
 
 
A Brief History 

East Hagbourne, nestled on a gentle rise of the Gault Clay vale just south of the ancient Ridgeway, 
presents a profound history of deep-rooted agricultural conƟnuity, strategic vulnerability, and 
remarkable architectural preservaƟon. Its narraƟve is not of dramaƟc sieges or great monasteries, 
but of the enduring story of the English village itself: a community shaped by the demands of the 
land, the structures of manorial lordship, and the subtle shiŌs of economic fortune from the Saxon 
era to the modern day. The village is a near-perfect fossilisaƟon of the late medieval and Tudor rural 
world, its famed Ɵmber-framed buildings standing as a direct testament to the prosperity generated 
by the wool trade and mixed farming in the heart of the Berkshire Downs hinterland. Its posiƟon, 
slightly removed from major Roman roads yet deeply connected to the ancient downland trackways, 
has fostered a disƟnct and conservaƟve character, resulƟng in one of the most visually cohesive and 
historically intact village landscapes in southern England. 

Terrain 

East Hagbourne sits on a disƟnct, low but percepƟble rise of Upper Greensand and Gault Clay, 
forming an "island" of slightly beƩer-drained land amidst the heavier, seasonally waterlogged clays of 
the Vale of the White Horse. This subtle topographic advantage was decisive for early seƩlement. To 
the immediate south, the land rises more steeply onto the chalk escarpment of the Berkshire Downs 
and the line of the ancient Ridgeway. Springs issue from the juncƟon between the chalk and the clay, 
providing a reliable water source. The parish encompasses three classic zones: the Clay Vale (heavy 
soils for pasture and later, more efficiently drained for arable), the Village Rise (well-drained for 
building and gardens), and the Downland Edge (chalk slopes for sheep pasture and some 
culƟvaƟon). This variety underpinned its self-sufficient medieval economy. 

What stands out 



The overwhelming impression of East Hagbourne is of excepƟonal historic village integrity. It is 
renowned for its staggering concentraƟon of high-status medieval and Tudor Ɵmber-framed houses, 
many with ornate close-studding, decoraƟve pargeƫng, and original smoke-blackened roofs. The 
village appears almost untouched by Ɵme, with buildings from the 14th to 17th centuries lining its 
main street and enclosing its central green. The cruciform plan of the village, with roads radiaƟng 
from a central point near the church and manor, is a classic medieval layout. Furthermore, the 
sheer scale and beauty of St. Andrew's Church, a large and architecturally rich building for a village 
of its size, speaks to centuries of accumulated wealth from the wool trade and prosperous mixed 
farming. 

Ancient Trackways 

The parish's primary ancient connecƟon is to the Ridgeway, which runs along the crest of the downs 
approximately two miles to the south. This prehistoric highway was the lifeblood of the region. A 
north-south drove road or track of great anƟquity descended from the Ridgeway, passed through or 
near East Hagbourne, and conƟnued north towards the Thames crossings at Wallingford or 
Dorchester. This route was used for moving livestock between downland summer pastures and 
winter grazing in the vale, and for transporƟng goods. East Hagbourne was thus a service and 
provisioning seƩlement for this traffic, rather than a primary hub on a Roman road. Its network of 
holloways and green lanes within the parish is excepƟonally well-preserved. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers on the downland slopes indicate transient hunƟng acƟvity. 

 Neolithic: The chalk downs above the parish are rich with monuments, including the Devil's 
Punchbowl and other long barrows, but the village area itself shows less evidence, focused 
more on the clayland for early forest clearance. 

 Other Historic Sites: There is no major hillfort within the parish; the community likely fell 
under the sway of Blewburton Hill to the east or Uffington Castle to the west. The most 
significant site is the village itself as a planned Saxon and medieval seƩlement. A medieval 
moated site exists at Court Close, likely the manorial curia. Evidence of ridge and 
furrow across the parish is extensive and well-preserved. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds within the village core are rare, but flint tools and Bronze Age poƩery fragments 
have been recovered from field-walking on the higher ground. Iron Age finds are sparse, suggesƟng 
dispersed farmsteads rather than nucleated seƩlement. The most telling finds are Saxon: poƩery, 
loom weights, and evidence of sunken-featured buildings discovered during excavaƟons, confirming 
the village's origins in the 6th-8th centuries AD. Medieval finds are abundant, including poƩery, 
metal objects, and building materials, reflecƟng conƟnuous, dense occupaƟon. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Village Plan & Timber-Framed Architecture: The enƟre historic core is a landmark. Key 
buildings include The Manor House (15th/16th C), Hagbourne House (16th C), The Old 
Bakery (15th C), and dozens of other Ɵmber-framed coƩages. This collecƟon is a naƟonal 
treasure. 



2. St. Andrew's Church: A large, cruciform church daƟng from the 12th century, with a 
magnificent 15th-century Ɵmber roof, a 13th-century spire, and significant medieval stained 
glass and wall painƟngs. Its size denotes historical wealth. 

3. The Network of Holloways: Ancient sunken lanes, such as those leading south to the downs, 
are historic landscape features in themselves. 

4. The Village Greens: A series of linked open spaces (Main Green, Church Green) forming the 
historic heart and common area of the seƩlement. 

5. Court Close Moated Site: The probable site of the medieval manorial court and 
administraƟve centre. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The heavier clay soils around East Hagbourne were less aƩracƟve to early farmers than the chalk 
downs. AcƟvity was likely limited to hunƟng and foraging, with seƩlement focused on the lighter 
soils of the downland edge. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

Field systems began to encroach on the clay vale as populaƟon pressure increased. The drove route 
from the downs into the valley gained importance. Round barrows were constructed on the 
downland skyline. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The area was within the territory of the Atrebates. The claylands were used for pasture and some 
managed woodland. SeƩlement was likely in small, dispersed farmsteads, owing allegiance to the 
hillfort elites on the downs. 

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

The Roman period saw the clay vale exploited as part of villa estates, perhaps centred elsewhere. 
The key development was in the Saxon period. "Hagbourne" derives from Old English Hacca's 
burna – "Hacca's stream". In the 6th or 7th century, a Saxon chieŌain or farmer named Hacca 
established his seƩlement by a reliable spring, creaƟng the core of the modern village. By the 9th 
century, it was a significant estate. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

This was the end of the great era of Ɵmber-framed building in the village. The agricultural revoluƟon 
began to transform the open fields. The village was profoundly affected by the English Civil War. 
Though no major baƩle was fought here, it was in a hotly contested zone between Royalist Oxford 
and Parliamentarian garrisons. Troops were almost certainly billeted, and the village would have 
supplied provisions and perhaps suffered requisiƟoning. The war's economic impact may have 
curtailed further major building. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in East Hagbourne is one of organic accreƟon rather than catastrophic change. The 
Saxon seƩlement plan is sƟll the village skeleton. The Norman church sits at its heart. The medieval 



open-field strips (ridge and furrow) surround the village, fossilised in modern pasture. The Ɵmber-
framed houses of the 14th-17th centuries line the streets, built during periods of wool-led 
prosperity. Later brick and Ɵle coƩages of the 18th and 19th centuries infill gaps without erasing the 
earlier paƩern. It is a landscape where history is accumulated rather than replaced. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Roman: Pasture, woodland, routeway. 

 Saxon-Medieval: A champion parish focused on open-field arable farming on the clay vale, 
with sheep pasture on the downland slopes. The village was a Ɵghtly-knit communal farming 
seƩlement. The wool from the downland sheep was a key cash product. 

 Post-Medieval to Modern: Gradual enclosure of the open fields (completed in 1844) led to 
more efficient mixed farming. The 19th century saw some depression, but the 20th century 
brought a shiŌ towards commuƟng, parƟcularly to the nearby atomic energy and research 
establishments at Harwell and Culham, while retaining a strong agricultural base. 

Strategic Role 

East Hagbourne's strategic role was economic and logisƟcal rather than militarisƟc. It was a 
producƟve agricultural estate that supplied food and wool. Its value lay in its resources. Its posiƟon 
on a droving route from the downs gave it importance in the regional livestock economy. During 
conflicts, its grain stores and livestock would have been a target for foraging parƟes. 

TacƟcal influence 

The village itself offered liƩle tacƟcal advantage—it was not forƟfied and lay on low ground. 
However, control of the parish meant control of the resources and the north-south route from the 
Ridgeway. The nearby downland crest was used for beacon fires (as part of a chain) and potenƟally 
for mustering local levies. 

PosiƟoning 

The posiƟoning was determined by pracƟcal agricultural and environmental factors: on a well-
drained rise above the clayland; adjacent to reliable springs; close enough to the downland 
pastures for seasonal transhumance; and on a secondary route connecƟng the vale to the Ridgeway. 
It was a posiƟon chosen for sustainable living, not for defence or through-traffic. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

While not on a primary campaign route, the drove roads from the downs were used for tacƟcal 
movement. 

 Saxon/Danish Periods: Used by raiding or foraging parƟes moving off the high ground into 
the seƩled vale. 

 Civil War: Used by cavalry patrols and foraging parƟes from the garrison at Wallingford or 
from forces moving between Abingdon and Wantage. The village would have witnessed the 
passage of troops and likely provided involuntary quarter. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Agricultural: A classic mixed-farming village producing grain, meat, dairy, and wool. 



 SeƩlement: A planned, communal farming community with a strong manorial structure. 

 CommunicaƟons: A stopping point on secondary droving and local trade routes. 

 CraŌ: Supported blacksmiths, wheelwrights, carpenters, and thatchers serving the 
agricultural community. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

East Hagbourne is a quintessenƟal downland-edge parish. Its economy was symbioƟcally linked to 
the downs: its sheep summered there, and it was governed by the trackways and territorial systems 
centred on that landscape. Its Saxon estate was part of the larger landholding paƩerns radiaƟng from 
the Ridgeway. Its history is a lowland reflecƟon of the upland story—the wool that built its fine 
houses came from downland sheep. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The connecƟon to the Ridgeway via sunken holloways was its lifeline to 
the wider world. Local paths interconnected East Hagbourne with West Hagbourne, 
Blewbury, and the other vale seƩlements. 

 Sacred Geometry: The cruciform plan of the village, with the church at the centre, reflects a 
medieval ChrisƟan worldview imposed on the landscape. The alignment of the church and 
the posiƟoning of the manor house opposite are deliberate statements of secular and 
spiritual authority. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Local folklore is inƟmately Ɵed to the ancient landscape and buildings. Tales of ghosts are associated 
with several old houses. There are stories of secret tunnels—a common moƟf—perhaps linking the 
church to the manor. The village has a strong tradiƟon of morris dancing (the Hagbourne Morris), a 
ritualised folk pracƟce with likely medieval roots, demonstraƟng cultural conƟnuity. The 
annual Hagbourne Feast (or show) conƟnues a tradiƟon of communal gathering. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
HunƟng bands visited the springs and the woodland edge of the clay vale. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Limited forest clearance on the clay began, but focus remained on the downland. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
More systemaƟc clearance and field system development in the vale. IntegraƟon into downland 
trade networks. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Dispersed farmsteads pracƟsing mixed farming, under the sway of downland hillforts. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The area was part of the agricultural hinterland of Roman villas, perhaps centred on sites like 
Moulsford or Aston Tirrold. 



Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The foundaƟonal period. The estate of Haccanburnan was established, becoming a significant 
holding. A Ɵmber church likely preceded the stone one. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in Domesday as held by the Bishop of Salisbury. The stone church of St. Andrew was built 
and enlarged. The open-field system was fully developed. The wool trade in the 14th-15th centuries 
funded the construcƟon of the magnificent Ɵmber-framed houses, as wealthy farmers (yeomen) and 
merchants reinvested in their community. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Andrew's Church: Grade I listed. A masterpiece of medieval parish church architecture. 

 The Timber-Framed Building CollecƟon: Over 50 listed buildings, including The Manor House 
(Grade II), Hagbourne House (Grade II), The Old Bakery, Forge CoƩage, and countless others. 

 The Moated Site at Court Close: A Scheduled Ancient Monument, the manorial centre. 

 Extensive Ridge and Furrow Earthworks: Preserved in fields around the village. 

 The Devil's Punchbowl: A Neolithic long barrow on the downs above the parish. 

 The Ancient Holloways: E.g., the lane leading south to the downs past Court Close. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in East Hagbourne primarily takes the form of building archaeology and landscape 
analysis. Dendrochronology (tree-ring daƟng) of the Ɵmber-framed houses has provided precise 
construcƟon dates, confirming the 15th-16th century wool boom. Analysis of the smoke-blackened 
roof Ɵmbers reveals original open-hall plans. ExcavaƟons have uncovered Saxon foundaƟons beneath 
later buildings. The ridge and furrow is itself archaeological evidence, mapped through aerial 
photography. This physical evidence provides a conƟnuous material narraƟve that documents the 
village's economic highs and lows. 

Industry 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint tool producƟon, early woodland clearance. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Agriculture, some bronze working, texƟle producƟon. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Mixed farming, iron smithing, poƩery. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture as part of villa estate systems. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Manorial agriculture, wool producƟon, blacksmithing. 



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Wool producƟon was the primary cash industry. Arable farming for grain. SupporƟng 
craŌs: milling, malƟng, brewing, blacksmithing, carpentry, thatching. The Ɵmber-framed buildings 
are the direct product of this diversified agricultural economy. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Enclosed mixed farming conƟnued. Some small-scale craŌ industries declined. The 20th 
century saw the rapid rise of commuƟng to the Harwell Research Complex, UKAEA Culham, and 
other science parks. Agriculture remains acƟve but no longer the primary employer for residents. 
The village is now a conserved residenƟal community with a strong service sector. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

East Hagbourne possesses one of the densest concentraƟons of listed buildings in Oxfordshire, with 
over 120 entries. A full list is impossible here, but highlights include: 

 Grade I: St Andrew's Church. 

 Grade II*: The Manor House; Hagbourne House; The Old Manor (West End). 

 Grade II: The vast majority of the historic core, including The Old Bakery, Forge CoƩage, The 
Bell Inn, Church Farmhouse, and dozens of 15th-19th century coƩages, farmhouses, and 
barns on Main Road, Church Green, and surrounding lanes. Even 20th-century buildings 
designed in a vernacular style are listed. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The community would have sought refuge in nearby hillforts like Blewburton during periods of 
conflict. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Vulnerable to Viking raiding parƟes moving up the Thames and onto the downs. The village may have 
been taxed or raided. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Men would have been levied for the King's wars. The village likely suffered during the chaoƟc periods 
of the Anarchy and the Barons' Wars due to its producƟve nature. 

Civil War (1642-1651): A period of significant impact. Located between Royalist Oxford and 
Parliamentarian garrisons (Wallingford, Abingdon), the village was in a contested zone. Foraging, 
billeƟng, and requisiƟoning by both sides would have been constant burdens. Local tradiƟon holds 
that troops were quartered in the large Ɵmber-framed houses. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Many men from the village served; the war memorial in the churchyard lists the fallen. 
The agricultural output was vital. 
World War II: East Hagbourne's role was defined by its proximity to RAF Harwell and other airfields. 
The village would have been under the flight path of training and operaƟonal aircraŌ. It may have 
had evacuees and could have been used for billeƟng airmen. Its agricultural producƟon was part of 
the "Dig for Victory" campaign. The downland would have been used for military exercises, and the 
area was part of the defensive stop-line planning. 

 


