A Brief History

Great Shefford is a historic riverside village situated at the confluence of the River Lambourn and its
tributary the Great Shefford Stream, nestled within the fertile Lambourn Valley. Its history is one

of riverine trade, milling, and strategic crossroads, shaped by its position at the intersection of
ancient routes and its vital water resources. Unlike many isolated downland parishes, Great Shefford
developed as a small but significant local commercial and social hub, serving the surrounding
agricultural communities. Its narrative is marked by repeated flooding, resilience, and a strong sense
of community identity, forged in a landscape where the bounty and threat of the river are ever-
present.

Terrain

Great Shefford occupies a low-lying, gently sloping site on the alluvial floodplain of the River
Lambourn. The underlying geology is a mix of river gravels, alluvial clays, and valley-side chalk. This
creates a landscape of lush water-meadows, pasture, and damp woodland, prone to seasonal
flooding but exceptionally fertile. The village itself is built on slightly higher gravel terraces to avoid
inundation, though floods have historically shaped its development. The surrounding land rises
gently to the chalk downland to the south and east, providing a contrasting landscape of dry arable
fields and open vistas.

What stands out

The most defining feature of Great Shefford is its intimate relationship with the River Lambourn,
which loops around the village and has historically powered mills and supported trade. The village
has a linear, ribbon-like plan along the main street, which follows the course of the old road linking
the fords and bridges. This gives it a more connected and less clustered feel than many downland
hamlets. Notable are its historic mill sites, the medieval bridge, and the substantial church, all
speaking to its past importance as a local centre. The village is also distinguished by its strong,
cohesive community, often tested by floods but resilient in character.



Ancient Trackways

Great Shefford lay at a significant river crossing point on an important north-south route connecting
the Berkshire Downs to the Thames Valley. The key ancient trackway, likely of prehistoric origin,
forded the River Lambourn here before the construction of a bridge. This route linked the ridgeway
systems on the downs to the markets and settlements to the north, such

as Hungerford and Newbury. An east-west route also passed through, following the valley bottom
and connecting to Lambourn and Wantage. This crossroads location made Great Shefford a

natural stopping point and local exchange centre.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

¢ Mesolithic: Evidence would be concentrated on the drier gravel terraces above the
floodplain.

¢ Neolithic: The fertile valley would have attracted early farmers; evidence is likely buried
under alluvium.

e Other Historic Sites: St. Mary's Church (13th-century core, heavily restored). The site of
the medieval bridge (rebuilt). Multiple mill sites along the Lambourn. Possible moated
manor site near the church. Water-meadow systems of great antiquity and complexity.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds include Neolithic polished axe heads and Bronze Age pottery, often discovered in
gravel pits or during ploughing on the terraces. Roman finds are present but not dense, suggesting a
farmstead or small settlement servicing the crossroads. Medieval finds are abundant, particularly
around the church and mill sites: pottery, millstones, and metalwork related to trade and
agriculture. Post-medieval finds relate to milling, malting, and the coaching trade: clay pipes,
pottery, and coins.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. St. Mary's Church, Great Shefford: A large and handsome church for the village size,
reflecting past prosperity.

2. The Medieval Bridge (site and successor): The vital crossing over the River Lambourn.
3. The OIld Mill(s): Sites of corn and possibly fulling mills, the economic engines of the village.
4. The Village Street: Lined with a mix of 17th-19th century cottages, houses, and former inns.

5. The Confluence of the Lambourn and Great Shefford Stream: The geographical heart of the
settlement.

6. Historic Water-Meadows: Engineered landscapes for early grass production.
7. The Shefford War Memorial and Village Green: The modern social heart.
Walking Through the Ages

Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)
The river valley attracted settlement for its water, fertile soil, and fishing. The area was likely cleared
for early farming.



Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)
Continued settlement on the gravel terraces; the river used for transport and ritual.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)
Part of the Atrebates territory. The crossroads may have gained local significance for trade and
assembly.

Roman & Saxon Era (1st-9th Century CE)
Roman roadside activity likely at the crossing. The Saxon period saw permanent establishment.
"Shefford" derives from the Old English Scéap-ford — "sheep ford," indicating its function as a
livestock crossing point. "Great" distinguished it from other Sheffords.

Medieval Period (11th—15th Century CE)
Recorded in Domesday as Scepeford. A manor, church, and bridge were established. Milling became
central to the economy. The village grew as a local service centre.

17th-18th Century CE
The village thrived as a minor coaching stop on the Lambourn Valley route. Inns, smithies, and malt
houses served travellers and the agricultural hinterland. Repeated floods are recorded, shaping
building methods and community response.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering in Great Shefford is one of riverine adaptation and commercial continuity.

The prehistoric/Roman layer is the crossing point itself. The medieval layer added the church,

bridge, mills, and manor. The post-medieval layer intensified the ribbon development along the
street with coaching services. The 19th century brought railway development slightly to the west
(the Lambourn Valley Railway), which initially supported but later bypassed the village. The 20th-21st
century layer is one of flood defence engineering, commuter growth, and conservation of its
historic core amidst a working river landscape.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric/Roman: Fertile riverside settlement and route node.

¢ Saxon/Medieval: Manorial and milling centre. Control of the crossing and water power.
Mixed farming on floodplain and downs-edge.

e Post-Medieval (17th—18th C): Local market and coaching stop. Services for valley trade and
travel. Milling, malting, and inn-keeping.

e 19th Century: Railway-connected village. Milling declined slightly but agriculture remained
strong. The village became a quieter backwater after the main line bypass.

e 20th-21st Century: Residential village and floodplain community. Commuting is major.
Agriculture continues. The river is managed for flood defence and ecology. A strong
community identity persists.

Strategic Role

Great Shefford's strategic role was localised but important: controlling a key river crossing on a
north-south route. This made it a minor military objective for controlling movement in the
Lambourn Valley, particularly during the Civil War when the region saw significant troop movements.



Tactical influence

The river itself was a tactical barrier. Controlling the bridge was crucial. The floodplain offered little
cover for armies but could impede movement when wet. The village street could be easily defended
or blocked.

Positioning

Positioned for connectivity and resource access: at a reliable river crossing, on a fertile
floodplain for agriculture, with water power for industry. Its location was chosen for movement and
productivity, not for defence.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

e Civil War (1642-1651): Great Shefford was in an active zone. The Lambourn Valley was a
route for troops moving between Royalist Oxford and the garrisons in the West. The bridge
would have been guarded, and the village used for billeting and foraging. It likely saw
passage of troops from both sides.

e Later conflicts: Its local road network meant it saw military traffic in both World Wars,
particularly for moving men and materials to nearby airfields like RAF Welford and RAF
Membury.

Possible Use Cases

e Transport & Crossing: Ford, then bridge; minor coaching stop.

e Industry: Milling (grain, fulling), malting.

e Agricultural: Floodplain grazing (water-meadows), mixed farming.

e Settlement: A linear village serving as a local centre for the surrounding hamlets and farms.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Great Shefford represents the vital interface between the downland and the river valley. It was the
point where downland produce (particularly wool and grain) was brought to the river for transport or
processing. Its economy was a blend of valley-based milling and trade and downland-edge
agriculture. It functioned as a gateway settlement for the upper Lambourn Valley.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections
e Ancient Trackways: The north-south crossing route and the east-west valley track.

¢ Sacred Geometry: The church's size and central position reflect the village's medieval
prosperity from the crossing and mills. The alignment of the main street with the crossing is
a classic transport-derived plan.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore is rich with tales of the river: phantom coaches crossing the bridge in floods, the spirit of a
drowned miller, and legends of the ford used by ancient kings. The annual battle against floods has
created a strong narrative of community resilience. Village events like the fete and duck



race celebrate its riverine identity. Memories of the mills, the railway, and the great floods are key
parts of local oral history.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000-4,500 BC)
Seasonal use of the river edges and gravel terraces.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500-2,500 BC)
Early farming settlement on the fertile terraces.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500-800 BC)
Continued settlement; the river likely had ritual significance.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC-50 AD)
Crossroads settlement under tribal control.

Roman Period (c. 50-410 AD)
Minor roadside settlement or farmstead at the crossing.

Saxon Period (c. 410-1066 AD)
"Sheep ford" established; permanent village takes root.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066—1500 AD)
Manor, church, and bridge formalise the village's status as a local centre. Milling expands.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e St. Mary's Church, Great Shefford

e The Bridge over the River Lambourn

o Sites of the Old Mills

e Historic water-meadow systems

¢ The line of the Lambourn Valley Railway

e 17th-19th century buildings along the village street
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in Great Shefford must contend with deep alluvial deposits that preserve but hide early
evidence. Evaluation trenches near the church and mills have revealed medieval industrial

layers. Historic building recording shows the evolution of mill and domestic

architecture. Geoarchaeological survey of the floodplain can reveal the history of flooding and land
use. The river itself is an archaeological feature, its course and crossing points shaping all human
activity. Together, this evidence tells a story of a community defined by its river.

Industry

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000-4,500 BC)
Industry: Fishing, fowling, flint knapping.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500-2,500 BC)
Industry: Agriculture, pottery, flint mining on downs.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500-800 BC)
Industry: Agriculture, possibly early metalworking.



Iron Age (c. 800 BC-50 AD)
Industry: Farming, weaving (wool), salt trading (via river?).

Roman Period (c. 50—410 AD)
Industry: Farming, roadside services, pottery production.

Saxon Period (c. 410-1066 AD)
Industry: Manorial farming, wool production, early milling.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066—1500 AD)
Industry: Milling (corn, fulling) becomes dominant. Wool trade. Bridge tolls. Agriculture.

Post-Medieval & Modern (—2000 AD)

Industry: Milling and malting continue as primary industries. Coaching trade supports inns and
smithies. Agriculture. In the 19th century, the railway briefly boosts transport. Milling declines in the
20th century. Today, the economy is based on commuting, agriculture, and local services, with the
river supporting leisure (fishing, walking).

Full list of Listed Buildings
Great Shefford has a notable collection of listed buildings reflecting its historic status:

e Grade ll: St. Mary's Church; The Old Manor House; The Bridge; several 17th-19th century
houses and cottages along the street (e.g., Bridge House, Forge Cottage); former mill
buildings; the War Memorial.

Wartime History through the ages
Medieval: Manorial lords would have owed military service.

Civil War (1642-1651): As a crossing point on a secondary route, Great Shefford was certainly
involved. It would have seen troop movements, requisitioning, and possibly skirmishes for control of
the bridge. The village was between Royalist Lambourn and Parliamentarian Newbury.

World War I: Men served from the village. Local agriculture and milling supported the war effort.

World War II: Great Shefford's location near major transport routes (A338, railway to Lambourn) and
close to RAF Welford and RAF Membury (large USAAF airbases) meant it was in a busy military zone.
The village would have seen convoys, heard airbase activity, and possibly billeted troops or evacuees.
The river and floodplain were not major defensive features but were part of the general landscape of
the home front.



