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Social Character and the Life of the Community 

 

Mapledurham has long been a rural backwater despite its proximity to Reading. The ‘village’ 

remained small, inaccessible, and dominated by the large manor house, whose owners 

monopolized parish landholding but who, as recusants, maintained a relatively low profile in 

local and national affairs. Other settlements were small and scattered, though some had 

better access to main roads than others. Farming dominated almost to the exclusion of craft 

and trade activities, and inhabitants presumably looked to neighbouring settlements for 

social contact as well as for basic retail requirements. From the early 20th century, however, 

limited housing development in the south-east drew increasing numbers of residents towards 

the life of Caversham and Reading.  

 

The Middle Ages 

 

Mapledurham’s medieval population included resident lords alongside a variety of free and 

villein tenants. Both manors had a mix of villani and lower-status bordars in 1086, but by the 

13th century there was also a significant minority of free tenants, many of whom lived in 

scattered farmsteads ‘above the down’.1 The social character of the parish’s upper and lower 

parts probably differed as a result, with the two manor houses (where courts were 

presumably held), the church, and the bulk of the collaboratively farmed open fields all 

concentrated in the south. Even so the parish was closely interconnected: some holdings 

incorporated land in both areas, and the northern commons and wood-pastures supplied 

shared resources.2 Local deeds indicate regular contact from across the parish with 

inhabitants of neighbouring settlements, including the nearby town of Reading, especially 

after the Black Death.3 Royal authority was manifested by a gallows located by the Reading 

road in the south-east.4  

                                                             
1 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 94–103; above, settlement. 
2 e.g. Eton College Archive, ECR 48/6–7. 
3 e.g. Mapledurham Archive, C1/10, 17–19; TNA, WARD 2/8/27/5; Cooke, Early History, 204. 
4 Below, local govt. 
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 Social stratification was reflected through types of tenure as well as size of holding, 

with free tenants generally having slightly larger holdings. On the small Chazey manor in 

1279 the cottagers had similar sized holdings to the villein half-yardlanders, while four of the 

six free tenants held yardlands, and a fifth (who was non-resident) two yardlands.5 Over all 

(as at nearby Goring and Gatehampton) freeholders held more land than did their unfree 

neighbours.6 Richard de la Ryver, probably a Chazey demesne lessee, paid 10s. 6d. tax in 

1316, while three other tenants paid 3–5s., and the remaining nine taxpayers under 2s. The 

14 Gurney manor taxpayers were similarly stratified, with four better-off people paying 2–6s. 

and the lord (John Bardolf) 16s.,7 while in 1343 the manor’s free tenants (who made up 15 

per cent of the total tenant population) were almost all amongst the leading rent payers.8  

Subsequent sales suggest that their holdings were often quite modest,9 although they were 

more likely to hold additional land elsewhere10 and had broader social networks, with local 

free men regularly witnessing lordly charters,11 and three in 1241 acting as sureties for the 

lady of the manor.12 The freeholder Robert of Mapledurham (who held land in Chazey) 

became sheriff of Berkshire in the 1230s and was later steward of Reading abbey, while his 

two clerical sons leased the parish’s Lewes priory tithes in 1286.13 Some tenants in the 

earlier 14th century sought to prove that they held their land freely in order to avoid paying 

tallage, a humiliating levy on bondsmen.14 

 Periodic disputes between the lords of Gurney and Chazey, often over pasture 

rights,15 may have sometimes fuelled wider conflict. In 1241 the lords brought suits against 

each other and their neighbours, while local jurors falsely presented a murder in Matilda de 

Gournay’s household, and the vill of Mapledurham Gurney was accused of failing to pursue 

a member of Geoffrey de Chausey’s household for a killing.16 Weak lordship during Juliana 

de Gournay’s minority perhaps encouraged an intrusion (probably a poaching foray) by 

Nicholas of Mongewell’s men in Mapledurham park in 1251,17 while the Gournays’ apparent 

                                                             
5
 Rot. Hund. II, 778–9. 

6
 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 105. 

7
 TNA, E 179/161/8, rot. 7, m. 1d. 

8
 Mapledurham Archive, C1/6. 

9
 Above, manors; econ. hist. 

10
 e.g. Oxon. Fines, 156; Eynsham Cart. I, 346–7 (John de la Dene, Goring, 1300). 

11
 e.g. Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 99. 

12
 Oxon. Eyre, 1241, 63. 

13
 Reading Abbey Cart. II, 133 n.; Cooke, Early History, 71, 101; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 

Mapledurham’, 99–100; Cat. Ancient Deeds, IV, A. 7918. For the tithes, below, relig. hist. 
14

 Cooke, Early History, 28. 
15

 Above, econ. hist. 
16

 Oxon. Eyre, 1241, 24, 63, 64, 120–1, 156. 
17

 Rot. Hund. II, 38. 
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introduction of French (and possibly Flemish) retainers may have created further social 

tensions.18  

 The Black Death brought long-term population decline, greater availability of land, 

and increased family turnover, with only half the surnames listed in a Gurney manor rental of 

1343 still featuring in 1397,19 and scarcely any early 14th-century names in 1419.20 The 

Frethorn family of freeholders sold their land in 1356 and moved possibly to Cane End,21 

while in the 15th century one of the Coxeters moved to Caversham, and his son, apparently, 

to Reading.22 Incoming families included the Alloways, mentioned from 1397 until the 19th 

century,23 and prosperity for a segment of the population is suggested by the building of new 

houses throughout the 15th century.24 

As elsewhere lordly control was undermined by such changes, although the lords of 

Mapledurham Gurney remained locally influential despite their wide geographical interests, 

which included a house in London.25 Sir Robert Bardolf (d. 1395), exceptionally, 

remembered his tenants (including the ‘tenants in bondage’) in his will,26 and as late as the 

1440s the homage was ordered to locate runaway villeins. One man paid for leave to remain 

in Reading for a year,27 and in 1449 the lord John Iwardby used the royal courts to 

repossess a free tenement, after its holder apparently forged a charter in an attempt to pay a 

reduced rent.28 Manorial courts also reported incidents of assault, burglary, and theft 

especially in the 1460s, while roads and ditches were sometimes neglected both by lords 

and tenants.29 Around the same time the Gurney manor tenants collectively petitioned the 

absentee lord of Chazey (John Norris) after his farmer Thomas Beckington drove their 

beasts from Ham field with his hounds, during a dispute over grazing rights.30  

 

 

                                                             
18

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/18, f. 38 (mentioning Hugh de Gournay’s ‘men of Mapledurham, French 
and English’); Cooke, Early History, 14; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 6, 97; Oxon. 
Eyre, 1241, 24 (John le Fleming). 
19

 Calculated by Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 92. 
20

 Atte Lee and poss. Edrich (Thedryth): TNA, E 179/161/10, rot. 26d.; E 179/161/8, rot. 7, m. 1d; SC 
2/197/56. The name Brauns (or Braune) appears in 1306 and 1525: TNA, E 179/161/201, m. 4d. 
21

 TNA, WARD 2/8/27/1; WARD 2/8/27/5; WARD 2/8/27/7; WARD 2/8/27/9; WARD 2/8/27/29. 
22

 Cat. Ancient Deeds, I, A. 580, A. 582. 
23

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 93. 
24

 Above, settlement; buildings. 
25

 Some Oxon. Wills, 9–11 (Amice Bardolf, who also requested burial in London). 
26

 Ibid. 8–9. 
27

 Ibid. 125–6. 
28

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 117–20. 
29

 Cooke, Early History, 50, 59–60, 188–93 (court roll transcripts); Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 46. 
Cooke, Early History,  
30

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/22 (‘Wydehamme’ field); Cooke, Early History, 77–8, 194; Long, ‘History 
of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 133. 
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c.1520–1800 

 

By the 16th century the population comprised mainly small to medium farmers alongside 

labourers and one or two petty craftsmen.31 Most were tenants of the Blounts’ combined 

Mapledurham estate,32 although within it the former manors of Mapledurham Gurney and 

Chazey were still viewed as separate vills, and were taxed independently.33 The wealthiest 

tenants in both in 1525 were the demesne farmers Anne Atwell of Mapledurham Chazey 

(taxed on goods worth £16), and Henry Annesley of Mapledurham Gurney (taxed on £30, 

though with other land and assets outside the parish).34 Two other Gurney taxpayers 

(presumably farmers) had goods worth £11–£14, and 15 others £3–9, while another ten 

people were taxed at the lowest rate as wage labourers. Over all Mapledurham Chazey had 

fewer wealthy taxpayers, with Thomas Brown paying on goods worth £6, and three others on 

£4. The Atwells appeared in both vills, and in 1551 Anne Atwell’s successor John Atwell was 

assessed at £20.35 Amongst the wealthiest late 16th-century inhabitants was John Thorne 

(d. 1597), a demesne lessee who made bequests of over £120 and employed eight 

servants.36 

Better-off inhabitants had wide social contacts (the overseer of Henry Annesley’s will 

was Sir Francis Englefield), and often made small bequests to their servants.37 Others 

helped poorer neighbours with loans,38 and until the mid 17th century bequests to the poor 

remained common. Over-all differences in wealth remained fairly modest, however, with 

most 17th-century probate inventories valued at under £150,39 and most houses (particularly 

in Mapledurham Chazey) being also of moderate size, taxed on between one and three 

hearths.40 Inhabitants had strong links with people from neighbouring places, especially 

Caversham, Goring, Whitchurch, and Reading, and a few newly arrived families (such as the 

Ironmongers) became firmly established, although most appear to have come and gone 

                                                             
31

 Above, econ. hist. 
32 Above, manors. 
33 TNA, E 179/161/201, rots. 3, 4d., on which following based. 
34

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 180, f. 4. 
35

 TNA, E 179/162/288, rot. 11. 
36

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 187, f. 358; Mapledurham Archive, C33. 
37

 e.g. OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 180, ff. 4, 67 (a ewe and lamb to John Atwell’s ‘lad’ John Whyte). 
38

 e.g. ibid. 180, f. 72: Thos Tandy, labourer, owed ‘mistress Annesley’ 3s. 4d. for milk, cheese and 
beer, 1551. 
39

 OHC, Mapledurham wills and inventories. Yeoman John Benwell (d. 1623) was exceptional in 
bequeathing £307 11s. 8d. (5/1/19). 
40

 Hearth Tax Oxon. 4, 16. 
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within one or two generations.41 Outside events impinged during the Civil War, when 

Mapledurham House was used as a Royalist base and was plundered by parliamentary 

soldiers,42 while tenants were obliged to quarter troops during the march to Worcester.43 

 At Mapledurham House the Blounts invested in the trappings of fine living, 

maintaining a well-stocked park with provision in 1595 for 200 head of deer.44 As recusants 

they operated within a close network of like-minded local Catholic gentry such as the 

Englefields, Plowdens and Stonors,45 and heavy recusancy fines presumably contributed to 

their frequent financial difficulties, which in 1635 forced Sir Charles Blount to sell his 

household goods.46 Within the parish they dominated landholding and apparently enjoyed 

good relations with their leading tenants,47 some of whom allegedly collaborated with them to 

deprive the vicar of certain tithes,48 though whether on religious or purely financial grounds is 

unclear. The Blounts’ relations with the vicars were generally less harmonious, and in 1630 

Sir Charles Blount suggested referring his differences with the vicar John Smith (1630–5) to 

a neighbour, claiming, perhaps disingenuously, that his own [Blount’s] ‘ungrateful and rude’ 

tenants were trying to ‘sow…dissension between us’.49 Several gentlemen (apparently not 

engaged in farming) seem to have settled briefly in the parish,50 but their links (if any) with 

the Blount family are unclear, and several had Nonconformist connections.51 

 During the 18th century leading farmers continued to exercise influence as 

employers and through tenure of parish offices.52 Mapledurham ‘village’ remained relatively 

isolated, however, and experienced little growth compared with the hamlets along the 

Reading road.53 During the earlier 18th century the social structure remained fairly stable, 

characterized by a significant number of small life-hold farmers; in 1738 around two thirds of 

                                                             
41

 OHC, Mapledurham wills; E1/8/1D/3; E1/9/1D/7; E1/10/21D/13; E1/10/16D/9; E1/10/21D/6TNA, 
PROB 11/132 (kin in Rotherfield Peppard and Britwell); Oxf. Ch. Ct. Deposns 1609–16, pp. 49–50, 
60. 
42

 I.G. Phillip (ed.), Jnl of Sir Samuel Luke (ORS 29, 31, 33, 1950–3), I, 6; III, 235, 271; The 
Topographer (1789), 414; VCH Berks. III, 357. 
43

 Cal. Cttee for Compounding, I, 660. 
44

 Mapledurham Archive, C33. 
45

 D. Mathew, The Age of Charles I (1951), 134–5; M. Binney, ‘Mapledurham House Oxfordshire – I’, 
Country Life, 13 May 1971, 1152; Mack, Alexander Pope, 89; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 22–4, 156–8.  
46

 Mapledurham Archive, C2/17. 
47

 e.g. yeoman Peter Burge appointed his ‘very good friend’ Sir Ric. Blount an overseer of his will in 
1618: TNA, PROB 11/139. See also Eton College Archive, ECR 48/243 (11 Aug. 1655). 
48

 Below, relig. hist.  
49

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/229. Also: ECR 48/61 and 242. 
50

 e.g. OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 71/1/34 (Anth. Walls, 1637); PROB 11/378/347 (Wm. Smallwood, 
1684); PROB 11/452/46 (Geo. Coldham, 1699). 
51

 e.g. Smallwood, Coldham: below, religious history.  
52

 OHC, PAR164/4/F1/1. Ric. Alloway, senior left goods worth as much as £533 in 1720: OHC, MS 
Wills Oxon. 114/1/51. 
53

 Above, settlement. 
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houses were attached to farm holdings,54 and the proportion of landholders to non-

landholders was probably similar in 1750.55 The 1730s–40s brought difficulties for many, 

reflecting a fall in grain prices and the Blounts’ unpopular introduction of leases for waste-

side cottages.56 Farmers who were ruined included Richard Collier of Park Farm, whose wife 

struggled to find money for a cottage while looking after children with smallpox.57 As land 

became concentrated in fewer hands, a starker divide opened between farmers and landless 

labourers, who were increasingly reliant on poor relief:58 in 1775 as many as 66 ‘poor’ 

families received a bread allowance out of an estimated total of just over 90 families in all.59 

Such divisions were manifested in the church, where in 1794 the chief farmers were 

assigned individual pews, while a shared pew further back was reserved for ‘men and maid 

servants’.60 Some without prospects left to find work in Caversham, Reading, Sonning and 

elsewhere, while the occasional burial of travellers and vagrants hints at a more transient 

population.61    

 By then the Blounts were struggling with debts and heavy charges on their estate, 

leaving little to invest in improvements.62 Michael Blount died at Winchester in 1739 owing 

money to tradesmen and servants amongst others,63 while parlous finances contributed to 

his son Michael marrying the daughter of a Catholic lawyer rather than within established 

landed society.64 During the family’s absence from the 1730s to mid 1750s Mapledurham 

House was let to tenants at usually £125 a year,65 lessees including the Reading MP William 

Strode, and later Viscount Kingsland, an impecunious Irish peer often in arrears with his 

rent.66 The 18th-century increase in Catholicism within the parish may suggest that the 

family were increasingly seeking Catholic tenants,67 and later in the century their power as 

landlords grew with the decline of lifehold leases. The family also took on an active social 

role, supporting a Sunday school and visiting the poor, whether Catholic or Protestant.68 

Mapledurham’s 18th-century vicars were often non-resident, although some similarly took an 

interest in parish life. In particular John Burton (vicar 1734–66) was involved in the reform of 

                                                             
54

 Secker’s Visit. 99. 
55

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 199. 
56

 Ibid. 173.  
57

 Ibid. 187. 
58

 Ibid. 196–9; below, poor relief. 
59

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 200 (based on material in Mapledurham Archive). 
60

 OHC, PAR164/1/R1/1, f. 56. 
61

 Ibid. parish reg. transcript (including a poor man apparently from Hurst (Berks) who died in a barn 
at Chazey Farm, 1661); PAR164/5/A1/1 (apprenticeship indenture, 1732). 
62

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 156, 174–87. 
63

 Ibid. 182–3. 
64

 Ibid. 24. 
65

 Mapledurham Archive, C12/1–9. 
66

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 193; Hist. Parl. (Strode). 
67

 Below, religious history. For non-‘native’ recusants (incl. quite recent arrivals): Retn Papists 1767, 
116. 
68

 Ibid. For visits (in the 1790s): Mapledurham Archive, C58. 
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parish rates in the 1730s, and in the 1760s encouraged Michael Blount to remove 

obstructions to Thames navigation.69  

Communal life included the usual seasonal festivities (a maypole was mentioned in 

1718), and cricket was being played by 1777.70  The presence of three pubs supplied new 

social foci, while Reading’s growth as a commercial and social centre strengthened links 

with the town. In 1727 the vicar Edward Littleton (1726–33) disallowed payments from the 

poor rate for an annual dinner at an ‘alehouse’, though the practice was resumed in the early 

19th century at the King’s Arms at the northern end of Mapledurham ‘village’ street.71 Royal 

anniversaries and military victories were celebrated by bell ringing and drinking.72 

 

 

Since 1800 

 

By the 19th century Mapledurham was a classic ‘closed’ parish, with a single major 

landowner and an overwhelmingly agricultural population.73 The 1810s saw the 

disappearance of the last remaining small farmers, leaving half a dozen major ones and a 

large number of labouring families.74 Most farmers were newcomers who stayed only a few 

years,75 though they employed mainly local people.76 The Blount family’s public profile grew 

after the Roman Catholic Relief Act of 1829, Michael Blount becoming a JP and serving as 

high sheriff in 1832.77 Their financial difficulties resurfaced, however, probably in part 

because of heavy spending on Mapledurham House, and for a decade from 1838 the family 

lived abroad at Tours (France).78 For many inhabitants the principal social foci were probably 

the King’s Arms in Mapledurham village (which closed in the late 1860s), and the Pack 

Horse and Pack Saddle on the Reading road in the north-east. Petty crime amongst farm 

workers (including theft of wood and game) was common,79 despite the combined efforts of 

lord and vicar to enforce social control.80 

 

                                                             
69 Cooke, Early History, 172–4. 
70

 B.J. Enright, ‘Rawlinson’s Proposed History of Oxfordshire’, Oxoniensia, 16 (1951), 57; G.B. 
Buckley, Fresh Light on 18th Century Cricket (1935), 81. 
71 OHC, PAR164/5/F1/1, f. 56; Cooke, Early History, 149–50. Now The White House, dendro-dated to 
1726 or shortly after: VA 36 (2005), 99. 
72 Ibid. 147–8; OHC, PAR164/5/F1/1.  
73 e.g. TNA, HO 107/882/5. 
74 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 197; above, econ. hist. 
75 Ibid. 206. 
76 TNA, HO 107/882. 
77

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 25. 
78

 Ibid. 25, 209; above, manors (manor houses). 
79

 OHC, Cal. QS.   
80

 Cottages (Maple Durham &c.) (Parl. Papers 1850 (732), l). 
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 The parish retained its heavily agricultural character in the mid to later 19th century,81 

when a substantial proportion of the population still came from Mapledurham or nearby 

parishes.82 As earlier, many inhabitants presumably looked to Caversham and Reading for 

recreation. Life in the ‘village’ revolved around Mapledurham House, which in 1861 housed 

29 people including family members, visitors, and 11 servants, with a coachman and his 

family in the lodge at the end of the street.83 In the 1880s the parish as a whole still had only 

one or two other private residents, but their numbers increased to fifteen between 1891 and 

1903 following the erection of large new houses in the south-east of the parish.84 Amongst 

the incomers was the Hon. Algernon Mills (1856–1922), a banker and second son of Baron 

Hillingdon; Mills lived at Mapledurham House part-time for twenty-seven years,85 and with 

his son promoted local events including a flower show and cricket matches.86 Other 

incomers included Edwin Jesse of Avenue House on Upper Warren Avenue, a property 

developer who served as a Conservative councillor for Reading borough.87 Deference 

ensured the election of John Darell-Blount as first chairman of the parish council in 1894, 

and good relations between vicar and landlord are indicated by Blount’s steward Charles 

Bevan (d. 1908) of Mill House serving as vicar’s churchwarden.88 The isolation of the village 

was reflected in the 1890s by the use of the school (at Trench Green) for lectures and social 

gatherings.89 

 

 

 

                                                             
81

 Above, econ. hist. 
82

 e.g. TNA, RG 9/744 (1861); RG 12/990 (1891). 
83

 TNA, RG 9/744. In 1891 John Darell-Blount had just four servants: TNA, RG 12/990. 
84

 Above, par. intro. (settlement; buildings); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1891 to 1903). Excluding the vicar and 
landlord there were 20 private residents in 1920. 
85

 Baker, Mapledurham Church and Village, 27; Smith's Reading Dir. (1897); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1901 
and later edns); Eton College Archive, COLL LIV 10 04 (23 Sept. 1914 letter from vicar). 
86

 Reading Mercury, 6 Oct. 1900, 7 Sept. 1901, 22 Aug. 1903, 15 April 1916. 
87

 Berks RO, D/EX1942/7/2; D/EX1942/4. 
88

 Ibid. CPC162B/1/1; OHC, PAR164/10/R/1, p. 6. 
89

 Below, religious history. 

The Pack Saddle. 
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The first half of the 20th century saw substantial social change, including the loss of 

30 parishioners in the First World War90 and the decline of agricultural employment. By the 

1930s the vicar could distinguish between ‘old’ and ‘new’ Mapledurham – the riverside 

‘village’ and outlying farms on the one hand, and the growing and much more populous 

‘dormer’ suburb of Caversham on the other. The suburb included some wealthy residents, 

but also many who were ‘not substantial people’ and who had a ‘hard struggle’.91 Poverty 

amongst labouring families persisted, and in 1919 the vicar’s daughter, briefly vice-chair of 

the parish council, pressed for piped water to be supplied and for wells to be cleaned, 

including one used by the schoolchildren and located next to a pigsty in a cottage garden.92 

A stark divide existed between the owners of plush houses on The Warren and cottagers on 

nearby Blagrave Lane, who in the winter of 1940 forced open a locked well to obtain water.93  

As elsewhere the Second World War brought considerable disruption (including 

evacuees), and in 1944 a soldier’s wife billeted in the vicarage cottage allegedly admitted 

American soldiers to her house ‘for immoral purposes’.94 Prisoners of war were used to clear 

the churchyard and vicarage garden in 1947,95 and the same year some Mapledurham 

                                                             
90

 Tablet in church. 
91

 Eton College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 02. 
92

 Berks RO, CPC162B/1/1, pp. 141–52. 
93

 Ibid. CPC162B/1/2, p. 99. 
94

 Eton College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 02; below (educ.). 
95

 OHC, PAR164/2/A1/1. 

Summer ‘festivities’ in the grounds of Mapledurham House, 1912. Photo courtesy of Dan Miles. 
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residents from Germany, Austria and Romania were naturalised.96 In 1952 one elderly 

resident felt that the ‘village’, where few people lived and which lacked amenities, had ‘gone 

down sadly since the house ceased to be occupied [c.1947]’. The tendency was for people 

to ‘move up on the hill, where there are council houses and the village hall, also public 

houses and other amenities’.97 A late expression of ‘old loyalties’ came at a new year’s eve 

tea in 1952, when the long-serving senior tenant John Bucknell presented Thomas More 

Eyston with a gold watch to mark his coming of age.98 

 During the later 20th century the parish’s south-eastern part developed 

independently as a ‘pleasant residential suburb of Reading’,99 its inhabitants, who included 

‘up-and-coming young businessmen’, forming a ‘dormitory’ population working in the 

Reading area and in London.100 A residents’ association for the ‘Warren Area’ (including St 

Peter’s Avenue in Caversham) was set up in the 1960s,101 while a focus for group activities 

was the memorial hall (commemorating the parish’s Second World War dead), playing fields, 

and tennis courts established on land between the Woodcote and Chazey roads, which had 

been given by Charles Hewett in 1938.102 By contrast, after Mapledurham House opened to 

the public in 1967 Mapledurham ‘village’ became primarily a minor summer tourist 

destination, prompting some local controversy.103 Remaining estate houses there and in 

outlying parts of the parish were mostly leased to private tenants, with others used in the late 

20th century as holiday lets.104  

 

Education 

 

By the 16th century some better-off inhabitants sent their sons to school outside the parish, 

Richard Wells leaving ten sheep for the purpose in 1577.105 Schoolmasters appointed at 

Mapledurham in 1674 and 1695 were associated possibly with the almshouse,106 and no 

                                                             
96

 TNA, HO 334/172/23083; HO 334/246/3640; HO 334/192/33195. 
97

 Reading Mercury, 5 Jan. 1952. The local British Legion branch was based at the Pack Saddle, 
Chazey Heath. The ‘village hall’ was the parish hall at Trench Green (built by the vicar in 1926): 
Reading Mercury, 18 Feb. and 14 Oct. 1939; Baker, Mapledurham Church and Village, 34–5. 
98

 Reading Mercury, 3 Jan. 1953. 
99

 Ibid. 5 Jan. 1952. 
100

 Eton College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 02; COLL JB EST MAP 03. 
101

 www.wadra.org.uk. 
102

 OHC, O41/3/C2/9; Baker, Mapledurham Church and Village, 35; J. Madley, The History of 
Mapledurham Lawn Tennis Club: The First 25 years 1956–1981 (1998), copy in OHC; Henley 
Standard, 16 Jan. 2017. 
103

 Eton College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 03; Country Life, 19 March 1970; The Telegraph, 9 May 
2013; above, manors (manor houses); econ. hist. 
104

 Copy of SOAG ‘parish survey’ typescript in VCH possession. 
105

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 185, f. 577; cf. TNA, PROB 11/531/279 (Jn Blagrave gent. 1712). 
106

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. e 22, pp. 19, 79 (mentioning a Latin school in 1695); below (poor). 

http://www.wadra.org.uk/
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school existed in 1738,107 though by 1759 the vicar maintained a small day school for 12 

pupils.108 That or a successor taught 43 children from ‘the poorer classes’ in 1818, and a 

Sunday school supported by voluntary subscription taught 57,109 although a long-established 

dame school (mentioned in 1808) had closed.110 The remaining day school was united with 

the National Society in 1819, and in 1830 a school building was erected at Trench Green at 

a cost of £371, met mostly by the vicar Lord Augustus Fitzclarence and by his father the 

king.111 At first the school was largely maintained by the vicar (who supplied a uniform), with 

children contributing a penny a week;112 later it received voluntary subscriptions and a 

government grant,113 and by 1871 there were 70 pupils, twelve more than the school 

officially had accommodation for.114  

An extra classroom was finally added in 1893 at the vicar’s expense, increasing 

accommodation to 80.115 The school received generally good reports, though facilities were 

spartan, and attendance, in such a scattered parish, was often affected by bad weather.116 In 

1903 the school was taken over by the county council,117 but in 1914 it was again the vicar 

who paid for extensions, including a sitting room added to the teacher’s house.118 The 

mistress Elizabeth Butler resigned the same year after 44 years’ service, having been 

praised (in 1905) for ‘adapting her methods to the newest ideas’;119 even so by the 1920s–

30s there was reportedly a disproportionate number of backward pupils.120 In September 

1939 the school took 38 evacuees from Westville County School in London, swelling the roll 

to 88, though by 1945 it had fallen back to 31.121 Pupils aged over eight were transferred to 

Kidmore End school in 1952,122 and the remaining 14 pupils in 1973, when the school 

closed.123  

 

 

                                                             
107

 Secker’s Visit. 100. 
108

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 556, f. 95v. 
109 Educ. of Poor Digest, p. 727. 
110 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 707, f. 108; c 433, f. 139; Educ. of Poor Digest, p. 727. 
111 Tablet in church porch; P. Preece, ‘Mapledurham Church School’, SOAG Bulletin, 58 (2003), 23–5. 
112 Wilb. Visit. 90; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883). 
113 Schs. Aided by Parl. Grants 1868 (Parl. Papers 1868–9 [4139], 590; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1887 and 

1891 edns). 
114 TNA, ED21/14498. 
115 OHC, S164/1/A1/1, p. 181; Eton College Archive, COLL LIV 10/4; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1899 edn). 
116 OHC, S164/1/A1/1, copies of reports; Reading Mercury, 16 Aug. 1973. 
117 OHC, S164/1/A1/1, p. 369 
118 Eton College Archive, COLL LIV 10/4. 
119 OHC, S164/1/A1/1, p. 409; S164/1/A1/2, pp. 40, 42. 
120 TNA, ED 21/38032. 
121 OHC, S164/1/A1/2, pp. 277–314 (the backward pupils remaining).   
122 Ibid. S164/1/A1/2, p. 345; Eton College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 03. 
123 OHC, S164/1/A1/3; school records retained by parish council (2017). 
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 A small Catholic school was established c.1800 in the chapel at Mapledurham 

House,124 moving to a house on the ‘village’ street in 1874.125 The number of pupils (some 

drawn probably from beyond the parish) rose from 8 or 9 in 1808126 to 22 in 1871,127 and by 

1887 the school catered for 40 children and had an average attendance of 30.128 Within a 

few years attendance had fallen to nine, however,129 and in 1892 John Darell-Blount 

considered it ‘folly that for some half dozen children I keep up a Catholic school with 

mistress and cottage’.130 The school closed the following year, an agreement having been 

made with the vicar that a priest could attend the parish school to give religious instruction to 

Catholic pupils.131  

 

Almshouse, Poor Relief, and Charities 

 

Alongside numerous one-off bequests to the poor,132 Mapledurham acquired an almshouse 

and two other endowed charities. Sir Richard Blount’s brother-in-law Charles Lister (1534–

1613), of New Lodge, Windsor, left a lease of land in Berkshire, which Richard was to sell to 

                                                             
124 For the chapel: above, manor houses; below, relig. hist. 
125 TNA, TNA, ED 21/14498. 
126 MS Oxf. Dioc. d 707, f. 108. 
127 TNA, TNA, ED 21/14498. 
128 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1887). 
129 Ibid. (1891). 
130 Birmingham Archdiocesan Archives, Z6/6/1/2/9/3. 
131 Ibid.; note at front of baptism book kept at Mapledurham House. 
132 OHC, Mapledurham wills. For a poor box in the church: TNA, E 179/161/201, rot. 4d. (1525); OHC, 
MS Wills Oxon. 180, f. 4 (1550). 

The former school at Trench Green, now a house. 
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establish a hospital or free school.133 The roof timbers of the surviving brick almshouse on 

Mapledurham ‘village’ street have been dendro-dated to 1616.134 No governors were 

appointed, and the Blount family assumed power of administration.135 The six occupants 

(male or female), all drawn from Mapledurham, initially received 2s. a week and firewood, 

but the payments were gradually reduced and in the late 1650s Walter Blount neglected to 

fill vacant places.136 In 1661 he was to pay the churchwardens £80 for arrears since 1658.137 

By the 18th century if not earlier some inmates were recusants.138 The almshouse continued 

in the early 20th century,139 but by c.1950 it was derelict and empty.140 In 1952 the building 

was purchased by the Mapledurham Estate and converted into two cottages, the proceeds 

invested for the relief of poor elderly parishioners.141 Thirteen received help in 1961, and in 

2015 the charity distributed c.£350 in all.142  

 

 

Separate bequests by John Benwell (£7 in 1623) and William Smallwood (£20 in 

1684) were combined by the early 18th century. The interest (12s. a year) was distributed to 

                                                             
133 ODNB; Cooke, Early History, 152 (including transcript of memorial tablet in church); Mapledurham 
Archive, C54 (copy of 1617 royal licence). 
134 VA 37 (2006), 126.  
135 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 149–50; TNA, CHAR 2/222; Secker Visit. 100; OHC, 
MS Oxf. Dioc. d 562 f. 111.  
136 Cooke, Early History, 153; Eton College Archive, ECR 48/260. 
137 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/159–166. 
138 e.g. Retn Papists 1767, 116; below, religious history. 
139 OHC, DV XII/33, p. 11. 
140 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 202. 
141 Reading Mercury, 29 March 1952. 
142 Berkshire Chronicle, 2 Jan. 1953; Reading Mercury, 29 March 1952; Berks RO, D/EWK/B4/6/2/10, 
no. 47 (1955 letter from C.B. Willcocks); Char. Comm. website (charity no. 206065). In 1961 13 
parishioners received help: Berks RO, CPC162B/1/4, p. 85. 

The former almshouse, on the 

village street. 
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the poor, first by the Blounts and later by the Charity Commission.143 The charity was 

dissolved in 1997 because the funds had been spent.144 

 The mounting costs of poor relief were otherwise met by compulsory parish rates. 

Disbursements increased from £25 in 1693 to £51 in 1735 and to £168 in 1776,145 a rapid 

rise thereafter being probably associated with inclosure and the displacement of the parish’s 

remaining small farmers.146 By 1803 a total of £743 was spent on permanent relief for 96 

people (including 52 children) and on temporary relief for 38 others, in all c.30 per cent of the 

population,147 while by 1813 (when expenditure reached £1,261) 250 people (or 56 per cent) 

received help, the majority (220 people) temporarily.148 Thereafter expenditure fell to £500 in 

1815, but stood at c.£600–£700 in the 1820s.149 Additional help was occasionally provided 

by informal gifts, including beef given by the vicar Lord Augustus Fitzclarence.150 

Responsibility passed in 1834 (when costs were £318)151 to the new Bradfield Poor Law 

Union.152   

  

                                                             
143 TNA, PROB 11/378/347; PROB 11/132; Cooke, Early History, 153; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1939 edn). 
144 Char. Com. website (charity no. 239984). 
145 OHC, PAR164/5/F1/1; Poor Abstract, 1804, p. 402.  
146 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 196–7. 
147 Poor Abstract, 1804, pp. 402–3. 
148 Poor Abstract, 1818, pp. 356–7. 
149 Ibid; Poor Abstract, 1830–1, p. 160. 
150 Reading Mercury, 4 Jan. 1830. 
151 Poor Abstract, 1835, p. 155. 
152 Oxon. Atlas, 144–5. 


