A Brief History of Grafton, Wiltshire

Grafton is a parish whose history is one of aristocratic influence, emparkment, and the deliberate
reshaping of a landscape for aesthetic pleasure. Its narrative is not of ancient monuments or organic
village growth, but of the imposition of a grand 18th-century vision upon the land, transforming a
working medieval estate into a picturesque paradise. The story of Grafton is intrinsically linked to the
wealthy Eyre family, who created a fashionable Palladian mansion and a vast landscaped park,
subsuming the old village and creating a new, planned model settlement, leaving a legacy of
breathtaking beauty that belies a history of displacement and designed perfection.

Terrain

Grafton lies on the northeastern rim of the Vale of Pewsey, a transitional zone where the chalk
downland of the Marlborough Downs dips sharply into the heavy clay vale. The parish encompasses
both environments: the high, open chalk with its thin soils and expansive views, and the lower,
wetter clays of the valley floor. The core of the parish is the Grafton Park, a meticulously landscaped
area designed by Capability Brown or one of his followers, which artfully blends the natural
topography with artificial lakes, plantations, and sweeping lawns. This manipulated terrain is the
definitive feature, showcasing the 18th-century ideal of "improved" nature.

What stands out

The most dominant and striking feature is the vast and stunningly beautiful landscaped

park surrounding Grafton House (now Grafton School). The park, with its serpentine lake, mature
trees, and artfully placed clumps, is a masterpiece of 18th-century design. The mansion itself is a
grand Palladian structure, a symbol of immense wealth and taste. In stark contrast, the old village of
Grafton is largely gone, "lost" within the park grounds, with only the isolated Church of St. Mary and
a single farmhouse remaining as poignant relics. The current Grafton village is a small, neat, and
planned 19th-century settlement built outside the park gates to house estate workers, completing
the picture of a wholly managed estate landscape.

Ancient Trackways
The historical trackways of Grafton were largely erased or rerouted by the landscape architects.

e Pre-Park Routes: Old maps show a network of lanes connecting the original village to its
fields and to the neighbouring parishes of Wilton and Burbage. These were likely functional
agricultural tracks.

e Park Drives: The most significant routes within the parish now are the ornamental
drives carved through the park for the pleasure of the estate owners and their guests. These
were designed to provide a sequence of curated views of the house and landscape.

e Rerouted Lanes: The public road that now skirts the park boundary is likely an 18th-century
rationalisation, moving through-traffic away from the private paradise within.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

e Mesolithic: Flint scatters on the high chalk downland beyond the park indicate early hunter-
gatherer activity.

e Neolithic/Bronze Age: The area is on the periphery of major monuments. The downland
may have round barrows, but any within the park would have been smoothed over or
incorporated as romantic features.



e Other Historic Sites: The site of the original medieval village of Grafton, now under the
parkland, is the most significant archaeological site. The medieval fishponds that were likely
adapted into the ornamental lake are another key feature. The Church of St. Mary, standing
alone in the park, is a site of major historical importance.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Mesolithic finds would be limited to the downland fringes. Medieval finds are the most telling:
pottery sherds, building debris, and other domestic refuse would be found across the parkland,
marking the extent of the "lost" village that was demolished to create the fashionable landscape.
These finds are a silent testament to the displaced community.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Grafton Park: The entire landscaped park is the paramount landmark, a man-made
masterpiece.

2. Grafton House (Grafton School): The grand Palladian mansion at the heart of the designed
landscape.

3. St. Mary's Church: The isolated medieval church, a poignant landmark of the lost village.
4. The Ornamental Lake: A central feature of the park, created from older fishponds.

5. The 19th-century Model Village: A planned settlement, representing the ongoing control of
the estate.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The downland was used for grazing by communities connected to the Avebury complex. The clay vale
was likely wooded and less inhabited.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Pastoral communities used the downland. Burial mounds may have been built on the high points.
Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The area was farmed by communities likely linked to local hillforts.
Roman & Saxon Era (1st--9th Century CE)

The area was farmed. The Saxon period saw the foundation of the original village. "Grafton" means
"farmstead where grafts or young trees are grown".

17th & 18th Centuries CE

The pivotal era. The Eyre family, having made a fortune in law and government, rebuilt the manor
house into a grand mansion and, from the mid-18th century, embarked on the monumental project
of landscaping the park, demolishing the old village to achieve their aesthetic goals.

Layered Historical Landscape

The landscape layering in Grafton is a dramatic story of erasure and creation. The medieval village
and its fields are the hidden, buried layer. The 18th-century landscaped park is the dominant,



overlying layer that deliberately obliterated the previous one to create an idealized vision of nature.
The 19th-century model village is a later addition on the periphery. It is a powerful example of how
landscape reflects power and fashion.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Pasture.
¢ Romano-British: Agricultural hinterland.
e Saxon-Medieval: Agricultural village and manorial centre.

¢ Post-Medieval to Modern: Aesthetic and recreational. The primary function became the
pleasure of the estate owners. The land produced beauty and leisure, not just crops. The
home farm continued to supply the house.

Strategic Role

Grafton's role was aesthetic and social. It was a strategic statement of wealth, power, and taste. The
park was designed to impress visitors and demonstrate the owner's sophistication and control over
nature and people.

Tactical influence

The park offered no tactical advantages. Its value was in its seclusion and beauty. It was a private
world, designed to be separate from and untouched by the outside world of conflict and industry.

Positioning

The village was originally positioned for agricultural practicality. The mansion and park were
positioned and designed for aesthetic effect: to command the best views, to create a perfect
composition of water, trees, and lawn, and to be seen from a distance as a symbol of authority.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The area was not on a major campaign route. The creation of the park would have deliberately
avoided such a thing. Its main experience of conflict was social—the clearance of the village and the
imposition of the landlord's will upon the tenants and the landscape.

Possible Use Cases
e Aristocratic Seat: Primary function from the 18th century onwards.
e Aesthetic Display: The park as a living work of art.
e Agricultural: The ongoing function of the estate's home farm.
e Settlement: A planned model village for workers.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Grafton represents the 18th-century "improved" estate within the North Wessex Downs. It connects
to the wider world of Georgian fashion and wealth rather than to local agricultural networks. Its story
is part of the history of landscape design, showcasing ideas that were being applied across Britain by

the elite. It is a world away from the ancient downland landscapes that surround it.

Cultural



Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The ornamental drives are the key interconnections within the park,
designed for leisure and viewing.

e Sacred Geometry: The layout of the park follows the principles of
the Picturesque and Sublime—an artistic geometry designed to evoke emotion and
pleasure, a stark contrast to the practical sacred geometry of prehistoric sites.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore here would be tinged with melancholy and mystery: tales of the lost village, ghostly echoes
of church bells under the lake, or sightings of former inhabitants wandering the park. The story of
the cleared village is a powerful folk memory that persists.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunters used the downland areas of the parish.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The downland was used for grazing by the builders of Avebury.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Pastoral communities continued to use the downs.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The area was farmed.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Farming continued.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The original village of Grafton was established.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in the Domesday Book. A manor house and church were established. The village was a
typical medieval farming community.

18th Century CE
The medieval landscape was systematically erased and replaced by the fashionable landscaped park.
The village was demolished, and the church was left isolated.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e Grafton Park: A Registered Park and Garden of historic importance.
e Grafton House: A Grade II* listed building.
e  Church of St. Mary: A Grade Il listed building, isolated in the park.
¢ The Site of the Lost Village: A scheduled ancient monument (likely).
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology is vital for uncovering the pre-park history. Aerial photography and geophysical
survey can reveal the buried footings of the old village houses, streets, and field systems under the



parkland lawns. Historical maps are crucial for understanding the scale of change. This evidence
reveals the hidden history that the landscape designers tried to erase.

Industry

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

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: Agriculture.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Agriculture within the manorial system.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: The primary "industry" from the 18th century was estate management and leisure. The
home farm operated to support the household. In the 20th century, the mansion became a school.
Today, the parish is a mix of the school, estate management, agriculture, and commuting.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Grafton has a number of high-status listed buildings due to its aristocratic past:

e Grade II*: Grafton House.

e Grade ll: Church of St. Mary; Grafton Lodge; and several other estate houses and cottages.
Wartime History through the ages

English Civil War (1642-1651)
The earlier manor house may have been occupied by one of the armies foraging in the Vale of
Pewsey.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War II: The large house and secluded park may have been used to evacuate children from
cities or to house a government department. The parkland could have been used for agriculture or
military storage.



