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Until 1866 Eye and Dunsden was a liberty or township of the large Berkshire parish (and 

manor) of Sonning, focused on the opposite side of the River Thames.1 Nevertheless it has 

always been part of Oxfordshire,2 save for the inclusion of Sonning Eye (unlike the rest of 

the township) in the Berkshire hundred of Sonning during the Middle Ages.3 Landownership 

was long dominated by the lords of Sonning, who until 1574 were the bishops of Salisbury, 

and local life remained closely connected with that of the mother parish, particularly for 

inhabitants living in the south close to Sonning bridge, which was probably medieval in 

origin.  

                                                           
1
 Below, landscape etc. (boundaries). This article was written in 2018 and revised in 2019.  

2
 e.g. Cal. Chart. II, 454. 

3
 Below, local govt. 

A Thames-side view at Sonning Eye 
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 Like neighbouring parishes, the township extended from the river up into the Chiltern 

hills, and settlement remained dispersed until the 20th century, when Sonning Common (in 

the far north-west) developed as a dormitory village for Reading, becoming a separate 

parish in 1952. In the south-west a large housing estate called Caversham Park Village was 

laid out in the 1960s–70s on land transferred from Caversham in 1911, but was removed in 

1977;4 otherwise the parish has largely retained its rural character, and is still dominated by 

scattered farms and hamlets. Ecclesiastically it was mostly separated from Sonning in the 

19th century, acquiring a church at Dunsden in 1842, and another (at Sonning Common) in 

the 1960s.5 

 

 

LANDSCAPE, SETTLEMENT, AND BUILDINGS 

 

Boundaries 

 

The township’s association with Sonning pre-dates the Norman Conquest, and was 

presumably intended to give the large Sonning estate a share in the Chilterns’ woodland and 

wood pasture.6 In 1882 (by which time it formed an independent civil parish)7 it measured 

3,152 a., and extended more than 5 miles (8.5 km) north-westwards from the Thames into 

the Chiltern Hills, its northern part forming a long tongue-like extension from a narrow pinch-

point near Bird Wood.8 The same bounds are recognizable in a perambulation of 1611,9 and 

presumably reflected those of the medieval manors of Dunsden and Sonning Eye, which 

were established by the 11th century.10 The south-eastern (county) boundary followed the 

mid-stream of the River Thames, while the western boundary briefly followed a small stream 

before cutting across Thames-side grassland, fields and woodland. From Blackhouse Wood 

(near Caversham park) it mainly followed field boundaries and stretches of road, before 

cutting through Gallowstree Common and following the western edge of New Copse. The 

northern boundary followed wood and field boundaries to Shiplake Bottom (near Rotherfield 

Peppard), turning south at Old Copse; from there it mostly followed field bounds back to the 

river, cutting across several stretches of open ground and taking in the southern part of 

Binfield Heath, a substantial common which lay mostly in Shiplake. The boundary there was 

                                                           
4
 Below, landscape etc. (boundaries); above, Caversham.  

5
 Below, relig. hist. 

6
 Below, landownership; above, vol. intro. 

7
 From 1866, under the provisions of the Poor Law Amendment Act (29 & 30 Vict., c. 113). 

8
 OS Map 1:10560, Berks. XXIII (1882 edn); cf. TNA, tithe award (estimating 3,108 a. in 1842). The 

Berks. part of the parish comprised 6,711 a. in 1851 (Census). 
9
 Berks. RO, D/EZ38/1, ff. 2v.–3.  

10
 Below, landownership. 
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noticeably straight, suggesting an unrecorded partition, while elsewhere some of the more 

sinuous upland stretches may have formerly followed woodland, and some sections in the 

south-west (with Caversham) may have originally followed open-field furlongs.11 

  

 

 

 The parish was considerably altered by modern boundary changes, reflecting in large 

part the growth of Caversham and Sonning Common village.12 In 1911 the parish gained 937 

a. of then still undeveloped land from Caversham,13 and in 1912 lost 13 a. to Kidmore End. A 

further 178 a. (including New Copse) was transferred to Kidmore and 26 a. to Rotherfield 

Peppard in 1952, when Sonning Common became a civil parish of 906 a. (comprising 522 a. 

from Eye and Dunsden, 270 a. from Shiplake, and 114 a. from Kidmore End).14 In 1977 the 

area brought in from Caversham, by then built up, was transferred to Reading borough in 

exchange for 22 a. (c.9 ha.) of unpopulated land.15 The course of the south-eastern (county) 

boundary was slightly altered in 1991,16 while in 1992 a small area on the south side of 

Binfield Heath was taken in from Shiplake.17 A transfer of land to the new civil parish of 

Binfield Heath in 2003 left Eye and Dunsden with 2,568 acres.18 

 

 

                                                           
11

 Cf. below, econ. hist. (agric. landscape). 
12

 Para. based on Census, 1921–2011.  
13

 Above, Caversham, landscape etc. (boundaries). 
14

 Census, which in 2011 measured Sonning common as 365.8 ha. (904 a.). 
15

 Berks. and Oxon. Areas Order (1977); Berks. Atlas, 150–1. 
16

 The Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Hampshire, Oxfordshire and Surrey (County Boundaries) Order 
1991. 
17

 South Oxfordshire (Parishes) Order 1992. 
18

 Ibid. 2000; Census, 2011. 

Eye and Dunsden township c.1850.  

 

Source: K. Tiller and  

G. Darkes (eds.),  

An Historical Atlas  

of Oxfordshire  

(ORS 67, 2010) 
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Landscape 

 

The parish occupies undulating terrain, which rises quite steeply from a narrow band of flat 

riverside grassland around Sonning Eye (at c.35 m.) to 77 m. at Dunsden Green, and then 

more gently to 102 m. near Comp Wood on the Caversham–Binfield road. Further north the 

height varies from c.70 m. in the dry valley running south-east from Shiplake Bottom to 108 

m. near Bishopswood Farm, beyond Sonning Common. The chalk bedrock is partly exposed 

especially near the river and in the valley, but is otherwise covered by superficial deposits of 

gravel, clay and sand.19 Open fields extended from Sonning Eye to the south-western edge 

of Dunsden Green until enclosure in the early 19th century, while woodland has long been 

concentrated on the steeper slopes and higher ground, especially in the north.20 Springs and 

streams are confined to the area south of the Caversham–Binfield road (which had a strong 

influence on settlement),21 and away from the river inhabitants relied on ponds and wells, 

including a communal well supplied at Dunsden Green in 1878.22 Large-scale 20th-century 

gravel extraction has destroyed much of the riverside land surface south-west of Sonning 

Eye, and the flooded workings now form boating lakes and a nature reserve.23  

 

                                                           
19

 Geol. Surv. Map 1:50000 (solid and drift), sheet 268 (2000 edn). 
20

 Below, econ. hist.  
21

 TNA, tithe map; Reading Mercury, 24 Feb. 1968 (‘The Flowing Spring’). 
22

 Below, social hist. (since 1800).  
23

 Above, Caversham, landscape.  

Arable land near Dunsden Green 
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Communications 

 

Sonning’s early connections are reflected in a ‘London street’ (in Sonning village, on the 

Berkshire side of the Thames) mentioned in the 1450s,24 and in a salt-rent paid by tenants in 

the 16th century, deriving presumably from the manor’s place in the Anglo-Saxon distribution 

network for Droitwich salt.25 The parish itself is well-connected by road, notably by the long-

established route from Wallingford to Henley via Caversham bridge. The stretch from 

Reading and Caversham (the modern A 4155) was turnpiked from 1768 to 1881, and passes 

through Playhatch in the parish’s south-west part,26 where a traffic roundabout was built at 

the junction with the Sonning road in the 1990s.27 Probably also of medieval origin are two 

through roads further north, one from Cane End to Rotherfield Peppard (Horsepond Road), 

and the other from Emmer Green to May’s Green (in Harpsden) via Binfield Heath, both of 

which link with Henley.28 Lesser routes serving the parish’s hamlets and scattered farms are 

also long established, amongst them north–south roads linking Sonning Eye and Dunsden 

Green with Sonning Common, and the west–east Wood Lane, which in the 20th century 

became the core of Sonning Common village.29 At Sonning Eye the Playhatch Road (B 478) 

was rerouted and a mini-roundabout inserted c.1980.30 

The road from Sonning Eye to Sonning is carried by bridges spanning the 

Oxfordshire backwaters, and by Sonning bridge over the Thames’s main stream.31 The 

bridge itself was first mentioned c.1540,32 but a tenant with the byname ‘atte brigge’ was 

recorded in 1322, and tenurial and ecclesiastical links with Sonning suggest that a crossing 

of some sort may have been established much earlier.33 Even so the bridge was always 

secondary to that at Henley, which carried the main medieval (and later) London–Bristol 

route.34 Liability for bridge repair fell initially on local landowners, and the timber bridge was 

in ‘great decay’ by the 1650s.35 The present bridge, with its eleven brick arches, was erected 

                                                           
24

 Wilts and Swindon RO, D1/1/5, f. 168. Also ‘London Way’ (1575): PN Berks. I, 134. 
25

 Berks. RO, D/EE/M7, ff. 8v., 35v.; Blair, A-S Oxon. 86. 
26

 Above, vol. intro. (communics); Caversham (communics); Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767). 
27

 OS Map 1:10000, SU77NW (1991); 1:25000, sheet 171 (1999 edn). For road straightening nearby 
(NE of the Flowing Spring pub), Reading Mercury, 24 Feb. 1968. 
28

 Below, Goring and Shiplake (communics).  
29

 e.g. Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); Berks. RO, D/P 113/26 (Sonning enclo. award, 1820).  
30

 Information from David Woodward.  
31

 Para. based on OHC, CC3/4/C11/74. 
32

 Leland, Itin. ed. Toulmin Smith, I, 111. 
33

 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D1/1/5, f. 154; below, landownership; relig. hist. 
34

 VCH Oxon. XVI, 24–5; Oxon. Atlas, 50–1. 
35

 BL, Lansdowne MS 21, no. 69, f. 164 (Queen Elizabeth, 1575); TNA, E 178/6059 (1659); VCH 
Berks. III, 212 n.; H. Pearson, Memorials of the Church and Parish of Sonning, reprinted from the 
Parish Magazine... (1890), 174–7; F.S. Thacker, The Thames Highway (1968 edn), II, 251–2. 
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in 1773,36 and was taken over by Oxfordshire and Berkshire county councils in 1905–6. The 

backwaters were initially crossed by Mill bridge and Hall’s bridge, with a third bridge (New 

bridge) built across the hollow roadway between them in the 1760s or 1770s;37 the county 

assumed responsibility for New bridge in 1807, and for the other two bridges in 1892. By 

then the long wood and brick structures were suffering under the weight of traction engines, 

and in 1903–4, despite opposition from those more concerned with the river’s scenic appeal, 

the brick part was widened and the wooden sections replaced with a lattice girder bridge.38 

Major work on the whole crossing was carried out in the 1980s and 1990s,39 new backwater 

bridges opening in 1986.40 A nearby ferry mentioned in the 18th century was discontinued 

apparently c.1835.41 

 

 

 

                                                           
36

 Pevsner, Berks. [2010], 520; S. Ireland, Picturesque views on the River Thames… (1792), 169; 
NHLE, nos 1369302, 1117436. 
37

 OHC, CC3/4/C11/74; Berks. RO, D/EE/T3/11; D/EE E 22. 
38

 OHC, CC3/4/C11/74; VCH Berks. III, 210. 
39

 B.R. Law, Eye & Dunsden: Two Centuries of Change in an Oxfordshire Parish (2001), 125. 
40

 Plaque on bridge. 
41

 Thacker, The Thames Highway, II, 250–1. 

Sonning bridge, viewed from the Berkshire bank of the Thames 
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 Sonning appears to have played only a minor role in the transhipment of goods 

between road and river. A bargeman resident at Sonning Eye in 160342 operated probably 

from Sonning, where there was a wharf in 166743 and where a single barge was based in 

1812.44 On the Berkshire side of the stream a weir or flashlock with a winch was mentioned 

in the late 16th century,45 and was replaced by a pound lock in 1773.46 The weir itself was 

temporarily re-used during lock repairs in 1827, and was rebuilt in 1898–9.47 

 

Carriers and Post  

 

Post was delivered through Reading by the 1860s.48 A sub-post office at Dunsden Green 

opened c.1891 but closed in 1953;49 others at Binfield Heath (just within Shiplake parish) 

and at Sonning Common continued in 2018, however, having respectively opened in the 

1890s and c.1931.50 A daily carrier service ran from Sonning Common to Reading in the 

1930s,51 inhabitants having earlier relied on carriers based in surrounding parishes,52 and 

regular bus services to Reading, Henley, and surrounding villages began c.1918. At first they 

served only Sonning Common, but by the 1930s they connected also with Dunsden Green 

and Binfield Heath,53 and in 2015 Sonning Common retained a well-used half hourly service 

to Reading.54 There were also regular services from Dunsden Green and Playhatch to 

Reading and Henley.55 Early public call boxes survive at Dunsden Green and Playhatch, the 

latter (now listed) of 1935 design.56 

 

Population 

 

In 1086 Dunsden manor’s recorded population comprised 58 tenants and 1 slave,57 the 

highest for any estate in the hundred. The figure suggests a total population of more than 

                                                           
42

 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/7Reg/80A (Thomas Paine of Sonning Eye, bargeman, d. 1603). 
43

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 162/4/28 (Geo. Cranfield of Henley, timber merchant). 
44

 Berks. RO, D/EX 1457/1/130. 
45

 Thacker, The Thames Highway, II, 242; Berks. RO, D/EX65 (incl. sketch plan). 
46

 J. Sims (ed.), Thames Navigation Commission Minutes 1771–1790 (Berks. Rec. Soc. 11–12, 
2008), xliii, 18, 38, 40. 
47

 Thacker, The Thames Highway, II, 242, 245–8. 
48

 e.g. Cassey’s Dir. Oxon. (1868 edn). 
49

 TNA, RG 12/1158 (no. 43); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1895 edn).  
50

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1931 and later edns); VCH fieldwork, 2018.  
51

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1935). 
52

 L. James and J. Whitehead, Kemp’s and Chiltern Queens 1929–2002 (2017), 18. 
53

 Ibid. 18, 165; F. Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was: A Plain Man's Look at Life in Early Sonning 
Common’, typescript in OHC (1988) [1977], 11–15; Law, Eye & Dunsden, 99–100. 
54

 Sonning Common Neighbourhood Development Plan [c.2015], 19 (accessed online). 
55

 Bus timetables (accessed online). 
56

 NHLE, no. 1263479. 
57

 A. Williams and G.H. Martin (eds.), Domesday Book: A Complete Translation (2002), p. 425. 
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260 and perhaps closer to 300, although as later their numbers were probably dispersed 

amongst several settlement foci. In addition, some tenants of Sonning manor presumably 

lived (as later) at Sonning Eye.58 Taxation lists imply that Dunsden remained amongst the 

area’s most populous manors in the early 14th century,59 and a 1322 survey of Sonning 

manor noted c.49 tenants at Eye and Dunsden, probably each representing a household.60 

By 1377 (after the Black Death) Dunsden’s population had fallen considerably behind that of 

neighbouring Caversham; even so 100 people over 14 paid poll tax,61 and in the late 15th 

century Sonning manor again had c.49 tenants in Eye and Dunsden,62 while in 1525 the 

township as a whole had 39 taxpayers.63 Population probably rose in the late 16th and 17th 

century, since baptisms (recorded from 1592) generally outstripped burials. Mortality was 

markedly high in the early 1640s,64 presumably because of disease spread by troops. A total 

of 127 men swore the obligatory protestation oath in 1642, suggesting an adult population of 

over 250,65 and 41 houses (almost certainly a substantial under-assessment) were rated for 

hearth tax in 1662.66 No numbers have been found for the 18th century. 

 By 1801 the population stood at 705 in 144 houses,67 and rose to 887 by 1831. A 

slight fall to 799 by 1861 was followed (unusually) by further growth to 943 in 1901. Marked 

20th-century increase was due mainly to house-building at Sonning Common, especially 

between 1931 and 1951, when numbers rose from 1,752 to 3,045. By 1961 (after Sonning 

Common’s separation) the remaining population stood at 1,934, rising to 4,851 in 1971 with 

the establishment of Caversham Park Village. The loss of that built-up area to Reading in 

1977 left Eye and Dunsden with 511 people (in 188 households) in 1981, and by 2011, after 

the transfer of a further populated area to Binfield Heath parish, the figure was reduced to 

366 people in 138 households. By then Sonning Common’s population was 3,784 in 1,547 

households, making it one of the largest non-urban settlements in South Oxfordshire 

district.68 

 

 

Settlement  

 

                                                           
58

 Below (settlement); landownership. 
59

 e.g. TNA, E 179/161/8 (26 taxpayers in 1316, excluding Sonning Eye). 
60

 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D1/1/5, ff. 151–154v.  
61

 Poll Taxes 1377–81, ed. Fenwick, II, 295. 
62

 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D1/1/5, ff. 151–154v. See also TNA, SC 12/22/40.  
63

 TNA, E 179/161/201, rot. 5. 
64

 Berks. RO, Sonning par. reg. transcripts. 
65

 Prot. Retns, 39–40 (fig. incl. parish officers). 
66

 TNA, E 179/255/4, m. 120.  
67

 Para. based on Census, 1801–2011.  
68

 Sonning Common Neighbourhood Development Plan [c.2015], 14 (available online); Census 
(noting 1,595 household spaces, of which 48 had no usual resident). 
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Late Prehistoric activity is indicated by cropmarks marking a possible Neolithic causewayed 

enclosure on the crest of Span Hill (north of Sonning Eye), and several probable Bronze-Age 

barrows closer to the Thames.69 Excavated features near the river include a middle Bronze-

Age burnt mound next to Berry brook at Sonning Eye Quarry,70 while Bronze-Age to Roman 

field-systems have been located c.1 km to the north-east, together with finds indicating 

small-scale settlement.71 A gravel pit at Playhatch produced 2nd-century pottery and three 

inhumation burials,72 and on higher ground to the north, surface finds at Sonning Common 

may indicate either a local pottery production centre of likely mid 2nd- to 3rd-century date, or 

alternatively a domestic site dominated by products of the recently discovered kiln at Swan 

Wood in Nettlebed, which made pottery of a very similar coarse sandy character.73  

 During the early to mid Anglo-Saxon period activity in Eye and Dunsden was 

influenced presumably by occupation over the river in Sonning, the base of a tribal grouping 

known as the ‘Sunningas’.74 Archaeological evidence includes a post-built structure 

radiocarbon-dated to between AD 640 and 780, built on an ‘island’ of free-draining sand 

amidst marshy land between Playhatch and Sonning Eye:75 the place-name Eye (recorded 

from the 13th century) means ‘island’, and relates presumably to settlement in that vicinity, 

perhaps at present-day Sonning Eye itself.76 By contrast the place-name Dunsden (recorded 

in 1086) means ‘Dyne’s valley’, and presumably recalls early settlement on higher ground,77 

the valley itself perhaps being that which still carries a small stream southwards from 

Dunsden Green towards Playhatch. Two young males with weapons buried at Playhatch in 

the late 9th or 10th century may have come from the Viking winter camp established at 

Reading in 870–1,78 by which time Sonning itself was the site of a minster church, and a seat 

of the bishops of Ramsbury.79 The name ‘Hampstede’80 suggests small-scale later Anglo-

                                                           
69

 T. Gates, The Middle Thames Valley: An Archaeological Survey of the River Gravels (1975), 36–8; 
HER, PRNs 8789, 10912–10915, 15335–15338, 15893, 27867; EH Archive, box 356, collection 
1048746; A. Oswald et al., The Creation of Monuments: Neolithic Causewayed Enclosures in the 
British Isles (2001), p. 154; SOAG Bulletin 72 (2018), 33–40. 
70

 S. Porter and A. Weale, 'A Middle Bronze-Age Burnt Mound at Sonning Eye Quarry, Caversham', 
Oxoniensia, 79 (2014), pp. 111–27. For undated human remains found nearby, A. Ford, ‘Sonning Eye 
Quarry, Northern Extension, Caversham, Oxfordshire’ (unpubl. Oxford Archaeology report, 2004).  
71

 HER, PRN 27867 (SU 75277 76671). 
72

 Berks. Archaeol. Jnl, 65 (1970), 57. 
73

 Henig and Booth, Roman Oxon. 171; information from Paul Booth. 
74

 P. Booth et al., The Thames through Time: the Archaeology of the Gravel Terraces of the Upper 
and Middle Thames: The Early Historical Period AD 1–1000 (2007), 98, 255; Blair, A-S Oxon. 35. 
75

 ‘Sonning Sewage Pumping Station, Replacement Rising Main’ (unpubl. John Moore Heritage 
Services Watching Brief, Dec. 2007), SUERC-15569 (GU-15739), at 95.4 per cent probability; the 
most likely date range is AD 650–700. 
76

 PN Oxon. I, 70. Pearson, Memorials of Sonning, 68 suggests the present-day mill island in the 
Thames.  
77

 PN Oxon. I, 69; V. Watts, The Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (2004), 199. 
78

 Booth et al., Thames through Time, 273, 396; Blair, A-S Oxon. 99. 
79

 Booth et al., Thames through Time, 255; J. Dils and M. Yates (eds.), An Historical Atlas of 
Berkshire (Berks. Rec. Soc. 2012), 28. 
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Saxon settlement at or near Hampstead Farm, by the eastern boundary close to Binfield 

heath. 

 Medieval settlement included small hamlets at Sonning Eye and Playhatch, both 

mentioned in the 13th and early 14th centuries.81 By then there were probably also clusters 

of houses on the edge of commons such as Dunsden Green (location of the late-medieval 

Dunsden Farmhouse), Sonning Common, and Binfield Heath, the last possibly the home of 

the Hugh de Bunefeld mentioned in 1288.82 Isolated farmsteads seem also to have been 

common (as later), with recorded examples at or near Reddish Farm (now Reddish Manor), 

at nearby Sonning Common (before 1306),83 and at Hampstead Farm,84 while Cork’s Farm 

(north of Dunsden Green) was named presumably from the early 14th-century Cork family.85 

Farmsteads at Bishopsland and Bishopwood (mentioned from 1550 and 1654 respectively)86 

may have similarly been of medieval origin.87 Almost certainly the late Middle Ages saw 

some contraction of settlement,88 but new cottages were being built before 1600, many 

apparently on manorial waste,89 while expansion on Sonning Eye’s southern edge is 

suggested by the existence of a late 17th-century house called Long Gardens.  

 The 18th and 19th centuries saw growth mainly within an established pattern, with 

the bulk of the population still concentrated south of the Caversham–Binfield Heath road.90 

Even so in 1759 there were at least 15 cottages on Sonning common (including one or more 

at Shiplake Bottom), 19 on Binfield heath (12 at the southern end and 7 in a cluster by the 

Shiplake boundary), and 10 on Dunsden green.91 By 1841 the main settlement 

concentrations were at Binfield Heath (with 35 houses), Sonning Eye (with 25), and Sonning 

Common (with 22); Playhatch had 18 houses, Dunsden Green 17, and Littlestead Green 7.92 

The 20th century saw major development at Sonning Common, where the number of houses 

increased from around 40 in 1902 to some 150 in 1913, 628 in 1961, and 1,595 in 2011.93 Its 

growth (stimulated in part by easy access to Reading) was largely uncoordinated, driven at 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
80

 i.e. OE hāmstede (recorded 1368): PN Oxon. I, 69; below, landownership. No early name form has 
been found for Littlestead Green, a small hamlet west of Dunsden Green. 
81

 OHC, E115/D/1; TNA, E 210/3576; E 179/161/10, rot. 26d. For Playhatch’s place-name, below, 
social hist. (Middle Ages). 
82

 OHC, E115/D/1. 
83

 TNA, E 179/161/10, rot. 26d.; C 133/128/1 (byname); Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1588/55 
(John Soundy of Raddish, husb., 1588). 
84

 Above (this section). 
85

 TNA, E 179/161/8, rot. 7, m. 1d. (Wm le Cork, 1316).  
86

 Pearson, Memorials of Sonning, 203; TNA, PROB 11/239/302. 
87

 Below, econ. hist. 
88

 Above (population). 
89

 TNA, LR 2/199, p. 245; E 178/1843; E 178/5002; Berks. RO, D/EZ38/1. 
90

 Rocque, Berks. Map (1761); Davis, Oxon. Map (1797). 
91

 Berks. RO, D/EE/E4/1. 
92

 TNA, HO 107/874/9. 
93

 Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was’, 1, 112, 115–20; OHC, DV XII/25; Census, 1961–2011.  
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first by a few small-scale speculative builders,94 and in 1965 Sonning Common was 

described as south Oxfordshire’s most important ‘no-place’, the heart of an unplanned and 

vaguely defined ‘Sonning Common–Rotherfield Peppard–Kidmore End conurbation’ which 

formed a low-density ‘mini-Reading in the Chilterns’.95 Elsewhere, eight council houses were 

built at Playhatch c.1930 and another eight at Dunsden Green,96 while in the 1950s 16 

council houses and six bungalows were erected off Gravel Road at Binfield Heath.97 Limited 

private development included the conversion of numerous barns and other outbuildings,98 

including at Corks Farm in 1983–4.99 Mains water was available from 1906 and electricity by 

1932, although street lighting was not supplied at Sonning Common until 1969.100 

 

The Built Character 

 

The former parish contains around twenty houses of 15th- to 18th-century date, half a dozen 

of them in Sonning Eye,101 which in 1981 was designated a conservation area.102 Most 16th- 

and 17th-century houses are timber-framed with brick infill, although wattle and daub 

survives at The Old Thatched Cottage near Sonning Common, a tiny cottage of 16th- or 

early 17th-century date with later additions.103 Later buildings are mostly of brick and tile. 

Modern dwellings include council and private homes of standard design alongside a handful 

of grander residences, while upgrading of older houses was under way by the 1960s104 and 

continued thereafter.105 

 The parish’s older buildings are mainly farmhouses, of which some retain early barns 

and other outbuildings.106 Grander examples include the brick and tile Bishopsland 

                                                           
94

 e.g. the local builder Arthur Janes; see Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was’, 119; OHC, 
RDC8/8/Y1/6/4–5, 16, 23, 33, 35–6, 50–1. 
95

 L. Brett, Landscape in Distress (1965), pp. 26–9. For Reading’s ‘subtopian’ expansion, incl. at 
Playhatch, R.W. Ford, A Description of Binfield Heath and the Surrounding District in Oxfordshire 
(1958), 39.   
96

 OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. LVI.12 (1932 edn); Law, Eye & Dunsden, 106. 
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 On Heath Drive: Law, Eye & Dunsden, 119; Ford, A Description of Binfield Heath, 39. 
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 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 119, 137. For larger-scale development at Micklands and Caversham Park 
Village, above, Caversham, landscape etc. (settlement). 
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 Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was’, 81–3, 107, 120; Law, Eye & Dunsden, 69; OHC, DV XII/25, 
no. 397; MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1802.  
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 NHLE, s.v. Eye and Dunsden, Sonning Eye, Sonning Common. 
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Farmhouse, a winged building of probably late 16th-century origin107 with 18th- to 19th-

century alterations. The structure incorporates a substantial number of large timbers, and (in 

the angle between the wing and main range) a prominent external chimney stack with three 

Jacobean-style diamond shafts.108 In 1662 it was assessed at 10 hearths,109 and in 1689 its 

rooms included a cellar, hall, parlour, parlour chamber (with clock), middle chamber, kitchen 

(with well tackle), meal house, little chamber at the head of the stairs, chamber over the hall, 

and garret.110 Hampstead Farm also had a parlour in the 17th century,111 although the house 

was later rebuilt. Eighteenth-century affluence is reflected in the five-bay Row Lane 

Farmhouse near Dunsden Green, with its projecting central bay, sash windows, and 

brickwork which has been likened to that of the Goring Heath almshouses.112 Other surviving 

farmhouses are rather more modest, the oldest being Dunsden Farmhouse at Dunsden 

Green, a mainly 17th-century building which incorporates a probably late-medieval cross 

wing.113 The Crown pub at Playhatch, Chapmans Farmhouse at Dunsden Green, No. 2 Mill 

Farm Cottages near Sonning Eye,114 and Reddish Manor near Sonning Common are all 

possibly of 16th-century origin.  
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 Other than Bishopsland, the few gentleman’s residences (of various periods) are all 

in the south. The oldest, long owned by the Paine family, is the grey- and red-brick 

Playhatch House, with its five-window front. The existing house appears to be largely of the 

early 18th century, but presumably has earlier origins since a house of the same name was 

mentioned in 1628.115 Mill House (formerly Aberlash House), formerly attached to Sonning 

Mill,116 is a neat box-like house of probably later 18th-century date, its Georgian Bath stone 

ashlar front (added in the early 19th century) incorporating balustrades and a stepped and 

columned porch.117 In 1913 the ground floor included an entrance hall, dining room, drawing 

room, morning room, billiard room, lavatory and two WCs, plus domestic offices; on the first 

floor were ten bed-dressing rooms and a bathroom with hot and cold water. The house was 

lit by electricity supplied from the mill, and water was pumped from a well.118 In recent years 

both the house and its island site have been lavishly fitted out by successive owners, notably 

the banker Omar Bayoumi and the actor George Cluney.119 Also of note is nearby Eyot 

House (built 1902), designed by Halsey Ricardo for the general manager of De Morgan 

Pottery Reginald Blunt. Gabled and asymmetrical, with pebbledash walls, the house 

incorporates a loggia with a panel of De Morgan tiles.120 Institutional buildings (other than 

churches and chapels) include Dunsden Green village hall, a converted Victorian school of 

grey and red brick with steep gables and plain Gothic-style windows, which was designed by 

the London-based architect John Turner.121 

Sonning Common’s housing is mainly 20th-century, and in the 1960s was described 

as comprising ‘boxy Edwardian cottages, inter-war semi-D’s, utility terraces of the early 

‘fifties, Builder’s Assortments of the late ‘fifties, and bungalows of all periods’.122 A more 

recent assessment admitted that much modern building was ‘generic’ and that there was 

‘little architecture of real distinction’,123 although a few late 19th-century ‘plotlands’ 

bungalows survive on Wood Lane, and a handful of older buildings within Sonning 

Common’s official boundaries.124 The village’s houses include a high proportion of detached 

properties, and building lines are set well back from the road, contributing to a ‘spacious’ feel 
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despite the density of building.125 A few traces remain in woodland on its fringes of wartime 

school camp buildings at Bishopswood and Kennylands, including concrete bases, brick 

walls, and air raid shelters.126  

 

                                                           
125

 ‘Sonning Common Character Assessment and Design Statement 2013’; Sonning Common 
Neighbourhood Development Plan [c.2015], 21. 
126

 Below, social hist. (educ.); for remains, https://www.derelictplaces.co.uk/main/ww2-
defences/11858-kennylands-camp-bishopswood-camp-sonning-common.html#.XE3eefZ2vIU 
(accessed Jan. 2019). 
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