The Archaeology of Sheepdrove

Sheepdrove was densely populated in Prehistoric and Roman times. There was a thick
coating on the chalk of loess, a very fertile but fragile soil of finely ground rock blown onto
the Downs during the last ice age. Water was surprisingly plentiful; although the chalk is
porous, in some places seams of clay hold it close to the surface where it may be reached
with ponds and pits. It was a rich landscape supporting a large population who lived well. A
technology known as lidar, which maps the ground with a laser from an aircraft, shows
ancient fields strikingly well, and about 300 can be seen on what is now Sheepdrove Farm,
dating from a lengthy period from about 1500BC to 400AD.

There are many Bronze Age (2300-700BC) Round Barrow burial mounds across the
Downs, with a famous concentration nearby at Seven Barrows. Most have been levelled in
the past, but on Sheepdrove there are two surviving in a beautiful woodland setting. The
people’s settlements must have been nearby, but left little trace. It is possible that one can
be found in Nut Wood, where an old woodland has protected the ground from modern
ploughing, and subtle ancient enclosure boundaries can still be seen.

On two high areas on the farm, Washmore Hill and Stancombe Down, there were large
Iron Age (700BC-43AD) settlements. This was a tense, even violent age, and the
population protected themselves and their land with boundary earthworks and fortified
enclosures, which geophysical surveys have revealed.

The Romans arrived here very early after the invasion of 43AD, and probably very
violently. The future Emperor Vespasian, then commanding the Second Augustan Legion,
built an inland legionary fortress at Alchester, near Bicester, and his military road from
Poole Harbour to Alchester passed through Sheepdrove (the A338 from Wantage to
Frilford follows it and shows the line). The evidence shows that at some time the Iron Age
British defensive enclosures were all flattened and for 150 years after the invasion the
population here were poor subsistence farmers.

Then, around 200AD, the ancient lron Age landscape was transformed into a large
Romanized commercial estate, run from a complex of buildings on Stancombe Down
(running north from Red Barn). It may have been an Imperial Estate, run by or for the army
to grow wheat. A villa was discovered here in 1887 and largely dug out for salvage, but it
was probably a quite a modest building; perhaps the estate manager’s house and office,
more than a wealthy man’s country palace.

The fragile loess soil was heavily ploughed for short term yield, and by the end of the
Roman period the land was becoming infertile and depopulated. The Saxon invaders
settled around the river head springs, now Lambourn, and built it into an important
religious site, a minster, and Royal burh owned by Alfred the Great and later King Cnut.
The Downs were never re-populated.

(A full academic paper may be downloaded here)
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The lidar map of part of Sheepdrove Farm, centred on the Green Venue. Red outlines
some Prehistoric and Roman fields; superimposed are drawings of settlement structures
from geophysical magnetometry surveys (by Archaeological Surveys Ltd 2022-2026).
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