A Brief History of the Kennet Valley

The Kennet Valley Parish tells a story fundamentally dictated by water. The River Kennet, a major
tributary of the Thames, has been a conduit for life, trade, and conflict for over ten thousand years.
Unlike the upland story of Aldbourne, the parish's history is one of watery meadows, fertile gravel
terraces, and a strategic river crossing. From the campfires of Mesolithic hunters on its banks to the
Roman town of Cunetio and the Saxon market at Mildenhall, the valley has been a hub of activity, its
fortunes rising and falling with the river that defines it.

Terrain

The terrain is characterised by the flat, broad floodplain of the River Kennet, flanked by gentle gravel
terraces which provided stable, well-drained sites for early settlement. These terraces rise gradually
to the chalk downlands to the north (Savernake Forest) and south (Marlborough Downs). The
combination of alluvial soils in the floodplain (excellent for pasture) and the free-draining gravels
(ideal for building and early agriculture) created a highly attractive landscape for continuous human
habitation. The river itself was wider and shallower in the past, featuring braided channels and water
meadows.

What stands out

The most striking aspect of the Kennet Valley Parish is its linearity and its deep time-depth. The
presence of a significant Roman small town (Cunetio) underlying the later village of Mildenhall is
exceptional. The juxtaposition of prehistoric monuments on the surrounding downs with the historic
river-based settlement pattern is powerful. The man-made water meadows, with their intricate
system of carriers and hatches, are a defining but often overlooked landscape feature. The parish is
also a landscape of contrasts: the quiet hamlets of Axford and Stitchcombe against the historically
bustling Mildenhall, and the lush, low-lying valley floor set against the sweeping, ancient downs.

Ancient Trackways

The valley acted as a major corridor for east-west movement. While The Ridgeway provided a high-
level route along the downs to the south, the Kennet Valley route was the primary lowland
alternative, connecting the Thames Valley to the Avon Valley and beyond. This route was crucial for
transporting heavier goods and for travel in inclement weather. It was complemented by north-south
tracks linking the valley to the uplands, such as the track from Mildenhall up onto the Downs towards
Marlborough. In the Roman era, this corridor was formalised into a road.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Evidence is largely ephemeral, but the gravel terraces beside the river would
have been ideal seasonal camping sites for hunter-gatherers. Concentrations of flintwork
indicate repeated use.

e Neolithic: The valley is overshadowed by the mega-monuments on the Marlborough Downs
(Avebury, Silbury Hill), but it formed part of their sacred landscape. The area likely contained
timber structures and enclosures related to the rituals centred on the springs and river.

e Other Historic Sites: The most significant site is the Roman town of Cunetio at Mildenhall.
Originally a frontier post after the Claudian invasion, it grew into a small walled town and
important market centre. The site of a Saxon palace at Mildenhall is also of national
importance, indicating continuous high-status activity.



Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Mesolithic finds include characteristic microliths and flint cores from toolmaking sites on the gravel
terraces. Neolithic finds include polished stone axes, leaf-shaped arrowheads, and grooved ware
pottery fragments, suggesting both domestic and ritual activity. The most prolific finds are

from Cunetio, including vast numbers of coins (one of the largest hoards in Britain was found here),
pottery, jewellery, and military equipment, reflecting its role as a trade and administrative hub. Saxon
finds include jewellery and weaponry associated with the high-status site.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Cunetio (Mildenhall): The buried remains of a Roman walled town with a visible circuit of
earthworks. A site of regional strategic importance.

2. The River Kennet: The defining natural landmark, a source of life, transport, and power.

3. The Water Meadow Systems: Extensive 18th and 19th-century engineered landscapes for
flood control and early grass production, a testament to agricultural innovation.

4. Mildenhall Saxon Palace Site: The potential site of a royal villa or palace, underscoring the
valley's importance in the early Saxon period.

5. The Hatches (weirs): Ancient and modern structures controlling the flow of the river,
representing centuries of water management.

Walking Through the Ages

Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The valley was a resource-rich corridor within the ritual landscape centred on Avebury. Communities
used the river for fishing and transport, and the gravel terraces for settlement and agriculture, living
in the shadow of the great monuments being constructed on the downs above.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

The drier gravel terraces became foci for more permanent settlement and burial. Round barrows
were constructed on the valley sides, marking the territories of farming communities who were
beginning to clear the woodland more intensively.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The valley was controlled from the hillforts on the surrounding downs, such as Marlborough
Castle (an Iron Age fort) and Forest Hill. The valley floor itself was heavily farmed, supplying grain
and livestock to the upland strongholds.

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

The Roman conquest led to the establishment of Cunetio at a key river crossing. It served as a
military supply base and then a civilian market town. After the Roman withdrawal, its strategic value
ensured continuity. The Saxons established a major settlement, Mildenhall, possibly a royal centre,
indicating the site's unbroken importance for over a thousand years.

17th Century CE



The valley's economy was dominated by water-powered industries. Corn milling and fulling (for wool
processing) mills were established along the Kennet. The water meadows were developed to
increase sheep flocks, supporting the booming wool trade. The Kennet and Avon Canal, conceived in
this period but built later, would follow the natural line of the valley.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layers here are deep and often buried. The modern village of Mildenhall sits directly atop the
Saxon settlement, which in turn overlies the Roman town. The field systems around the village
fossilise Roman, Saxon, and medieval boundaries. The 18th-century water meadows overlay Bronze
Age fields. The construction of the Kennet and Avon Canal in the early 19th century cut through all
these earlier layers, adding an industrial stratum to the agricultural and settlement history.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Ritual corridor, seasonal resource zone, communication route.
e Roman: Transport and trade corridor, administrative centre (Cunetio), intensive agriculture.

e Saxon-Medieval: High-status administrative centre (palace), river-crossing settlement, water-
powered milling, fishing, water-meadow management.

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Water-meadow management, canal transport, milling, and now,
conservation, recreation, and commuting.

Strategic Role

The valley's strategic role was defined by the river crossing at Mildenhall. Controlling this crossing
meant controlling movement along the entire west-east corridor. The Romans fortified it, the Saxons
prized it, and it remained a key point throughout the medieval period. The valley was a vital line of
communication and supply, and thus a key military objective.

Tactical influence

In times of conflict, controlling the valley floor was essential for moving troops and supplies. The
open nature of the floodplain offered little cover but easy movement. The surrounding downs
provided lookout posts. During the Civil War, the valley was a contested route between the Royalist
headquarters at Oxford and their forces in the West Country.

Positioning

The parish is positioned on the only easily traversable lowland route across this part of England. This
transit function is its primary geographical characteristic, making it a place of encounter and
exchange rather than an isolated community.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
The Kennet Valley was a major campaign route for millennia:

e Roman Conquest: The Second Augustan Legion likely advanced along the valley towards the
Severn.

e Saxon Period: The West Saxon advance against the Britons would have followed this natural
corridor.

e Viking Incursions: Danish armies used the valley to raid into Wessex.



e Civil War: It was a key route for marches between the battles at Newbury, Cheriton, and
Lansdowne. The Royalist army marched along the valley after the Battle of Newbury in 1643.

Possible Use Cases
e Transport Corridor: For people, goods, and armies.
e Agricultural Heartland: Especially for pasture and hay production via water meadows.
¢ Industrial Zone: Using water power for milling and other industries.
e Administrative Centre: Roman Cunetio and the Saxon palace.
¢ Ritual Landscape: Part of the wider Avebury complex.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

The Kennet Valley Parish is the lowland complement to the upland landscapes of the North Wessex
Downs. It was connected to sites like Avebury and Silbury Hill via the River Kennet itself, which was
likely a sacred stream. The valley provided the resources that supported the ritual centres on the
downs. Its timeline shows a shift from a ritual hinterland to a commercial and transport artery,
mirroring the broader economic history of the region.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The Kennet Valley path was as important as The Ridgeway for certain
types of movement. It connected the peoples of the Thames Valley with those of Wessex.

e Sacred Geometry: The river's course may have been seen as a sacred flow from the ritual
springs at Avebury to the Thames. The alignment of the valley with the rising and setting sun
on key dates would have been significant.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is often tied to the river, with tales of water spirits and haunted bridges. The presence of the
Roman and Saxon sites has generated legends of hidden treasure and ghostly armies, particularly
around the earthworks of Cunetio. The continuity of the market at Mildenhall, though now faded,
reflects a thousand-year tradition of commerce.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers seasonally exploited the rich resources of the river valley—fish, waterfowl, and lush
vegetation—camping on the dry gravel terraces.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The valley formed an integral part of the Avebury ritual landscape. Communities lived and farmed
beside the river, contributing to the construction of the great monuments on the downs.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
More permanent farming settlements were established on the terrace edges. Round barrows built on
the valley sides marked the territories of these communities.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The valley was farmed by communities living in settlements on the valley sides and downs, likely
under the control of the hillforts above.



Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The strategic river crossing was fortified, and the town of Cunetio grew into a significant local centre
for trade and administration, with a substantial agricultural hinterland.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The site remained important. The Saxon settlement of Mildanhald (Mildenhall) was established,
possibly as a royal estate centre, continuing the site's administrative function.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in Domesday Book. Mildenhall developed as a market village, with a church and manor.
The river powered mills and the water meadows were developed.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e Cunetio Earthworks: The visible banks and ditches of the Roman town at Mildenhall.
e St. John the Baptist Church, Mildenhall: Medieval church with possible Saxon origins.
¢ Mildenhall Mill: A site of continuous industrial use since at least the Domesday Book.

¢ The Kennet and Avon Canal: An impressive feat of Georgian engineering running through
the parish.

¢ The Granary at Axford: An iconic 18th-century building beside the river.
e Savernake Forest: The ancient royal forest to the north.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology is paramount in the Kennet Valley. The historical narrative was revolutionised by the
discovery of Cunetio, which explained the strategic importance of the area. Aerial photography
regularly reveals cropmarks of Roman villas, temples, and field systems, showing the valley was
densely populated. The excavation of the Saxon palace site has fundamentally changed the
understanding of post-Roman continuity. Here, history is literally written in the soil.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Farming, pottery production, flint mining, monument construction.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: Agriculture, bronze working (limited), pottery.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Iron smelting, agriculture, pottery.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Major centre for trade and commerce, pottery production, milling, metalworking, and
large-scale agriculture.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Administration of a royal estate, agriculture, milling, fishing.



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Water-powered fulling and corn milling, wool production, fishing, market trade, water-
meadow management.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)
Industry: Intensification of water-meadow systems, canal building and trade (early 19th C.), brewing,
and the decline of traditional industries in the 20th century in favour of commuting and tourism.

Full list of Listed Buildings
The parish contains numerous listed structures reflecting its long history:
e Grade II*: Mildenhall Mill, The Manor House (Mildenhall), The Granary (Axford).

e Grade ll: St. John the Baptist Church (Mildenhall), numerous cottages and farmhouses in
Mildenhall, Axford, and Stitchcombe dating from the 16th to 19th centuries, several bridges
over the River Kennet and the Canal, and a number of canal-related structures (locks, lock-
keepers' cottages).

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)

Cunetio was established as a military supply base during the conquest. It may have been attacked
during the Boudican revolt or the later Saxon raids in the 3rd century, leading to the construction of
its defensive walls.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The royal centre at Mildenhall would have been a key asset fought over during the conflicts between
the Saxon kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia and a target for Viking raiding parties moving up the river.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The valley was traversed by forces during the Anarchy and the Barons' Wars. Men from the parish
would have fought in the Hundred Years' War.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

WWI & WWII: Men from the parish served. The valley's strategic location meant it was used for
troop movements and possibly for storing munitions. The open land may have been used for
temporary airfields or army camps. The canal, though declined, would still have been considered a
strategic feature.



