
A Brief History of Preshute Parish 

Preshute Parish possesses a history of profound significance, lying at the very heart of the North 
Wessex Downs' prehistoric landscape while also funcƟoning as a crucial appendage to the medieval 
and modern town of Marlborough. Its narraƟve spans from the dawn of monument building in 
Britain, hosƟng part of the Avebury World Heritage Site, to its role as the agricultural and 
ecclesiasƟcal hinterland for one of Wiltshire's key market towns. This is a parish where global 
heritage and local rural history are inƟmately intertwined. 

Terrain 

The parish covers a diverse tract of land north and west of Marlborough. The terrain is classic chalk 
downland, comprising the high, open pastures of Marlborough Downs, incised by the dry valley 
known as The Green. Most significantly, the River Kennet flows east-west along the parish's southern 
boundary. This combinaƟon of high downland, river valley, and the dramaƟc presence of Silbury 
Hill – the largest arƟficial mound in prehistoric Europe – creates a landscape of excepƟonal 
archaeological and topographical interest. 

What stands out 

What stands out most about Preshute is that it contains some of the most iconic and important 
prehistoric monuments in the world. The parish includes: 

 Silbury Hill: The colossal Neolithic mound. 

 The West Kennet Avenue: A ceremonial avenue of standing stones linking the Avebury 
henge to The Sanctuary. 

 The Sanctuary: A complex circular Ɵmber and stone monument on Overton Hill. 
This places the parish at the epicentre of Neolithic ritual acƟvity. Alongside this, 
the medieval Church of St. George sits in an isolated but striking posiƟon below the downs, 
a testament to the parish's long-standing idenƟty. 

Ancient Trackways 

Preshute is crisscrossed by routes of immense anƟquity: 

 The Ridgeway: The ancient trackway runs along the northern edge of the parish on the 
Marlborough Downs. 

 The Roman Road: The road from CuneƟo (Mildenhall) to Bath runs through the parish, 
passing between Silbury Hill and the West Kennet Avenue. 

 The Beckhampton Avenue: Another Neolithic stone avenue (partly in the parish) linked 
Avebury to the Longstones at Beckhampton. 

 The River Kennet: A natural transport route. 
The convergence of prehistoric monuments and ancient trackways is not coincidental; the 
pathways were part of the ceremonial landscape. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Evidence is present but overshadowed by later monuments. 



 Neolithic: The parish is unimaginably rich. Beyond Silbury Hill and the Avenue, the area was 
a focus for ceremonial acƟvity for over a thousand years. 

 Bronze Age: Round barrows are scaƩered across the downs, including a notable group 
on Marlborough Common. The Preshute Long Barrow is a key Neolithic tomb. 

 Iron Age: The hillfort of Cherhill lies to the north-west, and the area was intensively farmed. 

 Other Historic Sites: The Church of St. George (12th-century origins), the site of a Medieval 
Manor, and the 18th-century Marlborough College playing fields (the Cricket Pitch) within 
the parish. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Finds within the parish are of internaƟonal importance: 

 Prehistoric: ExcavaƟons at Silbury Hill, The Sanctuary, and West Kennet Avenue have 
revealed poƩery, tools, and animal bones that illuminate Neolithic ceremonial pracƟces. 

 Roman: The Roman road and finds of coins and poƩery indicate its conƟnued use as a 
transport route. 

 Saxon: The discovery of a Saxon cemetery near the church points to an early ChrisƟan 
seƩlement. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. Silbury Hill: The pre-eminent landmark, a monument of global significance. 

2. West Kennet Avenue: A processional route of standing stones. 

3. The Sanctuary: A key ceremonial site on Overton Hill. 

4. St. George's Church, Preshute: The isolated medieval church, a site of conƟnuous worship 
for over 800 years. 

5. The Ridgeway: Running along the northern boundary. 

6. Preshute Long Barrow: An earlier Neolithic burial monument. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

This was Preshute's zenith. The landscape was transformed by the construcƟon of Silbury Hill, the 
West Kennet Avenue, and The Sanctuary. This was a region of intense ritual acƟvity, pilgrimage, and 
communal effort, directly linked to the great henge at Avebury. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The great ceremonial complexes fell out of use. The focus shiŌed to burying the dead in round 
barrows on the downs, claiming lineage to the sacred landscape. The area remained spiritually 
significant. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 



The downland was divided into field systems and farmed. The monuments were ancient relics, 
perhaps sƟll holding symbolic meaning for the local tribes. 

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

The Romans built their road through the ritual complex, demonstraƟng a pracƟcal repurposing of the 
landscape. The Saxons established a seƩlement at "Preosthyth" (the priest's landing-place or corner 
of land), likely around the church site, establishing the ecclesiasƟcal parish. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

The parish was a large rural enƟty surrounding Marlborough. The Civil War saw acƟon; the Royalist 
army occupied Marlborough and would have used the downs for training and foraging. The economy 
was agricultural, with the downland used for sheep. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Preshute is world-class: 

 Neolithic: The monumental landscape of Silbury, the Avenue, and The Sanctuary. 

 Bronze Age: The barrows added to the skyline. 

 Iron Age/Roman: Field systems and roads overlying the ritual landscape. 

 Saxon/Medieval: The church and manor established. 

 Modern: The A4 road, the railway, and the expansion of Marlborough. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

The funcƟon has always been dual: 

 Ceremonial/Ritual: In the Neolithic, this was the primary funcƟon. 

 Agricultural: From the Bronze Age to the present, the downland has been prime sheep 
pasture, and the river valley ferƟle meadowland. 

Strategic Role 

In prehistory, its role was ritually strategic—a core part of the sacred geography. In later periods, its 
role was economic (agriculture) and communicaƟve (controlling the Roman road and River Kennet 
route). 

TacƟcal influence 

The high downland offered excellent tacƟcal views. During the Civil War, the downs were used for 
mustering troops, and controlling the road through the parish was vital. 

PosiƟoning 

Preshute is criƟcally posiƟoned at the confluence of the River Kennet and a major prehistoric and 
Roman transport corridor, immediately adjacent to the Avebury World Heritage Site. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The Roman road and The Ridgeway have been used for military movements for centuries. The parish 
was certainly traversed by Roman legions, Saxon and Norman armies, and Civil War forces. 



Possible Use Cases 

 Ceremonial Centre: One of the most important in Neolithic Europe. 

 Agricultural Land: Sheep pasture and water-meadows. 

 Transport Corridor: For the Roman road and The Ridgeway. 

 EcclesiasƟcal Parish: Serving the rural community and the town of Marlborough. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Preshute is the core of the North Wessex Downs' prehistoric idenƟty. It connects the Marlborough 
Downs to the Avebury complex. Its Ɵmeline is the fundamental Ɵmeline of the monument-building 
era in Britain. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The monuments are connected by the avenues and The Ridgeway, 
creaƟng a ritual complex designed to be traversed. 

 Sacred Geometry: The alignment of the avenues, Silbury Hill, and other monuments reflects 
a highly sophisƟcated understanding of geometry and cosmology, integraƟng the landscape 
into a sacred whole. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is rich. Silbury Hill is famously associated with King Sil (or the Devil) and a golden knight 
buried within. The isolated church of St. George represents a conƟnuous ChrisƟan presence for over 
a millennium, built in a landscape already ancient when the first Saxon priest arrived. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers used the river valley and downs. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
The epoch of monument building. Silbury Hill, the Avenues, and The Sanctuary were constructed, 
making it a region of unparalleled ritual significance. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
The ceremonial focus declined. Round barrows were constructed on the downs by new pastoral 
communiƟes. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The downland was farmed. The monuments were ancient features in the landscape. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
A Roman road was built through the prehistoric complex. Farms in the area supplied the Roman 
town of CuneƟo. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The parish of "Preosthyth" was established, with a church built near the River Kennet. 



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in the Domesday Book as a large estate held by the Bishop of Bayeux. The stone church of 
St. George was built. The parish provided agricultural support for the growing town of Marlborough. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 Silbury Hill: A Scheduled Monument and part of the Stonehenge, Avebury and Associated 
Sites UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

 West Kennet Avenue: A Scheduled Monument and part of the WHS. 

 The Sanctuary: A Scheduled Monument and part of the WHS. 

 St. George's Church, Preshute: A Grade II* listed building. 

 The Ridgeway. 

 Preshute Long Barrow. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

The historical narraƟve for Preshute is dominated by archaeology. Without excavaƟon, the 
significance of Silbury Hill would be mere speculaƟon. The work of anƟquarians and archaeologists 
from the 18th century onwards has been essenƟal in revealing the parish's primary historical 
importance. Documentary records only become significant from the Saxon period onwards. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Monument construcƟon on a colossal scale. This was the primary industry, requiring vast 
organised labour. 

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

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, transport along the Roman road. 

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Manorial agriculture, parƟcularly sheep for the wool trade that enriched Marlborough. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture remained the primary industry. In the 20th century, the parish became 
increasingly residenƟal, with many inhabitants commuƟng to Marlborough, Swindon, and further 
afield. Tourism related to the World Heritage Site is a significant modern industry. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 



Preshute has a number of listed buildings, though its primary heritage is archaeological: 

 Grade II*: Church of St George. 

 Grade II: Preshute Manor, The Old Rectory, several farmhouses and coƩages, and a 17th-
century barn. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The Roman road was a military supply route. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The area may have been affected by conflicts with the Danes. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
The manor's tenants owed military service. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
Civil War: The downs were used by Royalist forces from Marlborough. The area saw troop 
movements and skirmishes. 
WWI & WWII: Men from the parish served. The downs were used for military training, including for 
tanks. The Kennet and Avon Canal and the railway line were strategically important. The proximity to 
Marlborough made it part of the home front effort. 

 


