A Brief History of Combe

Combe is a small, secluded parish nestled in the far eastern reaches of the former county of
Wiltshire, on the border with Berkshire and Hampshire. Its history is one of marginality, woodland
survival, and quiet transition. Unlike the chalk downland parishes to the west, Combe lies within a
landscape of clay, heath, and ancient woodland. Its story is not of grand monuments or ecclesiastical
power, but of a hamlet that evolved from a woodland settlement into an agricultural community;, its
fortunes shaped by its position on a major geological boundary and its reputation as a place apart—a
reputed haunt for smugglers and a community that maintained a distinct identity on the periphery of
several worlds.

Terrain

Combe lies within a distinct geological and topographic zone. It is situated on the clay-with-flints and
Reading Beds that cap the chalk, resulting in heavy, poorly drained soils, in stark contrast to the open
chalk downs to the west. The parish is centred on a dry valley or "combe" that bites into the
escarpment below Walbury Hill and Combe Gibbet. This topography provides shelter but also
isolation. The land is characterised by pockets of ancient woodland, damp pastures, and hedgerows,
giving it a more enclosed, wooded feel than the typical Wiltshire downland parish. Springs emerge
where the clay meets the chalk, providing a vital water source.

What stands out

What stands out immediately is the parish's seclusion and its dramatic, wooded setting. It feels
removed from the wider world. The hamlet is tiny, consisting of a church, a manor, a farm, and a
handful of cottages clustered together in a way that suggests a medieval woodland clearance
settlement. The Church of St. Swithun is small, simple, and rustic, largely rebuilt in the 19th century
but on an ancient site. The presence of ancient woodlands and thick hedgerows creates a sense of
antiquity and continuity with the pre-medieval landscape. The most striking feature is the view



upwards to the crest of the downs, dominated by the stark silhouette of Combe Gibbet, a double
gibbet erected in the 17th century on the skyline, a grim but powerful landmark.

Ancient Trackways
Combe's trackways are local and functional, reflecting its marginal position.

¢ The Test Way: A modern long-distance path that follows an ancient route along the line of
the chalk escarpment, passing close to the parish. This would have been a historic route
along the dry ground.

e The Andover-Newbury Trackway: A route along the spring line at the foot of the chalk
escarpment, connecting major settlements. Combe would have been linked to this by local
lanes.

e Drovers' Roads to the Downs: Tracks leading up from the hamlet onto the high downland
pastures of Inkpen and Walbury Hill. These were essential for accessing summer grazing.

e Smugglers' Paths: The area's reputation for smuggling suggests a network of hidden paths
through the woods and along the valleys, used to move contraband from the Hampshire
coast inland.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

Evidence for very early activity is likely to be found in the woodland, which can preserve ancient
landscapes.

e Prehistoric: The heavy soils were less attractive to early farmers than the chalk. However,
the ancient woodlands may preserve evidence of prehistoric boundaries or hunting sites.
The high downland above the parish has Bronze Age barrows.

¢ lIron Age: The massive hillfort of Walbury Camp, on the summit above the parish, is the
dominant prehistoric site. Combe lay directly in its shadow, likely within the territory it
controlled.

o Medieval: The hamlet itself is the historic site, a classic example of a small settlement
resulting from the assarting (clearing) of woodland during the medieval population
expansion.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds
Finds would be limited and related to woodland economy and settlement.
e Prehistoric: Flint tools, particularly those associated with woodland hunting, might be found.

¢ Romano-British: The area was likely bypassed by major Roman settlement in favour of the
lighter soils. Finds would be sparse.

¢ Maedieval and Post-Medieval: Pottery shards and evidence of ironworking (for tool
production) would be typical finds from the settlement site.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Walbury Hill Fort: The largest hillfort in England, an Iron Age stronghold looming over the
parish.



2. Combe Gibbet: A 17th-century gibbet on Gallows Down, replacing an earlier one, erected for
a famous double murder. It is a stark landmark of folk justice.

3. St. Swithun's Church: The small, rural church at the heart of the hamlet.

4. The Ancient Woodlands: Particularly those around Combe, representing surviving fragments
of the original wildwood.

5. Combe Manor: The historic centre of the manorial estate.
Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The area was likely densely wooded. It may have been used as hunting ground by communities based
on the more open chalklands to the west. The heavy soils were avoided for settlement and farming.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The community buried their dead in round barrows on the high chalk downland above the parish
(e.g., on Gallows Down). The claylands remained largely woodland.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The construction of Walbury Hill Fort made this a centre of power. The people living in the Combe
area would have been subject to this hillfort community, using the woods for resources and the
valleys for shelter.

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

The Romans largely ignored this heavy soil area. The Saxon period saw the first clearance. The name
"Combe" is from the Old English cumb, meaning a short, straight valley, indicating the foundation of
a settlement in a cleared area of the woodland.

Medieval Era (1066--1500 CE)

The settlement was established as a hamlet within the manor of Inkpen. It was never large or
wealthy. The church was built, and the community lived by mixed farming, exploiting the contrast
between the woodland pastures and the downland sheep walks.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layers are distinct: the ancient woodland as the primary layer; the Iron Age hillfort on the
skyline; the Saxon woodland clearance and creation of the hamlet; the medieval field systems; and
the post-medieval folklore of smuggling and the grim presence of the gibbet. It is a landscape of
survival and slow change.

Landscape Function
The primary functions have been:
¢ Woodland Economy: Hunting, pig pannage, timber, and later, smuggling.

e Pastoral Agriculture: Especially using the woodland pastures for cattle and the downland for
sheep.

e Borderland: A peripheral settlement on the boundaries of counties and territories.



Strategic Role

It had no strategic role itself, but it lay in the territory of the strategically crucial Walbury Hill Fort. In
later centuries, its seclusion made it strategically useful for illicit activities like smuggling.

Tactical influence

The wooded, enclosed nature of the landscape offered concealment rather than a defensive position.
It was terrain for evasion and guerrilla tactics, not formal battle.

Positioning

It was positioned for shelter within the coombe and for access to a variety of resources: woodland,
water from the springs, and upland pasture on the downs above.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The area is unlikely to have seen major army movements. Its value was in its remoteness. However,
the ridgeway along the top of the downs (now the Test Way) would have been a route for forces
moving between Hampshire and Berkshire.

Possible Use Cases
¢ Woodland Settlement: A community based on clearing and managing woodland.
e Pastoral Farming.

¢ Smuggling Base: Its remoteness and wooded cover made it ideal for storing and moving
contraband.

e Refuge: A secluded place away from major centres of power.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Combe represents the wooded, clayland fringe of the North Wessex Downs. Its timeline shows the
gradual encroachment of agriculture on the ancient woodland. Its connections were to the hillfort
above and to the local manorial centre at Inkpen, rather than to the great chalkland centres like
Avebury.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The local paths connected the hamlet to its fields, its pastures on the
downs, and to Inkpen for the manor court and church.

e Sacred Geometry: The landscape does not show large-scale geometry. The relationship is
between the settlement in the valley and the fortress on the hill, a hierarchy of power.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is rich and dark. The story of Combe Gibbet and the lovers' murder is the most famous tale.
The area's association with smuggling adds tales of hidden treasure and nocturnal activities. The
continuity is one of a small, close-knit community living in a landscape with a powerful, slightly
sinister atmosphere.



Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers would have hunted in the wooded landscape, particularly along the valley bottoms.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The first farmers cleared the lighter soils. The heavy clay around Combe remained largely uncleared
forest.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
The downland above the parish was used for burial (barrows) and pasture. The woods below were a
resource for hunting and materials.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The area was dominated by Walbury Hill Fort. The Combe valley may have been used for settlement
or resources by the fort's community.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The area was largely bypassed. It remained a wooded backwater.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The valley was cleared and the settlement of "Combe" was established.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded as a hamlet within the manor of Inkpen. It was a small, relatively poor agricultural
community.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e St. Swithun's Church.
e Combe Manor.
e  Walbury Hill Fort. (across the border in Berkshire)
e Combe Gibbet. (across the border in Hampshire)
e The Ancient Woodlands.

Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in Combe is crucial for understanding its early development, as documents are scarce. A
survey of the woodland might reveal ancient boundaries. The history of the settlement shape can
reveal patterns of medieval clearance. Its story is pieced together from landscape evidence and the
context provided by the major site of Walbury Hill above it.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Hunting, woodland resource gathering.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: Pastoralism on the downs, woodland management.



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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Limited woodland economy.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Woodland clearance, agriculture.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Mixed farming, timber production.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Agriculture remained key. The reputed smuggling trade in the 18th/19th centuries would
have been a significant, if hidden, source of income. In the modern era, it is a quiet residential
hamlet.

Full list of Listed Buildings
The hamlet has a very small number of listed buildings.

e Grade ll: Church of St. Swithun, Combe Manor, and one or two associated cottages.
Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
No significant impact.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The area was part of the Saxon kingdom of Wessex. Its remoteness may have offered some
protection.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
A remote hamlet, largely untouched by conflict.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & II: Men from the hamlet would have served. The area's remoteness meant it saw no
direct military activity, though the downs were used for training. Its main role was agricultural
production.



