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The Oxon Recorder is the newsletter of Oxfordshire Buildings Record and is published four
times a year. OBR aims to advance education and promote research on the buildings of
Oxfordshire by encouraging the recording of buildings and to create and manage a publicly
accessible repository of records relating to such buildings.

Keep in touch: visit our website at https://obr.org.uk for more information as well as back
copies of the Oxon Recorder, or our facebook page @oxfordshirebuildingsrecord
The next copy date for contributions is 1 December. Please send any contributions or comments to
Richard Farrant at newsletter@obr.org.uk Contributions need to be Word or Pages documents with
accompanying photographs sent separately in high resolution jpg format.
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OBR News
THE GAZETTEER ON INSCRIBED DATES
A reminder that work is in hand to produce a gazetteer on Inscribed Dates where we would
welcome your help.
The aim is to record any and all examples of dates on buildings, not least to record
inscriptions that may be weathering away, before it is too late.
We are developing a spreadsheet for collecting the information, and writing instructions as
to what to include. In the first phase of the project external dates are the priority – so all
recording can be done from the street. What we shall need is a good clear photograph of
the date, its location, and if there are initials or words as well, a transcription of these.
This project is being co-ordinated by Heather Horner, so please contact her if you would
like to help (Hahwindrush@aol.com) Just choose a parish, village or town - check with her
that no-one else has chosen it, and she will send you the spreadsheet and notes.
OBR BURSARIES.
A reminder that OBR offers bursaries of up to £500 to pay part or all of the fee for courses
or conferences which will improve the applicant’s ability to record and interpret a
ver nacular building. Further details are available from the Secretary at
secretary@obr.org.uk, and applications should use the form available on the website.

Oxfordshire's Traditional Buildings celebrating 21 years of the Oxfordshire
Buildings Record
The day school to celebrate 21 years of the OBR was attended by over 100 participants over half of the OBR’s membership of just under 200. This edition of the OR is largely
devoted to summaries of what the main speakers said. Full video recordings of their
lectures are available on the OBR website.

Introduction by Malcolm Airs.
Oxfordshire has a long tradition of building recording going back to the C17 historian
Anthony Wood and embracing many C18 and C19 antiquaries. They were mainly
concerned with the major monuments of the medieval period and establishing a convincing
vocabulary for the various phases of gothic architecture. What we now call vernacular
buildings were largely ignored. A notable exception was John Chessell Buckler, whose
record drawings included many ordinary buildings from the streets of Oxford and elsewhere
in the county.
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Even as late as 1939, with the publication of the Royal Commission’s inventory of the City
of Oxford, there was not a single record drawing of any of the urban buildings that they
covered as contrasted with the phased plans for the colleges and the churches.
It was only in the period after the Second World War that this attitude towards what was still
considered minor domestic architecture began to change, largely due to the interests of the
medieval historian W.A.Pantin. As a young man, Billy (as he was known to everyone) flirted
with the idea of becoming an architect and his distinctive drawings overwhelmed every
surface of his chaotic rooms in Oriel.
Partly in response to the major post-war
redevelopment of Oxford, he began to record the undervalued buildings that were being
demolished in the city. They included the houses that stood on the site of the New Bodleian
library in Broad Street and the Clarendon Inn in Cornmarket Street. In 1947 he published
a pioneering account of the development of domestic architecture in Oxford. He went on
to make major national studies of medieval inns and town buildings, often accompanied by
Peter Spokes as his photographer. Together they also recorded and published a number of
individual buildings throughout the region and inspired a whole new generation of
archaeologists like David Sturdy and David Hinton to take an interest in buildings as well as
artefacts. They in turn were followed by others such as Julian Munby, John Blair and
Christopher Currie whose researches have greatly enriched our understanding of the
architectural development of Oxfordshire and North Berkshire.
Pantin also played an active role in encouraging Raymond Wood Jones in his survey of the
traditional domestic architecture of the Banbury region and ensuring that it was published
in book form in 1963. This was a major landmark in the regional study of vernacular
buildings in the north of the county and it was followed by surveys of the village of Little
Milton in the south and of cruck buildings in Long Wittenham by Derek Portman published
in Oxoniensia.
Another influence was that of W.G.Hoskins whose ground-breaking essay on the rebuilding
of rural England was published in 1953. He was briefly Reader in Economic History at
Oxford in the early 1960s before he moved to Leicester where he encouraged Michael
Laithwaite in his pioneering research into the buildings of Burford.
A major impetus to recording in the county took place in the mid-1970s when John Steane
was appointed as Field Officer by the Oxfordshire Museums Service. You only need to look
at the indexes of the Bibliographies of Vernacular Architecture published by the Vernacular
Architecture Group to see the extraordinary number of buildings throughout the county
that he recorded and published in South Midlands Archaeology and the CBA Group 9
Newsletter over the period that he was in post. Together with other contributions from his
colleagues James Bond, Mick Aston, John Rhodes and Richard Chambers, it is a testimony
to a productive golden age driven by the County Council and which also saw the foundation
of the Local Studies Centre in Oxford under Malcolm Graham.
In 1994 the publication of Planning Policy Guidance 15 on planning and the historic
environment prompted the emergence of a new profession of historic building recorders to
meet the requirements of the planning system. The result was an exponential increase in
the number of assessments of the significance of individual buildings which were now
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necessary in order to gain listed building consent but there was no guidance on where those
reports should be deposited and they were not easily accessible to interested scholars.
It was in response to this growing record that John Steane as Chairman and David Clark as
one of the case workers of the Listed Buildings Committee of the Oxford Architectural and
Historical Society began in 1998 to explore the possibility of establishing a repository of
building records in the county. The inspiration came from the Wiltshire Buildings Record
which had been set up in 1979 as a collaboration between volunteer recorders and the
County Council.
In the event, such a partnership proved impossible in Oxfordshire and it was decided to
form the Oxfordshire Buildings Record as a stand-alone membership organisation under the
auspices of OAHS. This was launched on 6 May 2000 and is why we are celebrating our
21st birthday.
An early initiative was the rescue and cataloguing of the building records of Morlands
Brewery which were deposited in the Oxfordshire Record Office. This established a
relationship which has continued through its later incarnation as the Oxfordshire History
Centre. It was followed by a similar exercise with the building control plans which South
Oxfordshire District Council were about to destroy. The first Recording Day of the new
OBR took place in Long Wittenham in August 2000 followed by a Presentation Day later
that year. The annual OBR lecture in the OAHS lecture programme was established in
March 2001 and has continued every year since then.
From those beginnings the OBR has gone from strength to strength. We have now made
nearly 500 reports on individual buildings all of which are available on our website and we
keep in touch with our members through an impressive quarterly newsletter. We have
engaged with a number of major projects in partnership with the Oxfordshire VCH and
Historic England and the result has been the books on the buildings of Burford and
Chipping Norton together with contributions to the emerging volumes of the VCH. The
most recent initiative is the creation of a database of all the buildings dated by inscription in
the county.
It only remains for me to note that alongside this remarkable testimony to the recording
skills of our members, our understanding of the rich legacy of vernacular buildings in the
county has been greatly enriched by the publication of some of the grey literature produced
as professional consultants by John Steane and his partner James Ayres in Traditional
Buildings in the Oxford Region c.1300-1840 (2013) and the inclusion of Oxfordshire in Nat
Alcock’s and Dan Miles’ masterful study of The Medieval Peasant House in Midland
England published in the same year.
You will hear some of the fruits of that impressive corpus of scholarship during the course
of our programme today. We have come a long way over the last 21 years and much of that
is due to the vision, wisdom and energy of our founders. Thank you John and David for all
that you have achieved.
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North Oxfordshire since Wood-Jones by Paul Clark
In 1963 Raymond Wood-Jones published
Traditional Domestic Architecture in the Banbury
Region, a 300 page architectural study of the
region’s small to medium sized historic houses.
The book was regarded as an authoritative work
and so it remains today, forming the foundation of
most subsequent studies in the region. But now,
with so much more national and regional work to
draw upon, are we right to continue to build upon
Wood-Jones?
Wood-Jones surveyed about 1100 houses in a rural
area about 7 miles around, but not including,
Banbury. Because of a declining economy, bypassed by the Industrial Revolution, houses here
appeared little altered since, as he saw it, they were
built in the C17. Over 84 buildings are illustrated
with superb plans and drawings, with the
development of their local architectural styles
explained, placing dates on the many features
found in the houses. It is this which has made the
book so locally popular, allowing today’s residents,
no matter what their architectural experience, to
have a go at dating their own historic home. An achievement was also to record many of
the region’s buildings before they were modernised, and in many cases demolished.
His dates for the houses were derived from about
100 houses with date stones, which he took as
construction dates, the pattern of which showed
building activity concentrated over two centuries,
from the late C16. He also concluded the region
lagged behind the rest of the country when
adopting new architectural styles. This seemed to
be supported by contemporary commentators
such as Norden who wrote in the C16 “They only
shaped their courses as their fathers did; never
putting in practice any new device.”
So Wood-Jones saw the region as having a conservative character, with more deep rooted
traditions than elsewhere, with the consequence that its “…architecture retains its medieval
traditions even up to 1700.” An example of this is seen in the region’s continued use of the
cross-passage plan form, and by the late adoption of fashion trends, such as Ovolo
mouldings, which Wood-Jones found occured around the 1650s, perhaps 50 years later than
elsewhere in Oxfordshire.
However, most architectural features he dates, and the
sequencing of their development, compare well with those in surrounding regions or even
nationally.
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If there is a problem with his dates, it appears to be
with the buildings themselves, such as Warmington
Manor. Wood-Jones dated this at 1603. Its windows
and their arrangement would seem to support this,
but the building itself has a medieval form. For a
high status house, the building behind the windows
appears very behind the times.
Since Wood-Jones published, much has been learnt
about the development of traditional architecture,
and with dendrochronology we have been able to
confirm or adjust our interpretation of building dates. So we should now be able to test
Wood-Jones’s theories by verifying the dates of his dated buildings. However, there is a
problem with North Oxfordshire. Of over 300 buildings dated using dendrochronology in
the county, only 4 are within the region, and only one of those is a Wood-Jones building,
which turned out to be a long way out, although this is not surprising as the date was written
on a rainwater head, a feature which would not have existed in the fifteenth century.
So why has there been so little dating achieved in the area, when it has been so successful
elsewhere in the county? One reason, could be because Wood-Jones was right, and there
are few early buildings. After all, three quarters of the Oxfordshire dendro dates, (73%), are
from before 1600. But the real reason is more likely to be down to the timber itself.
Dendrochronology is only successful with oak, but the region’s roofs are nearly always of
elm, which until very recently it has been impossible to date. Carbon dating techniques are
now producing good results but it will take a long while before we have enough to test
Wood-Jones’s theories.
However all is not lost, as we are able to make a general assessment of Wood-Jones’s 100
dated buildings, without individual verification.
Hoskins, published 10 years before Wood-Jones
in 1953, had relied upon the same method to
demonstrate his theory for the great rebuilding
at the end of the sixteenth century. Hoskins
didn’t carry out a formal survey of inscribed
dates, but one was done in 1977, shown in the
red bar chart here. This was done from a much
larger survey of national data than Wood-Jones’s
survey. It is apparent there is a close match
between the two trends. While the later survey
challenged Hoskins’s ideas, it also raised a debate
over inscribed dates themselves, which are now
recognised as celebrating events such as marriages, changes in occupancy, or changes to a
building, as well as its construction. What’s perhaps most interesting for us though, is that
the similarity between the two charts suggests the Banbury region was not lagging behind
national fashions trends, and therefore was unlikely to have been so backward in adopting
new ideas.
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Placing the region’s buildings and architecture within
a chronology, is not the only feature of Wood-Jones’s
book. There are also some intriguing themes running
throughout the work. One is the difference between
two building traditions, a Highland (northern)
tradition and a Lowland (southern) tradition. WoodJones draws upon earlier studies which identified these
regions as affecting architectural styles, in particular
Fox and Raglan’s Monmouthshire houses, another
survey similar to his own, published in 1951. WoodJones categorises Banbury’s hinterland within the
‘Highland’ zone, compared with the surrounding
Lowland zones, which included south Oxfordshire.
A very characteristic distinction between the two
zones which we see today, is the presence of stone
houses in highland areas, such as the Cotswolds and
the Banbury Region, and timber-framed buildings in
the Lowland zones. Wood-Jones doesn’t see this
difference as an early situation, but one which had
developed since the sixteenth century, as stone houses
replaced all of the Banbury region’s former timberframed buildings.
For example: “the seventeenth
century saw a spate of new building… whatever had
existed in timber were almost comprehensively swept
away and substituted in stone.” And “….. by 1600
there were remarkably few stone vernacular buildings
in the region”. Consequently no peasant dwellings survive from before late sixteenth century,
as they have all been eradicated by later stone dwellings.
If this was the case we would expect to see the timbers from the demolished timber-framed
buildings reused in the stone houses. After all, a stone house still needs ceiling beams, lintels
and roof timbers. Medieval timber is quite recognisable due to the joint styles and other
marks it carries, and we do often see it reused in the region’s stone buildings. It doesn’t tell
us much about the buildings themselves, and while the original function of all pieces cannot
be identified, those which can are invariably old roof timbers. We never find timbers from
timber-framed walling. This is strange, considering those timbers would be substantial and
valuable, perfect for reuse if rebuilding the house in stone. There is also an absence of
enclosed timber-frames. In the south of the county, or in other timber-framing areas, it is
common to find timber frames encased within a later brick or stone skin, where
modernisation has deliberately hidden the old fashioned timber house behind new, more upto-date façades.
So if the region’s earlier houses were timber-framed, where are they? We should see their
remains at least, but we don’t. This suggests there could be a problem with Wood-Jones’s
theory.
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Another important difference between the two
regional zones is in roof structures. Wood-Jones
suggests that Highland zone roofs were more
often based on the cruck truss, or its derivatives,
rather than, as he describes it, the ‘more
sophisticated’ box-frame form of the Lowlands,
with its tie-beam roof trusses. Of course, the
two types are seen in both zones, but it is the
case that the ‘A’ frame roof truss is much more
common in early houses in the Banbury region
than in South Oxfordshire. And the tie-beam
truss is much less common in our early houses
than in the south. Except for higher status houses, we now see the tie-beam roof truss as a
later feature. On the other hand, Wood-Jones saw it, and the other Lowland building
traditions, as influencing the established Highland traditions, rather than a chronological
development of techniques. If that was the case then we should see examples of clasped
purlins and queen-post trusses in the region, as they are a dominant feature of the
surrounding lowland areas, but we don’t. So we can see, from this alone, that the local
architecture wasn’t influenced by Lowland styles in particular. More likely is that both areas
were being influenced by nationwide developments in roof designs.
It is worth noting here that, unlike the tie-beam truss, the ‘A’ frame truss is usually assembled
with simple lap joints, fastened with pegs, and so doesn’t require all the carpentry
techniques, seen in timber-framed construction, or in the tie-beam roof truss.
A third type of common roof structure in the region, and one which needs no carpentry
whatsoever, is where stone partition walls rise to support purlins. The purlins are often
unshaped poles, with bark still attached. It is perhaps easy to understand why these simpler
roof structures are popular in stone houses, when so little carpentry is needed elsewhere in
the building.
Wood-Jones looks in some detail at the
construction of the stone walls in his houses,
noting such things as trends in coloured banding
when different colour stones are available, and of
course the use of moulded stone features within
the walls, which are used to date the wall, and
thereby the house itself.
He also sees wall
thickness as a datable feature. He demonstrates
that walls in earlier buildings are thicker in section
than in later ones, and gives a threshold between
the two: 30” or over before the end of the C16
compared with 22” after. He also notes that an
internal batter can be an indication of a C16, or earlier building. The batter is a feature we
are commonly seeing, often as the only battered wall in a building, with vertical walls
elsewhere. Wood-Jones doesn’t mention this anomaly, but today we see it as a possible sign
of rebuilding, where the majority of the house walls have been renewed but some have not,
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leaving part of the old house behind. After all, why tear down a good stone wall if you don’t
have to?
One of the things Wood-Jones didn’t do was
focus on how challenging a stone wall can be
to date if it doesn’t have any architectural
features. So I want to look some of the
differences between the two building
materials.
Firstly, styles of timber-framing change over
time, and we can roughly date buildings by
that style alone. Also, timber framing can’t be
changed without leaving evidence of that
change. Peg holes and mortices cannot be
removed. Styles of undecorated stone walls
don’t change by date, apart perhaps by a thick wall suggesting antiquity. But more
importantly, changes in stone walls are easily made, and can be hidden. Stones are bonded
only with simple mud mortar, often without any lime content. The mortar is soft and can be
easily cut away. Straight joints in stone walls are a sign of change, but changes can also be
made without leaving straight joints. This means that architectural moulding can be added
to a stone wall without leaving evidence of the change. So even with a datable moulding in
a wall, you still can’t be sure that the wall is of the same date as the moulding.
We encounter many examples where significant
changes are undetectable, even at foundation
level. Cromwell Cottage, for instance, had a
garage doorway inserted in the far right window
after Wood-Jones photographed it. It is now
replaced by a C17 style stone mullion window, the
only evidence of the doorway’s existence is in
planning documents seeking permission for the
change.
Consider also how easy it is to build walls in
stone. Not only might the material be readily be
available on site, unlike controlled access to woodland, building with it also requires fewer
special tools or skills. You can very adequately cut and shape stone with just a hammer.
Consider how many tools and how much knowledge of joints you need to build a timberframed house. The one thing you do need skill for when building in stone is to create
architectural mouldings. But why bother if you don’t need to. Consider how much
architectural moulding is in the walls of the ordinary timber-framed house. Very little, if
any. So why should we expect datable mouldings on ordinary stone houses?
If there is stone available, it surely must be the preferred building material. Why go to the
difficulty and expense of building in timber if you don’t need to, especially if you are
constructing a low status, undecorated building.

9

© Oxfordshire Buildings Record 2021

The Oxon Recorder

Issue 87

Autumn 2021

I believe this was Wood-Jones’s problem, and one he failed to recognise. The old houses
were not of timber, they were of stone. That suggests that, just like the rest of Oxfordshire,
the old houses are still there. The trouble is that we just cannot see them, and neither could
Wood-Jones. With stone so easily and discreetly changed, we see the later features, like
dateable mullion windows, doors and even ceilings, as providing dates for the building, when
many of them could be later additions, but unrecognisable as such. We can’t see the old
house into which they are fitted, except perhaps for its plan form.
Back to Cromwell Cottage and date stones again for a moment. The house provides an
example of the use of two date stones, 1969 marking the modernisation, 1615 an estimate
made by Wood-Jones. He described the house as ‘anomalous’ with conflicting datable
features. One of those was its Ovolo mullion windows. Recall he dated these to around the
1650s. Another feature was the cross passage, here enclosed on both sides with stone walls.
These walls rise to the roof, producing a strange small room on the first floor, and preventing
access between the other first floor rooms, needing two sets of stairs. These features he
assessed as early.

We know Wood-Jones was denied entry to Proffitts House next door to Cromwell Cottage.
That also has a cross passage with stone walls either side, both rising to the roof, plus a
curious first-floor room over the passage. Proffitts House was surveyed in 1991 by the
RCHM who assessed it as a late medieval hall house, with smoke blackening in the roof.
The open hall, with cross passage, is between the parlour and service bays. Two stairs access
first floor rooms either side of the hall and there is a curious small first-floor room over the
cross passage. Of a pair of ridge chimneys, one serves a first-floor hearth, built against the
primary stone wall which divided the cross passage from the service room, the other serves a
ground-floor hearth, inserted into the hall, with its back to the cross passage, thereby
creating the double-walled passage.
Its not unreasonable to assume the same development occurred in Cromwell Cottage, hence
the double stone-wall cross passage and small first-floor room, as well as the two sets of
stairs. If this was the case then Cromwell Cottage is likely also to have been a hall house,
and perhaps also late medieval, almost certainly pre-dating Wood-Jones’s 1615 estimated
date.
Cromwells and Proffitts are not the only cross-passage houses in Hornton. Of 16 surveyed
in 2008, eight had cross passages, although not all with double-stone walls. We know there
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was a building spree in Hornton in the late C16 when its Manorial land was dispersed
amongst sitting tenant farmers. We believe these new landowners, yeomen as we now see
them, used their new freedom to express their new wealth in their buildings. Did they all
decide to build new houses? Or did they just add new features, such as windows, doorways
and fireplaces to their medieval homes? After all, these items were all readily available in
Hornton quarry. The quarry did more than just dig up stone, it was a major producer of
moulded stone items which were sold throughout the region and beyond.
I believe the new owners did add these features, as they did with the ovolo moulded windows
in Cromwell Cottage, with the result that we, and Wood-Jones, can only see these houses as
seventeenth-century buildings, because that is the decoration on them. We just can’t see the
medieval buildings within, except, perhaps, for their plan forms.
I also suggest this is what was going on in the rest of the region. Perhaps not quite so
obviously as it happened in Hornton, but elsewhere the houses were undoubtedly, and
frequently, just modernised with new windows and other features.
Where does that leave us with Wood-Jones’s work? What have we learnt over the past 58
years? We haven’t been able to verify his dates, and we won’t until we start scientifically
dating the region’s elm roof structures. Despite the fact that we now suspect him as having
made some errors regarding the medieval buildings, and perhaps his dates will need
adjusting in the future, he still seems to have made a remarkably good job of documenting,
sequencing and dating the development of styles. If there is a major issue, it is in not
recognising that the medieval buildings remain. They have not been destroyed; they are just
more hidden in stone houses than they are in timber elsewhere.
In conclusion, have we been building our understanding of the region’s traditional domestic
architecture on shaky foundations? I don’t believe his ideas about stone replacing timber has
had much effect, but I do think we may have fallen into his trap of believing the buildings
we see are all post medieval. We should perhaps be a little more open minded about what
could have survived, and see stone buildings as more of an enigma than timber ones, for
even if we are able to date their timber roofs and floors, until we find a way of dating a
mud-mortared stone wall, devoid of architectural features, we will always struggle to unravel
their true histories.
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So I believe we can trust most of what Wood-Jones has to say, and continue to build on the
solid foundations which he laid. We just need keep a bit more of an open mind about what
we might be looking at, behind the windows and the doors of the region’s stone houses.

Collars, ties and braces - the wardrobe of timber framing in the
Vale of White Horse by David Clark.
In his important work on the medieval houses of the Vale of White Horse (Oxoniensia
1992) Chris Currie stated that the eastern Vale was notable for the survival of medieval
timber-framed houses and ‘has probably the greatest diversity of medieval roof types of any
region of its size in England’.1 His paper concentrated on roof structures and tried to
address aspects of the question as to why this diversity might have come about. We have
examples of roof types with a wide national distribution and some with a very local range.
Then, in considering the date ranges of these, and the various ways in which diversity and
innovation come about – a possible explanation was floated.
Since its formation, OBR have built on previous work in the Vale by supplying additional
detail and commissioning dendrochronology, as well as recording individual buildings in the
villages, including Steventon, Appleton, East Hendred and Harwell.
We have also
investigated over 50 houses in Abingdon. As a result, we have added more detail to our
understanding of the development of carpentry in the area from the thirteenth century
onwards. Sixty-four building phases in the Vale now have tree-ring dates – ranging from the
mid thirteenth century to 1616/17. We can now be more certain about the dates at which
various features appear.
The earliest surviving roof type is the thirteenth-century common-rafter roof, found in a
number of churches in the Vale, such as the north aisle at St Helen’s Abingdon – with
soulaces and ashlar pieces, very much like the 1288 dated roof in St Giles, Oxford. There
are also paired common rafters in the earliest tree-ring dated house in the Vale - the former
aisled hall at Lime Tree House, Harwell, dated to 1243-47.2 The aisled hall is found in
many English counties as an early high-status house form. Another example in the Vale is at
York Farm, West Hagbourne. It seems that for many owners the aisle posts impeded
movement within the space and by 1300 most had been converted to or replaced by basecruck halls.3 This happened around 1300 at Lime Tree House, when a crown post roof with
base crucks and double tie-beams was installed.

1

Currie, C R J (1992) ‘Larger Medieval Houses in the Vale of White Horse’ Oxoniensia 57 pp.81-244 (p.97)

2

VA 12, p.39

3

Currie, C R J (1992) ‘Larger Medieval Houses in the Vale of White Horse’ Oxoniensia 57 pp.81-244 (p.95)

12

© Oxfordshire Buildings Record 2021

The Oxon Recorder

Issue 87

St. Helens Church, north aisle common rafter roof

Autumn 2021

Lime Tree House crown post with base trucks
and double tie beams

All the base cruck roofs also had crown posts. These were the first solution to the problem
of racking – lateral movement was prevented by linking the rafter pairs by a long axial
timber, called a crown plate or collar purlin, fixed below the collars. The crown-post itself
allowed display in its shape and mouldings and, often octagonal in section, it was braced
upwards to the collar and crown plate with chamfered arch braces. There is one in the roof
over The Grapes in Abingdon. Another, with a taller crown-post, can be seen at 15 High
Street, Abingdon where dendrochronology has shown that the original roof of this building
was built with timber felled in 1291 – making it the earliest firmly dated roof in the town.4
The ultimate solution to racking was the purlin, a longitudinal timber that sits in the plane
of the roof and is usually clasped between the collars and the principal rafters. Purlins give
the building stability and we also find windbraces giving additional strength by triangulation
between the purlins and the principal rafters. It used to be thought that purlin roofs
appeared in the early fifteenth century, but Currie showed that there were purlins in 1284 at
Aston Tirrold, clasped purlins in the wing of Tudor House, Steventon (1299) and in a
number of other houses built before 1400.5
Clasped purlins are common for a long period, for example from 1430 at 26A East St Helen
Street, Abingdon and in the rear range at St Ethelwold’s, 30 East St Helen Street (1454).6
Queen strut roofs appear from the 1460s at 71 The Causeway, Steventon, and there is a
hammer-beam roof of the same period at Priory Cottages in the same village.

Miles, Daniel and Bridge, Martin (2014) ‘Oxfordshire Dendrochronology Project – phase ten’ in Vernacular
Architecture 45 (forthcoming)
4

5

Currie, C R J (1992) ‘Larger Medieval Houses in the Vale of White Horse’ Oxoniensia 57 pp.81-244.

Long Alley is well documented – see Steane and Ayres (2013) pp.379-384; for St Ethelwold’s see Miles, Daniel and
Bridge, Martin (2011) ‘List 239 Oxfordshire Dendrochronology Project – phase seven’ in Vernacular Architecture 42
p.108.
6
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15 High Street, Abingdon scissor brace replacement
for Crown Post and tie beam

So this development follows national patterns – but there are some roof types that are
somewhat unusual, and may have local origins. A carpentry feature that appears here in the
fifteenth century is the ogee-curved scissor-brace. I wrote about this in newsletter 59
(Summer 2014). The earliest recorded example in the Vale is at Hickman’s Cottages, East
Hendred, dated to 1426/7 within a cruck frame. There are other local examples in church
towers (e.g Lyford, undated) and in the corridor at the Long Gallery of Abingdon Abbey
(1455).7 In 1501 a remarkable alteration was made to the roof at 15 High Street, Abingdon
- one of the tie-beams and the crown-post above it were removed, to be replaced by a huge
ogee-curved scissor-braced truss.
Scissor-bracing elsewhere in Britain is usually straight - in common-rafter roofs as a feature
of 13th century carpentry in many parts of England.8 But the particular variant considered
here is where the scissor-brace has a distinct upward curve above the (unpegged) crossing
point.
Examples have been found in Buckinghamshire, Hampshire, Oxfordshire,
Warwickshire and Wiltshire. Thus a tentative conclusion is that the ogee-curved scissorbraced roof does indeed seem to be a southern feature, possibly with early origins, that
became popular in the south Midlands during the fifteenth century.
Another local feature is the crown strut. This is a timber placed centrally in a roof truss
between the tie-beam and the collar, and the ‘true’ crown strut does not have queen-struts
either side. Chris Currie noted them at the Abbey in Sutton Courtenay,9 and we have
recorded them at the Long Gallery at Abingdon Abbey (1455).10 The largest concentration
of dated examples is in Hampshire, where Edward Roberts reported examples from

Miles, Daniel, Bridge, Martin and Clark, David (2013) ‘List 257 Oxfordshire Dendrochronology Project – phase nine’
in Vernacular Architecture 44 p.104.
7

8

Walker, John ed. (2011) The English Medieval Roof: Crownpost to Kingpost Essex Historic Buildings Group. p.42

9

Currie (1992) p. 235 and Fig. 48

10

Currie (1992) p. 219 and Fig. 43

14

© Oxfordshire Buildings Record 2021

The Oxon Recorder

Issue 87

Autumn 2021

1402-1501 but that they were concentrated in the period 1440-1459.11 They are also found
in the great barn of Harmondsworth, Middlesex, built for Winchester College in 1426.12

Long Gallery, Abingdon Abbey
crown strut

Another probable 15th century roof is that over the Roysse Room, part of the Abingdon
Guildhall complex that occupied a group of peripheral abbey buildings that provided
support to the townsfolk – in particular a hospital and almshouses. The oldest section has
two arch-braced roof trusses with raking struts above the collar. Examples of this roof truss
form have been recorded in many English counties, but do not seem to be indigenous to any.
Examples have been recorded in Warwickshire, Somerset, Shropshire, Wiltshire and northwest Wales. And there are a few other examples in the Vale, for example in the hammerbeam roof of the hall at Priory Cottages, Steventon. The Roysse room roof also has
staggered purlins, which are also uncommon in the Vale - my feeling is thus that the
carpenters were not local.
Turning to the role of innovators, I wrote about John Branche of Abingdon in Issue 63
(Summer 2015) (OBR 63 FINAL v4 of 16 Jun 15), and how it might be the case that master
carpenters like him tried out new ideas in vernacular building before using them in prestige
projects. So, while in general the medieval carpentry in the Vale is part of a national
chronology it also has a local twist. What is also clear is that there was a considerable
amount of building work going on the Oxford/Abingdon area in the first half of the
fifteenth century. Taking into account the work at Canterbury, Windsor and London at the
same time, it is likely that carpenters from outside the region had to be brought in – so the
diversity is partly due to this and partly to local innovators. It is in the hands and minds of
the medieval carpenters that traditions were transferred, not by textbooks or drawings.
Although their terminology of collars, ties, scarfs and braces may sound like a wardrobe, it
was by their toolbox that they earned their living and will be remembered.

11

Roberts, Edward (2010) Hampshire Houses 1250-1700 Their Dating and Development

Tyers, Ian and Hibberd, Helen (1993) ‘List 53 Tree Ring Dates from Museum of London Archaeology Service’ in
Vernacular Architecture 24 pp.52-3.
12
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The case of the vanishing farmstead by Heather Horner
Heather described the development of a particular type of farmstead and its buildings over
a period of 250 years from 18th C to present, using examples from her own locality of
South Leigh in west Oxfordshire. She first introduced a typical farmstead: the core is an
18th C threshing barn. Over the next two centuries it was gradually surrounded by a series
of what are effectively vernacular buildings, using the materials available at the time, each
created to accommodate changing farming needs, changes that were mostly driven by
economics and new technologies. The talk demonstrated how and why these farmsteads
developed, and offered some suggestions as to why they are vanishing.

Fig 1 Green Farm, South Leigh

Primary 18c stone barn

Much of the landscape of west Oxfordshire has been cleared piecemeal from Wychwood
Forest, creating small irregular fields around dispersed farmsteads loosely grouped into
polyfocal villages. Until 18th C, settlements round here still had large areas of common
land. This was mostly left as woodpasture, or meadow along the rivers, and frequently
intercommuned with neighbouring parishes. Early maps still demonstrate the characteristic
funnel shapes formed as animals are regularly moved onto common land.
Then the landscape changed when several parishes in the area were enclosed by private acts
of parliament. All the land was redistributed, commons were cleared and divided with
hedges into rectangular fields, open arable fields which had been cultivated with individual
strips were consolidated into private hands.
These new farms had new tenants, and new ways of managing the land. Owners built
isolated threshing barns out in the new fields. They were all stone constructions, originally
with Stonesfield slate roofs, with one or two waggon porches.
Note there are no
contemporary farmhouses associated with these barns. In 18th C, the newly enclosed land
probably initially gave good crops; farmers were advised to fertilise with rich black earth
from any field monuments on their land, such as barrows. Any burial mounds were
deliberately spread over the ground, hence nowadays we mostly see only crop marks of
ploughed-out barrows.
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The first big change was the arrival of the portable steam engine. Barns were modified to
suit, often creating an opening for line shafting through the wall. Now the stored crop that
took all winter to thresh could be done in a week, so as a threshing barn it was already
redundant. Most of these barns survived because new uses were found for them.
The next big change was the coming of the railway in the 1860s; this opened up the London
market for fresh milk. Many of the farms in this area went over to pasture for dairy herds.
Landowners invested in milking sheds and stock yards, originally open. These buildings
were designed to impress, though not using the local orange brick; the arrival of the railway
meant they had access to the yellow bricks of The London Brick Co. All building corners
were constructed from moulded rounded bricks, to prevent damage to animals.
Next, the cattle yards were covered (see Fig.2). Cattle under cover need supplementary
feeding, so the former threshing barn was converted to house a mill for preparing feed for
the cows. The reason the yard is covered is not just for the comfort of the animals, it
preserves nutrients for feeding the land, though manure management is a different topic
which deserves a chapter of its own.

Fig 2. Inserted cover to stock yard, Tar Farm, South Leigh

There are local oral history stories of the daily morning race with horse & cart to catch the
milk train, with the milk churns bouncing rather precariously as they negotiated the muddy
farm tracks in a hurry.
Animals kept in yards need feeding and bedding. The farmers grew their own hay, and
barley to feed the stock, using the straw for bedding. Over the years, they added lots of
storage buildings, using materials available at the time; corrugated iron in various forms,
concrete portal buildings, and asbestos sheet (see Figs. 3 & 5). One farmer reported that the
estate used to send a man and a boy for one day every summer to reinstate all the slipped
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© Oxfordshire Buildings Record 2021

The Oxon Recorder

Issue 87

Autumn 2021

slates. The slates were later replaced with asbestos sheet. They recently had an estimate of
£30,000 just for skip hire to remove the asbestos; the estate declined, so there is no
maintenance now and the buildings are quickly falling into a bad state of repair. The
farmer is forbidden access as the structures are dangerously unstable.

Fig 3 Corrugated iron barn, Tar Farm

The last big change was driven by economics, influenced by changing animal welfare
regulations. The last dairy herd had gone by 2000 and all the land has gone back to arable.
But it always was poor soil for arable; the old guys knew that the best use was to leave it as
woodpasture. The soil needs huge amounts of input to get modern seed varieties to crop.
Some farmers are using deep ploughing and artificial fertilisers; you can imagine what it is
doing to the archaeology. Some of the soils are seriously degraded, to an extent that two
farms are currently being converted to solar. This means that the soil will get a rest, nature
will recover; although with a 30-year life expectancy for solar installations we should be
asking what are we leaving to the next generation to clear up?

Fig 4 Blue barn, South Leigh.

Isolated 18c threshing barn
roofline in centre

Not all farmers choose to work land intensively, at least one has reverted to leaving fields
fallow for a year, and several use recycled human waste as fertiliser. But they are tenant
farmers; economics force the use of contractors who have invested in specialised machinery.
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The contractor parks the combine overnight at the farm, harvests on the exact day the crop
is ripe. So instead of one man and one horse ploughing one acre in one day, now one man
can plough or harvest 100 acres in one day. There is now no need for machinery storage, or
grain dryers, or crop storage. All the farm buildings are essentially redundant for farming.
Most will be allowed to fall into dis-repair so they can be demolished (Figs.3 & 5).

Fig 5 Green Farm, South Leigh

Heather did identify a few re-uses for redundant buildings, such as sheltering and lambing
sheep brought in from hill farms. But even then the feed is no longer stored in barns: hay is
blown into huge tubes made of polythene sheeting, stored in the open, extracting
sequentially from one end of what is essentially an ephemeral ‘building’ which will leave no
trace in the landscape, provided the plastic is tidily cleared away. However, she did enthuse
about the whole class of ephemeral buildings that every farm had - the hen houses, pig
shelters and machinery sheds that were never meant to last, that never get recorded, and are
always the ones she most wanted to explore.
None of these buildings are listed. Some of the stone barns are being converted to
dwellings, though there were sad stories of ancillary buildings which mysteriously
disappeared overnight, or miraculously gained a new storey. There is some new ‘barn’
building (see Oxon Recorder Issue 83 Autumn 2020)
Heather finished with an update on a current development at Stanton Harcourt, where
planning permission for a large development of housing has been granted on Butts Piece,
Blackditch. Because it is near the site of The Devils Quoits, a prehistoric stone circle, one of
the conditions is a full archaeological investigation. And they are finding lots! In particular,
dozens of Iron Age grain storage pits - so many that they are being interpreted as a
collection point for grain export. Directly overlying the pits are the post holes of a very large
Anglo-Saxon building which is being interpreted as a feasting hall, despite the lack of a
hearth or high status finds. Heather put forward the suggestion that it could just as well be a
farm building, a direct successor to the storage pits. But the irony is that hundreds of man
and woman hours are being devoted to the archaeology whilst there is no requirement to
record the farm buildings actually standing on the site now (Fig 6).
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Fig 6 Butts Piece, Blackditch, Stanton Harcourt

There is evidence for a yard in front of the byre, which has standing for at least a dozen
animals. There are two hay barns, and what seem to have been loose boxes or calving pens.
All the buildings are standing on dwarf walls with moulded brick tops and a slate dampproof course, so no sharp edges for the animals and no rotting of the timber walls protected
from the damp ground. The walls are lined with sarking boards, so everything was designed
for keeping the environment warm and dry. From the fixtures and fittings, the buildings
appear to be early 20th C, probably state-of-the-art when constructed. No doubt it will all be
bulldozed when the contractors move in for the ground works.

Houses and Landscapes: Peasant Perceptions in Medieval and Early
Modern South Oxfordshire by Stephen Mileson
Stephen spoke about houses as part of wider landscapes in the late Middle Ages and early
modern period, roughly 1200 to 1650. His main point was that the orientation and position
of houses – things which we may not always consider – can potentially tell us a good deal
about social relations within rural settlements, particularly in terms of the way households
of different status engaged with the public spaces of the village.
His talk derived from a major Leverhulme-funded research project (‘The South Oxfordshire
Project’) which aimed at understanding how local inhabitants perceived the whole village
territory – not just settlement centres and their buildings but also the wider landscape of
fields, meadows, pastures and woods. By close examination of field-names and bynames
(which were the descriptive precursors of fixed surnames) and a host of other sources, the
project managed to recover signs of aesthetic appreciation, traces of local folk histories, and
the religious or supernatural associations of particular features, as well as the peasant’s close
practical knowledge of topography, soils, ownership and use rights.
The South Oxfordshire Project incorporated a close examination of some 170 early
buildings in Ewelme hundred (14 parishes straddling the vale and the Chiltern Hills). Some
fifty houses were surveyed by the project team and by a special buildings group comprising
OBR volunteers led by Sally Stradling. The buildings surveys and a number of new treering dates provided a firm foundation for Stephen’s original spatial analysis.
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Stephen’s analysis indicated that in the high
Middle Ages the close social bonds of unfree
tenants were reinforced by their living in a row at
the centre of the village. Richer free tenants, with
wider connections, tended to live on the village
outskirts, as did cottagers, who had weaker bonds
with other villagers. By the late Middle Ages
some well-off yeomen set their houses back from
the street and gable end on, in contrast to the
more typical broadside and roadside house
position. This reflected their social aspirations
and the increasing steepness of the social
hierarchy.
Close analysis of surviving
seventeenth-century houses, which were
numerous, allowed for a nuanced reconstruction
of different social areas within settlements and the
identification of differences between villages in
terms of the size and location of their houses.
Stephen’s book, which is due out in the first week
of November, can be ordered here: https://
global.oup.com/academic/product/peasant-perceptions-oflandscape-9780192894892?cc=gb&lang=en&
The Ewelme Hundred

The Market Towns by Simon Townley
Simon's talk looked at buildings in 'small towns', focusing on Burford (where the OBR and
the Victoria County History undertook a major joint project in 2005–8), Henley-on-Thames
and Witney – with an occasional nod to Chipping Norton, where the Chipping Norton
Buildings Record has been undertaking an intensive investigation of the town's buildings
over the past few years.
All those places are medieval 'planned towns' of a familiar type, laid out by entrepreneurial
lords probably between the early and late 12th century. Historically, however, they had
different characters and followed differing economic trajectories, which is reflected in their
buildings. The west Oxfordshire towns of Burford, Chipping Norton, and Witney all began
to varying degrees as 'wool' towns, insofar as the Cotswold wool trade and/or woollen cloth
manufacture was one of the key factors underpinning their medieval economies – although
like all small towns they were also 'service' and market centres, and supported a wide range
of ancillary trades from innkeeping to leather working. As a manufacturing centre, Witney
eclipsed both its rivals from the early 17th century as blanket-making became established,
whereas Burford in particular entered on a long period of slow decline – a factor affecting,
inter alia, the survival rates of medieval buildings. Henley, on the far side of the county
beyond the Chilterns, was the 'odd one out', its economy underpinned by the river trade
with London, supplemented from the 18th century by its role as a fashionable coaching and
social centre – a role which Chipping Norton and Burford both tried to emulate, though
with more limited success.
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Set against that background, the talk adopted a broadly thematic approach to the question
of how town buildings differ from rural ones, and how and why buildings in these particular
towns differ from each other. The first theme was that of plan forms, given that all these
planned towns were laid out on the familiar pattern of long, thin burgage plots, suggesting
pressure on access to the market frontage. (Analysis of frontages in Burford and Chipping
Norton suggests original plot frontages of around 25 to 50 feet.) In large towns this often led
to buildings being built lengthways along the plot, sometimes with a rear hall behind a
commercial frontage.
Both Burford and Henley, however, furnish examples of late medieval buildings arranged
along the street, often comprising a central hall with flanking cross wings, which perhaps
suggests less pressure on space at least in the later Middle Ages. Another way to provide
space was to build up, and Burford in particular retains some striking examples of doublejettied timber-framed buildings, one (opposite the market house or Tolsey) originally
featuring extensive showy glazing to the top storeys. By contrast, a tiny shop nearby was
recorded as a half-burgage as early as 1250, and still retains an unusually narrow frontage,
with ancillary buildings in 1898 extending almost the whole length of its long burgage plot.

109 High Street, Burford. Late 15c
double jettied house

39 Hart St Henley. Sophistication
in the coaching era; 18c facade to
an older house

Burford also retains several fine late medieval fireplaces, which raises the question of survival
rates – these must have existed in the other towns, but the high survival rate of Burford's
medieval structures (reflecting the town's post-medieval decline and the more limited scale
of 17th- to 19th-century rebuilding) has presumably preserved more of them. Much of
Burford's rebuilding, in fact, appears to have comprised refronting and remodelling of older
buildings, an obvious choice for townsmen of relatively limited means who wished to keep
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up with the proverbial Joneses. Sometimes, unaltered medieval features survive behind
smart 18th-century fronts with sash windows in stone surrounds, while elsewhere features
such as an off-centre doorway hint at an earlier core and plan. There are parallels here with
the smart 18th-century fronts along Chipping Norton market place's north side, many
concealing much earlier structures. Henley furnishes both refrontings and complete
rebuilds, contrasting with Witney, where (on current evidence) very few medieval interiors
survived the town's substantial 17th to 19th-century rebuilding on the back of the expanding
blanket industry.

Burford High Street. A
mix of stone fronts and
timber-framing

Smart Burford 18c frontage, the offset
door hinting at an earlier core within

Burford's most striking refronting is that of the Bull Inn, carried out in brick in the 18th
century in what is otherwise an entirely timber and stone-built town – presumably in an
attempt to catch the eye of coaching clientele used to the sophisticated brick-built fashions
of London or Bath (or Henley). This in turn raises the question of the exercise of choice in
selection of building materials, perhaps especially in an urban context where commercial
competition was an everyday reality. Back in the 1970s Michael Laithwaite raised precisely
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that question in looking at the late-medieval use of timber in Burford, contrasted with the
town's earlier stone-built structures, and concluded that the decorative use of high-quality
timber may have represented a conscious choice by traders and merchants wanting to make
a statement. Work since Laithwaite – primarily by the OBR – has shown that timber and
stone sometimes co-existed even in a single building phase, and Laithwaite's argument still
has much to recommend it. If so, it is interesting that the same seems not to have happened
at Chipping Norton, where investigation has so far failed to turn up any significant evidence
of medieval timber-framing. Witney, too, was described as a stone-built town in the 17th
century, and may have been so much earlier, whereas Henley (on the edge of the Chilterns
with their timber, clay, and flint) seems to have been predominantly timber-built, until brick
took over piecemeal from the 17th and 18th century. In all cases, however, we must be
aware of the fact that what we see is what survives, which may be very different from what
once existed.
One final feature of town buildings is the extensive use of back plots to accommodate
industrial structures, which are known from documents and maps and occasionally from
fragmentary remains. Medieval (and later) inns are an obvious example, often arranged on
an elongated courtyard plan using much of the burgage plot (e.g. the White Hart at Henley
or The George in Burford). Other back-plot survivals include former malt kilns (e.g. in
Henley, sharing a stack with the kitchen as described by the antiquary Robert Plot); possible
wool stores in Burford; and varied structures associated with the 18th and 19th-century
blanket industry in Witney.

White Hart Inn, Henley. Courtyard arrangement
along the burgage plot behind the street frontage

55-56 West End, Witney. Structures associated with
18c and 19c blanket industry

Brakspear's Brewery in Henley (on New Street) retained its back-plot courtyard arrangement
in the 1820s, only finally breaking through to the street frontage when a new block was
added in the late 19th century – and even then the owner's street-front house remained an
integral part of the complex, preserving a pattern familiar from 17th-century wills, where
industrial and commercial premises generally adjoined the domestic accommodation.
Two rather different types of commercial survival are shopfronts (again best evidenced in
Burford, which retains at least one fragmentary medieval example), and high-quality
medieval undercrofts let probably for use as taverns, of which examples survive in Burford
and Chipping Norton. Different again is the so-called Chantry House in Henley, now
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dendro-dated to 1461, and in origin almost certainly one of a cluster of commercial
structures fronting the river, associated with the Thames river trade.

Undercroft at 20 High Street, Chipping Norton

Chantry House, Henley

The talk concluded with a nod to urban building types which there was no time to explore –
in particular town halls and market houses, and artisan, labouring, and working-class
accommodation – before finishing with some questions for the future. The OBR's current
work on Hook Norton (in conjunction with the VCH) and the ongoing work in Chipping
Norton provide a rare opportunity to explore both the buildings of an important market
town, and those of a sizeable village within its immediate hinterland. Work to date (though
very much still in progress) suggests sharp contrasts in things like roof structures and
associated carpentry techniques, which raises interesting issues. Are we seeing different
groups of carpenters with different traditions working in town and country, for instance, or
were the expectations and 'norms' of householders living in the town somehow different
from those of their rural counterparts just a few miles away? As always, new work throws
up new conundrums – a pattern with which the OBR has become very familiar over its 21
years.

The City Vernacular by Julian Munby
The survival of vernacular houses in Oxford is relatively thin, with only a handful of streets
in the centre retaining a number of early houses, but they have not been studied in detail.
Others, now lost, such as Fisher Row, were recorded by Dr Pantin, and can be seen in
historic drawings. While some other towns have been studied in detail, and there are some
excellent recent books, Oxford lacks such a volume, but given the amount of work involved
nothing is likely to appear in the near future.
There is a long tradition of building recording in Oxford. Three hundred years ago John
Aubrey, recorded some, and later Thomas Hearne with drawings by Michael Burghers.
There are thousands of topographical drawings of Oxford, of which the most valuable are
those by William Turner of Oxford and the Bucklers in the early nineteenth century – who
show entire streets that are now lost. In the later nineteenth-century, photographs become
important, and they can be linked to the large scale maps of the city.
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George Street by JC
Buckler

An important report was made by the OAHS in 1914 on 'Old Houses in Oxford' which
identified vernacular buildings worthy of retention at a time when much was being
demolished. Some, for example 57-9 St Giles, on the site of Pusey House, was recorded
before demolition but without analysis. Pantin at Oriel College was one of the first to
recognise the need to use the recording of buildings before (and during) demolition to
understand their development – and he did pioneering work in Broad Street in the 1930s on
the houses on the site of the New Bodleian.

Recording of 46 and 47 Broad Street by WA Pantin
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Writing later, Pantin made an impassioned plea that the study of buildings such as these
‘should be as systematic and serious as if they were something excavated at Ostia, Knossos
or Ur’. His 1946 article on the development of domestic architecture in Oxford was an
attempt to analyse the development of plan forms and is still of great value.
Other important sources are the Royal Commission's inventory notebooks which contain
drawings and plans that do not appear in the published (1939) volume.
On the
documentary front, H E Salter’s plans and notebooks are a unique resource for the building
historian, and he also did some analysis, for example of the Angel Inn in High Street.
Buildings archaeology plays a valuable part in understanding buildings which are to be
modernised – which Julian demonstrated at Christ Church Priory House, and at the
New Inn (26-28 Cornmarket). And sub-surface archaeology has also provided much
evidence for buildings – many phases of small buildings were found in the Hamel
excavations and at the Westgate there was late C12 and early C13 timber framing.

New Inn ; now 26-28 Cornmarket

Westgate excavations
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The Oxford Historic Towns Atlas will be published soon, with maps showing academic
halls, inns, and so on. Other building types such as taverns have also been investigated,
mostly in undercrofts with quadripartite vaulting. As well as individual building studies such
as 84 St Aldate’s by OBR, features such as wall-paintings were being discovered during
renovations, all adding to the corpus of knowledge of Oxford buildings.

Sample from the soon to be published Oxford Historic Towns Atlas [brown = colleges; blue = former inns]

But there is much more that could be done, such as,
The study of dated details from college buildings
Reconstructing lost houses and streets
Houses of Holywell
City properties in Broad Street and George Street
Probate inventories (University and Diocesan, which can sometimes be related to buildings)
Building accounts (in college archives)
1911 Valuation records
University Delegacy of Lodgings records, which include surveys of properties.
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A wander through Waterstock
16 OBR members met on Saturday 23 October at Waterstock for a guided tour of
Waterstock, the first physical meeting of OBR members since 2019. It was good to be back,
and to find that the old characteristics of member visits on the ground are alive and well,
notably differences of interpretation of building features and a healthy disdain for the
official timetable,.
Felix Lam organised the meeting, and had done a terrific job of engaging residents to talk
about their houses and invite us in. Her introduction noted a number of salient features of
the village. The Domesday Book records the existence of a mill and five hides. The village
formed part of the Waterstock Estate for at least 700 years, owned by four families, mainly
passing from one to the other by inheritance or marriage. The 1910 District Valuation
survey indicates that the Estate still owned all land and houses apart from the Rectory and a
strip of land on which the Wycombe railway ran down to Tiddington to carry gravel. The
Estate was finally split up and sold in 1954.
From the five households in 1086, by 1279 there were 200 inhabitants. Since then, the
population has fluctuated, but never fully recovered. By 1306 there were 17 taxed
households, but following the Black Death the population over 14 years old had fallen to 51.
The Compton census indicates there were 55 adults over 16 in 1676. This slowly increased
to peak at 147 in 1871. In 1951 there were 96 people living in the parish. By 2000 an
informal count indicates this had fallen to 80.
The village stretches along a single road with no significant modern development, an oasis
of calm disturbed only by the distant rumble of M40 traffic not far away. Formerly a
farming community on Kimmeridge clay, gravels and alluvial soils along the River Thame,
the 1848 tithe map indicating a total acreage of 653 of which 239 were arable and 348
pasture.
A manor house is mentioned in the C12, but no evidence for it survives, having been
replaced by a brick structure in 1695, which was itself replaced by a stone house completed
by 1791, the main block of which was demolished in 1951, although the fine stable
courtyard and brick garden wall survive.
Two of the oldest structures are at the north end of the village, both timber framed with
plastered and brick infill, thatched with brick chimney stacks. Camilla Cottage, listed grade
2, is said to date back to 1480 and is thought to have been two cottages later joined together
by a central hall, with its first floor inserted later. The main evidence for this is the sill beams
being at different heights at each end, with a space between them. A rare feature are two
sets of early windows. Opinions differed as to whether there was evidence of the original
shutters. The property has been divided and reunited at different times, and in the early
C20 housed the post office.
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Camilla Cottage

Camilla Cottage:

- sill beams at different heights

- early window

Orchard End
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Orchard End, across the road, is cruck framed with trenched purlins, possibly late C13.
Graded 2*, it is a 4 bay hall house with later inserted floor. It has some old leaded casement
windows, and an unusual set of burn marks at right angles to each other, possibly from a
former vertical use of the beam or made with a very hot iron rod? John Blair, medieval
historian, has given a comprehensive description of the unusual features of this building’s
construction in Oxoniensa vol. XLIV 1979.

Horizontal burn marks
Cruck with mortice
for wind brace

After looking over the (now vacant) pig sty in the garden of the Old Post Office, the owner
of which had been told that much of the timber work of the Old Post office is White Poplar,
we proceeded to view the boundary brick wall of the one time vegetable garden of
Waterstock House. Legend has it that the bricks came from Waterstock House when it was
demolished in 1787 and rebuilt in stone, and that the wall may have been built by
continental prisoners of war. Similar bricks are said to have been used in the building of
another house, Ribero (which we did not visit), which also features an internal beam and
doors which appear to have grander origins. The garden wall now encloses two modern
houses and their gardens, which include what may have been a fish pond or moat, with an
eel keep at one end, albeit not recognisable as such. Beyond it is an old orchard stretching
down to the River Thame.

Waterstock House: - garden wall
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Back on the road we passed the stone built stable yard of Waterstock House to study in more
detail a Victorian pump house in the style of a Saxon tower with an unusual roof apparently one of only two in England.

Waterstock House stable yard

Pump house

Further down the road is the Old Rectory, 18c much modified with Victorian additions, and
a coach house of about 1820. The Rectory was the only property not owned by the
Waterstock Estate before its break-up in 1951 and included several acres of land. St
Leonard’s Church is on the other side of the road, rebuilt from 1490 onwards, with a major
Victorian restoration in the 1850’s.

The Old Rectory

Old Rectory coach house
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Our wander ended at Waterstock Mill, further down the road and across a field, the road
part lined on both sides by a very overgrown box hedge, now itself a historical feature, and a
magnificent standing Oak tree near the mill. The mill, Grade 2 listed, is largely C16 and
C17. It has an internal beam inscribed with the initials of Sir Henry Ashhurst and the date
1693, Sir Henry - a progressive farmer - had bought the Estate for £16,000 in 1691 and
rebuilt Waterstock House in stone in 1695. Clearly someone of energy and considerable
means. How the mill actually worked was slightly puzzling as the river was at near flood
level obscuring what was mill leat and what was backwater.

Waterstock Mill

Waterstock on a pleasant autumn day has an idyllic feel of a peaceful rural past. The
tranquility is no doubt an illusion. We did not visit its three farms, but its rural agricultural
economic base was highly vulnerable, evidenced by the falls in population in the Black
Death years and late Victorian period. Stable ownership of Waterstock Estate by the four
families no doubt helped sustain the village economy. Agricultural employment and
manorial ownership have long gone. Now it depends on the mobility made possible by car
ownership.

Richard Farrant
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Forthcoming Events
OBR Annual Lecture
“Baltic timber marks” by Lee Prosser and Tansy Collins, on Tuesday 9 November at
5.30pm on Zoom. See OAHS website https://oahs.org.uk/lectures.php for further
details and how to book.

OBR recording day
In Wallingford on Friday 19 November.
secretary@obr.org.uk for further details.

Contact the Secretary (David Clark) at

OBR Presentation Day
Planned for Saturday 20 November from 10 am to midday on Zoom. Further details to
follow from the Secretary.

Oxford Architectural & Historical Society
Oxfordshire Local History Association
OBR belongs to these bodies and members can participate in their events. If you are
not an OAHS member personally, you should check first with OAHS about
availability, noting your OBR membership. See websites (http://www.oahs.org.uk/
new_program.php and (http://www.olha.org.uk/events/talks-and-meetings/) for
listings and details of events and talks.

OBR Contact details
Membership - Paul Clark (membership@obr.org.uk)
General - David Clark (secretary@obr.org.uk)
Newsletter - Richard Farrant (newsletter@obr.org.uk)
Webmaster - admin@obr.org.uk
Website: www.obr.org.uk
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