
A Brief History of Marlborough Town 

Marlborough's history is one of conƟnuous strategic importance, evolving from a prehistoric 
stronghold to a medieval powerhouse and a modern educaƟonal centre. Its story is defined by its 
unique geography—a commanding posiƟon on the River Kennet and the presence of a vast, 
enigmaƟc mound—which has aƩracted power, commerce, and culture for over four millennia. Unlike 
the rural parishes surrounding it, Marlborough has always been a town: a place of markets, 
administraƟon, and dense seƩlement, weathering fires, civil war, and economic shiŌs to remain the 
dominant seƩlement in the North Wessex Downs. 

Terrain 

Marlborough is situated on a broad valley floor alongside the River Kennet, but its defining 
topographical feature is the steep, narrow chalk ridge known as Marlborough Common or The 
Mount, which rises abruptly to the north of the town centre. This ridge is crowned by Marlborough 
Castle Mound, the second largest prehistoric mound in Europe aŌer Silbury Hill. The combinaƟon of 
a navigable river, ferƟle valley soils, and a highly defensible promontory created an excepƟonally 
favourable site for seƩlement. The town's famous High Street is one of the widest in England, 
following the flat ground at the base of the mound. 

What stands out 

Marlborough's most striking features are its scale and conƟnuity as an urban centre. The vast, wide 
High Street, lined with historic coaching inns and Georgian facades, speaks to its centuries-old role as 
a major thoroughfare. The presence of the colossal Castle Mound looming over the town centre is a 
constant reminder of its deep anƟquity. Furthermore, the town's idenƟty is powerfully shaped 
by Marlborough College, one of England's leading public schools, whose extensive Victorian and 
modern buildings form a "town within a town" and give Marlborough a disƟncƟve academic 
character. 

Ancient Trackways 

Marlborough lies at a criƟcal crossroads of ancient routes: 

 East-West: It sits on the prehistoric Ridgeway, which later evolved into the London to Bath 
road, a major coaching route (the modern A4). 

 North-South: Important tracks connected the town to the Midlands and the south coast, via 
the valleys of the Og and the Bourne. 

 The River Kennet: Provided a natural transport route, navigable for small boats, linking the 
town to the River Thames and Reading. 
This convergence of terrestrial and fluvial routes made Marlborough a natural hub for trade 
and communicaƟon for thousands of years. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Evidence is scarce due to later development, but the river valley would have 
aƩracted hunter-gatherers. 

 Neolithic: The Marlborough Mound (Castle Mound) is the paramount site. Recent daƟng has 
confirmed it is a Neolithic monument contemporary with Silbury Hill (c. 2400 BCE), making it 
part of the same monumental tradiƟon. The purpose of these mounds remains debated but 
was undoubtedly ceremonial or symbolic. 



 Other Historic Sites: The site of Marlborough Castle (11th-12th century), which incorporated 
the ancient mound into its bailey; the Medieval Merchant's House (a rare surviving 
example); the Parish Church of St. Mary's (15th-century); and the Stone Age Long Barrow at 
the western end of the High Street, now largely built over but a reminder of the ancient 
landscape. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Finds within the town are limited due to urban overlay, but the surrounding area is rich. The daƟng 
of the Marlborough Mound itself is the most significant "find" of recent Ɵmes. Neolithic flint tools 
and poƩery have been discovered in the vicinity. The discovery of a Roman seƩlement under the 
town, including poƩery, coins, and building remains, confirms its importance in that period. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Marlborough Mound (Castle Mound): The town's most iconic feature, a Neolithic 
monument of European importance, later reused by Normans and now part of Marlborough 
College. 

2. The High Street: A historic landmark in its own right, its width a legacy of its medieval market 
and its importance as a coaching route. 

3. St. Mary's Church: A magnificent Perpendicular Gothic church, reflecƟng the town's wealth 
in the wool trade. 

4. The Castle Site: The remnants of the Norman royal castle, which gave the town its strategic 
importance in the Middle Ages. 

5. The Merchant's House: A tangible link to the town's prosperous medieval mercanƟle class. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The Marlborough Mound was constructed, a massive undertaking that would have required a highly 
organised society. It likely served as a focal point for ceremonial acƟvity in the Kennet Valley, related 
to the great complexes at Avebury and Silbury Hill just to the west. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The mound remained a dominant landscape feature. The surrounding area conƟnued to be seƩled 
and farmed, with round barrows constructed on the higher ground. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The defensive potenƟal of the mound and ridge was likely recognised. While there is no evidence of 
a major hillfort, the site may have been a defended seƩlement or stronghold of a local chieŌain, 
controlling the river crossing and the routeways. 

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

A small Roman seƩlement, perhaps a posƟng staƟon or minor market town, existed near the present 
town centre. The Saxon period saw the establishment of the town proper. The name "Marlborough" 
is derived from the Old English Maerlebeorg, meaning "the gravel-bed by the Maerla's barrow" (the 
barrow being the great mound), indicaƟng a seƩlement was well-established by this Ɵme. 



꾅 17th Century CE 

A period of immense importance. Marlborough was a significant town in the English Civil War, 
changing hands several Ɵmes. It was also a major coaching stop on the London-Bath road. A 
devastaƟng fire in 1653 destroyed much of the medieval town, leading to the rebuilding that created 
the classic Georgian appearance of the High Street. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layers in Marlborough are deep and complex: 

 Prehistoric: The Neolithic mound is the foundaƟonal layer, sƟll physically dominant. 

 Roman: The street plan may overlay Roman seƩlement paƩerns. 

 Medieval: The castle, the church, the Merchant's House, and the broad market street (High 
Street) form the medieval core. 

 Post-Medieval: The post-fire Georgian brick facades that line the High Street. 

 Victorian/Modern: The expansive campus of Marlborough College and 20th-century 
development. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

The landscape funcƟon has evolved dramaƟcally: 

 Prehistoric: Ceremonial and symbolic centre. 

 Romano-BriƟsh: Minor market and transport node. 

 Saxon/Medieval: Defensive stronghold (with the castle), administraƟve centre (for the royal 
forest of Savernake), and major market town (granted a charter in 1204). 

 Post-Medieval: Coaching town and agricultural market centre. 

 Modern: EducaƟonal centre (dominated by the College) and tourist desƟnaƟon (gateway to 
the North Wessex Downs). 

Strategic Role 

Marlborough's strategic role was consistently high. It controlled the key east-west route along the 
Kennet Valley and the river crossing. The castle, established by William the Conqueror, was a royal 
fortress designed to control the rebellious west. Its posiƟon on the fronƟer of the royal forest of 
Savernake added to its administraƟve importance. 

TacƟcal influence 

The castle's posiƟon on the mound gave it immense tacƟcal strength. During the Civil War, control of 
the town and its castle was vital for controlling movement between the Royalist headquarters in 
Oxford and the West Country. 

PosiƟoning 

Marlborough is posiƟoned at the confluence of the River Kennet and a major prehistoric ridgeway, at 
the entrance to the Savernake Forest. This made it a natural choke point and a centre for exchange. 



Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The town has been a campaign pathway for millennia. It is certain that: 

 Norman forces built the castle to secure the route west aŌer the Conquest. 

 It was a key mustering point for royal armies heading to Wales. 

 During the Civil War, it was besieged, captured, and recaptured by both sides. 

 The Duke of Marlborough's armies would have passed through the town that now shares his 
name en route to the conƟnent. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Ceremonial: Neolithic ritual centre. 

 Military: Norman castle, Civil War garrison. 

 Commercial: Medieval market, coaching town. 

 AdministraƟve: Centre for the Forest of Savernake. 

 EducaƟonal: Home to a major public school. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Marlborough is the eastern gateway to the North Wessex Downs. Its Ɵmeline is directly connected to 
the monumental landscape of Avebury. It is the first major seƩlement encountered when travelling 
west from London into the downs, and it has historically funcƟoned as the administraƟve and 
commercial capital for the region. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The town is the quintessenƟal "crossroads" where the Ridgeway/London 
Road meets the north-south routes. 

 Sacred Geometry: The Marlborough Mound is a key piece of sacred geometry, part of a 
network of Neolithic monuments whose alignments are sƟll studied. Its relaƟonship to 
Silbury Hill and Avebury is fundamental. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Local folklore is rich. The Marlborough Mound is oŌen called "Silbury's sister" and is linked to 
legends of Merlin (suggested as a folk etymology for the town's name), with tales of buried kings and 
golden coffins. The annual Marlborough Mop Fair, a historic hiring fair daƟng back to the 12th 
century, is a powerful tradiƟon of conƟnuity, sƟll filling the vast High Street each year. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers camped by the River Kennet. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
ConstrucƟon of the great Marlborough Mound, a project of massive communal effort and spiritual 
significance. 



Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
The mound remained a focal point in a landscape of farming communiƟes. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The site was likely a local tribal centre controlling the river crossing. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
A small Roman seƩlement, CuneƟo, grew nearby at Mildenhall, with Marlborough as a local satellite. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The town of Maerlebeorg was established, becoming a significant burh. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
A royal castle was built. The town received its market charter in 1204 and grew wealthy on the wool 
trade, funding the rebuilding of St. Mary's Church. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 Marlborough Mound: Within the grounds of Marlborough College. 

 St. Mary's Church: A Grade I listed building. 

 The Merchant's House: A Grade I listed medieval building. 

 The Castle Site: Fragments of masonry remain. 

 The High Street: A conservaƟon area of naƟonal importance. 

 Savernake Forest: An ancient royal hunƟng forest on the town's doorstep. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in Marlborough is challenging due to the built-up environment, but it has been crucial. 
ExcavaƟons have revealed the Roman seƩlement, confirmed the Neolithic date of the mound, and 
uncovered evidence of the Saxon town. The town's history is a blend of prominent above-ground 
monuments and a hidden archaeological record that is gradually being revealed. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Monument construcƟon. 

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, local craŌ producƟon. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Trade, services for the road network, agriculture. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Wool producƟon, tanning, blacksmithing. 



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Woollen cloth producƟon and markeƟng were the main industries. Tanning, brewing, and 
milling were also major acƟviƟes. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Coaching inns and related services boomed in the 18th century. The arrival of the Great 
Western Railway in 1841 reduced this trade. Marlborough College, founded in 1843, became the 
dominant employer and industry. Light commerce and tourism are now the mainstays. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Marlborough has over 250 listed buildings, reflecƟng its historic importance. Key examples include: 

 Grade I: St. Mary's Church, The Merchant's House, Marlborough College (several buildings). 

 Grade II*: The Castle and Ball Hotel, The Green, mulƟple Georgian townhouses on the High 
Street. 

 Grade II: The vast majority of historic buildings in the town centre, including shops, houses, 
and inns. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The local seƩlement would have supplied the Roman army. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
As a burh, it was a forƟfied seƩlement designed to resist Viking aƩacks. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
The castle was a key military asset in the Norman pacificaƟon of England and subsequent conflicts. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
Civil War: A major strategic prize, besieged and occupied repeatedly. 
WWI & WWII: Marlborough College buildings were used as a military hospital in WWI. In WWII, the 
town was relaƟvely quiet but would have housed evacuees and contributed to the war effort. Its 
posiƟon away from major industrial targets spared it from bombing. 

 


