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What task could be more agreeable than to tell of the benefits conferred on us by our ancestors, so that you may get to know the achievements of those from whom you have received both the basis of your beliefs, and the inspiration to conduct your life properly?

William of Malmesbury, c. AD 1125.

(William’s father was Norman, his mother Anglo-Saxon.)
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‘THE GREAT SURVEY’ OF 1086

DOMESDAY BOOK WAS written in 1806, twenty years after the defeat of the Anglo-Saxon army under King Harold at Hastings. The Norman invasion of England had been led by Duke William, later ‘the Conqueror’, leader of a former Scandinavian-speaking province of France. The Normans were relative newcomers to the European scene, descendants from pagan Viking adventurers who had settled in the Seine valley in 911. The Anglo-Saxons on the other hand had created one of the great civilisations in the Dark Age ‘barbarian’ West. King Edward the Confessor, whose childless death in January 1066 precipitated the Norman attack, had the oldest pedigree in Europe. Like his great predecessors, Alfred, Athelstan and Edgar, he was a member of a dynasty which claimed to be (and perhaps was) descended from a warrior called Cerdic who was thought to have led a band of Anglo-Saxon raiders into Southampton Water soon after AD 500. In the succeeding five centuries the Anglo-Saxons, though a racial minority compared with the native Celtic-speaking Britons, created a unified culture in lowland Britain which they called England (‘Angle-land’) with sophisticated forms of taxation, coinage and chancery, a remarkable vernacular literature, and a standardised language, the ancestor of today’s English, the most widespread tongue now in use throughout the world. It is therefore not surprising that the Anglo-Norman historian Ordericus Vitalis, born in 1075, remarking on the arrogance of the Norman rulers of his day, said that ‘they had forgotten that the country they had conquered was far older and richer in its achievements than their own’.

England in the eleventh century was not only old but also wealthy. ‘Many times richer than Normandy in wealth and in military strength,’ wrote William’s biographer William of Poitiers.  One of the chief sources of this wealth was wool, which England may have exported to Europe. Though Duke William had a claim to the English throne through his aunt, the Norman mother of Edward the Confessor, and proclaimed himself Edward’s chosen heir, nevertheless it was the richness of the country which was the great attraction to the Normans in an era of opportunist expansion which took their militarist aristocracy as far as Sicily and Antioch. The takeover of 1066, as Ordericus put it, was ‘not by hereditary right but in desperate battle with much spilling of people’s blood’. The background to our story, then, is this violent conquest of an older culture, rich in achievement but past its most creative period, by a young, brutal and warlike state on the verge of momentous growth. This is the context of the extraordinary events surrounding Domesday Book.

King William I spent Christmas 1085 at Gloucester, one of the old residences of the Anglo-Saxon kings. He held court for five days and then spent another three days on church business. At this point – round about New Year’s Day 1086 – the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle continues the story:


After this, the king had much thought and very deep discussion with his council about this country – how it was settled, and with what kind of people. Then he sent his men over all England, into every shire, and had them find out how many hundred hides there were in the shire, or what land or cattle the king himself had in the country, or what dues he ought to have each year from the shire. Also he had a record made of how much land his archbishops had, and his bishops, abbots and earls – and though I relate it at too great length – what or how much everybody had who was occupying land in England, in land or livestock, and how much money it was worth. So very strictly did he have it investigated that there was no single hide nor a yard of land, nor indeed (shame it is to relate but it seemed no shame to him to do) one ox nor one cow nor one pig was left out, and not put down in his record: and afterwards all these writings were brought to him.

Translated G. N. Garmonsway.



These were desperate times. The twenty years since the Battle of Hastings had seen war, hunger and pestilence. The country had been criss-crossed by armed forces plundering and devastating wherever they went. In some areas – Yorkshire, the Welsh borders, the West Midlands – the population would be marked for generations by fire and sword. Recurring attacks of plague and cattle murrain were compounded by bad weather and crop failure. Famine was always around the corner: in 1082 the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle singled out a particularly bad one as ‘The Great Famine’. Amidst all this the hard-headed King William saw his own practical needs as paramount: to maintain his armies with supplies, and to pay them; and to raise even larger forces to fight his French and Breton enemies, to subdue the Welsh and the Scots, to keep the conquered English in subjection and to counter the continuing threat from Denmark. He would milk the English dry if he could. Soon after Christmas 1083, for instance, he had imposed ‘a great and heavy tax’ over all England at a rate of 6s on each hide of land: a geld which would have brought him in about 21,000 lb of silver – the size of the huge Danegelds or army taxes raised under those other foreign occupiers, Canute and Harthacnut, earlier in the century. In the winter of 1085 William had raised the biggest forces yet, so that, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle put it, ‘people wondered how this country could maintain that army’. William’s solution to this problem was to disperse the army over the country and billet it on his vassals, so that each had to provision a set number of troops according to how much land they held. ‘Certainly in his time,’ says the Chronicle, ‘people had much oppression and very many injuries.’

So Domesday Book was born not out of a dispassionate enquiry into the land of England, but out of military necessity. The king’s greed was proverbial: he ‘oppressed the poor’; he was ‘so very stark and deprived his subjects of many a mark of gold and more hundreds of pounds of silver, that he took with great injustice . . . for greediness he loved above all’. So it was, according to this contemporary, that ‘he ruled over England, and by his cunning it was so examined that there was not one hide  in England that he did not know who owned it, and what it was worth, and then set it down in his record’ (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle). Domesday Book is that record. ‘Great Domesday’, the final version, is the abbreviated account of most of the kingdom; ‘Little Domesday’ (in fact physically hardly smaller) comprises the more detailed returns for East Anglia which were never incorporated into the final volume, presumably because the writing up of the survey was left uncompleted at William’s death in September 1087. What ‘writings’ William was shown before he left England for the last time late in 1086 is debatable – perhaps an edited version of the returns, like the ‘Little Domesday’. ‘Great Domesday’ itself must have taken about a year to write, and can hardly have been begun before autumn 1086.

Until 1907 the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was the single reliable literary account of the great survey. Then a text was discovered in a Bodleian Library manuscript which had been written in the very year of the survey. Its author, Robert Losinga, Bishop of Hereford, must have been present at the ‘deep discussion’ in Gloucester after Christmas 1085:


In this, the twentieth year of his reign, by order of William king of the English, there was made a survey [descriptio] of the whole of England, that is to say of the lands of the several provinces of England, and of the possessions of each and all of the magnates. This was done in respect of ploughland and habitations, and of men both bond and free, both those who were cottagers and those who had houses and a share of the arable land; and [it was done] in respect of ploughs and horses and other livestock; and in respect of the services and payments due from all men in the whole land. Other investigators followed the first; and men were sent into provinces they did not know, and where they were themselves unknown, so they might be able to check the first survey and if necessary denounce its authors as guilty to the king. And the land was vexed with many calamities arising from the collection of the royal money.



This remarkable discovery precisely confirmed the Anglo-Saxon  Chronicle. It also added two new pieces of information: first, that two successive circuits were made by the commissioners to check on possible fraud; second, that the survey coincided with a tax levy. This last point seems to be alluded to by the Chronicle, for the 1086 entry says that before the king crossed from England to Normandy he ‘levied very heavy taxes on his subjects – upon any pretext, whether justly or unjustly’. So both sources insist that the last year and a half of the Conqueror’s reign was marked by extortionate taxation, which seems to have been tied in with the making of the Domesday survey. Indeed, from their combined testimony it must be assumed that the actual inquiry coincided with the levying of a new geld like that of 1084. This may well be confirmed by the presence of tax rolls bound up in the set of south-western returns known as the Exon Domesday, still preserved in Exeter Cathedral today, for these are almost certainly tax returns for the south-western shires from 1086. Unique as Domesday was, it was compiled as another massive piece of financial extortion was taking place.

The Domesday survey describes the whole of England south of the Tees and the Westmorland fells – the limits of practical rule achieved by the Anglo-Saxon kings of the tenth century. It is likely that there were seven ‘panels’ for seven circuits – Kent and the south-east (I), the south-western shires (II), the East Midlands (III), the central Midlands (IV), the West Midlands (V), the North Midlands, Yorkshire and Lincolnshire (VI), and East Anglia (VII). By a fantastic chance, the questions which were asked of each hundred court have survived in a related text known as the Ely Inquiry, which is now preserved in a late twelfth-century version in the British Library.


Here follows the inquiry into the land made by the king’s barons, on oath of the sheriff of the shire and of all the barons and their Frenchmen, and of the whole hundred, the priest, the reeve, and six villeins of each village; in order [they asked] the name of the estate; who held it in the time of King Edward; who holds it now; how many hides; how many ploughs on the demesne [the lord’s land];  how many among the men; how many villeins; how many cottars; how many slaves; how many free men; how many sokemen; how much wood; how much meadow; how much pasture; how many mills; how many fishponds; how much has been added or taken away; how much, taken altogether, it used to be worth and how much now; how much each freeman or sokeman had or has. All this [to be given] three times, that is, in the time of King Edward, as it was when King William first gave the estate, and as it is now; also whether it is possible that more [revenue] could be taken from the estate than is being taken now.



There can be little doubt that this account contains the only surviving record of the official instructions given to the commissioners: these were the actual questions put to every group of jurors, who were required to swear on oath the truth of the figures. Indeed the Ely text also gives the names of the Domesday jurors for the areas it covers, for example:


In the hundred of Thriplow the following men gave sworn evidence: Ralph, the reeve of this hundred; William of Cailly; Ralph of Barrington; Theobald, the man of Hardwin; Stanhard of Hauxton; Godric of Fowlmere; Aelfric of Thriplow; Sigar the steward, and all other Frenchmen and Englishmen of the hundred.



At root, then, the inquiry was intended to be a record of estates or manors, with over twenty questions asked about each manor at three different periods. Though the inquiry followed closely the raising of another heavy tax, it was essentially unconnected with it. But at the same time Domesday was ultimately about tax in general: wherever you look in the book you find money. In each case the point of the questions was the value of the estate in terms of taxation, ‘and whether more can be got from it than is being taken now’.

Scholars now think that the making of Domesday had three separate aims. One was to provide the king with an exact record of local contributions to the king’s geld, Danegeld or Heregeld,  the one great Anglo-Saxon tax which could be levied uniformly over the whole country. Each entry in Domesday usually begins with a statement of the estate’s liability in terms of geld, an assessment given in accordance with a system used before 1066 – in English areas based on the unit known as the hide, in Danish ones on the carucate.

But Domesday also had a more general military and fiscal purpose. The crises of the mid-1080s show that the king had every reason to obtain precise and accurate information about the exact holdings of his feudal lords – presumably the problems of billeting his army in the winter of 1085 highlighted this. So although Domesday gives little information about feudal organisation, and misses out key facts such as the amount of knight service owed by each landowner, it is different from all earlier geld inquisitions in that below shire level it is arranged according to the holdings of the military hierarchy – not by hundreds or parishes, but by tenants. The second purpose of Domesday Book was to reveal the resources of the newly established feudal order in England: the king could learn exactly what was held by his vassals, and how much revenue they had.

Thirdly, Domesday had a legal purpose. The years since the Conquest had seen the violent and unjust seizure of land on a vast scale. Surviving records of trials show that these must often have been the subject of court cases. For example at Kentford in Suffolk a trial was held in 1080 concerning the possessions of the church of Ely, which had been ‘almost totally destroyed by the unjust exactions of [King William’s] officials’. In many places there had been continuous litigation since the Conquest, and ownership of many places was still in dispute. William, of course, saw himself as the legitimate successor of Edward the Confessor, and wanted Domesday to provide him with a record of England before 1066. But he was also anxious to legalise the great changes which had taken place since the Conquest. Domesday Book therefore contains constant references to the disputes which had arisen over ownership and possession, claim and counter-claim, and in the accounts of several shires, such as Yorkshire,  Lincolnshire and especially Huntingdonshire, the disputes which came up for settlement before the circuits and the local juries are actually entered in the finished product.

Domesday, then, was a tax or geld inquest, a feudal record and a judicial statement. But it is more than all those things for its scope was so much wider. It was the unique product of a unique occasion, perhaps the single most dramatic event in British history – the Norman Conquest of 1066. It was the Conquest, and the chaos, violence and uncertainty which it entailed, which had given form to the king’s desire to obtain the fullest possible information about the kingdom he had won. Domesday Book not only described the conquered country to a king who never learned to speak its language, but it also recorded the tremendous changes in ownership which the Conquest had brought about.

So it was that soon the book assumed a symbolic role in English history, until in the 1170s, in the ‘Dialogue concerning the Exchequer’ written by the treasurer Richard Fitznigel, we learn that ‘This book is metaphorically called by the native English Domesday, that is, the “Day of Judgement”. For just as the verdict of that strict and terrible last account cannot be evaded by any skilful subterfuge, so when this book is appealed to on those matters which it contains, its sentence cannot be quashed or set aside with impunity. That is why the book is called “The Book of Judgement” (Domesday Book), not because it contains judgements on various difficult questions, but because its decisions, like those of the Last Judgement, are unalterable’.

Though Domesday Book is far and away the greatest single source for early English social history, it still hides many mysteries. Indeed it may be that only our present age of computers will reveal some of its underlying patterns. First of all, Domesday is not in fact comprehensive. By accident or design it fails to account for many places which are known to have existed in the eleventh century; the final version excluded even some important towns, such as the biggest of them all, London, along with Winchester and Tam worth; many smaller sites were also omitted, perhaps because they did not come into the inquiry’s  terms of reference. But Domesday is still so far-reaching that a picture can be gathered of English society as a whole. It shows tremendous regional variation in social structure and custom, with society graded in careful legal terminology from the free to the virtual slave. Totals vary, but in terms of heads of households the Domesday population looks something like this:

[image: ]

To these figures we must allow at least 10 per cent for omissions – Domesday was not interested in population totals themselves but in values and tenure – so we must be dealing with well over 300,000 families in the assessed areas. How can we turn that into a reasonable estimate of English population in 1086? Scholars have usually guessed at a multiplier of between four and five to account for wives and children, and medieval censuses from Lincolnshire suggest an average family size of 4.68 around 1200. In this case the rural population of Domesday England south of the Tees was probably around one and a half million, and quite possibly more. There is, however, a further element of the population to be considered. Domesday Book names 112 places  to which it gives or implies urban status, often calling them civitas (city) or burgus (burh). Domesday’s population figures for these places suggest a ‘real’ total of about 111,500, but there is reason to think the ‘urban’ population of eleventh-century England was much larger. To start with, London is not in Domesday. This may be partly due to the fact that ‘the largest and fairest part of the city’ was burned down in the late summer of 1086, while the survey was still being made. London’s population in 1086 was very likely upwards of 25,000. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says that many other towns were burned down at that time, and though it mentions no others by name, this could help account for further omissions, such as Winchester, and the very imperfect description of many others. Winchester probably had 6000 or so people in 1086; it had been bigger twenty years before. York was a similar size at Domesday, and several other big towns, notably Lincoln, Norwich, Oxford and Thetford, must have had 4000 or 5000 people. About twenty towns probably had between 2000 and 4000 people, Stamford, Canterbury and Exeter among them; another twenty-five were between 500 and 2000, including Cambridge, Shaftesbury and Warwick. To these we should add about eighty royal manors and large villages with some sort of urban nucleus and a population of less than 500. So the ‘town’ population of the country could have been anywhere between 120,000 and 200,000; 175,000 seems reasonable, at 10 per cent of the country, but may be on the low side.

Domesday, then, paints a picture of a sophisticated early medieval ‘state’ with an elaborate system of local government; a society which we now know before 1066 had the capacity and willingness for improvisation and change in its administrative ideas which is not found again until the Victorians. Some features of this state lasted a very long time – some, as we shall see, still survive – and it has yet to be precisely determined by scholars to what degree the structures of the Anglo-Saxon state influenced even the course of modern English history. It has, for example, been suggested that the resilience of the English state in the post-medieval period, and its successful avoidance of revolutionary  change, owed something to the framework of government established before Domesday.

So today no one follows the nineteenth-century view which saw the Norman Conquest and Domesday as a purely new beginning, the imposition of continental sophistication on an old-fashioned, insular and under-developed backwater. Domesday may ring in the new, but its roots lie far back in time.

Until the arrival of over a million immigrants from the Commonwealth countries of Asia and the Caribbean after the Second World War, the Norman Conquest was the last – and perhaps politically the most potent – intrusion into British culture. But beyond the Normans lay Vikings, Norse and Danish, Anglo-Saxons, Romans, Celts – all of whom have left their traces on the landscape and in the historical record. This book looks at these different kinds of evidence in detail, showing how Domesday Book is a pointer towards the development of English – and British – society not only over the last 900 years, but over centuries, and even millennia, before Domesday. For example, many different social classes were revealed in Domesday, as well as marked differences between one region and another – how did this society and these differences come about? What are the origins of the social order portrayed in Domesday – the feudal manorial system? Kingship? The classes of society? Freedom? And what did freedom mean? These fascinating questions are much debated by modern historians because they are central to an understanding of the whole of British history. They also have a bearing on the problem of the origins of ‘Englishness’, if we can call it that: is English civilisation different from other western cultures, and if so why? When did it diverge? These are some of the riddles which lie behind the search for the roots of Domesday. In considering the idiosyncratic political growth of England in particular, English ideas about common law, property, marriage, and so on, the great Domesday historian, F.W. Maitland, wrote a century ago that it was perhaps long before the thirteenth century that ‘England had taken her chosen path’. Was he right?
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AN ANCIENT LANDSCAPE: THE SEARCH BEGINS


A people without history is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern of timeless moments. So, while the light fails on a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel History is now and England.




T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding, 1941.



YOU CAN SEE Ashdown rising on the left 3 miles off as you leave Didcot on the train from London to Bristol and Wales. For the next 20 miles – almost as far as Swindon – its long green ridge runs parallel to the track, a steep 600 feet above the rich farmland through which the train speeds. When the autumn rains come you will often see Ashdown, dark and damp, shrouded in cloud; it is the brightest emerald green on summer evenings when deep shadows fall across the great natural hollow in the escarpment at Dragon Hill, where the famous White Horse can be glimpsed, cut into the chalk beyond the church tower of Uffington. You can reach it by exits 13 or 14 from the M4. Better still, you can walk to it, on two of the most ancient routes in Britain: on the Ridgeway from the Thames at Goring and Streatley; or on the Icknield Way from the Thames at Wallingford. On either route the walker quickly starts to see indications that this landscape has taken thousands of years to arrive at its present shape – and, of course, it is still changing: only since the war have important Iron Age field systems been ploughed away in these parts. As you walk westwards you soon begin to distinguish medieval field patterns and linchets, tumuli and ancient dykes, and the ramparts of Iron Age hillforts like Blewburton, with medieval strip fields cut into its slopes, and Segsbury with its massive ditches. You cross the relic of a more recent age of great builders, the remains of the embankments for the nineteenth-century railway line from  Didcot to Newbury, which was closed in 1963 and already looks for all the world like a prehistoric boundary ditch. At East Hendred Down, where the north wind really scours up the valleys of Ashdown, you look down from the Bronze Age defence work of Grim’s Ditch on to the Atomic Research Establishment at Harwell; beyond it lie the line of the Icknield Way and Brunei’s track from Bristol to Paddington. It is a view once shared by Jonathan Swift and Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure. The landscape before you was already shaped something like this at the time of Domesday; there was probably just as much of the land under cultivation then, and not much more forest, for these parts had been cultivated since Neolithic times and cleared long before the Conqueror’s day. Indeed in 1086 the villages between Harwell and Wantage were clustered more thickly than now. Other than the odd farm, little remains today of East and West Lockinge and East and West Ginge, villages created as the hunger for land developed in the tenth century, and all with sizeable populations in Domesday. The other Domesday villages are all clearly visible from the Downs: East and West Hendred (the main centre, East Hendred, an important royal estate before 1066), Ardington, and Wantage itself, centre of a hundred, and a major royal possession where King Alfred the Great was born in 849.

So from our vantage point above Harwell we can see evidence of many of the forces which have shaped the lives of the English and British peoples over nearly 10,000 years. Only scattered finds have been made from the Palaeolithic period, but the Downs have a very long and rich Mesolithic period, especially in the Kennet valley in the fourth millennium BC. By Neolithic times (the third millennium BC) the Downs were beginning to be cleared and cultivated. From then on the signs are everywhere on the ground: Bronze Age barrows and ring ditches, Iron Age forts, dykes, ways and field systems, and then the Roman, Saxon, medieval and modern overlay. Out of this intricate pattern modern field research has been able, with the aid of aerial photography, to recover evidence of farms and their enclosures which existed in the Iron Age, and sometimes fairly  complete pictures of the Celtic field systems which were cultivated by the people dependent on the great hillforts on the Downs. In one case, in the fields below Segsbury hillfort, it has proved possible to reconstruct the best part of 3000 acres of the small rectangular and square Celtic fields from the first millennium BC Indeed in some cases the prehistoric patterns can be seen to have determined the shapes and courses of later fields and ways – the present track which runs southwards to East Garston Down from Letcombe Bassett below Segsbury, for instance, is a prehistoric road.

Air surveys and archaeology have also revealed evidence of how these lands were cultivated during the Roman period when the country houses which we call villas took over the administrative function of the Iron Age hillforts. Farms and estates had developed extensively during the later prehistoric period, and it was natural that the Roman occupiers – progressively Celticised themselves – should let the native system run in its own way. So they left the locals to till the chalk Downs, while they themselves cleared the heavier soils below the Downs for more intensive ‘modern’ farming methods such as the heavy, iron-tipped plough, which they introduced. Villas were built below the Downs at East Challow and Woolstone, for example, but native housing carried on right through to the end of the Roman period, with the typical pattern of villages of round huts surrounded by a network of small fields and pasture beyond. Further along the Downs such a site, though now destroyed, has been recorded at Maddle Farm; it extended over 75 acres and had at least one major villa-type building with tessellated pavements, subsidiary buildings and evidence of corn drying and milling. Most of the finds from the site were third- and fourth-century: whether the whole ‘estate’ was dependent on the presumed villa, or whether this is really a village, cannot be answered, but what was here was clearly a Celtic-Roman settlement which existed right up into the era of the English settlements, the fifth century and later, when Anglo-Saxon immigrants came to these parts from the continent.

Back at our vantage point above Harwell, the village pattern we see is predominantly the one created between the English settlements of the fifth and sixth centuries, and the time of the Domesday survey. Indeed, it was probably late in this period that most of these villages we see today were created, in the tenth century as the population grew. In Domesday the villages cluster thickly along the spring-line at the foot of the Downs. It was during this period that the open-field system seems to have developed: the lands of each estate were divided into two or three great open fields which were ploughed in strips by the peasantry, a system which continued right through the Middle Ages and even into the twentieth century. The villages below us, Ardington, Charlton by Wantage, Hendred, and northwards beyond the railway Drayton and Sutton Courtenay, are of particular interest in this story. Anglo-Saxon charters – lease documents – of the tenth century from these five villages provide the first clear evidence of the classic intermixture of the common fields where, as at Ardington, ‘these nine hides lie among other lands held in share; the open pasture is common, the meadow is common and the ploughland [arable] is common’, and where, as at Charlton, ‘the lands cannot be described on any side by clear boundary points because to right and left the acres lie in combination one with another’. The estate map of 1754 in the Berkshire Record Office shows this open-field system still in existence in Charlton.

If we walk on from East Hendred Down westwards along the Ridgeway we pass the surviving signs of these field systems in the fields of Wantage and Letcombe Bassett, below the Celtic field patterns around Segsbury hillfort. Another 5 miles or so and we come to perhaps the most extraordinary corner of this remarkable landscape. Here a great natural amphitheatre opens out with wonderful views northwards over the Vale of the White Horse. This is Uffington Down. Below is the 361-foot-long White Horse, cut out of the chalk in the Iron Age. Above is the hillfort of Uffington Castle. In the tenth century this place was known as Ashbury, and we know a lot about the character of the  landscape then because of the existence of a remarkable series of Anglo-Saxon land grants whose boundary clauses describe the natural features in great detail. The charters tell us of a series of estates which follow the lines of the present parish boundaries very closely. Indeed, the great similarity between the pattern of Iron Age boundary ditches and hillforts and that of the Anglo-Saxon estates suggests some sort of continuity. Both groups exploit elongated strips of territory running off the Downs into the spring-belt below, enabling each to benefit from several different soil types. Perhaps, then, the landscape has always determined the nature of the settlements, but even the casual observer cannot help but wonder what relationship exists between these superimposed pasts – Iron Age, Roman, Saxon and modern.

The tenth-century documents for the estates around Uffington show us that, long before Domesday, the management of the countryside for agriculture was already deeply rooted. They also enable us to engage in a kind of time travel back to tenth-century Berkshire. Here, for example, are the boundaries of Hardwell Farm – now those of the parish of Compton Beauchamp, though Hardwell Farm still exists, 500 yards west of the site of the Roman villa at Woolstone:


First along Swinbrook, up to rush hollow, and then from the bend in rush hollow on to Hardwell Way; along the way until it comes to Icknield Way, then from the way up on the ‘old wood way’ along the eastern side of Tell’s Camp [an Iron Age fort in the wood, south of the present B4507], then to a gore, and from there to a gore-shaped acre [the triangular end of a piece of ploughland] and then along the furrow to the top of a headland, and on to a fore-earth [headlands are where the ploughman turns his team; fore-earths are where the headland is then ploughed at right-angles to the rest of the field] and this fore-earth sticks into the estate; then right on to the stone on the ridgeway; then westwards to a gore, and along
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