A Brief History of Ramsbury Parish

Ramsbury Parish boasts a history of exceptional and sustained importance, evolving from a
prehistoric trading point to a Saxon bishopric, a medieval market town, and a centre of industrial
innovation. Its narrative is one of strategic advantage, ecclesiastical power, and economic enterprise,
set within a landscape shaped by the River Kennet. Unlike many of its neighbours, Ramsbury has
consistently functioned as a central place, its fortunes underpinned by control of a vital river crossing
and the rich resources of its valley and surrounding woodlands.

Terrain

The parish is situated in the valley of the River Kennet, where the river cuts through the chalk of the
Berkshire Downs. The terrain is a mix of low-lying alluvial floodplain, ideal for water-meadows, and
gently rising ground to the north and south, covered by clay-with-flints and areas of ancient
woodland, including part of the great Savernake Forest. This combination of reliable water, fertile
soil, and valuable timber resources created an exceptionally favourable and wealthy estate. The
village core is strategically placed on a gravel terrace, safe from flooding yet close to the river.

What stands out

What stands out about Ramsbury is its air of prosperous continuity and historic significance. It feels
more like a small town than a village, with a long, wide main street, substantial stone and brick
buildings, and a sense of layered history. The presence of a former cathedral (St. Laurence's Church)
and a major manor house (Ramsbury Manor) points to its past status. Furthermore, its history as a
centre for metalworking (with a Royal Mint) and later for silk weaving and brewing gives it a
distinctive industrial character unusual for a rural parish.

Ancient Trackways
Ramsbury was a hub for several significant routes:

¢ The River Kennet: Served as a major transport artery, navigable for small boats and essential
for powering mills.

¢ The Bedwyn to Marlborough Road: An important local route along the Kennet valley,
connecting key settlements.

¢ North-South Routes: Tracks led north into the heart of Savernake Forest and south towards
the Salisbury Plain escarpment, facilitating the transport of timber, goods, and livestock.

e Connection to The Ridgeway: Routes led up to the ancient Ridgeway on the downs to the
north.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites
¢ Mesolithic: Flint scatters indicate early activity in the valley.

¢ Neolithic: The parish is surrounded by activity; the proximity to the Avebury landscape is
significant.

e Bronze Age: Round barrows on the higher ground, such as on Ramsbury Hill, mark the
presence of early communities.



e lIron Age: An Iron Age settlement or oppidum is believed to have existed at Ramsbury,
controlling the river crossing. Evidence of coin minting from this period has been found,
indicating a place of high status.

e Other Historic Sites: The Church of St. Laurence (a Saxon cathedral), Ramsbury Manor (17th
century, on earlier site), and the remains of watermills on the river.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds
Archaeological finds attest to Ramsbury's long-term importance:
e Prehistoric: Flint tools and Bronze Age pottery.

e lIron Age: The discovery of coin dies and slags from metalworking provides rare evidence of a
pre-Roman mint, suggesting this was a tribal centre of the Belgic Atrebates.

e Saxon: The foundations of the bishop's palace and high-status artefacts confirm its role as an
episcopal see.

e Medieval: The Ramsbury Viking Hoard, a collection of silver jewellery, coins and ingots
buried c. 910 AD, is a find of national importance, reflecting wealth and trade links.

Key Ancient Landmarks
1. The River Kennet: The lifeblood of the parish, providing power, transport, and fertile land.
2. St. Laurence's Church: The site of the Saxon cathedral, a building of national significance.
3. Ramsbury Manor: A grand house reflecting the parish's enduring wealth.
4. The Site of the Saxon Bishop's Palace: The centre of ecclesiastical power for Wessex.
5. The Bronze Age Barrows on Ramsbury Hill.
6. The Victorian Brewery and Maltings: Evidence of its later industrial prowess.
Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The river valley provided resources for early farming communities. The area was part of the wider
Avebury cultural sphere.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Farming communities established territories, burying their elite in barrows on the hills. The river was
a key communication route.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

Ramsbury emerged as a significant regional centre. The oppidum here likely controlled the river
crossing and was a centre for trade and metalworking, even minting its own coins.

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

Roman settlement continued the site's importance. The Saxon period was Ramsbury's zenith. In the
7th century, it became the seat of a bishopric for the region of Wessex, a status it held for over 200



years before the see was moved to Old Sarum/Salisbury. This made it a centre of religious, political,
and administrative power.

17th Century CE

Ramsbury was a prosperous market town and manor. The manor was owned by the Earl of
Marlborough. The Civil War saw activity here due to its strategic location and wealth. The economy
was diverse, including agriculture, milling, and metalworking.

Layered Historical Landscape
The layers in Ramsbury are deep and rich:
e Prehistoric: The barrows and evidence of the Iron Age settlement.
e Saxon: The cathedral church and bishop's palace foundations.
e Maedieval: The market charter (granted 1268) and the planned street layout.
e Post-Medieval: The rebuilding of the manor house and the growth of crafts.
¢ Industrial: The brewery, maltings, and silk mill.
e Modern: Commuter settlement and conservation.
Landscape Function
The landscape function has been diverse and economically powerful:
e Ecclesiastical/Administrative: Centre of a Saxon diocese.
e Commercial: A medieval market town.
¢ Industrial: Metalworking, milling, brewing, silk weaving.
e Agricultural: Farming on the valley soils and downland.
Strategic Role

Ramsbury's strategic role was consistently high. It controlled a key crossing of the River Kennet and
the resources of the valley and Savernake Forest. Its time as a bishopric made it a centre of West
Saxon powetr.

Tactical influence

The river crossing was the key tactical feature. During the Civil War, its control was important for
movement along the valley.

Positioning

Ramsbury is positioned at a strategic crossing point of the River Kennet on the edge of Savernake
Forest, with access to the downs. This confluence of resources was its great advantage.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The river crossing and valley route have been used by armies from the Iron Age onwards. It was a
logical mustering point and source of supplies for forces operating in the region during the Civil War.

Possible Use Cases



e Tribal Centre: Iron Age oppidum and mint.
e Ecclesiastical Capital: Saxon bishopric.
o Market Town: Medieval and early modern.
¢ Industrial Centre: Metalworking, brewing, textiles.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Ramsbury is a river-valley power centre of the North Wessex Downs. It connects the chalk downland
to the north with the clay vales to the south. Its timeline of high-status activity from the Iron Age
through the Saxon period is unique in the region.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections
¢ Ancient Trackways: The network of routes focusing on the river crossing and the forest.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of the cathedral church on a site likely sacred for millennia
represents a continuity of spiritual significance.

Folklore & Continuity

Local folklore is rich, likely including tales of the Saxon bishops, hidden treasure (like the Viking
Hoard), and ghosts in the manor. The annual Ramsbury Feast (a traditional fair) is a continuation of
medieval market traditions.

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Part of the wider Avebury landscape, with early farming.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Settlement and barrow-building on the hills.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Emergence as a major tribal centre with a mint, controlling trade and the river crossing.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Continuation as a settlement, supplying the Roman economy.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The peak of political importance as the seat of the Bishop of Ramsbury (c. 909-1058). A place of royal
and ecclesiastical power.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The bishopric was moved to Old Sarum (c. 1075). Ramsbury continued as a valuable manor and
market town, its church retaining a grandeur befitting its former status.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby
e  Church of St. Laurence: A Grade | listed building, the former Saxon cathedral.

e Ramsbury Manor: A Grade Il listed 17th-century house.



e The Victorian Brewery.

e The Site of the Saxon Bishop's Palace.

e The River Kennet and watermills.

e Bronze Age Barrows on Ramsbury Hill.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology has been crucial in revealing Ramsbury's hidden prestige. The discovery of the Iron Age
mint and the Viking Hoard transformed its historical narrative from a simply 'important' place to a
centre of economic and political power for over a millennium.

Industry

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

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

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Metalworking and minting of coins. A high-status craft industry.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Agriculture, milling.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Administration, ecclesiastical crafts, agriculture.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Market trade, wool, milling, and continued metalworking.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Diversification into brewing (Ramsbury Brewery), silk weaving, and malting in the 18th-
19th centuries, powered by the river. Agriculture remained important. The 20th century saw the
decline of these industries, with a shift towards commuting. The Ramsbury Brewery was revived in
the 21st century, restoring a link to its industrial past.

Full list of Listed Buildings

Ramsbury has a very large number of listed buildings, reflecting its historic wealth and status:
e Grade I: Church of St Laurence.
e Grade II*: The Manor House, The Old Priest's House, The Cedars.

e Grade Il: Over 100 buildings, including numerous houses, cottages, farms, and the brewery
buildings from the 17th to 19th centuries.

Wartime History through the ages



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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
As a bishopric, it was a key asset and potential target during conflicts with the Danes. The burial of
the Viking Hoard c. 910 AD is likely linked to such a threat.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The manor was held by powerful lords who provided knights for the king.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

Civil War: A valuable and strategic location, occupied and foraged by both sides.

WWI & WWII: Men from the parish served. The area's industries and agriculture contributed to the
war effort. The proximity to Savernake Forest, which housed military camps, meant a significant
military presence.



