A Brief History of Stanton St Bernard Parish

Stanton St Bernard Parish embodies the essence of a remote downland community, its history
etched into the very chalk of the Marlborough Downs. Its narrative is one of profound antiquity,
resilience, and a deep, enduring connection to sheep and pasture. Situated high on the windswept
plains above the Vale of Pewsey, the parish is dominated by prehistoric landscapes and the relentless
demands of agriculture. It is a place where the past feels immediate, from the Neolithic tombs on the
skyline to the tracks worn by centuries of shepherds, offering a history of the common man set
against a backdrop of monumental achievement.

Terrain

The parish is situated high on the Marlborough Downs, forming part of the northern rim of the Vale
of Pewsey. The terrain isE2&! fchalk downland: high, open, rolling hills reaching over 200 metres
above sea level, with expansive views and exposed to the elements. The soil is thin and well-drained,
ideal for sheep pasture but marginal for arable farming. There is no major river, only seasonal
winterbournes. This elevated, austere environment has dictated a specific way of life focused on
pastoralism and has preserved its ancient landscapes remarkably well.

What stands out

What stands out most about Stanton St Bernard is its stark, remote beauty and the overwhelming
presence of prehistory. The village itself is tiny—a handful of farms and cottages clustered around a
junction of ancient tracks. The real landmarks are the long barrows and round barrows that stud the
skyline. The parish contains the exceptionally well-preserved Adam's Grave long barrow, a
monumental tomb from 4000 BCE. This is not a landscape of manors and churches, but of ancient
tombs, trackways, and sheep walks, feeling far removed from the busier vale below.

Ancient Trackways

The parish is defined by and sits directly upon one of the most significant ancient trackways in
Europe:

¢ The Ridgeway: The prehistoric Ridgeway path runs along the crest of the downs, forming the
southern boundary of the parish. This was the primary highway for millennia.

¢ The Wansdyke: This massive post-Roman defensive earthwork also runs through the parish,
a later linear feature that adds another layer of historical significance.

e Droves to the Vale: Sunken lanes and holloways lead down from the high downland to the
villages in the Vale of Pewsey below, used for moving livestock and goods.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

e Mesolithic: Flint scatters are common on the downs, indicating early hunter-gatherer activity
on the high ground.

¢ Neolithic: The parish is exceptionally rich. Adam's Grave is a prominent Neolithic long
barrow. The area is also within sight of the West Kennet Long Barrow and
the Avebury complex.

e Bronze Age: The downland is covered with round barrows, forming a dense barrow
cemetery that marks this as a territory of great importance for early pastoral communities.



e Iron Age: Evidence of Celtic fields (prehistoric field systems) is visible as earthworks across
the downs.

e Other Historic Sites: The small Church of St. John the Baptist (19th-century, on a medieval
site) and the earthworks of a medieval settlement near the church.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds
Finds are predominantly prehistoric and related to the monumental landscape:

e Prehistoric: Flint tools, arrowheads, and scrapers are frequently found. Excavations at
Adam's Grave have revealed human remains and pottery, illuminating Neolithic burial
practices.

e Later Periods: Finds are scarcer, consistent with a sparsely populated agricultural area. The
landscape itself is the primary artefact.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Adam's Grave Long Barrow: A magnificent Neolithic chambered tomb with a commanding
view over the Vale of Pewsey.

2. The Ridgeway: The ancient trackway itself, a Scheduled Ancient Monument.
3. The Wansdyke: The massive defensive ditch and bank cutting across the landscape.

4. The Bronze Age Round Barrow Cemetery: A spectacular group of burial mounds on Walker's
Hill.

5. The Church of St. John the Baptist: A modest but poignant landmark of later settlement.
Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

This was the parish's epoch of monument building. Communities constructed Adam's Grave as a
communal tomb for their ancestors, a permanent marker of their connection to the land. The
downland was cleared for grazing.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

New communities arrived, burying their dead in individual round barrows that dot the skyline. The
Ridgeway became a major trade route for metal and other goods. The landscape was fully pastoral.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The downland was divided into organised field systems (Celtic fields) for arable cultivation, showing
intensification of land use. The area was likely controlled from the hillfort of Bratton Castle to the
west.

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

The Romans used The Ridgeway. A small Romano-British farm may have existed. The Saxon period
saw the establishment of the settlement. "Stanton" means "stone farmstead or estate." The suffix "St
Bernard" was added later, likely from a connection to the Knights Templar or Hospitaller who held
land here after the Norman Conquest.



17th Century CE

The parish was a small, isolated community of shepherds and farmers. The Civil War may have seen
troop movements along The Ridgeway, but the village itself was likely too remote and poor to be of
strategic interest. The economy was entirely based on sheep.

Layered Historical Landscape
The layers in Stanton St Bernard are spectacularly preserved:

¢ Neolithic: The long barrow.

e Bronze Age: The round barrows added to the skyline.

e Iron Age: The Celtic field systems etched into the downland.

e Early Medieval: The Wansdyke.

¢ Maedieval: The settlement site and the church.

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Sheep farming continues unchanged in its essentials.
Landscape Function

The landscape function has been singular and consistent for over 5,000 years: Sheep Pasture. The
thin chalk soils are unsuitable for anything else on a large scale. This continuity is remarkable.

Strategic Role

In prehistory, its role was ritually strategic, controlling a section of The Ridgeway and housing the
ancestors. The Wansdyke shows it was part of a post-Roman defensive strategy. In later periods, its
role was purely economic—producing wool.

Tactical influence

The high downland offered superb views and control over The Ridgeway. The Wansdyke was a
formidable tactical barrier. In the Civil War, the high ground would have been used for observation.

Positioning

Stanton St Bernard is positioned on the high chalk plateau of the Marlborough Downs, directly
astride The Ridgeway. This is a classic "highland zone" parish.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

The Ridgeway has been a campaign route for millennia. Armies from all periods would have marched
through the parish. The Wansdyke indicates it was a contested frontier in the Dark Ages.

Possible Use Cases
e Ceremonial Centre: Neolithic burial and ritual landscape.
e Communications Route: The Ridgeway.
o Defensive Frontier: The Wansdyke.
e Pastoral Agriculture: Sheep farming for five millennia.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections



Stanton St Bernard is a quintessential downland parish. It represents the purest form of chalkland
history. Its connections are along The Ridgeway, linking it to the great complexes at Avebury and
beyond. It is the upland counterpart to the vale parishes below.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The Ridgeway is the ultimate ancient trail, with the parish's history
unfolding along its line.

e Sacred Geometry: The placement of Adam's Grave and the round barrows on the most
prominent hilltops creates a sacred geography designed to be seen from miles around,
connecting the living to the ancestors and the heavens.

Folklore & Continuity

Local folklore is deeply tied to the ancient mounds. Adam's Grave is associated with legends of a
giant and is said to be the tomb of a warrior from a great battle. The continuity is the enduring life of
the shepherd, a trade that has persisted here since the Bronze Age.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers roamed the open downland.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Construction of Adam's Grave long barrow. The downland was cleared for grazing.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Construction of round barrows. The Ridgeway became a major trade route.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The downland was divided into Celtic fields for cultivation.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The Ridgeway remained in use. Farms may have existed in the area.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The settlement of "Stanton" was established. The Wansdyke was built, possibly as a frontier.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)

Recorded in the Domesday Book as a small settlement held by the Abbey of Cirencester. The church
was built. The land was later held by the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem (Hospitallers), hence "St
Bernard".

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e Adam's Grave Long Barrow: A Scheduled Ancient Monument.

The Ridgeway National Trail.

e The Wansdyke.

e Bronze Age Round Barrow Cemetery on Walker's Hill.
e  Church of St. John the Baptist.

¢ Iron Age Celtic Fields: Visible as earthworks across the downs.



Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

The history of Stanton St Bernard is almost entirely archaeological. The monuments and field
systems are the history. Documentary records are sparse until the Domesday Book, and even then, it
records a small, poor settlement. The narrative is written on the landscape.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Pastoralism, monument building.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: Pastoralism, trade along The Ridgeway.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Mixed farming (arable and pasture).

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Pastoralism.

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Sheep and wool were the absolute mainstay of the economy, as they had been for
millennia.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Sheep farming continued unchanged. The 20th century saw some mechanisation and a
shift towards arable on the better soils, but sheep remain dominant. The parish is now also known
for its conservation value, with the downland being managed for its archaeological and ecological
importance.

Full list of Listed Buildings

Stanton St Bernard has a very small number of listed buildings, reflecting its modest built heritage:
e Grade ll: Church of St John the Baptist, and a couple of farmhouses.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The Ridgeway may have been patrolled.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
The Wansdyke suggests the area was a contested frontier, perhaps between Saxon and British
kingdoms.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Its remote location meant it saw little conflict.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)
Civil War: Troop movements along The Ridgeway are likely.



WWI & WWII: Men from the parish served. The downland was used for military training, particularly
for tank exercises on the open ground. Its primary contribution was agricultural, producing meat and
wool for the nation.



