
 
 

A Brief History 

Beenham, straddling the ferƟle clay vale between the River Kennet and the rising chalk of the 
Berkshire Downs, presents a history of dispersed manors, woodland clearance, and transport 
evoluƟon. Its narraƟve is not of a nucleated village but of a parish of scaƩered hamlets and great 
houses, shaped by the resources of river, woodland, and heath. The story is one of mulƟple manorial 
centres—Beenham Manor, Beenham House, Beenham Grange—compeƟng for influence, and of a 
landscape gradually tamed from medieval forest and marsh into producƟve farmland. Situated on 
the busy London-to-Bath road, Beenham’s history is also one of transit and trade, its character 
forever influenced by the constant flow of traffic and the economic opportuniƟes it presented, from 
coaching inns to brickmaking. 

Terrain 

Beenham occupies a transiƟonal zone of considerable complexity. The northern part of the parish 
lies on the low-lying, oŌen poorly drained London Clay and alluvial flats of the River Kennet 
floodplain. The southern part rises onto the clay-with-flints and chalk of the Berkshire Downs. This 
creates a landscape of stark contrast: flat, lush water-meadows and pasture in the north, giving way 
to wooded hills, heathland, and higher arable fields in the south. The key watercourses are the River 
Kennet (a major navigaƟon) and its tributary the Foudry Brook. The presence of extensive Bagshot 
Sands and clay deposits supported local industries like brick and Ɵle making. This varied geology 
fostered a diverse, semi-wooded character. 

What stands out 

The most defining characterisƟc of Beenham is its dispersed, polyfocal seƩlement paƩern. There is 
no single village centre. Instead, disƟnct hamlets—Beenham Village (around the church), Beenham 
Grange, Beenham Cross, and Heath End—are scaƩered across the parish, each with its own history. 
This reflects its origins in mulƟple medieval manorial clearings within a once-forested landscape. The 
parish is also notable for its historic transport corridors: the Bath Road (A4) running east-west and 
the Kennet & Avon Canal slicing across its northern edge. The presence of several substanƟal 18th 
and 19th-century country houses (Beenham House, Beenham Grange) set in parkland adds a layer 
of aristocraƟc landscaping to the working farmland and woodland. 



Ancient Trackways 

Beenham lay at the intersecƟon of significant routes. The most important was the prehistoric and 
Roman ridgeway that later became the London-to-Bath road, following the dry, high ground along 
the spring line at the foot of the downs. This major highway ran through the southern part of the 
parish. A north-south route of anƟquity connected this road to the River Kennet fords and 
crossings near Woolhampton and Theale, providing access to the river’s resources and the tracks 
north into the Chilterns. Local tracks networked the scaƩered hamlets and farms. In the early 19th 
century, the Kennet & Avon Canal (opened 1810) added a major arƟficial waterway, transforming 
the economic geography of the northern parish. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers would be found on the higher, drier sandy heaths. 

 Neolithic: Evidence is limited but present; the area was likely forested but used for hunƟng. 
The nearby downs have numerous monuments. 

 Other Historic Sites: The primary sites are the medieval moated manor sites. Beenham 
Manor (near the church) and the site of the original Beenham House are moated, classic 
features of a wooded, clayland parish. There is also evidence of a medieval deer 
park associated with the manor. The Kennet & Avon Canal is a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument and an industrial archaeological site of the first order, with its locks, bridges, and 
wharves. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds include Neolithic flint axes and Bronze Age poƩery, parƟcularly on the 
heathland. Iron Age finds are sparse, suggesƟng the heavy clay and woodland were not prime 
seƩlement areas. Roman finds are more concentrated along the line of the Bath Road, indicaƟng 
roadside acƟvity—poƩery, coins, and evidence of a possible farmstead or small 
seƩlement. Medieval finds are abundant around the moated sites and the church: poƩery, 
metalwork, and building materials. Post-medieval finds relate to the canal and the brickmaking 
industry: disƟncƟve bricks, Ɵles, and industrial waste. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Bath Road (A4): The historic coaching route, lined with former inns and milestones. 

2. St. Mary’s Church, Beenham: A small, picturesque church (rebuilt 1865) on an ancient site, 
situated in isolaƟon near the original manor. 

3. Kennet & Avon Canal: The engineered waterway with its characterisƟc features like Towney 
Lock and Bridge, a defining element of the northern landscape. 

4. Moated Sites of Beenham Manor & Old Beenham House: Earthworks represenƟng the 
medieval manorial centres. 

5. Beenham House (Park): A large Georgian house (rebuilt 1840s) set in its own parkland, 
represenƟng the later manorial focus. 

6. The Dispersed Hamlets (Beenham Grange, Heath End): Historic seƩlement nuclei, each with 
clusters of older coƩages and farmsteads. 



7. Beenham Heath: An area of former common heathland, now partly wooded, indicaƟve of 
the parish’s marginal past. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The area was predominantly wildwood on clay and heath. The Kennet Valley was a focus for acƟvity, 
but the Beenham area was hinterland, used for hunƟng and resource gathering. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

Limited clearance on the beƩer-drained sandy heaths. The area remained wooded and peripheral to 
the more intensively farmed river terraces and chalk downs. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

The woodland and heath were likely used as seasonal pasture and for hunƟng by communiƟes based 
on the downs or nearer the river. It was a borderland between the Atrebates and other tribes. 

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

The Romans used the Bath Road corridor. A farmstead may have existed to service travellers. 
The Saxon period saw the first permanent clearings. "Beenham" likely derives from the Old 
English Bēan-hām – "bean homestead" or Bēona's hām – "Bēona's homestead," suggesƟng an early 
farmstead in a clearing. MulƟple such clearings created the scaƩered seƩlement paƩern. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

The parish contained several gentry houses. It was a significant coaching stop on the Bath Road, with 
inns like the Six Bells and the Black Boy thriving. The Civil War saw major acƟvity: the Bath Road was 
a key military artery. Troops marched through, and the area saw skirmishes and foraging. Beenham’s 
houses may have been occupied by officers from both sides. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Beenham is one of resource exploitaƟon and transport overlay. The medieval layer 
consists of forest clearings, moated manors, and common heath. The 17th-18th century coaching era 
added inns and intensified seƩlement along the road. The early 19th century imposed the stark 
linearity of the canal and its industrial infrastructure. The mid-19th century saw the rebuilding of 
country houses and creaƟon of parkland. The 20th century brought the A4 bypass, quietening the 
old road, and some residenƟal development. It is a landscape where each new transport technology 
leŌ a disƟnct physical imprint. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Roman: Woodland and heath, corridor for movement. 

 Saxon/Medieval: Assarted woodland estate. Mixed farming in clearings, woodland 
management (Ɵmber, pannage), grazing on heathland. Several manorial centres. 

 Post-Medieval (17th-18th C): Coaching stop and farming parish. Service economy along the 
road. Brick and Ɵle making from local clay. Agriculture intensified with enclosure. 



 19th Century: Canal-side industry and estate parkland. The canal transported bricks, Ɵmber, 
and agricultural produce. Country houses refined their estates. 

 20th-21st Century: Mixed residenƟal and agricultural parish. Commuter village character 
grows. Large-scale arable farming on beƩer land. Remnants of woodland and heath are 
conserved. The canal is for leisure. 

Strategic Role 

Beenham’s strategic role was enƟrely Ɵed to the Bath Road. Controlling this route was vital for 
moving troops and supplies between London and the West. In the Civil War, it was a key corridor. 
The heathland provided mustering grounds. The canal in the Napoleonic era had strategic value for 
moving goods. 

TacƟcal influence 

The enclosed, wooded and heathy landscape south of the road was difficult for large troop 
movements but good for ambushes or concealing forces. The road itself was a tacƟcal chokepoint. 
Controlling the bridges over the Foudry Brook and the canal would have been tacƟcally important in 
later conflicts. 

PosiƟoning 

The posiƟoning was determined by transport and resources: astride the major naƟonal road (Bath 
Road); adjacent to the navigable River Kennet and later the canal; on a varied geological base 
providing clay for industry, woodland for fuel, and mixed soils for agriculture. It was a locale of 
economic opportunity rather than defensive strength. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The Bath Road was a primary campaign route. 

 Civil War: Extensively used. The Second BaƩle of Newbury (1644) was fought just a few miles 
west; troops and supplies for both this and the First BaƩle would have marched through 
Beenham. The parish was in the thick of the campaign zone. 

 The Monmouth Rebellion (1685): The Duke of Monmouth’s rebel army marched along this 
road towards London. 

 The Jacobite Rising (1745): Government troops moved along the road to counter the threat. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Transport & Services: Coaching stop, canal port, later roadside services. 

 Industry: Brick and Ɵle making, Ɵmber processing, milling. 

 Agricultural: Mixed farming, dairying on floodplain, sheep on downs edge. 

 Manorial/Estate: Centre of several gentry estates with parkland. 

 SeƩlement: Dispersed hamlets serving farms, estates, and transport. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Beenham represents the northern fringe and economic outlet of the North Wessex Downs. The 
downs provided sheep pasture and Ɵmber for its manors. The Bath Road was the downland’s main 



connecƟon to London. Its economy was a mix of downland-edge acƟviƟes (woodland, heath) and 
valley-based services (road, canal). It was a transiƟonal parish where downland resources met valley 
trade routes. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The Bath Road is the supreme interconnecƟon. The canal created a new, 
slower-paced network linking to Bristol and London. Local paths connected the hamlets to 
the common heath and woodlands. 

 Sacred Geometry: The siƟng of the original church next to the moated manor is classic. Its 
later isolaƟon (as the manor moved) reflects the shiŌ of manorial power. The separate 
hamlets oŌen had their own nonconformist chapels (e.g., Wesleyan), indicaƟng a diverse 
religious culture influenced by travellers and industrial workers. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is rich with tales of the road: highwaymen like "16-String Jack" were said to operate here, 
and phantom coaches are reported. The canal has its own ghosts, tales of drowned lock-keepers, and 
hidden contraband. The heathland is associated with gypsies, gatherings, and a sense of lawlessness. 
The memory of the brickworks and the sounds of the coaching era are part of local oral history. The 
parish’s fragmented nature means each hamlet has its own slight variaƟon in idenƟty and story. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers visited the heathlands and river edges. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Limited clearance on the heaths. The area remained largely wooded. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
More sustained clearance and establishment of field systems on beƩer soils. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Woodland management and pasture under tribal control. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Roadside seƩlement develops. Farming increases. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Forest clearings establish the manors and hamlets. The parish of Bēan-hām is formed. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in Domesday as Benham, held by the Bishop of Winchester. Several sub-manors develop. 
The church is built. A deer park is established. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Mary’s Church, Beenham: Victorian rebuild on a medieval site. 

 Kennet & Avon Canal (Scheduled Monument): Including Towney Lock, bridges, and wharf 
sites. 

 Moated Site of Beenham Manor: Near the church. 



 Beenham House & Park: 19th-century house in landscaped grounds. 

 Beenham Grange: Another historic farm/manor complex. 

 Sites of Former Brickworks/Tileries: ParƟcularly around Heath End. 

 The Old Bath Road: With its historic milestones and former inn sites. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology is key to understanding Beenham’s dispersed origins. ExcavaƟon of the moated 
sites reveals the manorial sequence. Industrial archaeology of the brickworks uncovers a major local 
trade. The canal is a living archaeological landscape—its structures, deposits, and artefacts tell of 
early 19th-century engineering and economy. Fieldwalking in the hamlets finds medieval poƩery, 
mapping seƩlement spread. Historical landscape analysis of the heath and woodland boundaries 
shows the process of enclosure and clearance. This physical evidence weaves together the stories of 
the separate hamlets into a coherent parish history. 

Industry 

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Woodland management, pastoralism. 

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Manorial agriculture, woodcraŌ. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Manorial farming, woodland management (Ɵmber, charcoal, pannage). Deer park 
management. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Coaching trade (inns, smithies). Brick and Ɵle making became a major industry from the 
17th century, using local clay and canal transport. Timber processing. Canal-related trades (boat 
building, carrying). Agriculture. In the 20th century, brickmaking declined. The parish became a mix 
of commuƟng, agriculture, and light industry/warehousing aƩracted by road (M4) and rail links. The 
canal is now part of the leisure and tourism industry. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Beenham has a moderate number of listed buildings, scaƩered across its hamlets: 

 Grade II: St. Mary’s Church; Beenham House; Beenham Grange; several 17th-19th century 
farmhouses, coƩages, and former inns (e.g., The Six Bells) in Beenham Village, Heath End, 



and Beenham Cross; mulƟple structures on the Kennet & Avon Canal (locks, bridges, 
mileposts); a notable group of 19th-century railway workers’ coƩages near Beenham 
staƟon. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The area may have seen minor conflict related to control of the road corridor. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Vulnerable to raids along the Thames and Kennet valleys. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Manorial lords fulfilled military service obligaƟons. 

Civil War (1642-1651): Beenham was in a highly acƟve zone. The BaƩle of Aldermaston (1643) was 
fought just to the west. The parish was on the line of march for armies heading to both BaƩles of 
Newbury. It would have been scoured for supplies and used for billeƟng. The heathland may have 
been used for encampments. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Men from all the hamlets served. Local industry (brickworks) may have supported the 
war effort. 
World War II: Beenham’s locaƟon was significant. The Bath Road and the railway were key transport 
routes for troops and supplies to the west. The area was under intense aerial acƟvity due to its 
proximity to RAF Aldermaston and other airfields. The canal may have been considered a potenƟal 
anƟ-tank barrier or part of defence lines. The heath and woodland could have concealed muniƟons 
stores or military installaƟons. Like many parishes in the area, it was part of the dense infrastructure 
of the home front, experiencing blackouts, evacuees, and the constant threat of air aƩack. 

 


