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Sapperton –  The Archaeological  Perspective  
 

Dr A l i son  Gr i er son-Brookes   

  

 

Nest led  on the  s lopes of  the  Golden Val ley and w ith  sp lend id  v iews over  the  r iver  Frome, 

Sapperton v i l l age  reveals  an  anc ient past  and one  impr inted w ith  the  great technological  

innovat ions of  the  Industr ia l  Age .  The Sapperton landscape has i t  a l l :  f i r st  farmers ,  monument 

bu i lders and industr ia l  innovators ,   

 

Domesday records of  hundreds and h ides ,  an industria l  legacy of  tunne ls ,  canals  and ra i lways 

and a mix  of  local  wr i ters ,  ar t i sts  and arch i tects .  I t  reveals  a fasc inat ing story of  land -use ,  

farming,  technological  deve lopment and people . Peop le  who, for  over  6 ,000 years ,  have l ived , 

worked ,  farmed and shaped a un ique Cotswold  landscape .   

 

From 8000 BC to the end of the Bronze Age  

By 8 ,000 BC, the  Br i t i sh  c l imate  had become warmer  and temperatures had stab i l i sed  fo l low ing 

the  last  ice  age .  The f i r st  modern  humans to v is i t  the  Cotswolds were  hunter -gathers ,  who 

came to exp lo i t  herds of  deer and other  w i ld  an imals .  They set up seasona l  camps hunt ing 

an imals  and ga ther ing p lants and fru i ts .  

 

Around 4 ,000  BC,  the  Cotswold  landscape began to change dramatic al ly .  Woodland was  

c leared to create  smal l  open f ie lds to farm. Houses were bu i l t  and people  began to sett le .   

Ear ly  farming communit ies grew cereal  crops and kept sheep ,  p igs and catt le .  Th is  per iod is  

cal led  the  Neol i th ic .  In  2010 a t Park Corner ,  near  Sap perton ,  archaeologists  excavated a  smal l ,  

shal low p i t .  I t  contained stone tools ,  burnt haze lnut she l l s  and cha r red cereal  grains inc lud ing 

bar ley ,  emmer and spe l t  wheat .  They had d iscovered a  6 ,000-year -o ld  rubb ish  b in .  
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M e n  h u n t i n g  a  d e e r  d u r i n g  t h e  B r o n z e  A g e .  F r o m  L ' H o m m e  P r im i t i f ,  p u b l i s h e d 1 8 7 0 .   a l a m y . c o m  J G A K 4 J  

 

These  f i r st  farmers a lso cons tructed monuments known as long bar rows.  Four  have been 

recorded nor th  of  Sapperton around the  headwaters of  the  R iver  Frome at Duntisbourne 

Abbots and Duntisbourne Rouse .  Long bar rows were  mounds of  ear th  cover ing one or  more 

stone chambers .  Human remains were  p laced in  the  chambers and represent the  bur ia l  p lace 

of  the  farming communit ies .  

 

After  2 ,500 BC,  important technological  

advances assoc i ated w ith  the  extract ion  of  metal  

ores resu l ted in  the product ion  of  the  f i r st  metal  

tools .  Farms teads were bu i l t  and enc losure  of the 

land began w ith ev idence for f ie ld systems.  Th is  

per iod is  known as the  Bronze Age .  Peop le  were 

bur ied  in ind iv idual  graves covered by a c i rcu lar 

mound. A  smal l  group of  round bar rows,  nor th  of  

Over ly  Wood,  c luster  on the  crest  of  the  h il l .  

 

 

 

Men hunting a deer during the Bronze Age. From L'Homme Primitif, published1870.  alamy.com JGAK4J 

West Kennet Long Barrows, Wiltshire. iStock Neill Bussey 1344273433 
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I ron Age Farming 

Dur ing the  f i r st  mi l lenn ium BC, the popu lat ion  of 

the  area and the  densi ty  of  sett lement expanded 

rap id ly .  The per iod from around 800 BC to 43 AD 

is  known as the  Iron  Age .   

 

Farmers spent the i r l ives ra is ing crops, tend ing 

herds and managing woodlands.  The Cotswold  

landscape was covered w ith  h i l l for ts ,  sett lements 

and farmsteads .  The deve lopment of  land 

boundar ies ,  in  the  form of banks ,  d i tches and 

hedgerows began .  Hi l l for ts  w ere often  s i tuated on 

or  connected to major  routeways to move herds 

of  an imals  and crops across the  Cotswolds and 

beyond. Hi l l for ts  have been ident i f ied  at  nearby 

Trewsbury,  Coates and P inbury ,  Duntisbourne 

Rouse .  Horse -breed ing,  cereal  product ion  and the 

manufacture  of  co ins generated weal th  for  the   

communit ies in  the  eastern  Cotswolds.  

 

 

Roman Sapperton 

A group of bu i ld ings dat ing to the  Roman per iod have been ident i f ied  c lose  to Hai ley Wood. 

The s i te  i s  located on a low h i l l  over looking the source  of  the R iver  Thames and just  200 

metres from the  famous Sapperton Canal  Tunne l .  Recent survey work suggests that these  

bur ied remains represent a temple  s i te  s imi lar to  those  d iscovered at  nearby Uley and 

Nett le ton .  The ex istence of  sanctuar ies at  the  source  of  major  r ivers i s  we l l known and th is  

seems the  most l ike ly  exp lanat ion  for  the  complex  at Hai ley Wood.  

 

At Hanover  Fi r s , Dunt isbourne Rouse , a rare i ron buck le  p late  in la id w ith s i lver w ire  and gold 

studs was found in  a grave  of  an adu l t  male .  A  date  of  600 -850 AD was obtained from 

sc ient i f ic  analys is  of  the  human bone . The bur ia l  was a shor t  d istance  from a  f ie ld boundary ,  

perhaps par t  a late  Roman farming estate .  

 

 

 

 

 

 Iron Age Arable Cultivation, c.1990-201, Ivan Lapper alamy.com HT3K5H 
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The Second Mi l len ium: From Feudal  Farming to Ar ts  and Cra fts  

 

The Norman invas ion  saw Wi l l iam the  Conqueror reward h is  kn ights w ith  gi f ts  of  land .  In  

1086,  the  Domesday Book records Robert  holds “Sap leton” and Frampton (Manse l l )  in  B is ley  

Hundred w ith  5  h ides in  one ,  and 5 in  the  other .  A  hundred was a un i t  of  local  government 

and taxa t ion ,  between a v i l l age  and  sh i re .  A  h ide  was a un i t  o f  land requ ired to support one 

fami ly .  The combined value of  the  two manors was £16. Sapperton was in the  possess ion  of  

Robert  de  Tod in i  f rom Tosny,  a v i l l age  on the  Se ine .  

 

The bu i ld ings of  the  v i l l age  a lso command great in terest ,  

par t icu lar ly  the  par ish church ded icated to St .  Kene lm.  

The church , 12 t h  century in or ig in ,  was last  remodel led  

dur ing Queen Anne ’s  re ign  It  houses a number  of  

important monuments to once prominent members of  the  

v i l l age  inc lud ing S i r  Henry and Lady Anne Poole  and Si r  

Robert  Atkyns.   

 

The church is  f i l led  w ith  Jacobean carv ings and panell ing  

once par t  of the  banquet ing hal l  of  the manor  house  

( f igure  to the r ight) .  The 1st Ear l  Bathurst  had them 

donated to the  church before  the  manor  was demol ished 

in  1730. The churchyard contains a base  and shaft  of  a 

15 t h  century stone cross;  one of  many found across the  

Cotswolds which  marked stopp ing point s on  p i lgr im age  

routes.   

 

The tombs of  Ernest Gimson ,  Ernest Barns ley and Sidney Barns ley , prominent members of  the 

Cotswold  Ar ts  and Cr afts  movement,  l ie  at  the  entrance to the  churchyard .  From the  

churchyard ,  there  are  commanding v iews in to the  valley where  the  famous canal  tunne l  begins 

just  be low the  v i l l age .   
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Sapperton is  renowned for 

the  presence of  the Thames 

and Severn  Canal  and the  

two-and-a-h al f -mi le  tunne l  

dug deep be low the ear th .  

The canal ,  l ink ing Br isto l  to  

London ,  was completed in  

1789. The construct ion  of  

the  canal  and tunne l  was a  

co lossal  undertak ing and a  

tr iumph of 18 t h  century 

engineer ing sk i l l .  I t  has  

been d isused s ince  the 

ear ly  1900s.  The ar r ival  of  

the  ra i lway by 1845,  w ith  

Brune l ’s  Che l tenham and 

Great Western  Union 

Rai lway,  marked the 

inev i tab le  dec l ine of  the  canal .  The ra i lway route  larg e ly  dup l icated that of  the  canal  and a 

second tunne l ,  dug to car ry  the  ra i lway,  i s  st i l l  in use .  The canal ,  ra i lway ,  mi l l s ,  tunne ls , locks 

and br idges represent the  most important industr ia l  l andscape to surv ive  in  the  Cotswolds.    

 

Ear ly  twent ie th  century Sapperton became the hub of the  Cotswold  Ar ts  and Crafts  movement.  

I t  i s  connected w ith  four of  i ts  lead ing designers Ernest Gimson ,  Norman Jewson , Ernest 

Barns ley and h is  brother  S idney Barns ley , who made the v i l l age  the  centre for  the i r craft  

workshops.  They bu i l t  or rebu i l t  many bu i ld ings under  the  patronage of the  Bathurst  fami ly  in  

the  Ar ts  and Crafts  sty le  inc lud ing Sapperton v i l l age  hal l .   

 

 

Central London Railway 21 foot Tunnel and Shield from the Article THE UNDERGROUND RAILWAYS OF 
LONDON. By Frederick E. Cooper, from The Engineering Magazine Devoted to Industrial Progress Volume XV 

1898 The Engineering Magazine Co 

Sapperton Railway Tunnel Sapperton Railway Tunnel, Daneway Portal 
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Farming in tensi f icat ion ,  dr iven by the  post WWII need for  food secur i ty ,  saw the  adopt ion  of 

increas ingly  mechan ised and input dominated farming,  to  the  detr iment of  the  natural  

env i ronment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

British WWII food production poster “Lend a hand on the land at an Agricultural Camp” 1939-1946 alamy.com 2A1F3A2 & 
2A1F3A7 

Sapperton Village Hall, architecture from the Cotswold Arts & Crafts era 
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We know now that nature  can  respond rap id ly  i f  a l lowed to and whi le  the  chal lenges seem 

huge ,  the archaeological  perspect ive  shows us that actual ly ,  many of the  pr inc ip les of 

regenerat ive  farming have been used by thr iv ing communit ies for  mi l lenn ia.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr  A l i son Gr ierson -Brookes i s  a free lance  Archaeologist  based  in  Gloucestersh i re ,  w i th over 

20 years ’  exper ience  in  museum curatorsh ip ,  h istor ical  in terpretat ion ,  research & 

deve lopment,  and pub l ic  speak ing.  She combines her  pass ion  for  walk ing and archaeology to  

research  and in terpret the  h istor ical  landscape .   
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