
 
 
A Brief History 

Cold Ash, sprawling across the high, sandy heathand plateau between the Kennet Valley and the 
Berkshire Downs, presents a history of heathand commons, nonconformist industry, and planned 
suburban growth. Its narraƟve is one of a marginal landscape transformed: from a sparsely 
populated area of furze-covered commons and squaƩers' rights in the 17th century, to a centre 
for brickmaking, Ɵmber, and market gardening in the 19th, and finally into a major planned 
residenƟal seƩlement for Newbury in the 20th century. This is a story of dramaƟc reinvenƟon, 
where poor soils and isolaƟon gave way to industry, and later, to a commuter idenƟty. The parish’s 
character is split between the historic, dispersed hamlets and the dense, modern housing estates, 
embodying its journey from heath to suburb. 

Terrain 

Cold Ash occupies an elevated plateau of Bagshot Sands, Plateau Gravels, and London Clay, creaƟng 
acidic, inferƟle, and well-drained soils. This geology supported historically extensive heathand, gorse 
commons, and pine/birch woodland, rather than rich farmland. The land is high (100-130m), flat to 
gently rolling, with no major watercourses—water came from wells and ponds. To the south, the 
land falls away steeply into the Kennet Valley at Thatcham and Newbury. This terrain was marginal 
for tradiƟonal agriculture but rich in raw materials: sand for building, clay for bricks, and Ɵmber 
from the heathand woods. Its elevaƟon and drainage later made it aƩracƟve for healthy residenƟal 
development. 

What stands out 

The most striking feature is the contrast between the historic and modern landscapes. The historic 
core consists of scaƩered hamlets like Cold Ash, Ashmore Green, and Wyld Court, connected by 



winding lanes and surrounded by remnants of heathand woodland. In stark contrast, large swathes 
of the parish are covered by planned 20th and 21st-century housing estates (e.g., the Hermitage 
area), with curving cul-de-sacs and modern infrastructure. The parish lacks a single nucleated 
medieval village centre, reflecƟng its origins as a area of common and squaƫng. The presence of 
the Cold Ash Hill transmiƩer mast, a major regional landmark, underscores its elevated posiƟon. 

Ancient Trackways 

Cold Ash was not on a major prehistoric route. Its trackways were local heathand paths connecƟng 
squaƩer seƩlements to commons and to the market towns of Newbury (to the south) 
and Thatcham. A more significant route developed along the ridge-top road from Newbury to 
Hermitage and onwards to Oxford, which traversed the parish. This evolved from a drovers' track into 
a more formal road. The terrain discouraged major through-routes unƟl the modern era; its paths 
were for local resource access, not long-distance travel. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: The sandy heathand would have been aƩracƟve to early hunter-gatherers; flint 
scaƩers are likely. 

 Neolithic: Evidence is sparse due to acidic soils and lack of intensive early farming. The area 
was likely heathand and woodland. 

 Other Historic Sites: The most significant are the sites of post-medieval industry: brick and 
Ɵle kilns, sand pits, and charcoal burning plaƞorms. There are also earthworks of squaƩer 
seƩlements and smallholdings on the former common. The medieval moated site of Wyld 
Court (a manor house) is a key historic focus. Evidence of WWII anƟ-aircraŌ gun 
emplacements and searchlight baƩeries exist on the high ground, part of the defence of 
Newbury. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds are limited to occasional flint tools. Iron Age and Roman finds are very rare, 
confirming the area’s marginal status. The significant archaeological record begins in the post-
medieval period. Finds include wasters from brick and Ɵle kilns, clay tobacco pipes, and domesƟc 
poƩery from the 17th-19th centuries. Industrial artefacts like tools from Ɵmber working are also 
found. WWII artefacts—spent shell casings, buƩons, etc.—have been recovered from former military 
sites. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The Heathand Landscape & Remnant Commons: The ecological and historical baseline of 
the parish (e.g., Ashmore Green Common). 

2. Wyld Court (Moated Site & House): The historic manor house complex, a focus of early 
seƩlement. 

3. The Dispersed Hamlets (Cold Ash, Ashmore Green): Fossilised squaƩer seƩlements and 
estate villages. 

4. Sites of Brickworks & Pits: The physical remains of the 19th-century industrial boom. 

5. St. Mark’s Church, Cold Ash: A Victorian church (1865), built to serve the growing populaƟon 
of brickmakers and estate workers. 



6. Cold Ash Hill TransmiƩer Mast: A dominant modern landmark, conƟnuing the theme of 
high-ground uƟlity. 

7. 20th-Century Planned Housing Estates: A defining modern landscape layer. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The area was wild heathand and woodland, used for hunƟng by communiƟes based on more ferƟle 
soils. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

Limited clearance on heathand margins. Remained a sparsely used resource area. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

Heathand used for grazing, pig pannage, and possibly iron smelƟng (using bog iron) by valley 
communiƟes. 

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

Largely ignored. The Saxon period saw minimal acƟvity; the name "Ash" refers to the tree, common 
on this soil. It was likely part of a large, wooded estate centred elsewhere. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

This is the period of colonisaƟon. The inferƟle common heath became a place for squaƩers and the 
poor to establish smallholdings, grazing animals and cuƫng furze (gorse) for fuel. A dispersed, 
independent-minded community grew. The Civil War saw acƟvity nearby due to Newbury; the heath 
may have been used for troop movements or as a source of fuel. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Cold Ash is a sequence of radical change. The ancient heathand is the baseline. 
The 17th-18th century layer is one of squaƩer encroachment and the creaƟon of smallholdings. 
The 19th century superimposes industrial extracƟon (brick pits, sand quarries) and the 
establishment of an estate village around Wyld Court. The mid-20th century adds WWII defences. 
The late 20th-21st century imposes large-scale residenƟal development, dramaƟcally overwriƟng 
the earlier paƩerns of hamlet and heath. It is a landscape where the most recent layer is the most 
visually dominant. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Roman: HunƟng ground, resource area. 

 Saxon/Medieval: Part of a large wooded/heathy manor, used for pannage and grazing. 

 Post-Medieval (17th-18th C): Common land and squaƩer seƩlement. A community of 
smallholders exercising common rights (grazing, turf-cuƫng, furze). 

 19th Century: Industrial extracƟon and estate village. Brick and Ɵle making, sand extracƟon, 
Ɵmber. Some market gardening. The heath is increasingly enclosed. 



 20th Century: Defence, then dormitory suburb. WWII: military use of high ground. Post-war: 
massive planned housing development for Newbury’s expanding populaƟon. Remnants of 
agriculture and woodland become ameniƟes. 

 21st Century: Established commuter suburb with strong community idenƟty, green spaces, 
and pressure for further development. 

Strategic Role 

Cold Ash’s strategic role was minimal historically but became significant in WWII. Its high, open 
ground provided excellent sites for anƟ-aircraŌ baƩeries and searchlights to defend the important 
railway juncƟon and industrial town of Newbury from LuŌwaffe bombers. 

TacƟcal influence 

The heathand was open ground, unsuitable for concealment of large forces but good for observaƟon. 
In WWII, the high ground was tacƟcally vital for air defence, providing early warning and a field of 
fire over the Kennet Valley approach to Newbury. 

PosiƟoning 

The posiƟoning was iniƟally marginal: on inferƟle heathand away from rivers and good roads. Its 
value lay in its elevaƟon (for defence, later broadcasƟng) and raw materials (clay, sand, Ɵmber). Its 
proximity to Newbury ulƟmately dictated its 20th-century suburban fate. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

Cold Ash was off main campaign routes. During the Civil War, forces moving around Newbury might 
have crossed the heath, but no major acƟon occurred. Its primary military relevance was 300 years 
later, in the aerial war of 1940-45. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Resource: Common grazing, fuel (furze/turf), Ɵmber, clay, sand. 

 Industrial: Brickmaking, Ɵle making, sand quarrying. 

 ResidenƟal: SquaƩer seƩlements, estate village, modern suburb. 

 Military: WWII air defence site. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Cold Ash is not part of the core North Wessex Downs. It belongs to the Bagshot Heaths fringe, a 
disƟnct geological and ecological province. Its history is separate: one of common rights and 
industrial extracƟon, contrasƟng with the sheep-and-corn manors of the chalk downland. However, 
its bricks and Ɵmber would have been used in downland seƩlements, creaƟng an economic link. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The local paths to Newbury and Thatcham were its economic lifelines, 
for selling produce and bricks. The ridge road to Hermitage connected it to a wider network. 

 Sacred Geometry: The historic church (St. Mark’s) is Victorian, reflecƟng the 19th-century 
creaƟon of a parish idenƟty. Earlier, the community would have been served by chapels in 



Newbury or Thatcham. The nonconformist tradiƟon (Methodism) was historically strong 
among the arƟsan brickmaking community. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is rooted in the heathand and squaƩer past. Tales of smugglers using the lonely tracks, 
of "guysers" (furze-cuƩers), and of the "wild" nature of the common. The brickmaking industry has 
its own lore of hard work and community. The dramaƟc post-war development is now part of living 
memory, with stories of the transiƟon from a rural to suburban idenƟty. The community has 
successfully forged a strong new idenƟty despite the rapid change. 

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Occasional use; remains wooded/heathy. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Very limited acƟvity on heath margins. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Resource area for valley communiƟes. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Negligible. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Part of a large estate; name indicates ash-tree growth. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Part of the manor of Thatcham or Shaw. Wyld Court established as a moated manor. The area 
remains thinly populated forest and heath. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 Wyld Court (Moated Site & House). 

 Ashmore Green Common: A remnant of the historic heath. 

 Sites of Cold Ash Brickworks. 

 St. Mark’s Church, Cold Ash. 

 WWII AnƟ-AircraŌ Sites: On high ground. 

 20th-Century Housing Estates: As examples of post-war planning. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in Cold Ash is key to recovering its industrial and squaƩer past, which is poorly 
documented. ExcavaƟon of brick kiln sites reveals technology and scale. Survey of squaƩer 
seƩlement earthworks maps the extent of pre-19th century colonisaƟon. Oral history 
projects capture the memory of the brickworks and the post-war transformaƟon. Building 
recording of the older coƩages in the hamlets shows their modest, incremental growth. Archaeology 
here tells the story of the working poor and arƟsans who shaped the parish, a counterpoint to the 
grander histories of manor houses and churches. 



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. 

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

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Woodland/heath management, possible iron smelƟng. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: None. 

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

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Woodland management (Ɵmber, pannage), grazing on heath. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: 17th-18th C: SquaƩer smallholdings, commoning. 19th C: Brick and Ɵle making becomes 
major employer. Sand extracƟon. Market gardening. 20th C: Decline of brickmaking post-
WWI. WWII: Military installaƟon. Post-WWII: ConstrucƟon industry booms during housing 
development. Economy shiŌs enƟrely to commuƟng (to Newbury, Reading, Basingstoke) 
and services. Light industry/business parks on parish fringes. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Cold Ash has a modest number of listed buildings, mostly older core: 

 Grade II: Wyld Court (house and moat); a handful of 17th-19th century coƩages and 
farmhouses in the old hamlets of Cold Ash and Ashmore Green (e.g., Church CoƩage, Forge 
CoƩage). The majority of the built environment is unlisted 20th-century housing. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
No impact. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Manorial obligaƟons, but no local conflict. 

Civil War (1642-1651): Peripheral impact. The heath may have been traversed by patrols or used to 
conceal people from the fighƟng around Newbury. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Men from the brickworks and farms served. 
World War II: Cold Ash had a direct and acƟve military role. Its high ground was used for anƟ-



aircraŌ (AA) gun baƩeries (part of the defence of the Newbury gap). Searchlight baƩeries were 
staƟoned here to illuminate enemy bombers. It was part of the inner arƟllery zone for protecƟng the 
strategic Newbury area. The parish would have been alive with military personnel, the noise of guns, 
and the blaze of searchlights. It experienced air raids aimed at the AA sites or stray bombs. This 
period was the most dramaƟc marƟal event in its history, far surpassing any earlier conflict. 

 


