A Brief History

Peasemore is a small, secluded and ancient parish situated high on the chalk downs of the North
Wessex Downs, south of the River Pang valley. Its history is one of extreme antiquity, downland
agriculture, and remarkable continuity amidst isolation. It is a place that feels profoundly old, with a
settlement pattern and landscape that have changed little in their essentials since the late Saxon
period. Unlike parishes on major routes, Peasemore’s narrative is of a self-sufficient, scattered
farming community shaped by the harsh but productive chalkland environment. Its character is
defined by remoteness, agricultural tradition, and a deep, quiet sense of history, offering one of the
most intact examples of a downland hamlet in West Berkshire.

Terrain

Peasemore occupies a high, rolling 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 on the
highest points. This creates an open, exposed landscape of large arable fields, remnants of ancient
chalk grassland, and wide skies. There are no streams or rivers within the parish; water supply
historically depended entirely on dew ponds and deep wells, a defining challenge of downland
settlement. The land is well-drained and fertile for barley and sheep, but the absence of surface
water and the exposure to wind have always shaped life here. The views across the Pang Valley to
the north are expansive.

What stands out

The most striking feature of Peasemore is its exceptionally dispersed and ancient settlement
pattern. There is no village centre. Instead, the parish consists of a handful of historic farmsteads
and cottages scattered across the landscape, linked by a network of deep, ancient sunken lanes



(holloways). The 13th-century church of St. Mark sits in near-total isolation amidst fields, a powerful
symbol of the parish's scattered nature. This pattern is a classic example of a "polyfocal” or "green"
settlement that evolved from multiple early farmsteads (assarts) in a once-wooded downland
landscape. The lack of later development has preserved this medieval plan with stunning clarity,
creating a profound sense of timelessness.

Ancient Trackways

Peasemore lies on a network of prehistoric downland trackways. The most important is a branch of
the Icknield Way/ridgeway system that traverses the high chalk, connecting the Thames Valley to
the Wessex heartland. This route passed through or near the parish, used for drove traffic (especially
sheep) and long-distance travel. Other tracks connected the scattered farmsteads to each other and
to the neighbouring parishes of Chieveley and Hermitage. These routes were not formal roads

but grassy trackways and holloways, their deeply worn paths testifying to centuries of use by people
and animals moving across the open downland.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites
¢ Mesolithic: Flint scatters are ubiquitous across the chalk ploughsoil.

¢ Neolithic: Evidence includes flint mines on the downs and the presence of long
barrows nearby (e.g., the "Longstone" on the parish boundary with Leckhampstead).

e Other Historic Sites: St. Mark's Church (early 13th-century, heavily restored 1866). Medieval
settlement earthworks (house platforms, holloways) around the church and scattered across
the parish. Ancient dew ponds. Strip lynchets (cultivation terraces) on steeper slopes. Site of
a possible medieval manor house near the church.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds are dominated by Neolithic flint tools (axes, scrapers, arrowheads) and Bronze Age
pottery from the round barrows that once dotted the downs (most now ploughed out). Iron

Age finds are sparse, suggesting the high, exposed plateau was used for seasonal pasture rather than
permanent settlement. Roman finds are limited to a few pottery shards and coins, indicating very
limited activity, likely along the trackways. Saxon finds are significant: the place-name itself is Saxon,
and pottery from this period confirms early settlement. Medieval finds are the most common:
pottery, horseshoes, and agricultural tools from the fields and settlement sites.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. St. Mark's Church, Peasemore: A small, humble, and isolated early English Gothic church,
seemingly in the middle of nowhere.

2. The Scattered Farmsteads: Historic farms such as Peasemore Farm, Grange Farm, and West
Court Farm, many with medieval origins.

3. Ancient Holloways: Deeply sunken lanes, some several metres deep, crisscrossing the parish.
4. Dew Ponds: Ancient man-made ponds for watering livestock on the waterless downs.

5. The Ridgeway/Icknield Way: The ancient trackway passing near the southern edge of the
parish.

6. Strip Lynchets: Faint traces of medieval cultivation terraces on slopes.



7. The Village Pump (on Green Lane): A rare communal feature in a dispersed parish.

Walking Through the Ages

Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)
The downland used for flint mining and grazing; settlement likely in sheltered valleys.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)
Pastoral use continues; round barrows constructed across the landscape.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)
The high plateau was probably used as seasonal sheep walk by communities based in hillforts in the
surrounding valleys (e.g., Perborough Castle).

Roman & Saxon Era (1st-9th Century CE)
Roman use was negligible. The Saxon period is foundational: "Peasemore" derives from the Old
English Pisa-mér — "the moor/peat bog where peas grow." This suggests an early farmstead clearing
land on the damp, clay-capped high ground to grow peas. Multiple such clearings created the
scattered pattern.

Medieval Period (11th—15th Century CE)
Recorded in Domesday as Pesemere, a small and not particularly valuable manor. The dispersed
farming community was formalised. The church was built in the 13th century, serving the scattered
homesteads. The open-field system and sheep-corn farming were established.

Post-Medieval to Present
The parish remained almost entirely agricultural. Enclosure occurred, likely in the 17th or 18th
century, converting the open fields to the hedged fields seen today. It missed all major transport and
industrial developments. In the 20th century, some farmsteads were gentrified, but the population
remained small and the landscape essentially unchanged. It is now a deeply tranquil, residential
parish for those seeking rural isolation.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering in Peasemore is shallow and remarkably coherent. The prehistoric layer is the flint
scatters and barrows. The Saxon/medieval layer is overwhelmingly dominant and visible: the
settlement pattern, the church, the holloways, the field boundaries. The post-medieval layer is the
enclosure hedges and farmhouse rebuilds. The 20th century layer is almost invisible—some utility
lines and improved farm tracks. This results in a landscape where time appears to have stood still, a
rare survival of medieval rural life.

Landscape Function
e Prehistoric: Pastoral and ritual landscape. Grazing and burial on the downs.

e Saxon/Medieval: Dispersed downland farming community. Cultivation of peas and barley
on the better soils, sheep grazing on the wider downs. A classic subsistence economy.

e Post-Medieval (17th—19th C): Enclosed agricultural parish. A shift towards more arable
production. Continued sheep farming. Profoundly isolated.



e 20th-21st Century: Conserved historic landscape and exclusive residential hamlet. Farming
continues (mostly arable). Highly valued for its peace, dark skies, and untouched medieval
character.

Strategic Role

Peasemore had no military strategic importance. Its value was purely as a small, productive
agricultural unit. Its remoteness and lack of resources made it irrelevant to wider campaigns.

Tactical influence

The open downland provided no defensive value and the dispersed settlement was indefensible. Its
only potential use was as open ground for observation or mustering in the context of wider
downland manoeuvres, but no records suggest this.

Positioning

Positioned for subsistence agriculture on the high chalk: on land capable of growing peas and
barley, amid vast grazing downs, but distant from water, roads, and later railways. Its location
ensured its preservation through obscurity.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

¢ All historical periods: Peasemore was bypassed by all major campaigns. It may have been
traversed by small foraging or scouting parties during the Civil War, but no fighting or
significant military activity is recorded.

Possible Use Cases
e Agricultural: Small-scale, self-sufficient downland farming for over a thousand years.
e Settlement: A scattered hamlet where people lived directly on the land they farmed.
e Routeway: A very minor node on the ancient downland trackway network.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Peasemore is a perfect, small-scale exemplar of a pure downland parish. It embodies the Saxon
colonisation and medieval exploitation of the chalkland for mixed farming. It functions as

an isolated cell within the wider downland ecosystem, connected to it only by ancient tracks. It
represents the baseline, traditional life of the downs, untouched by the forces that transformed
valley parishes.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

¢ Ancient Trackways: The Ridgeway/Icknield Way system provides its tenuous connection to a
wider world.

e Sacred Geometry: The church's extreme isolation is its most powerful feature. It served a
community dispersed across the landscape, a place of spiritual gathering in a physical
emptiness.

Folklore & Continuity



Folklore is sparse, reflecting the small population, but tied to the landscape and isolation. Tales

of will-o'-the-wisps over the dew ponds, phantom sheep on the downs, and stories of the "lost
village" (actually its normal dispersed state) are whispered. The sense of continuity is profound, often
held by families with long roots. Community life revolves around the church and the occasional
village event, fostering a close-knit, introspective identity. It is a place of quiet endurance.

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

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500-2,500 BC)
Flint mining; long barrows built nearby.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500-800 BC)
Pastoral economy; round barrows constructed.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC-50 AD)
Seasonal pasture.

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

Saxon Period (c. 410-1066 AD)
Clearings established; farmsteads founded; name recorded.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066—-1500 AD)
Parish formed; church built; open-field system established.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e St. Mark's Church, Peasemore

e The Scattered Farmsteads (Peasemore Farm, Grange Farm, etc.)

e Ancient Holloways

e Dew Ponds

¢ The Ridgeway Path

e  Strip Lynchets

e The Longstone (Neolithic long barrow on the boundary)
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

In Peasemore, archaeology is the primary source of history. Fieldwalking systematically recovers the
material record of everyday life from prehistory to the medieval period. Earthwork survey is critical
for mapping the subtle medieval settlement remains and field systems. Aerial photography and
LiDAR reveal buried archaeology as cropmarks and shadow sites. Building recording at the
farmsteads shows their evolution. There are few documents, so the physical landscape is the
archive. Studying Peasemore is an exercise in landscape archaeology, reading the story directly from
the ground.

Industry

Prehistoric to Roman: Pastoral farming, flint knapping.



Saxon/Medieval: Downland agriculture. Cultivation of peas (as per the name), barley, and sheep
farming.

Post-Medieval to Modern (—2000 AD): Agriculture remained the sole industry: sheep, barley. No
cottage industry developed. In the 20th century, farming became more mechanised. The late 20th
century saw the arrival of wealthy commuters and retirees. The primary "industry" is now

the preservation of a uniquely undisturbed historic environment.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Peasemore has a very small number of listed buildings, reflecting its modest history:

e Grade IlI: St. Mark's Church; Peasemore House (17th/18th century); Grange Farmhouse (17th
century); a few 18th-century cottages.

Wartime History through the ages
Medieval to Civil War: No recorded conflict.
World War I: Men from the parish served; the farms contributed to food production.

World War II: Peasemore's high, open downland was used for military training. It was suitable for
large-scale exercises, particularly for troops stationed at nearby bases like RAF Welford and RAF
Membury. The isolation made it ideal for manoeuvres. Soldiers may have been billeted in farm
outbuildings. Like all of rural Berkshire, it was part of the wartime landscape, but its remoteness
meant it saw little direct impact beyond this.



