
A Brief History of Ludgershall 

Ludgershall's history is one of dramaƟc transformaƟon: from a Neolithic ceremonial centre to a 
Norman hunƟng lodge and royal fortress, then to a prosperous medieval market town, and finally to 
its present status as a large village. Its story is uniquely Ɵed to power, royalty, and strategic 
importance, leaving a physical legacy of a royal castle and a monumental cross that belies its current 
size. Unlike many seƩlements, its zenith came in the medieval period, and its landscape is dominated 
by these grand remnants of a more influenƟal past. 

Terrain 

Ludgershall is situated on the eastern edge of the Salisbury Plain, at a break of slope where the high 
chalk plateau dips towards the valley of the River Bourne. This posiƟon on the spring line, at the 
juncƟon of the chalk and the overlying clay, provided reliable water sources. The terrain is 
characterised by rolling downland to the west and more sheltered, ferƟle valleys to the east, making 
it a transiƟonal zone ideal for both defence and agriculture. 

What stands out 

Two features overwhelmingly define Ludgershall: the extensive earthworks of Ludgershall Castle and 
the towering Ludgershall Cross in the centre of the village. The castle's massive ramparts and 
fragmented masonry walls evoke its former status, while the 14th-century market cross, one of the 
finest in England, is a permanent reminder of its lost town charter and economic significance. The 
sheer scale of these monuments in a modern village seƫng is what stands out most profoundly. 

Ancient Trackways 

Ludgershall lies at a criƟcal crossroads of ancient routes. Most importantly, it sits on a prehistoric 
ridgeway that ran along the high ground east from Salisbury Plain towards Winchester. This route 
was later formalised by the Romans as a road connecƟng Sorviodunum (Old Sarum) to Venta 
Belgarum (Winchester). Another significant track, The Chute Causeway, runs north-south, linking the 
area to the Kennet Valley and the southern Test Valley. This crossroads locaƟon was fundamental to 
its development. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Evidence is scant but flint scaƩers indicate hunter-gatherer acƟvity on the open 
Plain. 

 Neolithic: The landscape is rich with acƟvity. The most significant nearby site is 
the Stonehenge and Avebury complex, but locally, the area is doƩed with long barrows. A 
key site is the Ludgershall Castle Barrow, a Neolithic long barrow that was later incorporated 
into the Norman castle's defences, demonstraƟng millennia of conƟnuous strategic use of 
the same hilltop. 

 Other Historic Sites: The most prominent site is, of course, Ludgershall Castle, a mulƟ-phase 
monument encompassing the Neolithic barrow, an Iron Age seƩlement, a Saxon manor, and 
the Norman/Royal castle. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Neolithic finds within the castle earthworks include worked flints and poƩery fragments, confirming 
the long barrow's origin. A significant Bronze Age find was a hoard of bronze artefacts discovered in 
the 19th century, containing palstaves and spearheads, suggesƟng a place of wealth and 



offering. Roman finds are plenƟful, with coins, poƩery, and evidence of a villa or substanƟal 
farmstead in the area, confirming the use of the Roman road. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. Ludgershall Castle: The defining landmark. Its earthworks enclose a 12-acre site, containing 
the ruins of a royal palace, a massive keep, and a hunƟng park. 

2. Ludgershall Market Cross: A magnificent 14th-century cross, marking the centre of the 
medieval market. 

3. The Castle Barrow: The Neolithic long barrow within the castle grounds, a sacred site that 
became a forƟficaƟon. 

4. The Roman Road: The alignment of the modern A342 road follows the course of the Roman 
road from Old Sarum to Winchester. 

5. The Bulford Stone: A large sarsen stone on the outskirts, possibly a prehistoric marker or 
boundary stone. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The community built a long barrow on a prominent hilltop, a communal tomb for the ancestors, 
marking this place as spiritually significant. The surrounding land was cleared for early farming. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The area saw more intensive seƩlement. The bronze hoard indicates metalworking and trade. Round 
barrows were constructed on the surrounding downs, and the ridgeway became a well-established 
route for the movement of people and goods. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The hilltop now occupied by the castle was forƟfied with ramparts, creaƟng a small hillfort or 
defended seƩlement. This reflects a period of territorial demarcaƟon and conflict, controlling the 
crossroads and the valuable agricultural land. 

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

The Roman road formalised the crossroads. A prosperous farming villa likely existed nearby. In the 
Saxon period, the site conƟnued to be important. The name "Ludgershall" is Old English, likely 
meaning "nook of land of a man called Lutegar," suggesƟng a Saxon manor was established here, 
possibly reusing the Iron Age defences. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

By this Ɵme, the castle was a romanƟc ruin. Ludgershall had declined from its medieval peak but 
remained a market centre. The Civil War saw acƟvity in the area, and the village's posiƟon on the 
road between the Royalist Oxford and the Parliamentarian strongholds in the south meant it saw 
troop movements, though the castle was no longer defensible. 

Layered Historical Landscape 



Ludgershall is a classic example of a "castle-town" landscape. The layers are excepƟonally clear: the 
Neolithic barrow forms the core; the Iron Age ramparts were enlarged by the Normans; the medieval 
town plan radiates from the market cross at the castle gates; and the modern village has grown 
around this historic core. The former royal hunƟng park, now farmland, surrounds the seƩlement. 
This layering tells a story of conƟnuous strategic importance. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric: Ceremonial centre (barrows), territorial marker, agricultural land, routeway 
node. 

 Roman: Agricultural hinterland, communicaƟons node on the Roman road network. 

 Saxon: Manorial centre, agricultural estate. 

 Medieval: Royal centre: castle, palace, hunƟng lodge, and planned market town. This was its 
primary funcƟon for over 300 years. 

 Post-Medieval: Agricultural market town, declining in importance aŌer the loss of royal 
patronage. 

 Modern: Large village with a significant commuter populaƟon, heavily influenced by its 
proximity to the military installaƟons on Salisbury Plain. 

Strategic Role 

Ludgershall's strategic role was paramount in the medieval period. It was part of a ring of royal 
castles (including Marlborough, Devizes, and Old Sarum) that controlled Wiltshire and the western 
approaches to London. Its locaƟon on the road to Winchester, a key royal city, made it an ideal 
stopping point for the royal court. It controlled the crossroads between the Plain and the Hampshire 
valleys. 

TacƟcal influence 

The castle's posiƟon on a spur of land allowed it to control movement along the Roman road. Its 
earthworks, reusing earlier defences, were formidable. The creaƟon of a large hunƟng park to the 
south-west (Ludgershall Park) not only provided sport but also acted as a protected area for grazing 
royal horses and a buffer zone around the castle. 

PosiƟoning 

Ludgershall is posiƟoned at a classic "gap" site—where an ancient route crosses a spring line at the 
edge of a high plateau. This provided water, defence (commanding views), and control of a major 
communicaƟon artery. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

Ludgershall was certainly on a major campaign pathway: 

 Norman Period: William the Conqueror and his successors would have used this route to 
assert control over the west aŌer the Conquest. 

 The Anarchy (12th Century): The castle was fought over by the forces of King Stephen and 
Empress MaƟlda. 

 Barons' Wars (13th Century): As a royal castle, it was a key asset. 



 Civil War (17th Century): Troops from both sides marched along the old Roman road, and 
the village was likely used for billeƟng. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Ceremonial: Neolithic burial and ritual site. 

 Defensive: Iron Age hillfort, Norman castle. 

 Royal & AdministraƟve: Saxon manor, Royal hunƟng lodge and palace, centre of a royal 
forest. 

 Economic: Medieval planned market town, agricultural centre. 

 CommunicaƟons: Node on a major naƟonal route network. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Ludgershall is a crucial part of the North Wessex Downs story. Its castle was a key node in the 
network of royal power that controlled the region's resources, parƟcularly the vast hunƟng forests. 
Its connecƟons via the ridgeway/Roman road to Old Sarum and Winchester placed it at the heart of 
poliƟcal and economic life during the high medieval period, connecƟng the downs to the seats of 
ecclesiasƟcal and royal power. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The Roman road/Winchester road was the primary interconnecƟon, 
making Ludgershall a stagecoach stop in later periods. The Chute Causeway provided a 
north-south link. 

 Sacred Geometry: The siƟng of the Neolithic barrow and subsequent forƟficaƟons on the 
same hilltop suggests a long-recognised "power-place" in the landscape, a site of 
geographical and perhaps cosmological significance that was respected and reused by 
successive cultures. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Local folklore includes tales of ghosts in the castle ruins, a common theme for sites with a turbulent 
history. The market cross has always been a focal point for community life, and its presence ensures 
a conƟnuous link to the village's medieval heyday, a physical reminder of a Ɵme when Ludgershall 
was a place of naƟonal importance. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Seasonal hunƟng camps on the fringes of Salisbury Plain. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
ConstrucƟon of the long barrow, marking the site as a sacred burial ground for early farming 
communiƟes. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
More dispersed seƩlement. Burial of bronze hoards indicates wealth and possibly ritual deposiƟon. 
Round barrows constructed. 



Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
ConstrucƟon of defensive ramparts, creaƟng a small hillfort. A centre for a local tribal group. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
SeƩlement conƟnues nearby a major Roman road. Agricultural villa economy develops. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Establishment of 'Lutegar's manor', giving the village its name. A local administraƟve centre. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
The Golden Age. A royal castle is built by the Normans. It becomes a favourite hunƟng lodge for King 
John and Henry III, who built a luxurious palace within the walls. Granted a market charter in the 
13th century, it flourishes as a planned town. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 Ludgershall Castle & Cross: The two primary landmarks (both in English Heritage 
guardianship). 

 St. James' Church: Parts of which date to the 12th century, contemporary with the castle. 

 The Medieval Town Plan: The street layout around the cross reflects the medieval market. 

 Ludgershall Park: The earthwork boundaries of the former royal deer park. 

 The Bulford Stone: An ancient sarsen stone. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology is essenƟal for understanding Ludgershall. ExcavaƟons at the castle have revealed the 
plan of Henry III's palace, confirming historical records of his extensive building works. The discovery 
of the Neolithic barrow within the castle shows the site's deep anƟquity. The locaƟon of the Roman 
road is confirmed by finds and its straight alignment. This physical evidence fills the gaps in the 
documentary record, parƟcularly for the prehistoric and Saxon periods. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint mining, poƩery manufacture, agriculture. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Bronze working (evidenced by the hoard), agriculture. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Iron smelƟng, poƩery, intensive agriculture. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture on villa estates, servicing the Roman road. 

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



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: The market was the primary industry. SupporƟng craŌs included blacksmithing, tanning, 
weaving, and baking to serve the castle, court, and town. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture and related trades (milling, malƟng) dominated aŌer the castle's decline. The 
20th century saw a shiŌ towards commuƟng, especially with the expansion of military bases on 
Salisbury Plain, which now provide significant local employment. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Ludgershall has over 30 Listed Buildings, including: 

 Grade I: Ludgershall Cross. 

 Grade II*: The Castle (scheduled monument), The Old House (17th century). 

 Grade II: Numerous buildings including 1-3 Castle Street, The Castle Inn, The Green Dragon 
Pub, and many coƩages and houses daƟng from the 16th to 18th centuries, parƟcularly on 
Castle Street and around the market area. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The area was pacified aŌer the conquest. The road would have been patrolled by Roman troops. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
On the fronƟer between Wessex and Mercia, the area was vulnerable to conflict. The manor may 
have been forƟfied against Viking raids. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
The castle was a military asset throughout this period. It was besieged and captured during The 
Anarchy and was maintained as a royal fortress during the Barons' Wars. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
Ludgershall's modern warƟme history is dominated by its proximity to Salisbury Plain Training Area. 
In WWI, it was a hub for troops training for the trenches. In WWII, it was surrounded by airfields and 
military camps. The railway staƟon was vastly expanded to handle military logisƟcs. This connecƟon 
to the military remains very strong today, with the village housing many service personnel and their 
families. 

 


