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The township was long dominated by its main tenant farmers, with major landowners 

exercising an influence from Sonning. Its scattered settlements became to some extent 

separate communities, a trend reinforced by the lack of a local church until 1842. The 

northern hamlets of Binfield Heath and (later) Sonning Common developed across parish 

boundaries, while inhabitants of Sonning Eye and to some extent Playhatch in the south 

were closely involved in the life of Sonning over the river in Berkshire. In the 20th century 

Sonning Common became a sizeable dormitory of Reading, its development (like that of 

Caversham Park Village) presenting a strong contrast with the rural character of the 

remainder of the parish.  

 

Social Character and Communal Life 

 

The Middle Ages 

 

During the Middle Ages the bishops of Salisbury exercised authority as lords and chief 

landowners, many of them staying regularly at the episcopal residence in Sonning with its 

associated deer park.1 Their influence was modified, however, by frequent absence and the 

weight of episcopal business, as well as by Eye and Dunsden’s scattered settlement and its 

position as a rather marginal satellite of an extensive manor. Ecclesiastical authority, 

moreover, rested largely with the dean of Salisbury rather than with the bishop.2 

 In 1086 Dunsden manor had a fairly conventional social structure comprising 40 

villani (with their families), 18 lower-status bordars, and (on the small demesne) one slave.3 

By the late 12th century there were a number of free tenants,4 some of them (like their 

successors) substantial local landholders: in 1228 Geoffrey of Dunsden quitclaimed no fewer 

than five yardlands to the bishop.5 Inhabitants’ holdings in the early 14th century ranged 

from an acre or so to a hide (4 yardlands), with most holding a yardland or more, while free 

                                                           
1
 Pearson, Memorials of Sonning, 103–23; VCH Berks. III, 211–12.  

2
 Pearson, Memorials of Sonning, 93, 129; below, relig. hist.  

3
 Williams and Martin, Domesday Book, 425. 

4
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5
 Oxon. Fines, pp. 84–5. 

VCH Oxfordshire Texts in Progress 

EYE AND DUNSDEN 

Social History 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Eye and Dunsden (Apr.. 2019) • © VCH Oxfordshire • Social Hist. • p. 2 

 

tenants apparently made up a third or more of the population.6 In 1316 26 taxpayers each 

paid 2s. 1d. or more, two members of the Edward family paying as much as 10s.,7 and 

cottagers (probably too poor to be taxed) were mentioned in the 14th century.8 Local 

bynames suggest that Dunsden, Playhatch and Sonning Eye supported distinct 

communities,9 although inhabitants evidently shared a sense of attachment to Sonning 

parish and its church.10 Communal activities included a manorial scot-ale required by the 

lord,11 and the place-name Playhatch (‘Pleyhache’ in 1316) may indicate a gated playing 

field.12 Besides Sonning itself, inhabitants maintained links with Reading and other nearby 

places.13  

 As elsewhere the period after the Black Death saw increased turnover of population, 

and by c.1500 only the Paines remained of the long-established families.14 The leasing of 

the demesne enhanced the position of a couple of leading tenants, but many small-scale 

farming families continued.15 The wealthiest inhabitants in 1525 were Nicholas Thorne 

(taxed on goods worth £26 13s. 4d.) and Henry Samborne (taxed on £16): both were major 

tenant farmers, Samborne at Eye and Bishops Barn farms, and Thorne probably at 

Hampstead farm.16 Five other taxpayers had goods worth £5–8, and 16 others £1–3, while 

16 people assessed on wages were presumably labourers. 

 

c.1530–1800 

 

By the 16th century the bishops of Salisbury generally leased the manor and exercised only 

distant lordship, although the Barker family, who owned Hampstead and later Bishopsland 

farms, were based at Holme Park in Sonning village, William Barker (d. 1549) being the 

bishop’s steward.17 In the early 17th century the Crown (lord of Sonning from 1574 to 1628) 

undertook estate surveys and raised rents,18 and thereafter its successors as lords (the 

Riches and the Palmers) lived mostly at Sonning, the Riches establishing a parish charity.19 

                                                           
6
 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D1/1/5 (1322); above, econ. hist.. 

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

8
 Ibid. E 210/3418; E 210/7505; E 210/4506; Berks. RO, D/EE/T1/1/3. 
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 Below, relig. hist. 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D1/1/5. 
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 TNA, E 179/161/10, rot. 26d.; Watts, The Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names, 475. 
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Deeds, II, B. 3267; Cur. Reg. XVI, p. 84; Berks. Eyre, p. 186. 
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 For tenant names, e.g. TNA, E 179/161/10, rot. 26d.; E 179/161/8, rot. 7, m. 1d.; ibid. SC 12/22/40. 
15

 Above, econ. hist. 
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 TNA, E 179/161/201, rot. 5; Cal. Pat. 1587–8, 81; Berks. RO, D/EE/T3/2; above, econ. hist. 
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 Above, landownership, econ. hist.; VCH Berks. III, 213, 221, 223.  
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 Above, econ. hist. 
19

 VCH Berks. III, 212–13; Complete Baronetage, III, 180–1; above, landownership; below (welfare). 
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Public morality was enforced by the dean of Salisbury’s court, which was held in Sonning 

church.20 Within the township itself local society was headed by a fairly large group of 

farmers who occupied parish offices and lived in increasingly comfortable houses, some of 

which (by the 16th century) incorporated glazed windows and feather beds.21 The leading 

taxpayer in 1551 was the leaseholder Thomas Samborne (of Bishopsland), assessed on 

goods worth £30:22 exceptionally his family (which remained as lessees and minor 

landowners until the early 17th century) claimed armorial status,23 and under the terms of his 

lease his landlord (the bishop of Salisbury) was required to supply timber, bricks and tiles to 

maintain his houses at Bishopsland and Eye farms.24 

 In 1662 seven people were taxed on houses with 4 hearths or more, headed by the 

wealthy widow Eleanor Chamberlain (of Bishopsland) with 10, and by Robert and John 

Paine with 7 and 6 respectively.25 A further eleven householders (including additional 

members of the Paine family) were assessed on three hearths,26 and the rest (just under half 

of the total) on 1–2 hearths,27 that latter group presumably including smaller tenants, 

cottagers, and labourers.28 The occupiers of Bishopsland remained amongst the township’s 

wealthiest inhabitants, amongst them the Chamberlains, who besides Bishopsland and Eye 

farms owned land in Hampshire and elsewhere.29 In the late 17th century Francis Frewin of 

Bishopsland had goods worth £364 16s., although those of William Steer of Hampstead 

were worth £469 15s. 8d.,30 and the most valuable 17th-century inventory was that of 

William Paine senior of Sonning Eye (d. 1639), whose crops, animals and other goods were 

valued at £481 5s.31 The 17th-century median value was c.£41.32  

 Despite the disparities of wealth and the township’s scattered settlement, 

collaboration is evident at all social levels. Wills suggest that the sense of belonging to a 

local neighbourhood was widely shared, and several testators appointed their neighbours as 

overseers of their wills.33 Status inevitably influenced relationships, but a wide group was 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, D5/19/1–57 (act books); Pearson, Memorials of Sonning, 202, 206, 
220–2.  
21

 e.g. Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1579/63; P5/1588/55. For parish officers, below, local govt. 
22

 TNA, E 179/162/288, rot. 11. 
23

 Oxon. Visit. 232. 
24

 Berks. RO, D/EE/M7, f. 34v. 
25

 TNA, E 179/255/4, m. 120. For Chamberlain’s wide connections (including in Reading), ibid. PROB 
11/316/116. 
26

 TNA, E 179/255/4, m. 120.  
27

 Ibid.  
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 Ibid. LR 2/199, pp. 225–47; Wilts. and Swindon Archives, Eye and Dunsden wills.  
29

 Above, landownership; TNA, PROB 11/206/243 (John Chamberlain, d. 1648). 
30

 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1675/43 (Wm Steer of Hampstead, d. 1675); P5/1689/24 (Francis 
Frewin of Bishopsland, d. 1689). 
31

 Ibid. P5/1639/62. 
32

 Ibid. Eye and Dunsden wills: 51 inventories, 1601–97.  
33

 Ibid. P5/1601/4; P5/1677/18; P5/1693/35. 
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linked through collective farming activities, sub-letting of land, and credit arrangements.34 In 

1624 Stephen Brown, a labourer with goods worth less than £7, bequeathed £1 to his 

kinswoman Anne Smith, servant of the local yeoman Henry Baker, and appointed as 

overseers his social superiors (and perhaps employers) ‘Mr’ Mathew Paine and Humphrey 

Breach, his ‘trusty friends’.35 Anne Brown, a widow from Playhatch, left £1 in 1627 to be 

distributed at her burial to ‘my neighbours and the poor’.36 For the township’s yeomen the 

‘neighbourhood’ included their peers (and the poor) in adjacent parishes,37 in which several 

of them owned small freeholds.38 

 Nevertheless, the sense of mutual obligation and trust implied by ‘neighbourliness’39 

was sometimes challenged by the more intensive farming of larger tenants, which led to 

disputes over enclosure,40 while changing relations are also reflected in the tailing away of 

small bequests to the church, servants, and the poor in the mid 17th century.41 By the 18th 

century, as elsewhere, the gap between farmer and labourer had widened, two of the Paines 

being prosperous enough to call themselves ‘gentleman’,42 and in the 1770s rents for 

common-side cottages were increased, despite that fact that many were meanly built of mud 

walls and thatch.43 Even so personal bonds sometimes still cut across social divides. In 1699 

the affluent widower William Richbell made several small bequests to ‘good wives’ living 

around Dunsden Green,44 while in 1734 the spinster Ruth Emmott bequeathed as much as 

£20 to her ‘old friend and master’ Mr Thomas Perrin the elder, also of Dunsden Green.45 

 Communal entertainment in the period is poorly documented.46 Alehouses were 

probably a focal point,47 located at Sonning Common, Dunsden Green, Binfield Heath, 

Playhatch, Sonning Eye, and over the river in Sonning village, as well as at the isolated Bird 

in Hand near Bird Wood.48 Cricket matches against Sonning teams were played from the 

Catherine Wheel on Dunsden Green by the 1770s.49 Alongside links with Sonning and its 
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 Above, econ. hist; Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1601/4; P5/1616/72; P5/1629/31. 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1625/12. 
36

 Ibid. P5/1627/4. 
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 Ibid. P5/1639/4; P5/1693/35; TNA, PROB 11/185/458; PROB 11/316/116. 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1662/19; P5/1689/24; P5/1693/35; TNA, PROB 11/185/458. 
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 K. Wrightson, Earthly Necessities: Economic Lives in Early Modern Britain, 1470–1750 (2002), 75–
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 Above, econ. hist. 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives and TNA, Eye and Dunsden wills.  
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, 212B/4699 (Robert, of Playhatch, 1696); P5/1710/75 (Wm, junior, d. 
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 Berks. RO, D/EE/E4/1; D/EE E 13. 
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 TNA, PROB 11/450/31. 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1734/22. 
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 For church festivities in 1576, below, relig. hist. (Reformn to 1842). 
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 Above, econ. hist. 
48

 OHC, QSD/V/2; Berks. RO, D/EE/E4/1; TNA, tithe award and map. 
49

 G.B. Buckley, Fresh Light on 18th Century Cricket...1697 to 1800 (1934), 60, 71. 
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outliers, inhabitants had regular contact with Henley and Reading, and with nearby villages 

including some in Berkshire.50 

 

Since 1800 

 

Nineteenth-century parish society was headed by around eight larger farmers, of whom 

three had by far the most substantial holdings.51 Farmers such as the Pottingers were also 

the main local employers, and continued to exercise additional influence through parish 

offices.52 The divide between tenant employers and employees grew, although many small 

landholders remained, and a relatively generous allotment was made to the poor at 

enclosure in 1820.53 Tensions emerged in the aftermath of the Swing Riots, when in 1832 

two of John Pottinger’s employees who had taken part in arson attacks on his farm were 

sentenced to death, reduced to transportation after petitioning by inhabitants of Reading, 

Caversham, and Sonning as well as by the convicting magistrate and Robert Palmer (lord of 

Sonning and MP for Berkshire).54 More common were the usual petty crimes such as 

poaching, minor theft, and assault.55  

 By 1851 there was a large labour surplus, reflecting divided landownership and 

limited control over immigration.56 The result was unemployment for many labourers, 

especially in winter.57 In the late 19th century agricultural recession exacerbated hardship 

amongst the poor, who faced squalid conditions in cottages described in 1911 as ‘stone 

box[es] with a straw lid’.58 Limited help was supplied by local charities and through 

philanthropic initiatives by clergy and landowners,59 including Susanna Palmer and Isabella 

Crawshay’s provision of a well at Dunsden Green in 1878.60 By 1891 a number of men had 

found employment in Reading factories, entailing a long walk to work,61 while a modest 

expansion of craft and retailing in Eye and Dunsden and in neighbouring parishes slowly 

                                                           
50

 e.g. Wilts. and Swindon Archives, P5/1601/4; P5/1634/58; P5/1689/24; P5/1693/35; TNA, PROB 
11/61/502; PROB 11/129/25. 
51

 Above, econ. hist. (since 1800). For an indication of the wealth of leading farmers, Law, Eye & 
Dunsden, 17–18. 
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 e.g. OHC, PAR91/5/A1/1; PAR91/2/A1/1; below, local govt. 
53

 Above, econ. hist. (since 1800); below (welfare); TNA, tithe award.  
54

 TNA, HO 64/3/79; HO 17/94/171. 
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 OHC, Eye and Dunsden QS records. 
56

 Oxon. Atlas, 116–117. 
57

 For poor relief: below, welfare. 
58

 H. Owen and J. Bell (eds.), Wilfred Owen: Collected Letters (1967), letter no. 100. For Owen’s brief 
local connection, below, relig. hist. (since 1842). 
59

 Below (welfare). 
60

 Nutbrown, A Thames Parish Magazine, I, 44 (land given by Sir Rob. Phillimore); Law, Eye & 
Dunsden, 67–9; SOAG Bulletin 54 (1999), 36.  
61

 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 27; TNA, RG 12/1158. 
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altered the social character of the larger hamlets.62 Despite increased migration most 

inhabitants in 1901 had still been born in the immediate area, many of those from further 

afield coming from Berkshire and Hampshire.63 

 Provision for social activities increased slowly.64 Pubs (still spread around the main 

hamlets) remained a social focus, with vestry meetings held in the Crown at Playhatch until 

1893,65 and a friendly society based at the French Horn in Sonning Eye c.1824–44.66 Cricket 

flourished at Sonning Eye from the 1870s, and later (to a lesser extent) in Dunsden and 

Sonning Common.67 A working men’s club was established at Sonning village in 1876,68 

augmented for a time by a short-lived branch at Binfield Heath which had 55 members in 

1883,69 while an annual cottage gardeners’ show held with Shiplake and Harpsden from the 

1880s was supported by the Baskervilles and Phillimores, prominent Shiplake landowners.70 

Concerts and entertainments were held in the school at Dunsden Green, and later in public 

halls set up both there and at Sonning Common; the former (established by the parish in 

1909) hosted a Women’s Institute and Girl Guides, while the latter (set up by 

Congregationalists in 1908) accommodated a tee-total working men’s club.71 National events 

were celebrated with dinners and games, inhabitants of Sonning Eye attending those held in 

Sonning, while nearby Reading and Henley supplied extensive shopping and leisure 

opportunities. During the Second World War residential camp schools for evacuated children 

were established on Sonning Common’s fringes at Kennylands and Bishopswood, despite 

inhabitants’ initial misgivings. In the event the children became well integrated with the local 

population, attending church and joining in other activities.72 

From the mid 20th century much of the parish was regarded as a ‘rural sanctuary’, 

populated increasingly by commuters and well-off retirees.73 Sonning Eye retained close 

connections with Sonning village (or ‘town’), where a regatta and other events were held:74 
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 Above, econ. hist. 
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 TNA, RG 13/1370. 
64

 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 80–6. See also Bodl. MS. Top. Oxon. d. 535, p. 26 (memories of Chas. Ford 
of Bryant’s Farm). 
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 OHC, PAR91/5/A1/1. In the late 19th cent. the Crown inn was used for auctions: e.g. Berks. 
Chronicle, 18 May 1867, 24 June 1871. 
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 Oxon. FS, pp. 133–4.  
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 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 82, 109; W.E. Townsend, One Hundred and Forty Not Out: Kidmore End 
Cricket Club 1863–2003 (2003), 6.  
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 Nutbrown, A Thames Parish Magazine, I, 37–9. 
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 Ibid. 62. 
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 Ibid. 71, 176. For allotment gardens, OHC, PLU4/AS/A2/4/1. 
71

 OHC, RDC8/8/Y1/6/32 (parish hall); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1915 edn); Richens, ‘The Village that Never 
Was’, 43–4; Law, Eye and Dunsden, 109–10; below, relig. hist.  
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 J. Gould, ‘Kennylands Camp at Sonning Common’, Oxon. Local Hist. 9:1 (2010), 42–3; TNA, ED 
77/251; below (educ.). A memorial to First and Second World War dead is located at Dunsden Green.  
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 Bland, Dunsden and Binfield Heath, 1; Law, Eye & Dunsden, 116–17, 136–7.  
74

 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 85, 110. The regatta ran from the 1890s to 1939, and was resumed as a 
biennial event in 2000: ibid; local information. 
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according to one inhabitant its character changed after the mill closed in 1969, and the mill 

workers moved away.75 Binfield Heath (at first still straddling the Shiplake boundary) retained 

a strong community spirit, its shops and recreation ground supplying a focal point, and in 

2003 it became a separate civil parish.76 Dunsden Green lost its hall (in 1951) and its pub,77 

but saw some later social initiatives. Ownership of its green was secured by the parish 

council in 1970–2,78 and in 1980 the former school was converted into a village hall (recently 

refurbished and extended),79 while a community orchard was established in 2007.80  

 

 New housing development was restricted mainly to Caversham Park Village in the 

south-west (transferred to Reading borough in 1977), and to the growing dormitory village of 

Sonning Common.81 The latter, which had an unusually high level of owner occupation, 

developed its own services, including schooling, a surgery, public library, and bank (now 

closed), and religious provision.82 A new village hall was built there in the 1970s, and in 2000 

the former Kennylands school playing fields were secured as a public open space 
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 Baldwin, Village Voices, 131. 
76

 Bland, Dunsden and Binfield Heath, 4–5; below, Shiplake, social hist. 
77

 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 107, 133; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. LVI.12 (1971 edn); below, relig. hist. 
78

 Law, Eye & Dunsden, 133. 
79

 Henley Mercury, 25 Sept. 1980; Caversham Bridge, Sept. 1990; village hall website, accessed Aug. 
2018. 
80

 Community orchard website, accessed Aug. 2018. 
81

 Above, landscape etc. (boundaries; settlement); above, Caversham.  
82

 Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was’; M. White, Sonning Common Primary School: A History 
1913–2013 (2012), 73, 127; Sonning Common Neighbourhood Development Plan [c.2015]. For its 
popularity as a residential area, Sale Cat., Sonning Common, Oxon, Freehold Building Land (1963 
and 1972): copies in Reading Library. 

The Crown at Playhatch 
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(Kennylands Millenium Green).83 The Bishopswood Sports Ground (occupying part of the 

former Bishopswood camp school) was sold by the district council in 2007 and bought by 

Rotherfield United Football Club in 2012, and in 2018 was well used by local teams.84 

Inhabitants continued to value the village for its facilities and rural surroundings, although 

continued growth was anticipated,85 and in 2018 there was local campaigning against 

proposed large-scale housebuilding at Playhatch and north of Emmer Green.86 

 

 

Education 

 

In the 17th century a few prosperous individuals made arrangements for the schooling of 

their children outside the parish,87 although illiteracy remained widespread.88 Sonning 

(across the river) had schoolmasters from at least the 1630s,89 and a free school for c.30 

children (later increased to c.40) was established there in 1766,90 with a girls’ school by the 
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 Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was’, 49; Gould, ‘Kennylands Camp’, 43. 
84

 http://bishopswood.blogspot.com/p/history-of-bishopswood.html (accessed Jan. 2019); local 
information. 
85

 Sonning Common Neighbourhood Development Plan [c.2015]. 
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 Campaign against Gladman in Eye & Dunsden website, accessed 2018. For further local opposition 
to development, e.g. https://www.inyourarea.co.uk/news/sonning-common-villagers-win-housing-
battle-as-95-home-appeal-is-thrown-out/. 
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 e.g. TNA, PROB 11/144/187 (John Smith, 1624). 
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 Wilts. and Swindon Archives, Eye and Dunsden wills. 
89

 ‘The Clergy Database’, available online. 
90

 VCH Berks. III, 213; Educ. of Poor Digest, I, p. 27. 

Dunsden Green’s war memorial and village green 
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early 1820s.91 A Sunday school in Sonning (established in 1817) was attended by children 

from the nearer parts of Eye and Dunsden.92 In 1829 a branch of the Sonning parochial 

schools was set up by vicar George Howman in a cottage in Tagg Lane (north of Dunsden 

Green), catering for c.30 children, and four years later an infants’ school for the same 

number began at Playhatch. By then there was also a dame school at Sonning Common, 

which was superseded in 1857 by a parish school at Kidmore End.93  

The Tagg Lane schoolroom was replaced in 1847 by a purpose-built school and 

teacher’s house at Dunsden Green, paid for mainly by the Palmer family as lords of Sonning 

manor. Older boys generally attended Sonning school, however, in which provision had 

been increased in 1843.94 In 1869 the Dunsden Green school was enlarged to 

accommodate the Playhatch infants, and in 1877 (after further extension) it had space for 

100 pupils,95 uneven attendance being partially remedied by a winter evening school for 

older children.96 The school was again rebuilt (for 120) in 1880,97 and the infants’ room was 

enlarged in 1894.98 Under the long-serving headmaster William Hulcoop (1891–1928) 

reports were generally favourable, though by the 1920s there were problems finding staff, 

and Hulcoop’s outlook was said to be ‘very limited’.99 Eye and Dunsden’s only other school 

during the 19th century was a small day school attached to a Congregationalist chapel at the 

southern end of Binfield Heath, which ran from 1835 to the 1860s and had an average of 32 

pupils 1853–7.100 

 

                                                           
91

 Sonning Parish Magazine, Nov. and Dec. 1870 (mentioning also dame schools in Sonning). 
92

 Ibid. 
93

 Ibid. Jan. 1871; above, Caversham, education. 
94

 Gardner’s Dir. Oxon. (1852); Sonning Parish Magazine, March 1871. 
95

 Datestone on building; Sonning Parish Magazine, May 1871; PO Dir. (1877); Law, Eye & Dunsden, 
46–8. 
96

 Sonning Parish Magazine, Nov. 1870; Law, Eye & Dunsden, 50. 
97

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1891). 
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 TNA, ED 21/14436. 
99

 Ibid.; ED 21/37967; Law, Eye & Dunsden, 50–3, 104. 
100

 Summers, Congreg. Ch. 189–90; Brunel University Archive, BFSS/1/7/2/1/1/28; below, relig. hist. 

The former school (now the village 

hall) at Dunsden Green 
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A separate mixed and infants’ school at Sonning Common was opened by the county 

council in 1913, catering for children who had previously attended schools at Kidmore End 

and Rotherfield Peppard.101 Though initially accommodating 80 it was enlarged in 1914 for 

up to 160,102 and further enlargements followed in 1928 and 1932, after which the school 

had seven classes and accommodation for 296 pupils.103 Practical instruction included 

cookery for girls and handicraft for boys.104 During the Second World War an intake of 

London evacuees and of deprived children from the Micklands Farm estate in neighbouring 

Caversham swelled numbers considerably:105 by October 1940 there were 463 on the roll, 

forcing adoption of temporary classrooms and undermining standards.106 The Dunsden 

school, too, took in c.100 east London evacuees including 35 Jewish children and their 

teacher, the increase temporarily masking a sharp decline in numbers following the transfer 

of its senior pupils to the new Rotherfield Peppard Central School in 1939.107 

 After the war the two schools had very different experiences. Dunsden school 

became a three-class primary in 1947, accommodating up to 90 pupils,108 but thereafter 

numbers fell and facilities became increasingly outdated. The school closed in 1973, when 

its remaining 23 pupils were transferred to Shiplake.109 Sonning Common school also lost its 

seniors in 1957, but had a larger pupil base, with 335 on the roll the previous year;110 

consequently it flourished as a county council primary, despite suffering inadequate facilities 

for many years.111 Continued housebuilding within its catchment increased the roll from 281 

in 1959 to 412 in 1966, and to 682 in 1974, with separate facilities established for infants.112 

Pupil numbers fell from the late 1970s (to 232 in 1986),113 but recovered to c.400 by 2018, 

when c.30 per cent of them came from Caversham.114 Two pre-school groups acquired a 

dedicated building on the site in 1981, having occupied various local halls since the 1960s; a 

replacement pre-school building was opened there in 2011.115 

 Two other Sonning Common schools began as wartime camp schools, set up in 

wooden accommodation by the National Camps Corporation under parliamentary legislation. 
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That at Kennylands, on Sonning Common’s southern edge, accommodated evacuated boys 

and staff from Beal Central School in Ilford (Essex): their arrival as boarders in February 

1940 made it the first camp in the country to be so used, and in September it was visited by 

the king and queen. After the war the National Camps Corporation and Essex Education 

Committee used it to provide short residential stays, until in 1953 it became a mixed 

secondary modern boarding school, run from 1957 solely by the Essex education authorities. 

In 1962 it had 210 pupils, but in 1980 all pupils and staff were transferred to a school in 

Bishop’s Stortford, and the Kennylands site closed.116 Bishopswood Farm Camp, just north 

of the village, accommodated c.240 evacuated pupils and staff from the Royal Alexandra 

School in London; it was retained by the National Camps Corporation after the war, and in 

1953–6 was run by London County Council as Bishopswood Special School, catering for 

140 boys aged 8–12 with special educational needs.117 Though the camp closed in the late 

1950s, in 1977 the special school re-opened in a new six-classroom building on an adjoining 

site, and during the 1980s its pupils were transferred piecemeal to special classes in 

Sonning Common primary and Chiltern Edge comprehensive schools, and to the new Valley 

Road Nursery School in Henley, as part of a policy of integrating them within mainstream 

education. In 2018 the school still operated at all three sites, serving children with severe 

learning difficulties aged 2–16 from south Oxfordshire, Reading, and elsewhere.118 Its 

Bishopswood site was taken over in 2004 by the private Bishopswood Day Nursery.119 

 

Welfare 

 

One-off bequests by wealthier parishioners are documented from the 16th century,120 and a 

‘poor man’s coffer’ in Sonning church was mentioned in 1549.121 Sonning parish as a whole 

acquired a number of endowed charities, including early benevolences to poor widows,122 

the Rich and Read charities (founded in 1766 and 1813 and combined in 1908), which 

supplied funds towards clothing, educating and apprenticing poor children, and the Blagrave 

bread charity.123 An almshouse at Sonning was established by the lord Robert Palmer in 

1872, at which Eye and Dunsden residents were eligible for places, and which continued as 
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six cottages in 2018.124 A local Eye and Dunsden initiative was the William Paine charity, 

which operated from c.1710–1970.125 That consisted of an annual £10 rent charge on 

Milwards farm in Sonning Eye, of which £2 was given to the vicar of Sonning for a sermon, 

10s. to the parish clerk, and £2 10s. to 20 poor churchgoing householders. The remaining £5 

was for apprenticing boys from Sonning or Eye and Dunsden who attended Sonning free 

school, although few apprenticeships were awarded by the early 19th century.126  

A 37-a. allotment west of Bishopswood farm was set aside for the poor at enclosure 

in 1820, the rent to be used to purchase fuel.127 The charity continued in 2019, and in 2017 

disbursed £3,444 mainly towards fuel costs and in Christmas cash grants.128 A friendly 

society was based at Sonning Eye in the 1820s–40s,129 while 19th-century initiatives led by 

clergy and landowners included coal and clothing clubs (with 134 members in 1891),130 a 

parish nurse and dispensary,131 and a savings bank established in 1876.132 

 Despite such initiatives, in the 18th and early 19th century the chief burden of poor 

relief fell on the poor rates, which were administered by the township’s own officers.133 In the 

earlier 18th century modest rates supplied regular relief to c.12–18 individuals, and 

occasional payments to others for nursing, burial costs, clothing, fuel, and minor house 

repairs, with some beneficiaries performing highway work.134 As elsewhere, expenditure rose 

substantially in the mid to late 18th century: outgoings increased from £427 in 1776 to £575 

in 1803, when 29 adults and 72 children (around 14 per cent of the population) received 

permanent outdoor relief,135 and by 1813 expenditure was £1,299, second only to Henley, 

and reflecting limited control over in-migration and a growing population. Costs fell 

subsequently and, despite occasional peaks, were back to £672 in 1834.136 Thereafter 

formal responsibility for Eye and Dunsden’s poor passed to the new Henley Poor Law Union, 

whose workhouse accommodated a number of local paupers.137 
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During the 20th century Sonning Common increasingly developed its own social and 

medical provision, supplementing that available in Henley, Reading, Caversham, and 

elsewhere.138 A dentist was based there by the 1930s and a doctor by 1950,139 and in 2015 

a health centre in the middle of the village (established in 1970) served more than 8,500 

patients across a wide area, including Kidmore End, Binfield Heath, Rotherfield Peppard, 

and Shiplake. A fee-paying residential care home built at Kennylands in 2011 (with 70 single 

rooms) similarly took residents from beyond the immediate locality, while a volunteer-run 

charity centre organised transport for the elderly for hospital appointments, shopping trips, 

and other outings.140 
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