
 
 
A Brief History 

Hermitage is a village of relaƟvely modern origin, situated on a high plateau of the Berkshire Downs 
near the ancient crossing of the Chaddleworth-Hampstead Norreys trackways. Unlike most parishes 
with medieval roots, Hermitage emerged primarily in the 19th and 20th centuries, spurred 
by railway development, forestry, and military expansion. Its history is one of rapid transformaƟon 
from open downland to a planned seƩlement, shaped not by manorial estates but by transport 
infrastructure and insƟtuƟonal land use. The village’s name evokes an earlier, perhaps mythical, 
hermitage site, but its true character is defined by the modern forces of industry, war, and social 
housing. 

Terrain 

Hermitage occupies a high, exposed plateau on the Upper Chalk of the Berkshire Downs. The 
geology is uniform—porous chalk overlain by thin, well-drained soils and patches of clay-with-
flints. This creates an open, windswept landscape of large arable fields, coniferous plantaƟons, and 
remnant chalk grassland. There are no significant watercourses within the immediate village area; 
water supply historically depended on wells and later engineered systems. The flat, elevated terrain 
offered strategic advantages for aviaƟon and military training, which profoundly shaped its 20th-
century development. The soil, while thin, proved suitable for large-scale farming and forestry. 

What stands out 



The most defining feature of Hermitage is its planned, somewhat fragmented layout and strong 
20th-century character. The village lacks a nucleated medieval core; instead, it is composed 
of disƟnct clusters: the original 19th-century railway coƩages, the interwar and postwar local 
authority housing estates, and the scaƩered farmsteads and forestry dwellings. The presence 
of RAF Hermitage (now a residenƟal and commercial site) and the Hermitage Quarry are dominant 
features. The village feels funcƟonal and modern, with a landscape deeply marked by coniferous 
woodlands (the Hermitage Woods) planted in the 20th century for Ɵmber producƟon. It is a 
seƩlement whose idenƟty is Ɵed to uƟlity and change rather than to ancient conƟnuity. 

Ancient Trackways 

Hermitage lies at the crossing of two ancient downland trackways. One is a likely prehistoric and 
Roman route running east-west along the high chalk plateau, connecƟng the Thames Valley to the 
Hampshire downs. Another runs north-south, linking the Ridgeway to the valleys below. These 
routes were used for drove traffic, trade, and possibly pilgrimage, but the exposed, waterless 
plateau did not encourage permanent seƩlement unƟl much later. The arrival of the Didcot, 
Newbury and Southampton Railway (DN&SR) in 1882 was the transformaƟve event, providing the 
reason and means for a village to grow here. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers would be common on the undisturbed chalkland. 

 Neolithic: The area likely had long barrows and flint mines on the high ground, though many 
may have been ploughed out. 

 Other Historic Sites: The site of the purported hermitage (locaƟon unknown, possibly near 
the church). 19th-century railway infrastructure (staƟon, sidings, workers’ coƩages). 20th-
century military installaƟons (RAF Hermitage buildings, bunkers, training areas). Ancient 
field systems visible as cropmarks on aerial photographs. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds are predominantly Neolithic and Bronze Age flint tools and poƩery fragments, 
recovered from ploughsoil across the downs. Iron Age finds are scarce, suggesƟng seasonal use 
rather than seƩlement. Roman finds are limited to occasional coins and poƩery shards along the 
trackways, indicaƟng transient use. Medieval finds are virtually absent in the village core, confirming 
its late development. Post-medieval finds relate to the railway, quarrying, and military periods: 
ceramics, metalwork, and industrial debris. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. St. Mary’s Church, Hermitage: A small, simple Victorian church (built 1897), reflecƟng the 
village's late establishment. 

2. The Old Railway CoƩages: Rows of brick coƩages built for railway workers in the late 19th 
century. 

3. RAF Hermitage Site: Remnants of the World War II airfield, including hangars, technical sites, 
and the control tower (some repurposed). 

4. Hermitage Quarry: A large, acƟve chalk quarry, a major modern landscape feature. 

5. Hermitage Woods: Extensive 20th-century coniferous plantaƟons (Forestry England). 



6. The War Memorial: CommemoraƟng service in 20th-century conflicts. 

7. The Village Hall & RecreaƟon Ground: Centres of modern community life. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 
The high downland used for grazing, flint mining, and ritual burial. No permanent seƩlement. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 
Round barrows constructed on the skyline; seasonal pastoral use conƟnued. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 
The area lay within the territory of the Atrebates, likely used as upland pasture. 

꾅 Roman & Saxon Era (1st–9th Century CE) 
Roman traffic moved along the plateau trackway. No evidence of seƩlement. The Saxon period saw 
no permanent habitaƟon here; the name "Hermitage" likely derives from a later medieval legend of a 
hermit. 

꾅 Medieval Period (11th–15th Century CE) 
The area remained uninhabited downland, part of the extensive parish of Hampstead Norreys. It 
was used as sheep walk and common pasture. 

꾅 19th Century CE 
The DN&SR railway arrived (1882). A staƟon, sidings, and workers' coƩages were built, creaƟng the 
first nucleated seƩlement. The village of Hermitage was born. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in Hermitage is shallow and disƟnctly modern. The prehistoric layer is the downland 
itself, visible only as archaeological features. The medieval/post-medieval layer is largely absent. 
The 19th-century layer is the railway line and its associated coƩages. The 20th-century layer is 
dominant and complex: forestry plantaƟons, the airfield, the quarry, and postwar housing estates. 
This is a landscape where the 20th century wrote directly onto a blank(ish) canvas, creaƟng a 
seƩlement defined by industry, defence, and planned expansion. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Medieval: Open sheep walk and common pasture. A resource area within a 
larger parish. 

 Post-Medieval (17th–18th C): Enclosed downland farmland. Large farms established, but no 
village. 

 19th Century: Railway seƩlement. The village funcƟoned to house workers serving the 
railway and its associated freight (Ɵmber, agricultural produce). 

 Early-Mid 20th Century: Military and forestry centre. RAF Hermitage (opened 1941) for 
training and operaƟonal flights. Large-scale conifer planƟng for Ɵmber. 

 Late 20th–21st Century: Mixed residenƟal and working village. Quarrying, forestry, and 
commuƟng. The airfield site is parƟally redeveloped. 

Strategic Role 



Hermitage’s strategic role was enƟrely a 20th-century phenomenon. Its high, flat terrain made it 
ideal for an airfield. RAF Hermitage played a key role in World War II as a training base for RAF and 
later USAAF glider pilots (for D-Day and OperaƟon Market Garden), and as a base for airborne 
forces. Its locaƟon inland provided relaƟve safety for training operaƟons. 

TacƟcal influence 

The airfield’s runways, perimeter tracks, and dispersed sites were laid out for tacƟcal efficiency and 
to minimise bomb damage. The surrounding woods provided camouflage for buildings and storage. 
The open land was used for parachute dropping and glider landing exercises. 

PosiƟoning 

PosiƟoned for modern uƟlity: on a high, flat plateau suitable for an airfield and forestry; adjacent to 
a railway line for transporƟng materials and personnel; with thinly populated land allowing for 
large-scale development without displacing an exisƟng community. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

 World War II (1939-1945): Hermitage was not on a campaign route but was a key campaign 
training and preparaƟon centre. Thousands of Allied airmen and airborne troops trained 
here. The airfield was part of the infrastructure of liberaƟon for Europe. 

 Earlier conflicts: The area saw no significant acƟon. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Transport: Railway workers’ seƩlement, minor staƟon. 

 Military: Airfield, training ground, logisƟcal base. 

 Industry: Quarrying (chalk), forestry (Ɵmber producƟon). 

 SeƩlement: Planned village providing housing for workers in the above sectors. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Hermitage represents the modern economic uƟlisaƟon of the high downland. It contrasts sharply 
with ancient downland parishes focused on sheep and barley. Here, the downs’ resources are chalk 
(for quarrying), space (for aviaƟon and forestry), and transport corridors (railway). It is a parish 
where the 20th century imposed new, large-scale funcƟons on the ancient landscape. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The high-level east-west and north-south routes, now largely followed by 
modern roads. 

 Modern ConnecƟons: The railway (now a heritage line) and the A34 to the west are its 
primary connectors. The airfield created a global network during warƟme. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is modern and marƟal. Stories abound of ghostly airmen, phantom aircraŌ sounds, and 
memories of warƟme camaraderie. The "hermit" of the village name is a shadowy figure, perhaps 
invented to give an ancient pedigree to a new place. Community idenƟty is built around shared 



experience of the airfield, the railway, and the creaƟon of a village from scratch. Annual events like 
the village fete and Remembrance services are heavily aƩended, reinforcing a community forged in 
the 20th century. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000–4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers on the open downs. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500–2,500 BC) 
Flint mining and long barrow construcƟon. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500–800 BC) 
Pastoral use; round barrows built. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC–50 AD) 
Upland pasture under tribal control. 

Roman Period (c. 50–410 AD) 
Trackway in use; no seƩlement. 

Saxon Period (c. 410–1066 AD) 
No seƩlement recorded. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066–1500 AD) 
Sheep pasture within Hampstead Norreys parish. 

19th–21st Centuries 
Railway arrives (1882). Church built (1897). Airfield built (1941). Forestry planted. Quarry expanded. 
Housing estates built. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 St. Mary’s Church, Hermitage (Victorian) 

 Hermitage Railway StaƟon (DN&SR) 

 RAF Hermitage Airfield Remains 

 Hermitage Quarry 

 Hermitage Woods (20th-century plantaƟon) 

 19th & 20th-century housing clusters 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology in Hermitage reveals two very different stories. Prehistoric archaeology (flint scaƩers, 
barrows) tells of ancient landscape use. Modern archaeology is key to understanding the village 
itself: airfield archaeology (buildings, hardstandings, arƟfacts) reveals life on a WWII training 
base; industrial archaeology of the quarry and railway; and building recording of the planned 
housing. Here, archaeology must grapple with a recent, rapidly created past that is already fading 
from living memory. 

Industry 

Prehistoric to Medieval: Sheep pastoralism on the downs. 



19th Century: Railway industry (construcƟon, maintenance, operaƟon). Transport of agricultural 
goods. 

Early-Mid 20th Century: Military aviaƟon (airfield construcƟon, maintenance, 
training). Forestry (Ɵmber producƟon for the war effort and construcƟon). Quarrying (chalk for 
agriculture and construcƟon). 

Late 20th–21st Century: Quarrying remains a major industry. Forestry management conƟnues. 
The military site has been largely replaced by light industry, storage, and office use. CommuƟng is a 
major occupaƟon. The heritage railway also supports a tourist/leisure industry. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Hermitage has very few listed buildings, reflecƟng its modern origins: 

 Grade II: St. Mary’s Church (1897). One or two early railway coƩages may be listed. 
The control tower at RAF Hermitage is a candidate for lisƟng as a WWII heritage asset. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Pre-20th Century: No recorded conflict. 

World War I: The area was distant from the front, but men from the local farms and the new railway 
seƩlement would have served. 

World War II: This is Hermitage’s defining historical period. RAF Hermitage opened in 1941. It was 
iniƟally used by the RAF for training (including the Oxford Air Training School) and later by the USAAF 
Ninth Air Force as a base for C-47 Skytrain transports and glider pilots. It played a vital role in 
training for the D-Day landings (1944) and OperaƟon Market Garden. The village was a hub of 
military acƟvity, with airmen billeted locally and the skies constantly busy. It was a target for 
occasional LuŌwaffe reconnaissance or harassment. 

 


