A Brief History

Coombe (formally East and West Woodhay, but commonly referred to by the hamlet of Coombe),
nestled in a deeply rural, wooded landscape on the Hampshire/Berkshire border, presents a history
of forest-edge settlement, aristocratic landscaping, and artistic seclusion. Its narrative is one of

a dispersed, almost hidden community within the former bounds of the Royal Forest of Bucklebury,
evolving from medieval woodland assarts into a tranquil estate parish, and later a favoured retreat
for writers, artists, and the affluent. This is a story defined by remoteness, woodland management,
and the creation of picturesque scenery for country houses. The parish lacks a traditional village
nucleus; instead, it is a collection of hamlets, farms, and substantial houses scattered through a
landscape of rolling hills, ancient woods, and narrow, sunken lanes—a testament to deliberate
isolation and natural beauty.

Terrain

Coombe occupies a rolling landscape of Upper Chalk overlain by clay-with-flints and Plateau
Gravels, creating a mix of light, well-drained soils and heavier, wooded clays. It lies on the southern
dip-slope of the Berkshire Downs, with streams cutting north-south valleys that eventually feed the
River Enborne. The terrain is one of gentle hills, dense ancient woodlands (notably Coombe Wood
and part of High Wood), and small, enclosed pastures. There are no major watercourses, but
numerous springs and ponds. This is not the open, exposed downland but a sheltered, wooded
hinterland, its topography perfect for forestry, coverts for game, and the creation of secluded
parkland. The sense of being enveloped by nature is overwhelming.

What stands out



The most defining characteristic is its profoundly rural, secretive, and dispersed settlement pattern.
There is no village centre. Key hamlets like Coombe, East End, and Woolton Hill are small clusters
along winding lanes. The landscape is dominated by large, privately-owned estates and country
houses set in their own extensive grounds (e.g., Coombe Manor, Woodhay House). The presence

of Coombe Gibbet—though actually just over the parish boundary on Gallows Down—looms in the
local consciousness as a grim landmark on the high chalk edge. The overall impression is of

a landscape curated for privacy and pleasure, where large houses are discreetly placed in clearings,
and public access is limited to a network of deep, hedge-lined lanes.

Ancient Trackways

Coombe was not on a major ancient route. Its trackways were forest rides, holloways, and local
farm tracks winding through the woodland and fields. A more significant route was the north-south
lane connecting the high downland around Inkpen to the valley of the River Enborne and the old
London-Exeter road at Newtown. This passed through the hamlets of East End and Coombe. Another
track linked the area to Newbury to the east. These were routes for timber extraction, droving, and
local communication, not for through-traffic. The difficult, enclosed terrain preserved its isolation.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites
e Mesolithic: Flint scatters in the woodlands and on the higher, chalkier ground.

¢ Neolithic: The parish is close to the major downland monuments around Inkpen but has
none within its wooded core. Activity was likely limited to the fringes.

e Other Historic Sites: The most significant are the medieval and post-medieval assarted
farmsteads and moated sites (e.g., possible sites near Coombe Manor), typical of woodland
clearance. There are woodbanks marking ancient woodland boundaries. Strip lynchets on
some south-facing slopes indicate limited medieval arable. Parkland landscapes surrounding
the great houses are themselves designed historic sites.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds consist of flint tools. Iron Age and Roman finds are very rare, confirming the area
remained heavily wooded and peripheral. The significant archaeological record begins in

the medieval period with pottery from assarted farmsteads. Post-medieval finds relate to the
estates: fine pottery, clay pipes, and decorative objects. The area is not rich in casual finds due to
limited ploughing and woodland cover.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. The Wooded Landscape (Coombe Wood, High Wood): Ancient semi-natural woodland, the
historic economic and ecological core of the parish.

2. Country Houses & Parklands (Coombe Manor, Woodhay House): Discreet, often 18th/19th
century houses in landscaped settings, representing the parish’s manorial and aristocratic
phase.

3. The Network of Sunken Lanes: Deep, tree-lined holloways connecting the hamlets,
fossilising centuries of use.

4. St. Martin’s Church, East Woodhay: The parish church (rebuilt 1868), standing in isolation
near East End, serving the scattered community.



5. Coombe Gibbet (just outside the boundary): The infamous gallows on Gallows Down, a dark
landmark on the skyline.

6. The Dispersed Hamlets (Coombe, East End, Woolton Hill): Small clusters of cottages and
farms.

Walking Through the Ages

Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The area was wildwood, used as a hunting ground by communities on the more open downland to
the north.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)
Very limited clearance on woodland fringes. The area remained a forested borderland.
Iron Age (~700 BCE)

Woodland management for hunting, pannage, and fuel by communities based on the downland or in
the Kennet Valley.

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

Largely untouched. The Saxon period saw the first clearings. "Coombe" derives from the Old
English cumb — "valley". "Woodhay" means "enclosed woodland". The names perfectly describe the
process of creating farmsteads (tiin) and enclosures (haeg) within the wooded valleys.

17th Century CE

The parish consisted of scattered farms and the manor. It was a woodland estate parish. The Civil
War saw some activity in the region; the woods could conceal troops or fugitives. The nearby Battle
of Newbury (1643) meant troop movements in the area.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering in Coombe is one of gradual clearance and aristocratic imposition. The primeval
woodland is the baseline. Saxon and medieval assarts created the first farms and the hamlets. Post-
medieval enclosure and estate consolidation created the pattern of larger fields and parks.

The 18th/19th century saw the building or rebuilding of the manor houses and the conscious
landscaping of their grounds as picturesque wilderness. The 20th century added a layer

of commuter wealth, with old cottages renovated and new large houses built in secluded plots. It is a
landscape of managed naturalism.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric/Roman: Hunting forest, resource area.

¢ Saxon/Maedieval: Woodland estate and assarted farms. Economy based on woodland
management (timber, charcoal, pannage), pasture in clearings, limited arable.

e Post-Medieval (16th-18th C): Aristocratic estate landscape. Forestry and game management
become paramount for the gentry. Agriculture supports the estate. The landscape is
increasingly shaped for visual appeal and sport.



e 19th-20th Century: Secluded residential estate parish. The large houses are homes for the
gentry, wealthy businessmen, and later, celebrities. Farming and forestry continue but
diminish. The primary product becomes privacy and scenic beauty.

e 21st Century: Super-prime commuter belt and equestrian centre. An enclave of high-value
property, stud farms, and amenity woodland. A place of retreat.

Strategic Role

Coombe had no strategic military role. Its value was as a secluded resource area and a safe retreat.
The dense woods could conceal people or supplies but were not a military objective. Its remoteness
was its defence.

Tactical influence

The enclosed, wooded landscape was impassable for armies and ideal for concealment and guerrilla
tactics. It could hide deserters, smugglers, or small bands of troops. It was a landscape to be avoided
by conventional military forces.

Positioning

The positioning was determined by shelter and resources: in a rolling, sheltered, wooded
landscape away from main valleys; rich in timber and game; with fertile pockets of soil in valleys;
and defined by difficult access ensuring privacy.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

Coombe was far from campaign routes. At most, during the Civil War, messengers or scouts might
have used the obscure lanes to move covertly between Royalist and Parliamentarian areas,
or fugitives might have hidden in the woods.

Possible Use Cases
e Resource: Timber, charcoal, game.
e  Agricultural: Pasture, limited arable, later stud farms.
¢ Residential: Secluded country seats, later commuter homes.
e Refuge: Place of concealment and safety.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Coombe is on the wooded southern fringe of the North Wessex Downs. It is not a chalk downland
parish but part of the clay-and-woodland belt that skirts it. Its economy was complementary,
supplying timber and wood products to the downland settlements. Its social structure was that of a
forest-enclosed estate, distinct from the open-field manors on the higher chalk.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The sunken lanes are its internal network. The connection
to Newbury (for market) and Inkpen (for the downland) were its main links to the outside
world.



e Sacred Geometry: The parish church’s isolated location is typical of a woodland parish,
serving a scattered congregation. The siting of the great houses in artificial clearings within
their parks reflects an 18th-century aesthetic geometry of the "picturesque" and "natural".

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is deeply tied to the woods and the gibbet. Tales of Coombe Gibbet and its victims (from
1676) are dominant. Stories of phantom carriages in the lanes, woodland spirits, and hidden
Romany camps are common. The parish has attracted literary and artistic residents (like the poet
John Betjeman, who lived at The Old Rectory, Farnborough), adding a layer of bohemian folklore.
The community identity is one of chosen seclusion and a slightly eerie, romantic attachment to the
landscape.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Hunting in the woodland.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
The woodland remains largely intact.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Minimal impact.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Managed woodland for tribal communities.

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Forest clearings create the settlements of cumb and wudu-haeg.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
The manors of East and West Woodhay are established. The area is part of the Royal Forest of
Bucklebury, subject to forest law. Assarting continues.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e Coombe Manor & Park.

e Woodhay House & Park.

e St. Martin’s Church, East Woodhay.

e Ancient Woodlands (Coombe Wood, High Wood).

e Sunken Lane Network.

e Coombe Gibbet (on Gallows Down, adjacent).

e The OIld Rectory, Farnborough (former home of John Betjeman).
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in Coombe is subtle and focused on landscape and estate history. LIDAR survey of the
woodlands can reveal hidden woodbanks, charcoal platforms, and settlement earthworks. Historic
landscape analysis of the parklands can date their evolution. Building recording of the estate



cottages and farmsteads shows the development of the housed estate workforce. Oral history with
long-term residents captures the memory of estate life and the changing character. The archaeology
here is of managed obscurity—understanding how a landscape was kept seemingly natural while
being meticulously controlled.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Flint tool production.

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

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

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Assarting, woodcraft.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Woodland management: timber, charcoal, pannage. Limited pasture and arable in assarts.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Estate forestry and game management. Some brickmaking using local clay (small-
scale). Agriculture to supply the estate. The 20th century saw the rise of the equestrian
industry (stud farms, livery). The dominant modern "industry" is high-value residential
property, commuting, and estate management services. It is a landscape of consumption rather
than production.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Coombe has a number of listed buildings, mostly estate-related:

e Grade Il: Coombe Manor; Woodhay House; St. Martin’s Church; several 17th-19th century
farmhouses, lodges, and estate cottages scattered throughout the hamlets (e.g., Coombe
Farm, East End Farm). The listings reflect the dispersed, estate-based settlement.

Wartime History through the ages

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
The woods may have provided refuge.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Its isolation offered protection.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Forest law provided a form of control.



Civil War (1642-1651): The woods provided cover for fugitives or small parties. The estates of
potentially Royalist gentry may have been sequestered or threatened. A peripheral area in an active
region.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War I: Men from the estates and farms served. Timber was likely harvested.

World War Il: Coombe’s secluded woods and large, remote houses had specific uses. They were ideal
for concealing children's evacuee schools or hosting sensitive wartime conferences. Large houses
could have been used as convalescent homes or requisitioned for military use. The woods may have
contained hidden stores. Its role was one of passive shelter and concealment for people and assets
away from urban targets. The war accentuated its traditional role as a secluded retreat.



