A Brief History

Englefield, in West Berkshire, offers a unique narrative defined by unparalleled manorial continuity
and an aristocratic landscape preserved in amber. Its history is not one of village evolution, market
forces, or agricultural change, but of a single, powerful family's enduring dominion over a territory
expressly shaped to reflect and perpetuate their status. For over a millennium—from its first mention
in a Saxon will in 871 AD through the Norman Conquest, the Civil War, and into the modern era—
Englefield has been a seigneurial island. Its landscape is a masterpiece of deliberate design: a vast,
private park created in the 18th century by Lancelot "Capability" Brown envelops a magnificent
Elizabethan mansion, a Norman church, and a picturesque estate village, presenting a perfectly
curated vision of harmonious feudal order. Here, history is not layered through conflict and
adaptation, but through the continuous, deliberate act of estate stewardship.

Terrain

Englefield sits on the northern fringes of the chalk downland, where the geology transitions from
the Upper Chalk to an overlying cap of clay-with-flints and Plateau Gravels. This creates a gently
rolling, well-drained landscape of woodland and pasture, distinct from the open sheep walks of the
high downs to the south. The defining feature is the Englefield Park landform itself: a designed
composition of sweeping lawns, strategic clumps of trees (notably ancient oaks and beeches),
serpentine lakes, and carefully framed vistas. The estate is bounded by belts of woodland, most
significantly the ancient Englefield Wood. There are no major watercourses, but artificial lakes and
ponds were created as aesthetic features. The terrain is entirely subservient to the pictorial
principles of 18th-century landscape design.

What stands out

The overwhelming impression is of entering a complete, private, and aesthetically unified world.
The historic core is approached through imposing gate lodges (e.g., the grand Italianate East Lodge)



along a tree-lined drive. The vista opens to reveal Englefield House, a red-brick Elizabethan prodigy
house (c. 1558, enlarged c. 1630) of immense grandeur. Immediately beside it stands St. Mark's
Church, its fabric a palimpsest from Norman to Victorian, housing the magnificent tombs of the
manor's lords. Scattered discreetly within the park is the estate village—a collection of picturesque
cottages, many built or rebuilt in the 19th century in a consistent Tudor-revival style. Every element,
from the grand mansion to the humblest worker's cottage, is part of a single compositional and social
scheme. There is no public village centre; the park is the centre.

Ancient Trackways

The parish's ancient routeways have been deliberately obscured or erased by centuries of
landscaping. A prehistoric trackway, likely part of a route between the Thames crossing at Reading
and the downs, probably crossed the area. A medieval road from Theale to Pangbourne is also
believed to have run through it. However, the desire for seclusion and the emparkment process from
the 16th century onwards led to the closure and diversion of these public rights of way. The modern
A340 road now forms the eastern boundary, a bypass created for the estate's privacy. Internally,
movement is channeled along private drives, carriageways, and verdant rides—a network for the
pleasure and utility of the estate, not for public transit. This act of severing ancient connections is a
profound historical statement in itself.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites
e Mesolithic: Evidence would be limited to flint scatters within the woodlands.

¢ Neolithic: The area is close to the major ceremonial landscapes of the Thames Valley and
Wessex Downland, but no monuments exist within the designed park, likely cleared in
antiquity or purposefully omitted.

e Other Historic Sites: The primary site is the manorial complex itself, a multi-phase
archaeological site encompassing the house, church, and associated buildings. Englefield
Wood is an Ancient Woodland and a surviving fragment of the medieval hunting chase.
The parkland landscape is a registered historic landscape of national importance.
Potential earthworks of a deserted medieval village may exist, removed during
emparkment. The system of lakes and ponds are 18th-century features that may overlie
earlier fishponds.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds are rare due to limited disturbance and woodland cover. Iron Age and Roman finds
are virtually absent, confirming the area's status as wooded periphery rather than settled farmland.
The significant material record begins with the Saxon establishment of the estate. The parish is
famously associated with the Battle of Englefield (870/871 AD), a pivotal conflict between a West
Saxon ealdorman and a Viking army. While the exact location is debated, tradition places it nearby,
and the event is central to the estate's legendary origins. Medieval finds relate to the manorial
household. Post-medieval artefacts reflect high-status occupation: fine imported pottery, glass, and
decorative arts from the Elizabethan period onward.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. Englefield House (Grade I): The supreme landmark, an Elizabethan mansion with later
additions, embodying centuries of continuous aristocratic occupation.



2. St. Mark's Church (Grade I): Physically connected to the house, containing an unparalleled
series of family monuments, including the spectacular alabaster tomb of Sir Francis
Englefield (d. 1631) and the Norris and Benyon memorials.

3. Englefield Park (Registered Garden Grade II*): The 350-acre Capability Brown landscape, a
work of art that is the parish's primary environment.

4. The Estate Village: A scattered collection of listed estate cottages (e.g., on Church Street),
the home farm, and stables, all built in a consistent, picturesque vernacular.

5. Englefield Wood: Ancient semi-natural woodland, a historic resource and landscape feature.

6. The Park Walls and Lodges: The physical and symbolic boundary between the private estate
and the public realm, most notably the monumental East Lodge.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The area remained as wildwood on the clay-capped hills, used infrequently by downland
communities.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Minimal impact. The woodland persisted.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The woods were likely managed as hunting forest and for resources by the Atrebates tribe, whose
territory this was.

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

The Roman period left little trace. The Saxon era is foundational. The estate of Englefeld ("Open land
of the Angles") is recorded in the will of King Alfred's sister, £thelswith, in 871 AD. The

legendary Battle of Englefield in 870/871, where Ealdorman Zthelwulf defeated a Viking force,
cemented its name in history and folklore, providing a potent origin myth for subsequent lords.

17th Century CE

The manor passed by marriage from the Englefields to the Norris family. The house was expanded.
The Civil War was catastrophic: as staunch Royalists, the Norrises saw Englefield House besieged and
captured by Parliamentarian forces in 1643. The park was ravaged, the house plundered, and it was
sequestered by the state. It was recovered after the Restoration, but the trauma deeply affected the
estate.

Layered Historical Landscape

The landscape layering in Englefield is a process of aesthetic refinement and erasure.

The Saxon clearing created the named place. The medieval deer park and manor established the
seigneurial frame. The Elizabethan rebuilding of the house in brick set a new standard of grandeur.
The 18th-century Brownian landscaping was the transformative act: it swept away formal gardens,
moved roads, flooded valleys to create lakes, and planted trees to craft an idealized "natural"
panorama, deliberately obscuring earlier functional landscapes. The 19th century added the moral



layer of a model estate village and church restoration. The 20th century is one of conservation. Each
layer served to reinforce the narrative of benevolent, timeless lordship.

Landscape Function
¢ Prehistoric/Roman: Forest resource, hunting ground.

e Saxon/Medieval: Aristocratic estate and hunting chase. Mixed farming supported the
household, but the primary function was as a centre of lordship and sport.

e Post-Medieval (16th-18th C): Power seat and status symbol. The park and house were for
display, entertainment, and political influence. Agriculture was secondary to aesthetic and
social goals.

e 19th-20th Century: Ornamental estate and family seat. The landscape is managed as a
picture and for game shooting. The village houses a largely dependent workforce. The
function is the perpetuation of a way of life.

e 21st Century: Heritage asset and diversified estate. While still a private home, the estate
operates as a business (forestry, farming, property) and is a sought-after film location. Its
function remains, at its heart, the stewardship of its own history and beauty.

Strategic Role

Englefield's strategic role was political and symbolic, not military (except during the Civil War). Its
location between Reading and the downs gave its lord influence over a wealthy region. Controlling
the estate meant controlling a key node in the local network of patronage and power. In 1643, its
strategic role became brutally literal as a Royalist garrison.

Tactical influence

The wooded park provided excellent cover and a defensible position for the house. During the 1643
siege, Parliamentarian forces had to besiege it formally. The terrain influenced the placement of
siegeworks. Its tactical importance was entirely situational, born of its owner's allegiance.

Positioning

The positioning was chosen for seclusion, salubrity, and prospect. On a well-drained, wooded

rise away from marshland; with long views to the south over designed landscapes; close enough

to London and Reading for political engagement, but sufficiently distant to create a private demesne.
It was a classic location for a rus in urbe (countryside in the city) for the elite.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
Englefield was not on a major campaign route but was a specific political/military objective.

e Civil War: The Siege of Englefield House (1643). A Parliamentarian force from the garrison at
Reading attacked and captured this Royalist stronghold. This was a clear-up operation in
contested territory, not a clash of field armies. The estate was a tactical target due to its
owner's loyalty.

Possible Use Cases
e Aristocratic: Primary residence, political power base, sporting estate.

e Aesthetic: Designed landscape, a work of art for contemplation and display.



e Economic: Self-sufficient estate unit supporting the household.

e Social: Model village demonstrating paternalistic authority.

¢ Symbolic: Physical manifestation of dynastic continuity and heritage.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Englefield is a downland fringe estate, economically and socially connected to the chalkland, but
culturally distinct. It drew wealth from downland sheep walks and woodland resources but
translated that wealth into a lowland, parkland aesthetic. Its connections were to the Thames Valley
gentry and London, not to downland village society. It represents the consumption of the
downland's wealth in a refined, landscaped setting.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: Subsumed into the private carriage drive, a ceremonial approach. The
public realm was expelled to the perimeter.

e Sacred Geometry: The physical adjacency of church and house is the ultimate symbol of the
unity of spiritual and temporal authority. The park's layout is a geometry of the Sublime and
Picturesque, with contrived vistas designed to evoke specific emotions, effectively making
the entire landscape a sacred space to the ideals of 18th-century aristocracy.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is intrinsically dynastic and manorial. The Battle of Englefield (870) is the foundational
legend, eagerly adopted by later families to root their tenure in heroic, national history. Ghost stories
feature White Ladies and Grey Ladies associated with the house. The unbroken line of ownership
(Englefield - Norris = Benyon) is the central, living folklore—a narrative of stability and duty. There
is no independent village folklore; all stories relate to the estate, the family, or their monuments in
the church.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Ephemeral use by hunter-gatherers.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Forested, peripheral area.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Unchanged woodland.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Managed woodland of the Atrebates.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Minor activity, likely a villa estate nearby.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Estate of Englefeld established. The Battle of Englefield (870) fought. A church founded.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Held by the de Englefield family. A deer park is recorded. The Norman church is built.



Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

Englefield House & Park.

St. Mark's Church & its monuments.
Englefield Wood.

The Estate Village and Home Farm.
East Lodge and Park Wall.

The Lakes within the park.

Potential site of the Battle of Englefield (north of the park).

Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in Englefield is the archaeology of curation and erasure. LiDAR and geophysical

survey could reveal the buried lines of diverted medieval roads and the platforms of the lost
medieval village. Excavation in the park might find the foundations of Capability Brown's
predecessor's formal gardens. Dendrochronology of the ancient oaks can date the management of
the woodland. Archival research combined with building archaeology on the house can pinpoint the
damage and repairs from the 1643 siege. The church monuments are themselves a primary
archaeological source for studying aristocratic self-representation across four centuries. Here,
archaeology reveals not accidental accumulation, but a sustained project of creating a perfect
historical narrative in landscape and stone.

Industry

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Limited woodland resource use.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: None.

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

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Possibly supplying timber to nearby villas.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Estate management for an elite household.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Industry: Management of the deer park and woodland. Hunting as a primary activity. Agriculture to
support the manorial household.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: The industry is the estate itself. All activity—farming, forestry, game-keeping, gardening,
maintenance of the house and village—serves the perpetuation of the estate. There is no
independent commercial or industrial base. In the modern era, the estate operates as a landed



estate business, with diversified income from agriculture, forestry, renewable energy, and property.
It remains a closed economic system, albeit a sophisticated one.

Full list of Listed Buildings

Englefield possesses one of the most coherent and high-status collections of listed buildings in
Berkshire, all forming parts of the estate ensemble:

e Grade I: Englefield House; St. Mark's Church.
e Grade II*: The Stable Block; The Garden House; The East Lodge; The Wall to Englefield Park.

e Grade ll: The West Lodge; The North Lodge; The School House; The Vicarage; The
Almshouses; over twenty estate cottages on Church Street and elsewhere; multiple
farmhouses and barns (e.g., Home Farm); walls, gates, and piers throughout the park.

Wartime History through the ages

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

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)

The Battle of Englefield (870 AD). A decisive West Saxon victory that checked the Viking Great
Army's advance into Wessex, a nationally significant event that forever associated the name with
martial prowess.

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

Civil War (1642-1651): The Siege of Englefield (1643). A classic Civil War action where a country
house became a fortress. Parliamentarian troops under Colonel Richard Browne stormed the house,
which was defended by Royalist garrison. Its capture was a blow to Royalist control of central
Berkshire and a traumatic event for the Norris family.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War I: Men from the estate village served; the war memorial is in the church. The park's
timber may have been harvested.

World War IlI: Englefield's seclusion and large house had a major role. It was requisitioned as

the Headquarters for the US VII Corps, commanded by General J. Lawton "Lightning Joe" Collins.
From here, the detailed planning for the Utah Beach landing on D-Day was finalized. The park
housed troops and contained vehicle parks and stores. The private arcadia became, for a few years, a
nerve centre of the Allied liberation of Europe, a direct and profound connection between this
insulated estate and world history.



