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HARROW WAY IN OAKLEY:  A meandering of curiosity. 

If one examines the maps in the area around Oakley one should notice a route known as 
Harrow Way – an ancient Iron Age route from the West Country that runs eastwards 
towards Farnham where it merges with the “Old Way” or Pilgrim’s Way.  The route is still 
in existence in modern roads, the old Basingstoke By-Pass emerging at Brighton Hill 
Roundabout probably being the most familiar.  West of Oakley, from the road tunnel 
beneath the railway alongside the Beach Arms pub at Clarken Green, the lane headed 
towards Ashe is also the Harrow Way – the name it retains - and it can be traced further by 
lanes and byways, passing north of Overton and Whitchurch on its way to Andover where, 
at Weyhill the modern A303 takes up the route westwards towards the ancient mysteries 
of Salisbury Plain and beyond towards the setting sun..    

Connecting the gap 

So how does Harrow Way get past Oakley? 

The simple answer? it doesn’t.  Logically it passes right through modern Oakley but has 
been lost due to more recent roads heading in different directions and railways that cut 
through anything that got in their way. 

Going back to Brighton Hill the Harrow Way west of that location is now called Pack Lane – 
a name that itself suggests a more recent use of the route – but at reaching the Down 
Grange grounds the lane veers off to the west and, having crossed Kempshott Lane and the 
Roman Road – now a footpath/multi-user path to the south with Kit Hill to the north - 
arrives eventually at the Fox Lane/ Oakley Lane/ Pack Lane crossroads.  From here it 
passes on westwards to join the London to Exeter Turnpike (B3400) at Turnpike cottage, 
probably the site of a toll cottage at the junction of two routes.  The two routes did not 
necessarily include the modern Pack lane but more likely the path coming up from Peter 
Houseman Field, which, until the most recent development on Park Farm land, formed the 
western perimeter of Oakley village. But Pack Lane is not the Harrow Way between 
Kempshott and Oakley.  It is more than likely, its replacement built to accommodate the 
railway when it traversed the village (see below). 

  

The deviation around Down Grange (see Figure 1)  probably dates back to inclosure, when 
the Norman rulers of the time decided to keep certain tracts of land for themselves and 
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Figure 1:East of Kempshott:  Harrow Way Basingstoke (right) continues westwards onto Pack Lane 
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made Joe Public pass by on the outside.  So what happened to the old Harrow Way?  At 
Down Grange it is difficult to say with any certainty but logically it would not have 
diverted significantly from its original alignment, which, if one puts up a plan of the area – 
Ordnance Survey or Google Earth - shows that it would have crossed the much more 
modern Roman Road somewhere on the west boundary of Kempshott and headed towards 
the modern Harrow Way at Clarken Green.  

  

  Figure 2:  West of Oakley: Harrow Way (left) at Clarken Green heading west towards 
ANDOVER. 

Eastward across Oakley 

It is probably easiest to see the reasoning of tracing a route by returning to the Clarken 
Green  (eastern) terminus of the modern Harrow Way (arrowed see Figure 2) and head 
west to the Brighton Hill Pack Lane deflection at Down Grange East.  This requires crossing 
modern Oakley.   Remembering that the route is iron age, it probably predates the 
settlements in the area, most notably Church Oakley and later, East Oakley, the 
combination of the two being the modern Oakley. Logically it would have followed the 
shortest route with small deviations to avoid obstructions or dangers, and to minimise 
gradients so contours would have played a part.  There are no water courses to avoid.  
What was there in Iron Age times in terms of forest is unknown and the railway had yet to 
be built! 

The railway is significant though because it would appear that the engineers of the London 
and South West Railway followed the same logic of their ancestors and aimed to minimise 
disruption to the course of the route, further refined by the more acute need to avoid 
steep gradients as the locomotives could not ascend them and were probably not easy to 
control descending them. They took advantage of old routes and the evidence suggests 
that in their westward advance – the opposite direction  to the trade originally passing 
along this route - they picked an existing route past Oakley to Clarken Green, thereby 
“stealing” the Harrow Way.  That would be the most logical conclusion if, as this writer 
surmises, it now crosses Oakley Lane on its route eastwards somewhere close to the 
existing Brickell’s Yard.  The alignment of that yard could even suggest it is part of the 
ancient route.  The yard aligns directly between the Clarken Green Harrow Way and the 
route eastward towards Down Grange East.  It probably was not so much followed 
precisely by the railway but crossed by it at a very narrow angle. In Oakley this alignment 
extended takes the route to a point in St John’s Lane approximately coincident with the 
modern Greenaways.   
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What is the evidence that such supposition has any substance?  It is purely that – 
supposition – on the basis that the route is known to have existed.  It still exists either side 
of Basingstoke.  It would have had an intermediate section to join the known existing 
remnants and these would have followed simple logic in getting the traveller from A to B 
by the route of least resistance. 

From Oakley to Kempshott and beyond 

St John’s Copse is on the opposite side of the road in St John’s Road (formerly Lane).  It is 
generally accepted that this is ancient woodland. Beyond it, over the fields and the 
Southampton Railway line is Wells Copse.  Again this is ancient woodland but it is on the 
edge of Battle Down.  There is a track through St John’s Copse, known locally as The Ride, 
which aligns with another remnant of a track through Wells Copse, cut off by the railway 
and now the multi-user path but still visible by close observation across the new fence.  
This second track aligns with the edge of Wells Copse on its far  (north) side and with a 
mysterious strip of uncultivated land to Battle Down Farm – itself an interesting name but 
that’s another story worth pondering.  

Go beyond Battle Down and it is not difficult to imagine a logical route joining it to Pack 
Lane at Grange Down East, especially as this theory aligns the route with a Listed Ancient 
Monument, visible on Google Earth – an iron age settlement.  For how long has the 
neighbouring route been called Pack Lane?  Is it actually the same road with which it 
aligns on the far side of Brighton Hill Roundabout – Harrow Way? 

  

Figure 3 Oakley and supposed route of Harrow Way from its terminus at Clarken Green (left) to joining the 
Pack Lane section of the Harrow Way at Down Grange East (right) 
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           Figure 5: The Ride in Oakley St John's Copse looking east.  Could this be The Harrow Way? 
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Figure 4 Oakley, centred on Battle Down/ Wells Copse.  Supposed route from where the route leaves Brickell's 
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Conclusion. 

There can be none.  None of the above arguments can be decisively proven.  The detailed 
records, if any, are likely to have been lost in antiquity.  The suppositions expounded 
however are based on logic.  The logic being that Harrow Way was, among other things, a 
trade route from the mineral rich west country to the continent of Europe.  It is also 
known that it became a pilgrims route to Canterbury in conjunction with the Old or 
Pilgrims Way. It is purported to have joined at or near Farnham to continue eastwards 
across the hogs back towards Canterbury and the continental connection now occupied by 
Dover.  Trade routes do not go “out of their way” unless they are connecting with other 
routes or specific centres of commerce.  In their mid-sections, which Hampshire 
represents in the route of the Harrow Way,  the shortest route, following ridgeways, and 
other topographical features but avoiding steep inclines and water-logged land, would 
have been the main factors contributing to the establishment and continuation of the 
trodden route. Hence the logic that joins the gap between what is presumed to be two 
known sections of the route past Basingstoke. It is also possible that Harrow Way, like the 
more modern but still ancient Roman Road it crosses at Battle Down, served a significant 
strategic role over the ages and has thus survived, even when the trade it originally 
carried has gone elsewhere.  That is another fascinating study. 
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About the Author 

Captain Dennis Barber is a retired Master Mariner.  His professional life was spent 
navigating the world on trade routes between continents and delivering cargo to industries 
from source areas around the world, both at sea and in the commercial shore base in 
management.  He is fascinated by trade, particularly of the international variety and that 
fascination extends to the land connections with the sea routes with which he is familiar.  
Harrow Way is part of one such route from England to the Continent of Europe.  He also 
enjoys researching disused routes over roads, rails and canals. 

For forty years Dennis has lived in Oakley.  He regularly walks the paths around the village, 
exercising his dogs and himself.  He is delighted to see others making the same discoveries 
that he has, even if for many more recently it has been provoked by necessary exercise 
during the pandemic lockdown.  It has been stimulating to test out his thoughts on others 
in pleasant conversation about the byways and ancient tracks criss-crossing these parishes 
and to see how others become interested in the same way as he is.  But he is aware that it 
is very much an exercise of the imagination trying to get back to what went before but to 
do it using logical arguments.  He is also very aware that the logic of human endeavour 
does not always follow scientific logic.  There could be something he has missed, 
something unrecorded that could have created a different route for the highways and 
byways we assume to be the remnants of earlier time.  Something that could even call 
into question the accuracy of the assumptions already made or the interpretations of 
flimsy records.   

But, despite all of these uncertainties, each day that he traverses The Ride in St John’s 
Copse with his dogs, he can’t help but wonder, is this the Harrow Way?  How many 
travellers have passed this way and for how long have they walked this same path? 
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