Chapter Four

THE TOWNS OF WILTSHIRE!
By Jeremy Haslam

Introduction

WILTSHIRE HAS BEEN DESCRIBED by Maitland as ‘the classical land of small
boroughs’; it certainly had more of these boroughs than any other county by the
time of Domesday (Darby 1977, 296-7, 368). These ‘petty boroughs’ may have
been, in comparison with the huge towns of Midland and eastern England, relatively
small, and as elements in the total settlement landscape of the south-west they may
have been less distinct from the surrounding countryside. But already by the early
10th century (and as this chapter will suggest, rather earlier) they were important
focal points of administrative and economic activity, and must have possessed
physical as well as social characteristics no less ‘urban’ than those shown by many
of the larger urban places of the period.

There are 10 places in the county which are variously described in Domesday
Book either as boroughs, as having burgesses or a market, or as being liable to payment
of the third penny, from which it can be inferred that these were urban places
certainly in the early 11th century and very probably the 10th century. These places
are: Bedwyn, Bradford-on-Avon, Calne, Cricklade, Malmesbury, Marlborough,
Salisbury (Old Sarum), Tilshead, Warminster, and Wilton.?

There are two, possibly four, other places not so described, which share so-many
of the characteristics of these Domesday boroughs as to suggest that by the later
Saxon period they, too, had developed into truly urban places. These are: Amesbury,
Chippenham, and possibly Westbury and Downton.

It is proposed to discuss the topographical and historical characteristics of these
places in such a way that common features—of their lay-out, their historical develop-
ment, and their wider spatial and temporal relationships in the historical landscape—
can be compared. From these comparisons it should be possible to make valid
inferences about early urban development over an area which forms a significant
portion of the area of Saxon Wessex.

There are perhaps four other important types of evidence around which more
inferential arguments suggesting urban status and development can be woven, These
are, firstly, the record of the Burghal Hidage document of the early 10th century,
which mentions four places in the county: Chisbury, Cricklade, Malmesbury, and Wilton.

It is not in doubt that most of those places mentioned in the Burghal Hidage which
were not merely re-fortified hill-forts were already—or at least were very soon to
become—truly urban places in the early 10th century (Loyn, 1961; Biddle, 1976a).
As will be discussed further below, Chisbury, the only re-fortified Iron Age hill-fort
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in this list, stands in close topographical and historical relationship to Bedwyn at its
foot, and the two must be considered together.

The second line of positive evidence is the existence of pre-Conquest mints, which
are known from the following places: Bedwyn, Cricklade, Malmesbury, Marlborough,
Salisbury (Old Sarum), Warminster and Wilton.®

As Professor Loyn (1961) (amongst others) has pointed out, the evidence from
mints is one of the most direct indications of royal control of the type of economic
activity which is a necessary characteristic of urban life, whether found in defended
or undefended settlements. In particular at Wilton and Old Sarum, the existence of
closely dateable mint signatures and moneyers is important evidence for their
development in the early 11th century.

A third type of evidence, the topographical features shown by a place or group of
places, is seldom one which has been applied systematically to groups of the smaller
towns. It will be shown below, however, that many of the places mentioned above
have topographical characteristics which suggest that both in their siting and their
layout they were regularly ordered (as distinct from planned) settlements, and,
secondly, that many of thesc features are common to a group of places which share
a common historical development. The topographical patterns shown particularly by
Wilton, Chippenham and Calne suggest the association of a market-place, a minster
church, an area set aside as an enclosed (possibly fortified) royal residence, and an
area for other houses, which together form a complex of features which can possibly
be taken back to the 8th century. As will be shown, these observations appear to
reinforce conclusions about the development of these places that can be drawn from
other kinds of evidence.

A fourth type of evidence, though it is one which is not directly indicative of urban
status as such, is the part which a place has played in the historical landscape. The
evidence is complex, involving both spatial and temporal connections. In this chapter,
therefore, this evidence, insofar as it relates to all 15 of the places already mentioned
above, can only be examined briefly. Nevertheless, the relationships described below
show quite clearly, firstly, that without exception these urban places developed at
or near the centres of royal estates, most of which are recorded as being ‘ancient
demesne’ in Domesday Book and were therefore probably in royal hands in the early
years of the formation of the West Saxon kingdom. It is suggested that these places
developed their urban characteristics as a direct result of their role as central places
on these royal estates at a period which was arguably somewhat earlier than the period
(the 10th century) most commonly accepted for the beginning of the general growth
and spread of urban institutions in England. And, secondly, these estate centres were
generally directly related (albeit with links which become dimmer in the more distant
past) to estates and/or central settlement locations which can be taken back through
the early Saxon to the Roman period, and in some cases back to the pre-Roman Iron
Age. Bradford-on-Avon, which is the site of an Iron Age hill-fort, a large Roman villa
and cemetery, an early Saxon river crossing and battle site, an early 11lth-century
royal and subsequently monastic estate centre, and a Domesday borough, is perhaps
the clearest example of a pattern of continuity from the Iron Age to the present, both
in the central settlement and in its larger territory. It is argued below that this pattern
is shown (with variations) by most of the other places mentioned in this chapter.
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Bradford-on-Avon

Of all the places discussed in this chapter, Bradford-on-Avon is probably the one
which shows the best archaeological and historical evidence for suggesting that the
later-Saxon urban place has developed on or very near the site which was the focus of
its immediate area from the Iron Age onwards. The physical focus of this site was the
natural ford, described as ‘braden forda be afne’ in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in 652.
On the edge of the steep hillside overlooking the ford was the Iron Age hill-fort of
Budbury (Figs. 35 and 36), excavated in 1969 (Wainwright 1970). Immediately to the
north of this was a substantial Roman villa, discovered and partly excavated in 1977.
It must be from this villa, and from a probable settlement around it, that the many
burials, pottery and coins found in the vicinity derived.* Though there were no obvious
indications of continuity of occupation in the villa into the 5th century, it seems likely
that the estate of which it was clearly the centre survived to become the Domesday
hundred and parish with little change. The northern boundary of this land unit is still
formed by the disused Roman road between Bath and Verlucio and, although further
work is necessary to document it in detail, its western boundary (now the county
boundary) is contiguous with the area formerly dependent upon Roman Bath. An
clement in the early post-Roman organisation of this estate is indicated by the village
of Cumberwell to the north of Bradford, whose name suggests a settlement of Welsh
or British origin (Smith 1956, i, 119). ,

The later history of Bradford also suggests that the settlement focus shifted from the
villa on the hill to around the ford in the valley early in the Saxon period. Bradford
was the site of a battle, presumably at the river crossing, in 652. Most commentators have
regarded this as a battle between Britons and Saxons (e.g., Jones 1859, 9-10; Major
1913, 54; Oman 1938, 287; Hunter-Blair 1956, 36), but the description of this
battle as a ‘civil war’ by Aethelweard (Whitelock 1979, 164, n. 5) suggests the
possibility that it was fought between Saxon and Mercian forces. Since the latter
had, as a result of the battle of Cirencester in 628, gained Bath and its territory
(Stenton 1943, 44, 66), they might be expected to have wished to extend their
control over a further stretch of the Avon and into the neighbouring estate.

Bradford was thus, in the mid-7th century, already probably a settlement, a focus
of routeways over a comparatively large river, and the centre of an estate (présumably
in royal hands) whose boundaries were in all probability the same as those of the
later parochia. These conclusions are further strengthened by the foundation there of
a minster church (monasterium) by Aldhelm before 705, which must have been
established to serve, and possibly convert, an already existing population. There are
indeed grounds for suggesting that the siting of this church was governed by the
existence nearby of a pagan, and latterly, Christian, religious site at the holy well.
At Wells (Somerset), a minster church of the same period was similarly sited near the
holy wells, which has been described as one of the several places in the Celtic west of
‘pagan veneration which were dedicated and perhaps adapted as baptismal foci during
the Christian conversion’ (Rodwell 1980, 39).

Bradford was certainly the centre of a royal estate by 1001, when it was given by

Ethelred to the nuns of Shaftesbury as a refuge for both the nuns and the bones of
Edward the Martyr from the Danes (Gem 1978, 109-10).% The writer does not now
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consider that this implies that Bradford was fortified (cf. Haslam 1976, 10). It is,
however, in a less strategic position than Shaftesbury itself. The references in the.
charter must mean that it was deemed more suitable in being further from the coast,
referring perhaps directly to the events of 998 when the whole of Dorset was overrun
by the Danish army.

It seems likely, furthermore, that it was as a result of these events that the Saxon
churches at Bradford and at Limpley Stoke (on the western boundary of the estate—
see Fig. 34) were built. The controversy regarding the date of construction of the
church at Bradford need not be rehearsed here. The balance of recent opinion favours
a late Saxon date (Taylor 1973, 165), for which the inference has been made that
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the context for its construction lies in the acquisition of Bradford by Shaftesbury
abbey (Haslam 1976, 9; Hinton 1977, 24; Gem 1978, 110). Some strength is given
to this by the consideration that the Saxon chapel is not on the site of the parish
church. Since (as Gem [zbid.| has pointed out) the latter is most likely to mark the site
of the minster church of St Aldhelm, the chapel must therefore have had some specialised
function unconnected with a parochial role—a fact which also explains its temporary
‘loss” among later buildings. This conclusion strengthens a suggestion made by H. M.
Taylor (lecture at Bradford, 1975) that the chapel could have served as a reliquary
chapel for the bones of Edward the Martyr, for whose safekeeping the Bradford
estate had, according to the charter of 1001, been given to the nuns of Shaftesbury.
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The physical development of Bradford is relatively easily discernable from its
topography (Fig. 35). To the south of the ford a marked spur forms an arm of dry
land, surrounded on three sides by river or marsh, which provides one of the few
crossing places of a wide, often flooded and presumably originally marshy valley.
The ford was in use until the early 19th century, though it was replaced by a bridge a
little way upstream in the 14th century. It has already been suggested (Haslam 1976,
10), that the earliest scttlement was concentrated on the northern end of this spur
south of the ford, a suggestion strengthened by the concentration of early settlement
at the heads of similar spurs at river crossings at, for instance, Calne, Chippenham,
and Wilton (below). A comparison with the topography of these places also suggests
the possibility that a discrete area of land on this spur, which survives in the
19th-century townscape (see Fig. 35), could have been an enclosure containing the
Saxon royal villa. This would place it at the centre of an original settlement whose
southerly limit may be marked by the presence of St Margaret’s Place.

The ecclesiastical focus of the settlement was, however, clearly always on the
northern side of the river, possibly reflecting, as suggested above, the existence of a
pagan and early Christian religious site around the holy well. The 8th-century minster
church was most likely on the site of the chancel of the present (Norman) parish
church. It seems probable that the monastic precinct of Shaftesbury abbey, associated
with St Lawrence’s church, would have occupied at least part of the lower slopes of
the hillside to the north of the church.

At a relatively early date, however, settlement must have spread—or shifted—along
an early routeway to Chippenham from the northern end of the ford up the hill to
the north-east. Its most likely course followed Church Street, the Shambles, Silver
Street and White Hill. The site of St Olave’s church, its dedication suggesting a
mid-11th-century date, shows how far settlement must have reached along this
route, It also, furthermore, suggests that some Viking settlement after, and perhaps as a
consequence of, the raids of the late 10th and early 11th centuries was concentrated
at Bradford (as well as probably at other similar early centres), possibly even
augmenting its status and function as a developing urban place. A similar early
routeway northwards from the ford can be traced past the church to the north-west.
Its line is marked by footpaths, though partly obscured by 18th-century terraced
housing, and continues up modern Wine Street to the top of the hill. Other early
routeways to the south of the ford must have included the road to Frome to the
south-west, and a pathway to the south along the crest of the spur which marks
the site of the carly settlement.

Bedwyn, Chisbury, Ramsbury, and Marlborough

These four places lie close together near the Kennet valley in eastern Wiltshire
(Fig. 36a). It will be argued that in the late Saxon period their development can only
be understood when their roles as high-order settlements are considered as being
essentially complementary.®

Chisbury is a late Iron Age hill-fort (Cunliffe 1973, 431) whose inclusion (as
Cissanbyrig): in the Burghal Hidage suggests that its defences were probably refur-
bished to form an element in King Alfred’s systematic fortification of Wessex
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36A. The area around the early estate centres of Bedwyn and Ramsbury. The Saxon royal multiple estate probably
stretched approximately from the Ridgeway on the north and west to the county boundary on the east and south-east,
and possibly comprised an area formerly dependent on the Roman town of Cunetio, The late Saxon centre of
Marlborough subsequently developed on a new site within this early royal estate, probably as a burh in the early 10th
century as a replacement for a hilltop burh at Chisbury.
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(Brooks, 1964 75-9). This conclusion appears to be strengthened by the presence
of a small medieval chapel dedicated to St Martin, at present quite isolated, at the
eastern entrance of the defences. It is difficult to suggest a context for the construction
of this, other than as the successor of a chapel placed by, or possibly over, the
gateway of the Alfredian burh. The probable abandonment of the hill-fort in favour of
settlement at Bedwyn at its foot in the early 10th century’ suggests that the chapel
is of late 9th-century origin.®

Immediately to the south of Chisbury lies Bedwyn, Detailed arguments have
recently been set out by the writer (Haslam 1980, 58-64) suggesting that Bedwyn was
the site of an early villa regalis at the head of a large estate which occupies roughly
the catchment area of the Bedwyn stream. Tt is probable that it was in existence as
such by the mid-7th century, and was early on provided with a minster church.

The writer has also argued (zbtd.)that Ramsbury, which lies in the Kennet valley to
the north of Bedwyn, was also an early villa regalis, with presumably a minster
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church, which had developed at an early date by transference of royal power from the
late Roman fortified town of Cunetio, only. six kilometres to the west.” This develop-
ment is suggested as providing the context both for the presence at Ramsbury in the
early 9th century of a large-scale iron-smelting industry using innovative techniques,
with which were associated exotic imports (lava querns), as well as for its later
choice as the seat of a bishopric in A.D. 909.

Unlike Ramsbury, however, Bedwyn certainly became a small town by the 10th
century, whose chief interest lies in the survival of guild statutes of the early to mid-
10th century.’® By the mid-11th century it possessed a mint, and had 25 burgesses at
Domesday. It seems likely that the location of the royal burh at Chisbury was
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governed as much by the fact that it lay on a royal estate as by its central position
within the defensive system as a whole. Although Bedwyn’s development as a town
and the choice of Ramsbury as the bishop’s seat in the 10th century must have
reflected the importance of this burh, the writer has already argued (Haslam 1980, 63
and n. 144) that their respective roles should be considered more a consequence
of their status as royal residences at the heads of large estates from a rather earlier
period,

The topography of Bedwyn (Fig. 37) is uninformative. St Mary’s church, which is
presumed to be the site of the early minster, is some way removed from the focus of
the present village. It is clear that the settlement has shifted, possibly in the early
medieval period, from its probable original focus around the church.

The historical connections of Marlborough with Ramsbury, Chisbury and Bedwyn,
and in particular the relationships between these places in the 10th century, must be
inferred from similar patterns of settlement elsewhere. Marlborough is sited on a
prominent broad spur, for the most part steeply sloping, overlooking the Kennet
valley (Figs. 39 and 40). The advantage of its site, with easy access to east and west
along the Kennet valley, to the north along the Og valley, and to Salisbury and
Winchester over the Downs to the south, must in part be responsible for its greater
success as an urban place over Bedwyn. It will be argued below, however, that this
success, which becomes steadily more apparent in both documentary and archaeological
evidence during and after the 11th century, is due at least initially as much to the
historical circumstances surrounding its foundation as to these geographical factors.

The most striking feature about the town is, as Brentnall has already remarked
(1950, 275), that its two constituent parishes, St Mary’s and St Peter’s, have clearly
been carved out of the earlier parochial unit of Preshute (see Fig. 38). That the latter
was in royal hands (it was called the King’s ‘ancient demesne’ in the Hundred Rolls
[ibid., 300, 313]) suggests that the town was a deliberate urban foundation on a
new site by one of the later Saxon kings. Its position in relation to the Downs and
its situation by the river suggest that it was so founded to act as a distribution and
processing centre for the wool industry which was growing in the 10th and 11th
centuries (Sawyer 1978, 233).

Its proximity to the ecclesiastical centre of Ramsbury suggests a possible historical
context for its foundation. Recent excavation and topographical analysis at Wells,
Somerset, has suggested that a new town was laid out in the Saxon period outside
the precincts of the cathedral established there in 909 (Rodwell 1980). The writer
has, in fact, argued elsewhere (Haslam 1981) that the integral nature of the arrange-
ment of town, market and Saxon cathedral suggests that the town was laid out in one
operation with the building of the cathedral, both thus being new foundations of
Edward the Elder. The possibility is thus put forward that the origin of Marlborough
lies in a similar episode of urban creation at the same time as the establishment of the
see of Ramsbury in 909, both again initiated by Edward the Elder.

There is some topographical evidence that this was centred on St Mary’s church,™
which probably formed the church of the new urban foundation. This lies in close
proximity to an open space (The Green) through which runs a street (Herd Street)
which today forms a marked hollow way (see Fig. 40). That this formed the main
axis of the new town is suggested by the fact that approach roads lead to both its
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northern and southern ends, the latter across a bridge and probable causeway over a
low-lying area of the river valley. There is some archaeological indication for the
existence of defences to the west of the church, the presence of the defended burh
appearing to be enshrined in the place-name ‘Kingsbury’.

The area to the north-east shows several other streets lying parallel to Herd Street,
connected by a central east/west street. Although these streets could constitute what
remains of an original planned lay-out, it seems more likely that this pattern is the
result of continued growth over a period of time. The name ‘New land’ was given to
the eastern part of this area in the 12th century, with a new church and parish (St
Martin’s) created for it in 1254 (Brentnall 1950, 300-2).'2 Archaeological evidence
of 11th- or early 12th-century occupation on the south-western side of the town
(immediately north of St Peter’s church) indicates that the town expanded consider-
ably during the Norman period. It is to this period, therefore, that we should attribute
both the creation of this new ‘suburb’ to the east of the original burh (though
extra-mural expansion eastwards before the Conquest need not be ruled out), as well
as the creation of a new wide market street to the west with its own church, the
whole development forming a new parochial unit, probably as a consequence of the
establishment of the Norman castle further to the west.

Marlborough thus provides a sharp contrast with the small town of Bedwyn: the
former was a new foundation on a geographically advantageous site, while the latter
was the result of an ‘organic’ development of proto-urban and urban functions at an
ancient royal estate centre, perhaps encouraged by the proximity of the royal burh
at Chisbury. Possibly the clearest demonstration of the suitability of Marlborough’s
site, and therefore of the reality of the economic factors which governed its choice,
lies in its subsequent success both as a market town and as an industrial centre in the
medieval period.'® This contrast is further demonstrated by the fact that while Bedwyn
has no clear cut area of arable and common town ficlds, those of Marlborough form a
distinct entity to the north of, and topographically closely related to, the early nucleus
of the town, the arable portion being called Portfield (see Fig. 38). Though this arca
is (perhaps rather surprisingly) not included within its original parish (St Mary’s),
it is clear that, like the town itself, it has been carved out of the king’s ‘ancient
demesne’ of Preshute. From this it can be inferred that this area formed an ‘endow-
ment’ made by the king for the support of his newly created borough in the carly
10th century.

The developing relationship of these four settlements throughout the Saxon period
is thus of great interest, showing a process of settlement development throughout
the Roman and Saxon periods which involved several major shifts of both adminis-
tration and population foci. The evidence suggests the formation of two royal estatc
centres at Ramsbury and Bedwyn at some time after the end of the Roman period in
succession to Cunetio, both of them developing as proto-urban ceremonial, adminis-
trative and redistributive centres. In the late 9th century this pattern was augmented
by the re-use of Chisbury hill-fort as a royal ‘public burh’. In the carly 10th century,
however, the pattern was broken by the splitting of urban and ecclesiastical functions
between the new town of Marlborough and the bishoprie at Ramsbury by Edward
the Elder in 909, with the (presumed) abandonment of the royal burh at Chisbury,
but with the continuing focus of proto-urban if not by now truly urban functions at



102 THE TOWNS OF WILTSHIRE

Bedwyn. Soon after the Norman Conquest Marlborough became, as a result both of
the construction of the royal castle there and of its more suitable geographical position,
the dominant economic focus, inhibiting any nascent tendencies for urban growth
at either Ramsbury or Bedwyn.

Calne

Calne is first recorded in the will of King Eadred (d. 955), when it was given to
Winchester (Whitelock 1979, 555). However, a life of St Swithun (d. 862) written by

. BREMHILL
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Waulfstan in ¢. 1000 speaks of a prisoner being in the care of the chief magistrate of the
district or hundred who lived in the king’s villa (‘regia . . . villula’) at Calne (Marsh
1904, 14). It was clearly in this villa regia that the witan of 978 was held in which
Bishop Dunstan miraculously escaped the collapse of the floor of a two-storeyed
building—presumably the hall of the king’s residence. A second witan is also recorded
as being held at Calne in 998 (ibid., 16). The existence of an carly minster church at
Calne, while not specifically mentioned in early documents, can be inferred from
the exceptionally large holdings of the church in 1086, which amounted to 11 hides
in all (Darlington 1955, 32).'

By the middle of the 9th century, therefore, Calne was already the site of a villa
regalis, the centre of a large royal estate and hundred which was administered by, and
under the jurisdiction of, a royal reeve. It was furthermore in all probability the site
of a minster church which may well have been a late 7th- or (as at Bradford and several
other royal centres) an early 8th-century foundation. Its urban character, certainly
evidence by the time of Domesday, must have developed at an early date as a direct
result of the concentration of these functions at one place (a process discussed
further below).

The position of Calne in relation to the parish and hundred boundaries (Fig. 41),
as well as to the earlier settlement pattern, is also of some interest. The Domesday
hundred of Calne, on whose northern side the town lay, comprised several units,
which include the Roman town of Verlucio in its south-western corner. The latter
lies near the meeting points of three other ancient royal estates besides Calne:
Chippenham to the north-west; Melksham to the south-west; and Bishops Cannings
to the south-east. There is no evidence for any continuity of occupation at Verlucio
into the 5th or later centuries, and it seems likely that the immediate area around
the former Roman settlement and its attendant villas, occupying a watershed area
of poor soils, must have reverted to the waste and forest out of which, as Bonney
has recently suggested (1972, 178), they were probably carved. The present pattern
of the distribution of royal estate centres around Verlucio, of which Calne is the
nearest, is perhaps best explained by the fragmentation into smaller units of the
presumably large territory dependent both administratively and economically upon
Verculio soon after the formation of the West Saxon kingdom, each with a villa regalis
at its centre. The writer has already argued (Haslam 1980, 60-61) for the operation
of similar processes in the estates around the Roman town of Cunetio. That Bishops
Cannings formgd part of this larger area is suggested by the fact that the manor held
one house in Calne at the time of Domesday, and by the fact that Chittoe is a
chapelry of Bishops Cannings rather than Calne.

Calne provides one of the clearest instances among all the Wiltshire towns of the
preservation of early features within the present townscape. The nucleus of settlement
must have been round St Mary’s church, which presumably occupies the site of the
early minster. The church is centrally placed at the end of a low spur of land
surrounded by streams on three sides. To the south, an open space (The Green) is
separated from the church by a roughly equilateral area, occupied now (and clearly
defined in the 19th century) by houses. This area is itself bounded to the north by
Kingsbury Street. The association of these distinctive topographical features with
the place-name ‘Kingsbury’, which means ‘the king’s burh or fortified house’ (P-N
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Wilts, 256) suggests the possibility that this discrete block of land represents the area
occupied by the former royal villa—a conclusion considerably strengthened by the
same associations of similar topographical features and the Kingsbury place-name in,
for instance, Wilton.!®

The early lay-out of the settlement might therefore have comprised the church,
the royal residence, and an open space, all surrounded by land on the sides and
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southern end of the spur given over to houses (Fig. 57).'" There is no reason, given
the probable existence of the royal residence and minster church by the 8th century,
why this arrangement should not closely reflect that existing at this time or even
earlier. Closely associated with these features are three mills, all of which may well
be of pre-Conquest origin. It also seems probable that the earliest bridge was at or near
the site of the present bridge, though it seems doubtful whether settlement spread
beyond the central spur around the church until the development of a new market and
its associated settlement in the post-Conquest period, its form determined by the roads
leading from the northern end of this bridge.

Cricklade

Cricklade is in many ways a type site for the small class of burhs of rectangular
plan created on new sites probably by King Alfred in the later 9th century (Biddle
and Hill 1971).® The defensive arrangements of the town, discussed below, are
archaeologically probably the most fully documented of any Saxon burh, though
recent work has brought into question the interpretation of much of this evidence
and has highlighted some problems concerning its early topography.'® Other aspects
of its early history are discussed by Thomson (1961) and Loyn (1963).

Cricklade is first mentioned in 903 in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, when it was
either successfully defended or not in existence—the former being more likely. In
spite of its probable origin as an element in the system of defence of Wessex initiated
by Alfred, its royal connections are only obscurely revealed in documents.”® However,
there is some evidence to suggest that the late 9th-century town was founded within
an already existing land unit which was from an early date part of the royal forest of
Braydon (Thomson 1953, 6). To the south of the parish (Fig. 43) lies the parish of
Purton, which also formed part of this unit, and which numbered among several
properties in the forest given in the 7th and 8th centuries to Malmesbury abbey by
various kings (ibid., 5-6).2! Excavations at Purton itself have revealed a Roman villa
associated with a pottery industry, as well as a pagan Saxon cemetery of the 7th
century near the church.?? Taken with the evidence of the Roman settlement and
villa at Cricklade (see below), this evidence at least suggests the possibility that both
Cricklade and Purton, and the areas of their respective parishes, were constant
elements in a landscape whose divisions had changed little since the Roman period.
Since the church at Cricklade was the mother-church of a wide area (Thompson
1961, 1-2) these considerations would provide a context for the plausible though
neglected suggestion of Thomson (ibid., 65) that the church was already a minster
by or soon after ¢. 700, possibly owing its foundation to Aldhelm of Malmesbury.

Some idea of the area included in the 1,500 hides pertaining to Cricklade in the
Burghal Hidage is given by the area from which contributory burgesses were drawn in
Domesday. These totalled 33 burgesses, with one house and one garden, and are from
various places in north-east Wiltshire (see Fig. 45). It is of some significance that,
together with those of Malmesbury, these burgesses are distributed over the northern
third of Wiltshire. The total of the hides assigned to both places in the Burghal
Hidage is very nearly equal to the 3,000 hides of land given by the West Saxon king
Cenwalh to his kinsman, Cuthred, in 648, and described as being ‘near Ashdown’
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(Whitelock 1979, 164). Since Ashdown was the area of the Berkshire Downs to the
north of the River Kennet (0.8, 1966), this suggests that the burghal areas of these
two places, presumably apportioned in the late 9th century, preserved and were
merely a division of a very much more ancient land unit which must have comprised
the whole of the northern part of Wiltshire north of the River Kennet and the Roman
road betweeen Bath and Verlucio.

The topography of Saxon Cricklade has been greatly elucidated not only by a
series of excavations on various parts of its defences (described below), but also by a
growing appreciation of the scale of Roman activities in the area. Excavations by
the writer in 1975 within the north-west corner of the defences demonstrated the
existence of an extensive and long-lived (1st to 4th centuries A.D.) village settlement
previously hinted at from finds of Roman pottery in the area (Radford 1972, 94-5).
This s%tlement was apparently associated with a large villa situated near the High
Street,

It is probable that this villa settlement was itself associated with a river crossing
and causeway forming the foundation of the present road running northwards from
the town, giving access to Ermine Street. The demonstration by F. T. Wainwright
(1960) that the line of Ermine Street over the river had become lost immediately
after the end of the Roman period suggests that an easy alternative route and
crossing point of the Thames and its valley, represented by this causeway, was then
available. Continuity of the settlement site at Cricklade after the 5th century can
be neither demonstrated nor reasonably postulated. However the connections of this
routeway both to the north and the east, with Ermine Street (whose preservation
implies continued use throughout the Saxon period) suggest its continued local
importance as a crossing point of the river and its valley, and provide the context for
the siting there of the Alfredian burh in the late 9th century.

Both the position and the lay-out of the burh were thus determined to a large degree
by already existing topographical features, which included the north gate and possibly
the church, an earlier routeway approaching the river crossing from the south-west
(the present Bath Street), and another routeway possibly approaching from Purton to
the south, The lay-out of the defences, however, represents the closest approach of
any new Alfredian burh to a perfect rectangle, in spite of the fact that its precise
disposition was apparently further determined on the north and cast sides by the edge
of firm ground represented by the 80m. contour (see Fig. 44), and on the south side
by a steep-sided though shallow valley.

The results of the excavations by the writer on the south-west corner of the defences
in 1975,2* when analysed with the results of previous work on the defences (Radford
1972), have shed some new light on both the topography of Cricklade and the lay-out
of Saxon burhs in general. It is clear from the evidence of all the excavations to date
that the construction of the defences in the pre-Conquest period falls into three
main periods.

Firstly, an earth and clay bank some 6m. in width, which was probably supported
and strengthened in front by a timber palisade, was further strengthened by the
construction outside the bank of a triple-ditch system comprising two smaller
ditches and a wide outer ditch, separated from the bank and from each other by
wide berms. A double-ditch system has been put forward as the norm of Saxon
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burhs, including Cricklade, by Biddle (1976a, 129); however, the feature described by
Biddle as the outer Saxon ditch at Cricklade was demonstrated in 1975 to be a later
ditch dug around the earlier burh in probably 1144. These results suggest the
possibility that other burhs might well have been provided with a triple- rather than
a double-ditch system, increasing the resemblance of their fortifications to those of
Roman military camps,

Inside the bank was a narrow walkway of laid stones worn smooth over what must
have been an appreciable period, the whole about 1.5m. in width, which must have
acted as an intra-mural or ‘wall’ street—a feature well documented archacologically as
being characteristic of the layout of Saxon burhs in general (Biddle and Hill 1971,
73, 76; Biddle 1976a, 130). It was clear that this walkway was no later than the
construction of the bank. The fact that turf used in the construction of the bank had
been removed from the area of the bank and ditches, but still remained under the
stones of the walkway, even suggests the possibility that the walkway had been laid
out before the bank and ditches were constructed. This feature has been found in
nearly every section cut across the bank, and on all four sides of the defences,®
confirming its importance as an integral part of the lay-out of the whole defensive
system of the burh.

A possible additional element in the initial lay-out of the burh was a feature found
in two places on the inside of the eastern and western sides of the defences. This
consisted of a 1m. wide line of stones running parallel to the bank and walkway
about 5m. inside the latter. What this feature represented—whether the base of a wall
or another flat stone walkway—is problematical; however, one likely interpretation
is that it defined the inner edge of a zone around the inside of the defences which
remained in royal hands to enable the proper military function of the defences to be
maintained.

The second period is marked by the insertion of a new stone wall, of about 1.2m.
thickness at the base, into the front of the bank, replacing the original (probably
decayed) timber palisade. Though there is no positive dating evidence for this feature,
its construction should most probably be viewed in the context of a general strengthen-
ing of existing defences by King Ethelred in the late 10th or early 11th century, in
response to renewed Viking attacks, a programme which involved both the refurbish-
ment with stone walls of other urban burhs such as Wareham and Christchurch, and
the construction of ‘emergency burhs’ on hilltops, such as South Cadbury and Old
Sarum (see below) (Radford 1972, 106; Hill 1978, 223-5).%° At the same time as
the construction of the front wall another was probably added to the upper part of
the back of the bank to act as a rear revetment to a walkway along its top.

The third period in the defensive sequence is marked by the complete and deliberate
destruction of the front and rear walls—an episode which has not hitherto been
recognised at Cricklade. The two inner ditches were either partially or completely
filled with stones, and the destruction deposits from the wall piled on the inner berm.
The rear wall was similarly pushed down the back of the bank. Similar deposits have
been observed in all earlier trenches across the defences, but incorrectly interpreted.?’
The archaeological evidence of the systematic destruction of the wall, the deliberate
infilling of the ditches, and the fact that these processes can be shown to have taken
place on all four sides of the defences, demonstrates that this was the result of a
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deliberate act designed to destroy the defences as a functioning system. Similar
phenomena have been observed at South Cadbury (Alcock 1972, 201), as well as the
defences of other burhs such as Wareham, Christchurch, Lydford, and probably
Cissbury and Old Sarum (Haslam, forthcoming). This widespread, and therefore
arguably systematic, episode of destruction can in the writer’s view be best interpreted
as a deliberate policy on the part of the Danish Cnut, after he became king in 1016,
of the razing of existing defences to consolidate his position in the area in which he
himself had fought. Significantly, however, the mint at Cricklade still produced coins
throughout his reign. It was therefore not town life, or the towns themselves, which
were destroyed, but only their defences.?®

Several conclusions can be drawn from these excavations and other evidence about
the original lay-out of the town. The existence of the intra-mural walkway or wall
street demonstrates that the existing streets must have formed part of a system of
internal strects which, like those at Winchester, were arguably laid out in a single
operation designed to sub-divide the land inside the defences ‘for the apportionment
of land and for ease of movement on interior lines’ (Biddle 1976b, 27), and that
both this process and the lay-out of the defences must be considered as comprising
one operation. It is indeed possible that the lay-out of the intra-mural walkway on
open ground provided the initial grid around which the bank and ditches were
subsequently constructed. The poor performance of Cricklade as an urban place
in medieval and later times has meant that many of the internal streets have since
become lost. The 1975 excavations showed furthermore that much of the land inside
the defences on the western side of the town, and probably therefore on its eastern
side as well, was open ground throughout the life of the burh.

A further problem on which some light has been thrown by excavation is
the position of the west gate. Attempts have been made to show that it was
situated in the centre of the western defences, in an equivalent position to the
east Gate (Thompson 1961, 68; Radford 1972, 88-9). However, various lines of
evidence suggest that the original gateway was probably under the present line of
Bath Road.” The existence of a hypothetical extra-mural market outside the
supposed centrally placed west gate (Radford 1972, 89, 99) must in consequence
also be discounted. The so-called ‘hollow way’ leading to it from the river is, in fact,
a mid-12th-century defensive ditch.

The present St Mary’s church by the north gate is also very probably an element
in the pre-Conquest topography of the burhs. Agruments have been given by
Drs. Taylor and Thompson (1965 and 1966) for suggesting that the north chapel
of the church was built on the site of the gatehouse of the burh, though doubt
has been cast on this by Radford (1972, 106-7). The writer has argued else-
where, however (Haslam 1981), that it is indeed of pre-Conquest origin, and
represents a chapel either newly constructed or rebuilt (or re-dedicated) as a result
of the acquisition in 1008 of the area of its later parish by Abingdon abbey (which
is also dedicated to St Mary). There is, furthermore, some evidence for supposing
(1bid) that the land unit represented by this parish was of rather earlier origin,
serving some sort of defensive function for the north walls and gate, rather in the
manner of the wards of London and Canterbury, possibly from the initial stages of
the formation of the burh.
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45. Domesday manors with property in Cricklade and Malmesbury

Malmesbury

As with most other places discussed in this chapter, the existence of an urban place
at Malmesbury by the 10th century is the end result of its development as a settlement
focus from well before the Saxon period. Little excavation has taken place in the
town, but the early records of the abbey, together with the relationship of Malmesbury
to the surrounding parishes, can begin to establish these settlement patterns.

One important element in this pattern is the early relationship of Malmesbury to
Brokenborough. There is some evidence to suggest both the existence at Broken-
borough of an early villa regalis and, furthermore, of the existence of an Iron Age
hill-fort at Malmesbury itself, the two bearing a similar relationship to the hill-forts
and villae regales at, for instance, Amesbury, Bedwyn, Bradford, Warminster, and
Wilton. This relationship is suggested firstly by the account of the abbey’s origins in
the Eulogium Historiarum which represents stories current in the abbey in the 14th
century (Watkin 1956, 210, n. 21).%° This exhibits several features which, bearing
as they do a close resemblance to more recent ideas concerning post-Roman settlement
history, merit rather more serious attention than has been given to them in the past,
The salient features of this account are, firstly, that the Irish monk, Maeldulph, came
(in the early or mid-7th century) to a fortified castellum called Caer Bladon, the later
Malmesbury; secondly, that this fortified place was only sparsely inhabited at that
time, and was the site of a former British ‘city’; and, thirdly, that this place stood in
some relationship to another, probably fortified, centre named Caer Dur, the king’s
residence, now Brokenborough.

As for the first of these observations, there is some evidence that Malmesbury was
indeed an Iron Age hill-fort. Its site, surrounded by steep slopes on all sides except a
narrow ridge of land to the north-west, is nature’s gift to defence-conscious man. A
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more concrete indication of Iron Age defences is provided by an observation of J. M.
Moffat, who noted (1805, 101) that near the east gate ‘at a small distance from the
base of this wall (the town wall) about six feet underneath the surface of the earth, a
substance has been discovered, which has been supposed to be a vitrified matter, and it
has been imagined that the place was formerly encompassed with a vitrified bank or
vallum’, This can most reasonably be interpreted as the remains of a timber-framed
limestone slab wall which had been bumt in situ. Further evidence of the former
existence of bivallate defences is provided by the peculiar topography of the medieval
defences themselves, discussed below.

This being so, the re-occupation of other hill-forts in the early Saxon period
(Fowler 1971) suggests that Malmesbury itself could well have become a military
or tribal centre in the 5th or 6th centuries, a process which would provide the context
for the record in the Eulogium Historiarum of the former existence of a British ‘city’,
in the 7th century only sparsely occupied. It would furthermore be reasonable to
suggest, in view of the similar pattern shown at most of the other centres discussed in
this chapter, that a villa regalis developed out of this tribal centre on a new but nearby
site, possibly on the consolidation of the West Saxon kingdom in the 7th century. As
such it would have formed the centre of a territory either closely reflecting or directly
continuing the early Saxon, or even the Iron Age, tribal territory. This would place in
context the reference to Brokenborough as this royal centre, its name Caer Dur not so
much showing the existence of another hill-fort {(as Gomme thought, 1887, 422),
but rather the presence of a fortified royal residence or burh.*

Some support is given to this model of early settlement development around
Malmesbury by later evidence. In 956 Brokenborough was the centre of a large
royal estate of 100 hides which was given to Malmesbury abbey by King Eadwy
(Sawyer 1968, No. 629; Finberg 1964, No. 275), of which part had probably already
been given by King Ine to Aldhelm (Darlington 1955, 88-9). The precise area
comprised in this grant of land is uncertain, but must have included the modern
parishes of Brokenborough and much, if not all of Crudwell, Charlton, Garsden, and
Lea (ibid.; Grundy 1920, 42-53), as well as the area of the two Malmesbury
parishes (Fig. 46). The parishes of Great and Little Somerford may well also have
comprised part of this large royal estate.3?

The probable early development of the royal centre at Brokenborough allows the
foundatton of the monastic establishment by the Irish monk, Maeldulph, in the
mid-7th century to be placed in its proper context. William of Malmesbury suggested
that Maeldulph ‘was attracted by the solitude of woodland which surrounds the
place’ but the foregoing considerations suggest that his choice of site and his reasons for
coming were governed, firstly, by its proximity to the royal centre and by its defensive
potential, and, secondly, by the consideration that, occupying as it must have done a
central position in a relatively populous place, it would have been an ideal place for
a Celtic missionary enterprise.®® Furthermore, the relationship already suggested
between the royal centre at Brokenborough with the hill-fort at Malmesbury provides
one more instance of a pattern already noted by Alcock (1971, 326) of the association
of early monastic establishments with pre-existing fortresses,®® and of the possession
of such places by the monastic founder by direct royal gift.












































































































