A Brief History of Froxfield, Wiltshire

Froxfield presents a history shaped by movement and transition, its character forged on the ancient
boundary between chalk downland and clay vale. Its narrative is one of a linear, roadside settlement
that evolved to serve and profit from the flow of people and goods along a major national
thoroughfare. From a simple Anglo-Saxon farmstead to a bustling coaching stop and finally a quiet
residential village, Froxfield's story is intrinsically linked to the history of travel in England, its
fortunes rising and falling with the mode of transport passing its door.

Terrain

Froxfield occupies a distinct and strategic geological boundary at the foot of the chalk escarpment of
the Hampshire/Wiltshire downs. The village is situated on a greensand and clay terrace, which
provides a firm, well-drained foundation for building. To the immediate south, the land rises steeply
onto the open chalk downland. To the north, it slopes away into the heavy clays of the Vale of
Pewsey. This position on a spring line—where the permeable chalk meets impervious clay—provided
a reliable water source. Crucially, this terrace also offered the most stable and dry route for a road,
determining the village's linear form.

What stands out

The most defining feature is the A4 London-to-Bath road (formerly the Great West Road), which
forms the village's stark, linear backbone. This is no modern feature but the latest incarnation of a
route used for millennia. The village is strung out along this road, its form a classic ribbon
development. The presence of several large, former coaching inns (e.g., The Pelican) is a striking
reminder of its heyday in the 18th century. The contrast between the busy road and the quiet,
picturesque lanes that run parallel to it just south is another key feature, showing the village's two
faces: the public thoroughfare and the private community.

Ancient Trackways
Froxfield's existence is predicated on one primary route.

e The Great West Road (A4): This is the paramount trackway. It began as a prehistoric
ridgeway along the dry chalk, was formalised by the Romans, and became the main coaching
road from London to the West Country in the post-medieval period. It is the reason for
Froxfield's existence.

e Drovers' Roads: Routes lead south from the A4 up onto the high downland, used for
accessing pasture and for moving livestock to market without using the turnpike.

e Local Lanes: The network of quieter lanes connects Froxfield to the neighbouring villages of
Wilton and Little Bedwyn, but these are secondary to the dominant influence of the A4.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

e Mesolithic: Flint scatters on the high downland to the south indicate early hunter-gatherer
activity.

¢ Neolithic/Bronze Age: The area was on the periphery of major monuments. The downland
to the south likely has round barrows, but the valley floor was primarily a routeway.

e Iron Age: The hillfort of Chisbury lies just over the border to the east, and Froxfield would
have been within its territory and influence. The routeway was already established.



e Other Historic Sites: The course of the Roman road is a key historic site beneath the modern
tarmac. The sites of the coaching inns and former smithies are significant post-medieval
industrial sites.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Mesolithic finds include microliths and cores from the downs. Neolithic finds would be limited to
stray flint tools. The most significant finds are Roman: coins, pottery, and artefacts are discovered
along the line of the road, confirming its use and the likelihood of a small settlement or posting
station. Post-medieval finds relate to the coaching trade—horse furniture, pottery, and coins.

Key Ancient Landmarks
1. The A4 Great West Road: The defining linear landmark and the raison d'étre of the village.

2. The Former Coaching Inns: Large buildings like The Pelican, landmarks of 18th-century travel
and commerce.

3. St. Peter's Church: Largely Victorian but on a medieval site, representing the enduring
ecclesiastical presence.

4. The Geological Boundary: The junction of chalk and clay, a natural landmark determining
settlement.

5. Chisbury Hillfort: A prominent Iron Age landmark visible to the east.
Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The first farmers used the downland for grazing. The route along the greensand terrace was likely
used as a dry-footed path through the landscape.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The route continued to be used. Communities built barrows on the higher ground, marking their
territory.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The route was a vital corridor for the community based at Chisbury hillfort. It would have been used
for trade, communication, and movement of livestock.

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

The Romans formalised the route, surfacing it as a proper road. A small settlement may have
developed to service traffic. The Saxon period saw the foundation of the village. "Froxfield" means
"open land of a man called Frocc".

17th & 18th Centuries CE

Froxfield's golden age. The road became the main coaching route to the West Country. The village
boomed with inns, smithies, and stables catering to the immense traffic. It was a noisy, bustling, and
prosperous place.

Layered Historical Landscape



The landscape layering in Froxfield is a narrative of communication. The prehistoric route is the
foundational layer. The Roman road is a formalisation of that layer. The medieval village developed
along this route. The 18th-century coaching inns represent the next major phase of development.
The modern A4 is the latest incarnation. Each era has added a strand to the transportational function
without erasing the previous ones. The village is a linear fossil of transport history.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Routeway, pasture.
¢ Romano-British: Communications corridor, potential small settlement.
e Saxon-Medieval: Agricultural village, communications node.

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Transport and trade hub (coaching inns). Modern era: commuter
village with a transport function.

Strategic Role

Froxfield's role was communications and logistics. Controlling a section of this road meant
controlling a key artery between London and the West. Its value was in its ability to service passing
traffic—providing rest, repairs, and fresh horses.

Tactical influence

The road was a vital conduit for moving armies and supplies. Controlling the village meant
controlling this conduit. The inns could be used to billet troops. In the English Civil War, it was a key
route for both sides.

Positioning

The village was positioned at the optimal routeway along the greensand terrace—the driest and
firmest line between the wet clay vale and the steep chalk downs. The spring line provided essential
water for people, horses, and industries.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
The road was a primary campaign pathway for:
e Roman armies during the conquest.
e Saxon and Danish armies during the conflicts of the 9th/10th centuries.

¢ English Civil War armies; the area was a key route between Royalist Oxford and the West
Country.

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.
e Settlement: Service centre for travellers.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections



Froxfield represents the transportation corridor of the North Wessex Downs. It connects the chalk
downland to the south with the Vale of Pewsey to the north. Its story is one of mobility, linking the
capital to the west. It is physically connected to the prehistoric landscape via the downs but its
identity is tied to the road.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections
¢ Ancient Trackways: The A4 is the ultimate interconnection.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of the church near the road is a practical and symbolic
display of authority to the passing traffic.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore would be tied to the road: tales of highwaymen, ghostly coaches, and unfortunate travellers.
The village's identity is deeply connected to the history of travel.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunters used the downland and the route along the terrace.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The route was used by the monument builders.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
The route continued in use.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The route was vital for the hillfort community.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road was built, formalising the route.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The village was founded and named.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in the Domesday Book. The village grew along the road.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
¢ The Line of the Roman Road (A4).
e The Former Coaching Inns.
e St. Peter's Church.
e Chisbury Hillfort.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology provides evidence for the road's use. Finds of Roman material confirm its antiquity. The
buildings themselves are archaeological monuments to the coaching era.

Industry



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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Animal husbandry.

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

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Services for road traffic.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Agriculture and services for road traffic.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)
Industry: The coaching trade was the primary industry in the 18th/19th centuries (inns, smithies).
Today, it is a mix of commuting and local business.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Froxfield has listed buildings reflecting its coaching past:

e Grade Il: Several former coaching inns (The Pelican); 18th-century cottages.
Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The road was a key military supply route.

English Civil War (1642-1651)
The village was on a key route and saw troop movements, foraging, and likely skirmishes.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)
World War | & II: The road would have been vital for moving military traffic. The area's role was
logistical.



