity, linking the
rural heart of Wiltshire to the major economic and political centres of the south-east.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The road and the river are the dual interconnections. The river
connected the village to Reading and the Thames; the road connected it to the hinterland.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of the church and manor house together on a prominent
site overlooking the river is a classic display of feudal and ecclesiastical authority in the
landscape.

Folklore & Continuity



Folklore would be tied to the river: tales of water spirits, ghosts of drowned millers, or hidden
treasure under the bridge. The history of the manorial Foliat family would also be a source of stories.
The village's identity is deeply connected to the river and the bridge.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
The gravel terraces provided temporary campsites for hunters and fishers exploiting the rich
resources of the Kennet valley.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The area was used by the monument-building communities of the downs but was not a core area for
settlement itself.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
More permanent settlement began on the drier terraces. The ford became established as a local
crossing point.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The river likely formed a tribal boundary. The area was settled and farmed.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road and ford were used by the Romans. Farms in the area supplied the local population.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The village was founded and named. A manor was established, controlling the valuable river
crossing.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in the Domesday Book. The manor was held by the Foliat family. The church was built. The
bridge was constructed, solidifying the village's importance. Water mills were established.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e St. Mary's Church: Grade | listed, with its remarkable wooden roof.
¢ Chilton Foliat Manor House: 17th-century, Grade Il listed.
e The Bridge: A key crossing point.
e The Kennet & Avon Canal.
e Earthworks of Water Meadow Systems.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology is key to understanding the village's development. Borehole surveys could reveal the
evolution of the river course. Excavations near the manor might find evidence of the moat. The study
of the water meadows is a form of landscape archaeology. Finds of medieval pottery help map the
village's extent. This evidence builds a picture of how the village managed and exploited its riverine
environment.

Industry

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Industry: Fishing, hunting, flint knapping.



Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Fishing, hunting, early agriculture.

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

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, possibly small-scale milling.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Milling, fishing, agriculture.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Milling was the primary industry. Fishing for trout and salmon was important. Agriculture,
including managed water meadows for hay production.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: The coaching trade boomed in the 18th century (inns, blacksmiths). The canal brought new
trade. Watercress beds became a notable industry in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Today, the
main industry is commuting to Newbury, Reading, and London.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Chilton Foliat has a number of listed buildings reflecting its historic prosperity:
e Grade I: Church of St. Mary.

e Grade ll: Chilton Foliat Manor; The Old House; Manor Farmhouse; Bridge Cottage; several
other cottages and farmhouses; and the milestone.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road would have been patrolled. The ford was a strategic point to control.

Saxon and Danish Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The Kennet valley was a route for Viking incursions. The village may have been raided.

English Civil War (1642-1651)

This was Chilton's most significant wartime period. The bridge was a strategic objective. The village
almost certainly saw troop movements, foraging parties, and possibly a skirmish to control the
crossing between Royalist (based in Oxford) and Parliamentarian forces.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & Il: Men from the village served. The area's role was logistical. The railway and canal
were important for moving troops and supplies. The flat land may have been considered for airfield
construction but was probably too prone to flooding. The village would have housed evacuees.



