A Brief History of Little Bedwyn

Little Bedwyn's history is one of quiet significance. Tucked between the ancient woodland of
Savernake Forest and the River Dun, a tributary of the Kennet, the parish has been a place of royal
hunting, aristocratic power, and strategic importance. Its story is less about public monumentality
and more about the exercise of control over a rich landscape—from its prehistoric origins as a settled
farming community to its role as a key part of the Savernake Estate and a vital link in the Kennet &
Avon Canal.

Terrain

The parish occupies a transitional zone between two distinct landscapes. To the north and east lies
the clay-with-flints plateau of Savernake Forest, characterised by heavy, poorly draining soils and
dense woodland. To the south and west, the land falls away towards the valley of the River Dun, with
its gravel terraces and alluvial floodplain. This combination of forest resource and riverine pasture
has been the fundamental determinant of its economy and settlement pattern. The village itself is
nestled on a slight rise, avoiding the damp valley floor.

What stands out

What stands out is the palpable sense of being within a managed aristocratic landscape. The
presence of Savernake Forest, an ancient royal hunting forest, dominates the parish's identity. The
village is remarkably compact and retains a medieval plan, surrounded by the historic lands of the
Estate. The Kennet & Avon Canal cuts dramatically through the northern part of the parish via
the Little Bedwyn Flight of locks, a spectacular feat of engineering. The modest size of the village
today belies its historical importance as a manorial centre.

Ancient Trackways

The parish is traversed by important ancient routes. Most significant is the London to Bath Road,
which runs along the southern edge of Savernake Forest, skirting the parish. This was a major
coaching route in the post-medieval period, following a much older alignment. Within the forest, a
network of medieval and earlier ridways existed for managing the woodland and hunting. A track
likely connected Little Bedwyn to the important river crossing at Great Bedwyn, linking it to the wider
Kennet Valley network.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Evidence is sparse, but the lighter soils on the fringes of the forest and the river
valley would have attracted hunter-gatherers. Flint scatters attest to their presence.

¢ Neolithic: The parish lies on the periphery of the Avebury landscape. While it lacks major
monuments, the presence of polished stone axes indicates activity, perhaps related to forest
clearance.

e Other Historic Sites: The most significant site is the medieval manor house (now Bedwyn
Brail) and its associated motte-and-bailey castle, a classic Norman manorial centre
demonstrating Little Bedwyn's early local importance. The earthworks of this castle remain a
key feature.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Finds are typical of a rural agricultural parish. Neolithic finds include occasional flint axes and
arrowheads. Bronze Age activity is indicated by a few fragments of pottery and a rare bronze



spearhead found in the parish. The most substantial finds are Romano-British, with pottery and
coinage suggesting a farmstead or villa site, exploiting the forest edge and river

valley. Medieval pottery scatters around the village core confirm the long-standing location of the
settlement.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Savernake Forest: The overriding historical landmark. An ancient royal forest, its boundaries
and ecology represent centuries of management for hunting and timber.

2. Little Bedwyn Castle Motte: The substantial earthwork mound of the Norman manor house,
a symbol of feudal authority.

3. The Kennet & Avon Canal: Particularly the impressive flight of locks north of the village, an
early 19th-century engineering landmark.

4. St. Michael's Church: Largely Victorian restoration but on a medieval core, representing the
long-standing ecclesiastical presence.

5. The Manor (Bedwyn Brail): A house with medieval origins, representing the continuity of
manorial power.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The first farmers began to clear the woodland on the more easily worked soils near the River Dun,
establishing small settlements. The forest loomed as a vast, resource-rich but spiritually significant
wilderness.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Clearance continued, and the landscape became more defined with field systems. The community
likely buried their dead in round barrows on the higher, drier ground overlooking the valley,
integrating their ancestors into the cultivated landscape.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The area was likely under the sway of the tribal group centred on the hillforts of the Marlborough
Downs. The river valley and forest edge were exploited for resources, but the parish was probably a
hinterland rather than a centre of power.

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

A Roman farmstead or villa was established, benefiting from the proximity to the road

from Cunetio (Mildenhall) to the south. The Saxon period saw the foundation of the village; the name
"Bedwyn" is of Saxon origin, possibly meaning "Beda's place by the river." It was a significant enough
settlement to be recorded in the early Saxon charters.

17th Century CE

The parish was a core part of the Savernake Estate, held by the Seymour family. Agriculture,
particularly sheep and corn, was the mainstay, with timber from the forest providing additional
wealth. The village was a typical estate settlement, its inhabitants living under the sway of the lord of
the manor.



Layered Historical Landscape

The layers in Little Bedwyn are subtle but deep. The medieval village plan is fossilised in the current
layout. The Norman castle motte stands as an earthwork within the grounds of the later manor
house. The 18th-century landscaping of the estate overlays the medieval fields. Most dramatically,
the Kennet & Avon Canal, with its raw cuttings and embankments, was cut through the ancient forest
in the early 19th century, creating a stark industrial layer across the medieval hunting chase.

Landscape Function
The landscape function has been consistently dualistic:
e Forest: Hunting preserve (medieval), then timber production (post-medieval).

e River Valley & Village: Agriculture (arable and pasture), manorial settlement.
This duality created a self-sufficient economic unit: the forest provided timber, pannage (for
pigs), and hunting; the fields provided grain and meat; the river provided water,
meadowland, and power.

Strategic Role

Its strategic role was derived from its position on the edge of Savernake Forest, controlling access to
and from the woodland resources and the route along the forest margin. The construction of a
Norman castle here was to exert control over this valuable territory and the local population.

Tactical influence

The forest provided cover and a resource base in times of conflict. The castle commanded the local
area. In the Civil War, control of the forest tracks and the road along its edge would have been
tactically important for moving troops between Marlborough, Ramsbury, and the wider region.

Positioning

Little Bedwyn is positioned at a point of transition: from forest to open farmland, and at the crossing
of local routes that connected the Kennet Valley to the forest interior. It was a local nodal point
rather than a major transit hub.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The area would have been used for mustering forces due to the cover and resources of the forest.
The London-Bath road was a key military route during the Civil War, and it is highly likely that armies
passed along the southern boundary of the parish. The forest itself may have been used by Royalist
or Parliamentarian partisans for concealment.

Possible Use Cases
e Estate Village: Housing labourers for the Savernake Estate.
e  Agricultural Centre: Farming the fertile river valley.
e Forest Management Base: For huntsmen, foresters, and woodwards.
e Manorial Centre: Administration of the local manor.
e Canal Transport Hub: During the canal's working life.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections



Little Bedwyn parish is a classic example of a champion landscape—open, estate-owned farmland—
on the fringe of the North Wessex Downs. It is connected to the downland centres like Marlborough
economically and socially. Its timeline shows the influence of major aristocratic estates in shaping the
landscape, a different but equally important historical process to the communal monument-building
of the chalk downs.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The network of paths within Savernake Forest, including the Grand
Avenue (18th century but on an older alignment), are key cultural features. They were used
for hunting, forestry, and communication.

e Sacred Geometry: The forest has its own mysterious geography, including ancient pollarded
oaks and the "Eight Walks" radiating from a central point. This reflects a deliberate,
geometric landscape design from the Tudor and Stuart periods, imposing order on the
wilderness.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is deeply tied to Savernake Forest, with tales of ghosts like the "Drummer of Tedworth",
spectral hunts, and the legend of Herne the Hunter. The ancient oaks are given names and stories.
The continuity of the estate ownership for nearly a thousand years has created a strong sense of
place and tradition.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers exploited the mosaic of environments: the forest for game and nuts, the river for
fish and fowl.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Early farmers began the gradual process of forest clearance along the river valley, establishing
permanent settlements.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
More systematic clearance and the establishment of field systems. Burial mounds constructed on the
higher ground.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The area was farmed by communities likely owing allegiance to the chieftains of the Marlborough
Downs hillforts.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
A villa or substantial farm was established, indicating integration into the Roman economy, perhaps
supplying the nearby town of Cunetio.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The village of Bedwyn was founded. It became a significant enough place to give its name to the
hundred (the local administrative district).

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Recorded in the Domesday Book as a valuable manor. A motte-and-bailey castle was built, and the
church was established. The parish was a key part of the Savernake Forest hunting chase.



Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
¢ Little Bedwyn Castle Motte: The prominent earthwork of the Norman manor.
e St. Michael's Church: A medieval foundation, heavily restored.
e Bedwyn Brail (The Manor): A house with medieval origins, the successor to the castle.

e The Kennet & Avon Canal (Little Bedwyn Flight): A series of locks that are a significant
feature of the parish.

e Savernake Forest: The ancient woodland itself, with its veteran trees and designed
landscapes.

e The March: The historic boundary bank of Savernake Forest.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology has been crucial in understanding Little Bedwyn's modest prominence. The discovery of
the castle motte confirmed its manorial status. Fieldwalking has revealed the extent of medieval
settlement shrinkage. LiDAR surveys of the forest reveal previously unknown archaeological features
related to its management. The physical evidence of the canal's construction provides a precise date
for the dramatic alteration of the forest landscape.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Forest clearance, farming, pottery, flint tool production.

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, iron smelting (using forest charcoal).

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Market-oriented farming, pottery.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, woodland management (timber, charcoal, pannage), milling on the River Dun.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)
Industry: Intensive estate forestry, agriculture, and the brief but transformative period of canal

transport and related trade (early-mid 19th century). The primary modern industry is commuter-
based.

Full list of Listed Buildings

Little Bedwyn has a number of listed buildings reflecting its manorial history:



e Grade ll: St. Michael's Church, Bedwyn Brail (The Manor House), Little Bedwyn House,
several 17th and 18th-century cottages in the village (e.g., Forge Cottage, Church Cottage),
and a number of structures associated with the Kennet & Avon Canal within the parish,
including bridges and lock-keepers' cottages.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The farmstead/villa may have been affected by the political turmoil of the late Roman period, such as
Saxon raids.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
As part of a larger estate, it may have been a target during conflicts between Wessex and Mercia.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The castle was a symbol of Norman control. The area may have been involved in the Anarchy and the
Barons' Wars. Men from the manor would have been levied for the king's wars.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

WWI & WWII: Men from the parish served. Savernake Forest was used extensively for military
training in both world wars, with temporary camps and storage depots. The canal, though less vital
by WWII, remained a strategic feature. The forest provided a secluded location for wartime activities.



