A Brief History of Manningford Parish

The Manningford Parish, comprising the villages of Manningford Bohune, Manningford Bruce, and
Manningford Abbots, embodies a quieter, more dispersed form of settlement compared to
Aldbourne. Its history is deeply entwined with the River Pewsey and its fertile valley, presenting a
narrative of manorial estates, agricultural evolution, and a landscape shaped by water and ancient
boundaries. Lacking a single nucleated village core, its story is found in its church, its manor houses,
its farms, and the Saxon charters that first recorded its name.

Terrain

The parish lies within the Vale of Pewsey, a distinct geological trough cutting through the chalk of
the North Wessex Downs. The terrain is characterised by low-lying, flat alluvial meadows alongside
the River Pewsey (a winterbourne), which flows through the centre of the parish. The land rises
gently to the north and south onto the chalk downs, creating a sheltered, well-watered, and highly
fertile landscape ideal for pasture and arable farming. This contrast between the wet valley floor and
the dry uplands has been a fundamental determinant of settlement pattern and land use.

What stands out

The most striking aspect of Manningford Parish is its dispersed settlement pattern. Instead of one
central village, it consists of three distinct hamlets, each historically centred on its own manor and
church (St. Peter and St. Paul now serves the united parish). This creates a landscape of isolated
farmsteads, manor houses, and small clusters of buildings, linked by narrow lanes. The serene,
water-meadow environment of the Pewsey valley, with its rich biodiversity, stands in sharp contrast
to the high, open downland of parishes like Aldbourne.

Ancient Trackways

While not on a major ridgeway like The Ridgeway itself, the parish was traversed by important north-
south routeways crossing the Vale of Pewsey. These tracks connected the Marlborough Downs to the
north with the Salisbury Plain escarpment to the south. A significant ancient track, possibly of
prehistoric origin, ran along the line of the current A345, linking the important sites of Marden (site
of a Neolithic henge) and Pewsey. Local tracks would have provided access from the manorial
settlements to these broader networks and to the summer pastures on the downs.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Evidence is scant due to alluvial deposition in the valley, but the lighter, drier
soils on the surrounding downland slopes would have been attractive to hunter-gatherers.

e Neolithic: The parish lies in the shadow of one of Wessex's greatest Neolithic monuments:
the Marden Henge, located just to the west. This massive henge enclosure, comparable to
Durrington Walls near Stonehenge, indicates the valley was a region of immense ritual
significance. While no henge exists within the parish boundaries, its communities would
have been intimately connected to this ceremonial centre.

e Other Historic Sites: The most prominent historic sites are the Manor Houses of each hamlet
(Manningford Bruce Manor is a notable Grade Il listed building) and the Parish Church of St.
Peter and St. Paul in Manningford Bohune, which has medieval origins.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds



Finds within the parish are less prolific than on the downs, largely due to the nature of the terrain.
However, Neolithic flint tools and polished axe heads have been discovered, indicating activity
contemporary with Marden Henge. Romano-British pottery and coins have been found, suggesting
farmsteads were present in the valley during the Roman period, exploiting its agricultural potential.
The most significant finds are arguably the Saxon charters that detail the boundaries of the manors,
providing a precise geographical understanding of the early medieval landscape.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Marden Henge: Although just outside the parish, this monumental enclosure dominates the
historical landscape of the entire valley and is the key ancient landmark for the region.

2. The River Pewsey: The river itself is a landmark, shaping the ecology, economy, and
settlement of the parish for millennia.

3. The Parish Church of St. Peter and St. Paul: A visual and spiritual focal point for the united
parish, with a 12th-century core and a distinctive 14th-century tower.

4. The Manor Houses: Manningford Bruce Manor, Manningford Bohune Manor House, etc.,
representing the centres of secular power and landholding from the medieval period
onwards.

5. Saxon Charter Boundaries: The precise boundaries described in 10th-century charters for
"Maningaford" are a non-physical but critically important landmark of early administrative
organisation.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The valley was a focal point of ceremonial activity. Communities gathered at Marden Henge, likely for
feasting, trade, and rituals connected to the ancestors and the agricultural cycle. The lighter soils on
the valley sides would have been cleared for early farming.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

While the great henges fell out of use, the valley continued to be settled. Round barrows were
constructed on the higher ground, overlooking the fertile land. The area remained important for
agriculture and communication.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The focus shifted to defence and settled farming. Hillforts were constructed on the downs to the
north (e.g., Martinsell Hill) and south. The valley floor would have been occupied by farmsteads,
perhaps seasonally at first, paying tribute to or seeking protection from the hillfort communities.

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

The Roman era saw the establishment of more formalised villa estates or farms. The Saxon period is
when the parish emerges into history. The name "Maningaford" means "the ford of the family or
followers of a man called Manna," indicating a Saxon settlement at a river crossing. By the 10th
century, it was a valuable royal estate, later broken up into the three manors that gave the hamlets
their suffixes: Bohune, Bruce, and Abbots.



17th Century CE

The parish was characterised by its three distinct manorial estates, each with its own farmlands. The
landscape was dominated by sheep and corn production within the open field system. The Civil War
would have seen troop movements through the valley along the main north-south route.

Layered Historical Landscape
The layers in Manningford are subtler than in hilltop villages. They include:
e Prehistoric: The underlying ritual landscape centred on Marden Henge.
e Romano-British: The pattern of field systems and farmsteads under later fields.

e Saxon-Medieval: The manor boundaries and the parish structure itself, with the church and
manor houses as focal points. The ridge and furrow of the medieval open fields is still visible
in some pastures.

e Post-Medieval: The enclosure of the open fields into the hedged fields we see today, and the
building of the brick and timber farmhouses.

Landscape Function

The landscape function has been consistently agricultural. The prime function of the valley floor has
always been rich pasture for livestock (especially sheep) and water-meadow irrigation for early grass
growth. The surrounding downland slopes provided lighter soils for arable cultivation and sheep-
walk. This combination of meadow, pasture, and arable is the classic mixed farming economy of the
chalklands.

Strategic Role

The parish's strategic role was not defensive but communicative and economic. It served as a vital
corridor for movement across the Vale of Pewsey and as a highly productive agricultural unit,
supplying foodstuffs to surrounding areas. Control of the river crossing (the "ford") would have been
of local strategic importance.

Tactical influence

The flat, open nature of the valley made it a natural route for movement but offered little in the way
of defensive tactical advantage. Its importance was logistical, providing grain and livestock that could
be requisitioned by armies moving along the valley.

Positioning

The parish is positioned squarely within the fertile Vale of Pewsey, a natural transport corridor and a
breadbasket between the two high chalk massifs of the Marlborough Downs and Salisbury Plain.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
The valley has been a natural campaign route for millennia. It is highly likely that:

e Saxon and Danish armies moved through the vale during the conflicts of the 9th and 10th
centuries.

e Norman forces secured the area after the Conquest.



e During the Civil War, the valley was used by both sides moving between the garrisons at
Marlborough, Devizes, and Salisbury.

Possible Use Cases

e Ceremonial: Hinterland for the major Neolithic ceremonial complex at Marden.

e  Agricultural: Sustained mixed farming for over five millennia.

e Communications: Corridor for north-south travel.

e Settlement: A pattern of dispersed, estate-based settlement from the Saxon period onwards.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Manningford Parish represents the "valley" component of the North Wessex Downs. Its timeline is
connected to the downs above it—the downland used for pasture and monuments, the valley for
intensive farming and movement. Its connections are to the major monuments in the vale (Marden)
and to the routeways that cross it, linking the monumental landscapes of Avebury to the north and
Stonehenge to the south.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The north-south routes that interconnected the manors within the
parish and linked them to the wider world.

e Sacred Geometry: The alighment of Marden Henge is believed to have solar and lunar
associations. The relationship between the henge, the river, and surrounding hills would
have been part of a sacred geography understood by its builders.

Folklore & Continuity

Local folklore is less documented than in more prominent villages but likely includes tales associated
with the river, specific farms, and the "green man" carving inside St. Peter's Church. The continuity is
found in the enduring agricultural life and the maintenance of the parish church as the central
unifying institution for the scattered community.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Seasonal hunting camps on the drier valley slopes and downland edges.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
A region of immense importance, centred on the Marden Henge complex. The valley was a focus for
ceremony, gathering, and early agriculture.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Construction of round barrows on the surrounding hills. A shift towards more settled, farm-based
communities in the valley.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The valley farmed by communities likely connected to the hillforts on Martinsell Hill and Knap Hill.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Establishment of Roman-style farms (villas) exploiting the fertile land for the Roman market.



Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The foundation of the settlements. The estate of "Maningaford" is recorded as a royal possession
before being broken up into the three manors.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The Domesday Book records three separate manors held by Walter de Bohun, William de Abbet, and
Ernulf de Hesding. The church was built. The open field system was developed around each manor.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e St. Peter and St. Paul's Church, Manningford Bohune: The parish church with Norman
origins and medieval features.

¢ Manningford Bruce Manor: A Grade Il listed manor house dating from the 17th century.
e Marden Henge: A vast Neolithic enclosure and Scheduled Ancient Monument.
¢ The Site of the Manor Houses of Bohune and Abbots.
e Visible Earthworks: Medieval ridge and furrow in fields across the parish.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Aerial archaeology and geophysical survey have been crucial in understanding the parish's history,
revealing the cropmarks of prehistoric and Roman fields beneath the current landscape. The Saxon
charters provide a rare opportunity to match written records with physical geography. The history is
thus a blend of documentary evidence (manorial records) and archaeological landscape analysis.

Industry

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Industry: Flint tool production for hunting and processing.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Flint mining, pottery manufacture, monument construction (at Marden).

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

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Intensive arable farming on villa estates.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Manorial-based agriculture (sheep and corn), wool production, milling.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Agriculture remained the sole major industry. The 19th and 20th centuries saw a shift to
more mechanised dairy and arable farming. The parish remains predominantly agricultural, with no
significant industrial development.



Full list of Listed Buildings

The parish contains around 30 listed buildings, reflecting its more dispersed nature. Key examples
include:

e Grade ll: St Peter and St Paul's Church, Manningford Bruce Manor, Manor Farmhouse
(Manningford Bohune), The Old Rectory, numerous 17th and 18th-century farmhouses and
cottages scattered across the three hamlets.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The peaceful agricultural nature of the settlement suggests little direct military involvement, though
it would have supplied the Roman army.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The valley may have seen conflict during the Viking incursions into Wessex.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Men from the manors would have been levied for royal campaigns. The valley was a route for troops
during the Barons' Wars and the Wars of the Roses.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War | & Il: Men from the parish served. The proximity to Salisbury Plain, a massive training
area, meant the area was heavily militarised during both wars. The valley would have seen troop
movements and possibly temporary camps, though on a smaller scale than the large garrisons on the
plain. The war effort would have placed high demands on local agricultural production.



