
 
 
A Brief History 

Catmore, a Ɵny, remote parish perched on the high, windswept chalk plateau of the Berkshire 
Downs, presents a history of extreme marginality, manorial shrinkage, and agricultural endurance. 
Its narraƟve is one of a failed medieval village and a shrinking manor, a place where the harsh 
environment and economic pressures steadily eroded seƩlement unƟl only a single farm and the 
church remained. This is a story of abandonment and survival on the most challenging upland soils, 
where the thin line between a viable community and a depopulated landscape was finally crossed. 
Catmore stands as a poignant monument to the vulnerability of small downland seƩlements, its 
isolated church a stark senƟnel over fields that once supported a village. 

Terrain 

Catmore occupies a high, exposed posiƟon on the Upper Chalk of the Berkshire Downs, at an 
elevaƟon of over 160 metres (525 feet). The landscape is one of vast, open arable fields with almost 
no tree cover, subject to strong winds and with thin, shallow soils directly over the chalk. There is no 
surface water; supply depended enƟrely on deep wells and dew ponds. The parish is small and 
almost perfectly flat on the plateau, with long, uninterrupted views in all direcƟons. This is 
a marginal agricultural landscape par excellence, suited only to sheep walk and the hardiest cereal 
culƟvaƟon. The isolaƟon and lack of water were criƟcal factors in its decline. 

What stands out 

The most striking and poignant feature is the profound empƟness and the isolated church. St. 
Margaret's Church stands uƩerly alone in the middle of fields, over a kilometre from the nearest 
building (Catmore Farm), with no village in sight. This is the classic, textbook example of a "lost 
village" or "shrunken seƩlement". The church itself is a small, simple Norman and medieval 
building, its isolaƟon speaking volumes about populaƟon collapse. The second striking feature is 



the sheer scale of the open landscape—a vast, skyscape-dominated plain where the absence of 
human seƩlement is the dominant historical fact. 

Ancient Trackways 

Catmore was not on any significant ancient route. Its trackways were purely local farm 
tracks connecƟng the medieval village to its fields and to neighbouring parishes like West 
Challow and Farnborough. A track likely led south to the Ridgeway, which runs a few miles to the 
south. These were routes for shepherds and ox-carts, not for trade or travel. The parish's extreme 
remoteness from major thoroughfares was a key factor in its vulnerability; it had no secondary 
economic role as a stopping place. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers on the open downs. 

 Neolithic: The downland has evidence of early acƟvity, but no major monuments are 
recorded within the Ɵny parish. 

 Other Historic Sites: The most significant site is the shrunken medieval village of 
Catmore. Earthworks of house plaƞorms, holloways, and croŌ boundaries survive as 
ghostly ridges and ditches in the pasture around the church, clearly visible from the air. 
These are Scheduled Ancient Monuments. There are also ridge and furrow earthworks of 
the open fields. The site of the medieval manor house is likely near the church. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds consist of flint tools. Iron Age and Roman finds are virtually absent, confirming the 
area's use as seasonal pasture rather than seƩled farmland in those periods. The significant 
archaeological material is medieval: large quanƟƟes of poƩery, domesƟc artefacts, and building 
debris have been ploughed up from the village site around the church. These finds tesƟfy to the 
community that once lived here. The lack of later poƩery marks the abrupt end of seƩled life. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. St. Margaret's Church: The isolated church, a Grade II listed building, the sole surviving 
public structure of the medieval village. 

2. Earthworks of the Deserted Medieval Village (DMV): The Scheduled Ancient Monument of 
house plaƞorms, streets, and enclosures surrounding the church. 

3. Catmore Farm: The post-medieval farmstead that replaced the village, now the only 
inhabited building. 

4. The Open Downland Landscape: The vast, empty fields that now cover the parish. 

5. Dew Ponds: The few remaining ponds, essenƟal for the farm's livestock. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The downland was cleared for pasture. The Catmore area was open grassland used by communiƟes 
based elsewhere. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 



Possibly used for grazing and burial (round barrows may have existed but were ploughed out). An 
empty pastoral landscape. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

Sheep walk under the control of hillfort communiƟes. No permanent seƩlement. 

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

Imperial sheep pasture. The Saxon period saw the first and only sustained seƩlement. "Catmore" 
derives from the Old English CaƩamōr – "CaƩa's moor or marshy ground", though the area is not 
notably marshy; perhaps referring to a personal name. A small community established a church and 
manor. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

The village was likely in severe decline or already gone. The Hearth Tax records of 1664 show only a 
handful of households in Catmore, indicaƟng a Ɵny, poor populaƟon. The Civil War probably had 
liƩle direct impact due to the parish's poverty and remoteness, though it may have suffered from 
distant foraging. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Catmore is a sequence of abandonment. The medieval layer is the most vivid: the 
village earthworks and ridge and furrow. The post-medieval layer is one of contracƟon: the 
replacement of the village with a single farm. The 18th/19th-century enclosure (likely by agreement 
given the small populaƟon) created the modern field paƩern over the DMV. The 20th century layer is 
one of archaeological recogniƟon—the scheduling of the DMV and the church's preservaƟon as an 
ancient monument. It is a landscape where the primary historical process is depopulaƟon. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Roman: Open sheep walk. 

 Saxon/Medieval: Small manorial sheep-corn seƩlement. A community pracƟsing open-field 
farming on marginal land. Its small size and poor soils made it inherently vulnerable. 

 Post-Medieval (16th-18th C): DepopulaƟon and farm consolidaƟon. The village failed due to 
a combinaƟon of factors: marginal land, enclosure, possibly plague (Black Death), and 
economic shiŌs. The land was consolidated into a single farm unit. 

 19th-21st Century: Large-scale arable sheep farm. Catmore Farm operates the enƟre parish. 
The funcƟon is purely agricultural. The church is a redundant historical feature. There is no 
residenƟal community. 

Strategic Role 

Catmore had no strategic role. Its remoteness and lack of resources made it irrelevant to military or 
economic strategy. It was a blank spot on the map. 

TacƟcal influence 

The open downland provided observaƟon, but no one needed to observe Catmore. It had no tacƟcal 
value. 



PosiƟoning 

The posiƟoning was marginal in every sense: on high, exposed, inferƟle chalkland; distant from 
water; remote from major routes; and with poor soils. It was a seƩlement that should arguably 
never have existed, and in the end, it didn't. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

No army would have gone near Catmore. It offered nothing. At most, a lost scout or a deserter might 
have passed through its empty fields. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Agricultural: Marginal sheep and cereal farming. 

 SeƩlement: A small, vulnerable community that ulƟmately failed. 

 EcclesiasƟcal: A parish church serving a vanished congregaƟon. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Catmore is the ulƟmate marginal downland parish. It represents the extreme edge of sustainable 
Saxon seƩlement on the chalk. Its failure is a key part of the downland story, illustraƟng the risks of 
colonising the poorest soils. Its history is a footnote to the larger narraƟves of more successful 
downland parishes like Brightwalton or Farnborough, showing what happened when condiƟons 
became too harsh. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The lost paths to the village are now fossilised as holloways in the DMV 
earthworks. Its connecƟon to the wider world was always tenuous. 

 Sacred Geometry: The church's locaƟon, now isolated, was once central to the village. Its 
conƟnued existence, long aŌer its congregaƟon vanished, speaks to the enduring power of 
sacred space, even as a ruin. It became a landmark for shepherds, not parishioners. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is sparse, echoing the depopulaƟon. Tales likely speak of the "lost village" and its ghostly 
inhabitants. The church is said to be haunted, with stories of lights or bells ringing from the empty 
building. The very empƟness generates stories of mystery and melancholy. There is no living 
community to maintain conƟnuity; the folklore is imported by visitors and anƟquarians. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
HunƟng on the open downland. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Downland pasture. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Grazing land. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Sheep walk for hillfort communiƟes. 



Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Imperial sheep pasture. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
SeƩlement of CaƩamōr established. A church founded. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in Domesday (1086) as a very small manor. The stone church built. The village existed 
through the 13th-14th centuries but was Ɵny and poor. Likely abandoned in the late medieval period 
(15th/16th century). 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Margaret's Church (Grade II): The isolated church. 

 Catmore Deserted Medieval Village Earthworks (Scheduled Monument): The ghost village 
around the church. 

 Catmore Farm: The post-medieval farmstead. 

 Ridge and Furrow: In fields around the DMV. 

 Dew Ponds. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

In Catmore, archaeology is the only narraƟve. Without excavaƟon and survey, there would be 
almost no history. Plans of the DMV earthworks map the lost village. Fieldwalking collects the 
poƩery that dates its occupaƟon and abandonment. ExcavaƟon could reveal why it failed—was 
there a famine, plague, or forced evicƟon? The fabric of the church itself is archaeological evidence 
of modificaƟon and decline. Archaeology here doesn't just support the story; it is the story of a 
community that leŌ almost no wriƩen record. 

Industry 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Marginal sheep-corn farming. The community was likely always at subsistence level. 



Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: AŌer depopulaƟon, the enƟre parish became a single agricultural unit—first as a sheep 
farm, now as a large-scale arable farm. There is no other industry. No commuƟng, no services. The 
only non-agricultural acƟvity is the occasional maintenance of the church as a historical monument. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Catmore has the minimal possible built heritage: 

 Grade II: St. Margaret's Church. 

 (Catmore Farm may be of local interest but is not naƟonally listed). 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
No impact. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Too poor and remote to be a target. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Too insignificant for conflict. 

Civil War (1642-1651): The parish was so poor and empty it would have been ignored by both sides. 
It offered no resources worth taking. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Men from the farm family may have served. 
World War II: Catmore's open downs, like others, may have been used for military training or as an 
emergency landing ground for aircraŌ. Its empƟness was its uƟlity. It might have had a decoy site to 
draw bombers away from nearby targets. The war would have been experienced as distant noise and 
the occasional sight of aircraŌ or troops on exercise, but with no local populaƟon to affect. 

 


