
 
Kempshott and district in Prehistory to  410 AD 

 
The intention of this paper is to offer a concise introduction to the history of Kempshott and the 
surrounding districts, with updates on the historical record of the area where possible. 
The closer one gets to current times the more information is there to be  gleaned from ever 
more sources and the easier it is to make sense of events. So this initial paper is a ‘gallop’ 
through ancient times drawing on the expertise of others.   
Recent additions to our knowledge-base  on the Basingstoke area  in prehistory then follow 
with the focus on  south western Basingstoke, centred on Kempshott. 
 
Part 1: ‘Beggarwood Down & Old Down - An Archaeological Story’ 
Notes of  a talk given by David Hopkins, Hampshire County Archaeologist 
 

The Paleolithic or Old Stone Age – 3 million to  10,000 BCE There is  little evidence remaining 
in England of this era because the last ice age obliterated almost any evidence there might have 
been. 

Mesolithic Age – middle stone age 10,000BCE – 4,500BCE , after the last  Ice Age, the 
population were hunter gatherers, moving through the landscape. They were very familiar with 
their environment and their wanderings were certainly planned seasonal, coming to the places 
where their food could be found, perhaps living in small camps and then moving on. These 
people lived in the landscape but did not shape it. On Old Down and Beggarwood, the downs 
would have been wooded, but with glades of grassland where strong winds had ripped glades 
into the woodland. In these glades grass could grow as the break in the canopy allowed light to 
penetrate to ground level, and animals would graze. The woodland would have provided fruits 
and nuts and plants, and the animals of the wood, such as deer, would have been hunted. 
 
The archaeological evidence for the Mesolithic people is limited. Their camps were small and 
temporary and rarely left a trace that we can find today. Their stone tools are however 
distinctive. These have been found throughout the Basingstoke area and we can be sure that 
Mesolithic families roamed across these downs. 
 
Neolithic Age, 4,500 BC to 2000 BC- the beginning of  settlement and farming.  In the new 
stone age the landscape started to be bent to the will of man. The development of agriculture in 
this period meant that woods were cut and fields were created for farming. Farms, which imply 
settled occupation, appear and along with these, burial mounds known as Long Barrows. We 
can’t be sure, but it may be at this time that the downs are first cleared. If this is so, it seems 
most likely that they would have been open grazing downland rather than tilled. Evidence of 
neolithic settlements  by approximately 3,000 BCE has been found in Kempshott. Stone tools, 
including fine polished stone axes, have been found at various sites in Basingstoke. In all 
probability the first fields and farms in the Basingstoke area appeared at this time on the lower 
slopes and more fertile soils of the Loddon Valley. 
 
Bronze Age, 2000 BC to 750 BCE. Bronze Age settlements in the Kempshott area are estimated 
to date from around 1,000 BCE. We can surmise that the downs had been cleared of trees and 
are grassland. In this period, when metal working first appears, agricultural practise spreads, 
with more fields created, land boundaries constructed and farms more common.  The level of 
human activity in the North Downs area and its dry valleys down to the Thames Basin were 
undoubtedly busier with farmsteads and grazing  cattle and sheep in the later bronze age and 
into the iron age than at any time before this.  
 



 
 
 
On Old Down, overlooking the farming communities in the valley below, were two Bronze Age 
burial mounds. They were at the top of Old Down just slightly west of the A30.  
 
From here they would be visible to people coming in to the area, and to people in the valley, and 
they asserted the kind of rights to the land that the presence of your ancestors would bring you. 
That they were created to be visible implies that the tree cover was now removed.  That the 
burial mound survived long enough to be mapped in the 19th century also tells us that the down 
was used for grassland rather than being ploughed. However both mounds were ploughed 
down and away during the 20th century. By the time that the parks were created one mound 
could just be discerned as a slight swelling in the ploughed field, and later as a ring of dark grass 
when the grass started growing. A small bank and a ring of trees was put in to mark this ancient 
spot and so now it is easy for visitors to see where it was. At the eastern end of Beggarwood 
there had been another Bronze Age burial mound. This is only recorded as a ring ditch. A ring 
ditch is the circular ditch around a mound from which the mound material is quarried. Even 
when the mound has been ploughed away the impact of disturbing the sub-soil and chalk by 
forming the mound and ditch survives below ground and affects the growing crop on the surface 
that betrays where the mound once stood. 
 
In the Bronze Age the downs were probably grazed. Burial mounds standing sentinel on the 
flanks overlooking the farmers in the valley. However, twice whilst the new houses were being 
built at Beggarwood, Bronze Age crouched burials were found. Inhumations where the skeleton 
is found in a pit in which the body had been laid in a crouched position, like a curled up sleeper. 
Perhaps these downs overlooking the valley had a special significance. 
 
Iron Age 750 BCE to 43 AD.  
Beggarwood seems positively to have been buzzing with activity at this period. Several 
settlements are known up on this high ridge. In the west, where the Blue Hut Café used to stand 
an Iron Age oval enclosure was excavated when the road was built. This small round enclosure 
was a small domestic settlement, possibly occupied by an extended family, with many pits and 
post holes showing the location of structures within the area enclosed by the ditch. Loom 
weights are evidence of weaving, and the bones of horse, cattle, pigs and sheep were found. 
Charcoal and seeds tell us about the trees in the area, oak, field maple, ash and hazel. 
 
To the east of this site the road curves around the edge of the down, and in this way avoided a 
large Iron Age farmstead, which was known to lie here from the crop marks seen on aerial 
photographs. Like a ring ditch, the ditches and pits of the settlement survive and influence the 
growing crop causing traceable patterns. These crop marks show a large circular enclosure, 
where the farmstead was, surrounded by tracks and paddocks. The area was finally excavated 
in 2004 - 15 before recent development. 
 
Further east still, behind the shelter belt of trees, was yet another Iron Age farmstead. This one 
was excavated by archaeologists before the houses were built. In the early Iron Age around 500 
- 600 BC there was a square enclosure, with evidence of domestic occupation, and a mixed 
economy of crops, such as wheat, barley and oats, and of animals (cow, sheep and pigs). In the 
middle Iron Age this was replaced by a small oval enclosure a little to the south, of a similar 
economy. The evidence suggests that this was in turn abandoned and even ploughed over, but 
by the Late Iron Age and into the Roman period had become a large and increasingly complex 
enclosure.   Large ditches defined these enclosures and protected the farmstead. Postholes 
show us where their round, conically thatched houses stood, and pits tell us something of their 
lives.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
The pits were originally dug to store corn. When they were no longer used they were then filled 
up with rubbish. It is the study of the things they threw away which tells us what tools they used, 
who they traded with, what cereals they grew, what animals they raised, how and at what age 
they butchered them. The enclosure and the paddocks do suggest that this was a farm that had 
a lot of animals, and it seems likely that the farmers here took their herds south and east into 
the adjacent area which was at this time still wooded with a much lower density of population. 
 
Roman Period 43 AD – 410 AD The Iron Age farmstead sites continued in use into the Roman 
period. Hampshire was one of the first areas to come under Roman control. There are many 
Roman sites in Basingstoke and it seems likely that Basingstoke was quite an important area at 
this time. The western edge of Old Down is defined by the line of the Roman road from 
Silchester to Winchester. The road is long since abandoned, but its line remains important in 
the landscape as a boundary even today. Along what is now a hedge once trod Roman soldiers 
on their way to garrison Silchester, their hob nailed sandals crunching on the gravel road 
surface. Horses thundered along carrying the imperial messengers. Creaking wagons of trade 
goods lumbered up from the coast bringing foreign goods like wine and olive oil, as well as local 
goods like New Forest Pottery or oysters from the Solent. 
 
While  the Roman Period is generally acknowledged as ending with the withdrawal of the Roman 
Empire in 410 AD,  little changed immediately. The local economy and local population 
continued to conduct life as before, but the engine of the economy , international trade within 
the Roman Empire and supply to the Roman garrison was running down and other influences 
became more important. Angles, Saxons and Jutes from northern Europe had sometimes been 
employed as  mercenaries by the Romans to help defend the northern border with the Picts and 
Scots, and  help defend the country against Viking incursions prior to the Empire’s withdrawal. 
The drift of mainland tribes to England  to settle and farm continued after 410 AD.   . 
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Part 2: Notes on recent archaeological  
excavations in the west Basingstoke area and 
what  they have revealed. 

 
Our  understanding of   the details of human occupation of  our area  before  recorded history – 
somewhat arbitrarily set as pre-1066 AD - relies largely on archaeological excavation. The 
process is intrinsically destructive, revealing evidence in reverse time sequence and once 
revealed no longer preserved for future discovery and   interpretation except as separate 
artifacts which can easily lose their context. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Twenty first century archaeologists are all too aware of this. The  excavations of Silchester 
Roman  site illustrate the point perfectly. Annual excavations have been carried out for more 
than 25 years at this site, by Reading University teams,  carefully peeling back the layers of 
history from  the post-Roman town to the Iron Age pre- Roman settlement, and for those 
sections of the site excavated there is now nothing left to be seen in situ – except a hole several 
meters deep. A huge amount of knowledge has been gleaned of  all aspects of daily life,  and 
many artifacts held in storage or museum for further examination, but that section of the town 
is now gone for ever. Twenty first century analytical  techniques applied  on site and in the 
laboratory afterwards are light years away from the ‘robber trench’  archaeological approach of 
amateur archaeologists of the  18th and 19th century who knew no better and did not have the 
technical equipment to take their work any further than discovering artifacts and cleaning them 
up for exhibition. 
 
However, an acknowledgement of the work of George Willis and his colleagues  Mr Ellaway and 
Mr Rainbow is called for. In the early years of the 20th century , up to WWll  these three 
gentlemen were  keen field walkers who’s hobby was looking for and interpreting flint artefacts  
from the stone age which they found in the countryside –evidence of human presence in the 
area. They made  comprehensive collections of flint tools from the fields around Kempshott, 
many of which now host the housing estates of  expanded Basingstoke, so no longer available 
for investigation. But the tools they found  are in the Willis museum to this day. 
 

  ‘  The Flinters’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Paleolithic  (pre 11,000 BCE)   flint tools   in the Willis Museum 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
Mesolithic tools  

    
 
 
 
 
 
Fortunately, respect for  what archaeology can  reveal to us , and the analytical techniques 
available have moved on and current planning and development rules now provide for 
archaeological investigation before a field is  turned over to the property developers. 
Here follow a  series of short notes on recent archaeological finds. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Beggarwood 2000 
Beaker Burials excavated by Steve Teague 

           



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Supplementary Information 
 
Blue Hut Cafe Site (Early to Mid Iron Age) 
  
Animal bones were found in the ditches and pits, but they were fragmented, particularly those 
found in the ditch. There was limited evidence to call upon. Other than small mammals and frog 
(shrew, vole, wood mouse, which probably found themselves trapped after falling into open 
pits) the animals were all domestic. Horse, cattle, sheep, pig and dog. There was some 
evidence of butchery marks, as well as some evidence of dog gnawing.  However, one 
metacarpal allows the estimation of the height of one of the ponies, which was 13 hands. 
  
The only plant remains found was charcoal, and this will have been the remains of fuel. 
Therefore as sample of vegetation it will be bias to those woods collected for fuel. It included, 
oak, field maple, elder, ash, hazel, buckthorn, hawthorn, rowan, service and whitebeam. 
These represent mature woodland, hedge and scrub, and of course the hazel may well bring 
forward images of managed sustainable woodland. 
  
Kennel Farm 
  
The animal bone assemblage here was fragmented, but included in addition to that found at the 
Blue Hut site, goat and a small amount of deer. Goat was dominant, and the picture of goat 
herds being used in the less intensively farmed landscape to the south east is tempting.  
  
There was poor preservation of plant remains, but some charred fragments did survive. These 
represented both crops and associated weeds. Wheat, Barley, Oats and Rye were found. "The 
presence of chenopodiums suggests a nitrogen rich soil" to quote the report.  
  
Some pulses were found. Rosehip was also found, although this may be deliberate collection 
for medicinal purpose.  
  
Material supplied by;  
 
David Hopkins 
Kempshott Rise 
 
 



 
 
Old Down & Beggarwood – Bronze & Iron Ages – Robert and Barbara Applin 
 
Kempshott History 

Although David has given you the information on the area of Beggarwood and what is now 
known as Old Down, that landscape cannot be considered in isolation in the Bronze and Iron 
Ages. The 1940 1:25” to the mile OS map of the area notes the site of ‘tumuli’ (‘barrows’ or 
burial mounds) at the corner of Homesteads Road  and Kempshott Lane, as well as in the field 
west of the old Roman road and  at what is now Berwyn Close in Buckskin (the Proceedings of 
the Prehistoric Society Vol 61, 1995 contains a report of the excavation of ‘The Buckskin barrow’ 
and there is a sequence about it on the video BENEATH BASINGSTOKE). Still extant are the 
barrows at Cow Down Copse and Mother Copse just south of Newfound and in Pitman Close on 
the Berg (this last one is often referred to as ‘the Down Grange long barrow’ and presumed to be 
Neolithic but in fact is two adjacent Bronze Age round barrows).  All of these would have been 
visible in the landscape, particularly when viewed from the top of Kempshott Hill. 
  
Iron Age farmsteads are visible as crop marks in air photographs to the west of the Bird estate 
and the Roman road as well as at Kite Hill near the railway footpath crossing. There was also 
evidence of Iron Age occupation on the higher ground east of Buckskin Farm and Buckskin 
Lane. David makes the point of the density of Iron Age occupation in the Beggarwood area and 
this continues as the land drops towards the Loddon valley. As with all the chalkland around 
Basingstoke, there appears to be an Iron Age farmstead at roughly 1 mile spacing, and many of 
the sites continue into the Roman period. 
 
Pre-development excavations on the Barratt site currently being developed (Highfields) 
revealed considerable Bronze Age and Iron Age activity. The reports analysing the findings 
haven’t been published yet so the results are not available to us. 
 
The area marked as Old Down on the 1940 map is only part of the original Down and is in the 
area of Old Down Close off Homesteads Road. 
 
Down Grange House is 18th century and presumably post-enclosure, like Buckskin Farm. 
Kempshott House had associations with the Prince Regent. 
 
David talks about “downs” as a geographical term for chalk upland. In our attached note The 
Down is a specific medieval term with legal connotations. 
We are also attaching an article An Ancient Boundary Hedge? By F B Mayo from Newsletter 77 
(March/April 1983 of the Basingstoke Archaeological & Historical Society. 
 
Also an undated but rather old Gazette piece by Robert Brown – we don’t think you could 
actually call Kempshott a village 150 years ago, though the 1911 Directory records an Arthur 
Vandervell living in Kempshott Village. You’ll see Robert Brown says the racing started in 1753, 
while the references we got from Baigent & Millard go back to 1713 and even 1688. 
The map in our attachment is by Derek Spruce. I've e-mailed him to check he has no objection 
to us passing it on, but he's away just now; I doubt if he'll object so long as it has his copyright 
line. 
 
Bob and Barbara Applin 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
A small Roman cremation cemetery was found when some of the houses were built close to 
Beggarwood Lane. These were found and excavated by the Basingstoke Archaeological society, 
and comprised of up turned pots set into the ground, with ash and burnt bone. 
 
 
The Beaker phenomenon and the genomic transformation of northwest Europe – report 
published in Nature  in February 2018  https://www.nature.com/articles/nature25738 and 
reported on the  Natural History Museum website 
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2018/february/the-beaker-people-a-new-
population-for-ancient-britain.html 
 
From around 2750 to 2500 BCE, Bell Beaker pottery became widespread across western and 
central Europe, before it disappeared between 2200 and 1800 BCE. The forces that propelled 
its expansion are a matter of long-standing debate, and there is support for both cultural 
diffusion and migration having a role in this process. Here we present genome-wide data from 
400 Neolithic, Copper Age and Bronze Age Europeans, including 226 individuals associated 
with Beaker-complex artefacts. We detected limited genetic affinity between Beaker-complex-
associated individuals from Iberia and central Europe, and thus exclude migration as an 
important mechanism of spread between these two regions. However, migration had a key role 
in the further dissemination of the Beaker complex. We document this phenomenon most 
clearly in Britain, where the spread of the Beaker complex introduced high levels of steppe-
related ancestry and was associated with the replacement of approximately 90% of Britain’s 
gene pool within a few hundred years, continuing the east-to-west expansion that had brought 
steppe-related ancestry into central and northern Europe over the previous centuries. 
 
Ancient DNA shows that the culture that brought Bronze Age technology to Britain was 
connected to a migration that almost completely replaced the island's earlier inhabitants. 
Museum scientists were part of an international team that examined DNA from over 400 
prehistoric skeletons, drawn from sites across western and central Europe. 
The study 

looked at people buried before and after the arrival of the Beaker culture, which spread across 
Europe and can be tracked through its distinctive pottery. 
Prof Ian Barnes, Research Leader in Ancient DNA at the Museum, explains, 'We found that the 
skeletal remains of individuals from Britain who lived shortly after this time have a very different 
DNA profile to those who came before. It seems that there is a large population turnover.' 
In continental Europe, however, the story is different. The new ideas and technologies appear to 
have spread among different peoples without large-scale migration. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature25738
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2018/february/the-beaker-people-a-new-population-for-ancient-britain.html
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2018/february/the-beaker-people-a-new-population-for-ancient-britain.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature25738


 
Beaker ware from different regions shared many characteristics. The pot on the left  is from 
Sierentz in France (© Anthony Denaire) , and from Bathgate in Scotland (© National Museums 
Scotland) on the right.  
What Beaker pottery can tell us 
Pottery is an example of how studying artefacts opens windows into past cultures. Around 
4,500 years ago, a new, bell-shaped pottery style appeared in Iberia, in present-day Spain and 
Portugal. These 'bell-beakers' quickly spread across Europe, reaching Britain fewer than 100 
years later. 
Archaeologists have been unsure whether the spread of Beaker pottery - and the culture 
associated with it - represented a large-scale migration of people, or was simply due to the 
exchange of new cultures and ideas. 
The study helps resolves this century-old debate, says Museum archaeologist Dr Tom Booth: 
'The question of whether new things spread by the movement of people or ideas has been one 
of the most important and long-running questions in archaeology, and it's fascinating to see 
that both are the case for the Beaker culture.' 
Who were the Beaker people? 
The people who were part of the Beaker culture can be identified as they were buried with 
distinctive artefacts such as their pottery. The researchers compared the DNA from skeletons 
buried around Europe from two different periods: before the Beaker culture arrived there and 
afterwards. 
The study shows that the Beaker culture spread into central Europe from Iberia without a 
significant movement of people. Skeletons from Beaker burials in Iberia are not genetically 
close to central European Beaker skeletons. 
 
Population change in Bronze Age Britain 
Britain saw significant population changes, however. Beaker culture was taken up by a group of 
people living in Central Europe whose ancestors had previously migrated from the Eurasian 
Steppe. This group continued to migrate west and finally arrived in Britain around 4,400 years 
ago. (See How does Cheddar Man fit into this? box and Population movements into Britain 
maps at the bottom of this page.) 
The DNA data suggests that over a span of several hundred years, the migrations of people from 
continental Europe led to an almost complete replacement of Britain's earlier inhabitants, the 
Neolithic communities who were responsible for huge megalithic monuments such as 
Stonehenge. 



The DNA also shows that the Beaker folk would have had generally different pigmentation that 
of the population they replaced, who had olive-brown skin, dark hair and brown eyes. In 
comparison, the Beaker folk brought genes significant reduction in skin and eye pigmentation, 
with lighter skin, blue eyes and blonde hair becoming more common in the population. 
Big science 
This multi-authored research is the largest study of ancient human DNA ever conducted. Much 
of the analysis of skeletal remains from England and Wales was conducted at the Museum and 
University College London, as part of a larger study of ancient human DNA in Britain. The 
Museum work was funded by the Wellcome Trust. 
 
So now we know. Beaker culture in England  
 
 
 

https://wellcome.org/

