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Until the mid 19th century Caversham’s economy was based on mixed farming, woodland 

exploitation, and milling and other rural crafts, with neighbouring Reading providing a ready 

market from the Middle Ages onwards. From c.1850, as Reading expanded following the 

arrival of the railway, Caversham’s southern part developed larger-scale manufacturing, 

retail, and service businesses, as well as becoming a dormitory for working- and middle-

class incomers employed in Reading itself. By 1908 such people made up around half of the 

parish’s total population. Industry declined in the mid 20th century, although a moderately 

successful retail and service sector continued in the early 21st.  

 

The Agricultural Landscape 

 

Like its neighbours the parish extended from the Thames into the Chiltern foothills, giving 

access to a typical mixture of meadows, open-field arable, closes, and coppice woods. 

Meadowland was concentrated on low-lying ground close to the river, while the main open 

fields, well established by the late 12th century1 and enclosed in the 1830s, surrounded 

Caversham and Lower Caversham immediately to the north.2 Amongst the larger fields were 

Hemdean, Balmer and West field, with Borough and Grove fields further east.3 The field 

name ‘Breach’ suggests medieval expansion of cultivation in the far south-east, although 

from c.1200 expansion north of there was restricted by the presence of a deer park.4 The 

somewhat less fertile central and northern parts of the parish were characterized by early 

enclosure,5 though still intermixed, in the 16th century, with numerous mainly small open 

fields, of which all except Lye field were enclosed before 1834.6 Medieval and later 

woodland was concentrated in the north and east, though much clearance had taken place 

by the 18th century.  

  

                                                           
1
 Crouch, Acts and Letters of the Marshal Family, pp. 153--5, 400--1. 

2
 For enclosure, below (since 1800). 

3
 ChCh, Notley roll, mm. 7--10; TNA, LR2/189; Berks RO, D/P162/26A--B. 

4
 B.R. Kemp (ed.), Reading Abbey Cartularies, II (Camden 4th ser. 33, 1987), 229--30; TNA, LR 

2/189, f. 53; OHC, QSD/A14; below (medieval). 
5
 e.g. Kemp, Reading Abbey Cartularies, II, 227; TNA, WARD 2/8/27/10. 

6
 TNA, LR2/189, ff. 54v.--55v.; ibid. E 318/5/170; OHC, QSD/A14.  
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Medieval Agriculture 

 

In 1086 the 20-hide Caversham manor (extending into Shiplake) was worth £20, as it had 

been before the Conquest.7 The demesne farm had four ploughs run partly by two servi, 

while 41 tenants shared another 13 ploughs; as the manor had capacity for 21 ploughs, it 

was apparently understocked. A large area of woodland, probably mostly in the north, was 

described as extending one league by one league and two furlongs, and a mill was worth £1, 

while an itemised 13-a. meadow probably represented closely managed demesne 

grassland. Wallingford was probably the main market, since the manor included three 

houses there.8  

 In the 1160s the Crown leased the entire manor to a group of tenants described as 

the ‘men of Caversham’,9 an arrangement implying significant collective organization and, 

presumably, temporary division of the demesne into shares. By the 1180s, when the manor 

was in other hands, the rent was a substantial £40,10 and by 1255 the manor was worth £60 

a year,11 rising to £90 in 1328.12 Such prosperity was apparently shared by some of the 

parish’s peasant farmers, making Caversham comfortably the highest taxed rural parish in 

the hundred in 1334.13 Agrarian prosperity was presumably stimulated by proximity to the 

thriving urban centre at Reading:14 one or two Jewish traders (who remained active in 

Reading until their expulsion in 1290) maintained grain depots in Caversham,15 presumably 

near the river, and in 1307 a local juror had the byname ‘la Marchaunt’.16 Henley provided 

another market, possibly also by river,17 and Wallingford was still used to a diminished 

extent.18 Both places lay within the 10 leagues over which Caversham tenants owed carrying 

services.19 

In the early 14th century the demesne included 353 a. of arable, 33 a. of meadow, 

and 20 a. of pasture, valued in all at £7 2s. 11d.20 Seven free tenants held a total of 18½ 

yardlands for £3 10s. 9d., and 66 villeins held 57 yardlands (c.1,710 a.) for £14 7s. 9d., their 

                                                           
7
 Williams and Martin, Domesday Book, 432. 

8
 Ibid. p. 136; VCH Oxon. I, 389 n. 1. 

9
 Pipe R 1169 (PRS 13), 85. 

10
 Ibid. 1182 (PRS 31), 122 (and later vols). 

11
 Rot. Hund. II, 38. 

12
 Cal. Pat. 1327--30, 271. The sums given in early 14th-cent. inquisitions post mortem appear to be 

significant underestimates: e.g. TNA, C 133/128/1; C 134/42/1. 
13

 Glasscock (ed.), Subsidy 1334, 240. 
14

 P. Rixon, ‘The Town of Reading, c.1200--c.1542’ (Oxford Univ. DPhil thesis, 1998), 27, 137, 153, 
171. 
15

 Cal. Close, 1272--9, 260; Kemp, Reading Abbey Cartularies, I 196; Rixon, ‘Reading’, 171. 
16

 TNA, C 133/128/1, transcribed in Pearman, ‘Historical Notices of Caversham’, 10--15. 
17

 VCH Oxon. XVI, 79.  
18

 Herbert, ‘The Borough of Wallingford’, 137 and App. Vc. 
19

 TNA, C 133/128/1. 
20

 Ibid. (dated 1307); arable was worth 3d. an acre, meadow 1s. to 1s. 6d., and the pasture 6s. 8d. in 
all. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Caversham (August 2019) • © VCH Oxfordshire • Economic Hist. • p. 3 

seasonal labour services (probably already commuted) valued at a further £12 5s. 6d. a 

year. Two of the villeins occupied substantial two-yardland holdings, and 42 held a single 

yardland; 22 had only half-yardlands, however, and 32 cottagers with probably only gardens 

paid a total of £1 14s. ½d. rent and 3s. for services.21 By 1349 the demesne arable had 

apparently been reduced to 300 a. and the meadow increased to 51 a., while rents and 

services had risen to £26 6d. and £14 3s. 5d. respectively.22  

Farming was mixed with an emphasis on cereals, the Caversham demesne 

producing wheat, rye, and barley (which was malted for brewing), and hay for livestock. The 

crop rotation included a winter and spring sowing, and arable land was weeded, while pigs 

were also kept.23 Tenant farming was presumably similar. The manor’s woodland and wood-

pasture was carefully managed from an early date,24 producing small regular profits 

including from pannage.25 Cottagers were tasked with cutting the lord’s wood,26 although 

some was cleared for farmland before 1220,27 and in 1349 Earl’s wood (in the north) was 

worth nothing in underwood or pasture because it was common all year round.28 The park 

was separately managed as a deer reserve. William Marshal (d. 1219) retained a huntsman 

and may have first enclosed the park, which his son stocked with does in 1223.29 In 1349 the 

park pasture was entirely given over to feeding the deer.30  

 After the Black Death Reading’s prosperity apparently cushioned the parish from the 

worst effects of rural depopulation,31 although the value of Caversham manor fell steadily 

from £78 a year in 1349 to £66 11s. 11½d. in 1375,32 then to c.£60 in 1414 and only £30 (45 

marks) two years later.33 Despite that fall, free tenants’ rents in 1375 totalled £25 7s., which 

might suggest a considerable increase in their number were it not for the fact that there were 

still so few in the 16th century.34 Some free tenant land may have been former demesne 

arable (which had by then been reduced to 216 a.), while rent from unfree tenants stood at 

£19. By the later 15th century there was some improvement, receipts in 1481--2 totalling £72 

8s. 1¼d. of which c.£41 was from free and customary rents, and £13 6s. 8d. from the 

                                                           
21

 TNA, C 133/128/1; below, social hist. (Middle Ages). Services were given a money value in 1295 
also (ibid. C 133/77/3). 
22

 TNA, C 135/105/1. 
23

 Ibid. C 133/128/1; C 135/105/1. 
24

 Cartae Antiquae, Rolls 11--20 (PRS n.s. 33), 103--4, mentioning ‘the wood of Caversham’ in 1189; 
Kemp, Reading Abbey Cartularies, II, 227; TNA, C 134/42/1 (North wood). 
25

 TNA, C 133/128/1. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 e.g. Kemp, Reading Abbey Cartularies, II, 227, 229.   
28

 TNA, C 135/105/1.  
29

 Kemp, Reading Abbey Cartularies, II, 225--6, 228--9; Rot. Litt. Claus, I, 545.  
30

 TNA, C 135/105/1. 
31

 Above, landscape etc. (popn); Rixon, ‘Reading’, ch. 8. 
32

 Cal. Pat. 1348--50, 296; TNA, C 135/252/1. 
33

 Cal. Inq. Misc. VII, 267--8; Cal. Inq. p.m. XX, p. 195. 
34

 Below (1530--1800). 
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demesne lessee Stephen Coxeter. Even so net income, after payment of fees and heavy 

expenditure on repairs, was only £26.35  

 Mixed farming continued in a probably less intensive fashion, and though the manor 

included 207 a. of pasture in 1375 its low value (only ½d. an acre) does not imply any major 

shift to pastoralism.36 Timber preserved in the park and ‘outwoods’37 was occasionally sold, 

some of it to Reading abbey,38 and during Thomas Despenser’s minority (1375--94) ash 

trees and ‘great beeches’ were taken from the park, ‘Aysshene park’, and Earl’s wood.39 The 

park itself continued as a game preserve, for which hay was brought to feed the deer in 

1502--3.40  

 

Farms and Farming c.1530--1800 

 

In the 16th century most farmland was occupied by small-scale tenant farmers with secure 

copyhold tenancies. On Caversham manor in 1551 only four free tenants held houses and 

(in one case) an acre of land, while 60 customary tenants held a total of c.1,605 a. divided 

into unequally sized yardlands, for a combined rent of £38 4s. 5½d. Eleven holdings were 

between 50 a. and 95 a., with seventeen of 25 a.--49 a., twenty of 8 a.--24 a., and the rest 5 

a. or smaller, including cottages with gardens or orchards. A single tenant-at-will held a 

cottage and a 1½ -a. close, although subletting presumably affected the actual size of 

holdings.41 Most were predominantly enclosed, with smaller acreages of open-field land held 

in up to three or four fields, and some meadow.42 The proportion of enclosed land was 

higher in the hillier north, although tenants there still had a share in the lowland common 

fields and meadows.  

 In all Caversham manor brought in £67 4s. 1d. a year and had a net value of £27, 

excluding sporadic entry fines, heriots, and profits from sale of wood or other produce. The 

428-a. demesne farm, comprising closes near the manor house and 200 a. divided between 

West and Borough fields, was leased to Francis Knowles for £28, and was presumably 

sublet for a larger sum.43 By contrast the Cane End estate yielded a mere £7 11s. 5d. 

                                                           
35

 TNA, DL 29/643/10438, transcribed in Pearman, ‘Historical Notices of Caversham’, 22--6. For other 
years, TNA, DL 29/641/10408 (1485--6); DL 29/644/10447 (1491--2); DL 29/644/10449 (1492--3); DL 
29/637/10356 (1502--3, transcribed in Pearman, ‘Historical Notices of Caversham’, 27--9).   
36

 TNA, C 135/252/1. 
37

 L&P Hen. VIII, I, 309. 
38

 Rixon, ‘Reading’, 189. 
39

 Cal. Inq. Misc. IV, p. 59. 
40

 Pearman, ‘Historical Notices of Caversham’, 28. A park lodge existed by 1478: above, 
landownership (Caversham Park). 
41

 TNA, LR 2/189, ff. 52--63v.; one of the customary tenants (Ric. Stevens) was also a freeholder. 
There are some ambiguities in the survey, and Oxon. Inventories, 14, presents rather different figs.  
42

 TNA, LR 2/189, ff. 52--63v.; H.L. Gray, English Field Systems (1915), 386. 
43

 TNA, LR 2/189, ff. 52--64v; Pearman, ‘Historical Notices of Caversham’, 29.   
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including the demesne rent (£2 10s.), rent from 4 yardlands and smallholdings, and court 

income.44 Later large holdings included Caversham farm, a 265-a. block of former 

Caversham demesne which Edward Sheldon let to William Soundy for 11 years in 1640 for 

£314. The farm was unusual in being almost exclusively grassland (some of it converted 

from arable), its potential reflected in the owner’s investment in irrigation.45 

From c.1650 customary tenancies were gradually converted to rack-rented 

leaseholds, a process which continued into the 18th century.46 Piecemeal consolidation of 

holdings followed, sometimes accompanied by acquisition of blocks of open-field strips.47 

The nine farms held of Caversham manor in the 1720s varied from 8¼ a. to George 

Tanner’s 112½ -a. West farm, producing rents of between c.13s. an acre (for West farm) and 

almost 28s. for parts of Payne’s farm. Copyholders at that date still occupied c.120 acres.48 

Perhaps as many as 50 smaller holdings remained in 1738,49 and in 1762 a total of 27 

landowners and tenants made an agreement regarding sowing of grass seeds in the 

common fields.50 By 1785 the parish contained 19 main holdings incorporating 24 farms and 

seven former lifeholds, the leading tenants including John Stevens (who leased the rectory 

estate and owned several farms) and William Benwell (tenant of the duke of Marlborough’s 

Caversham farm). The great majority of farmers were tenants, with just three owner-

occupiers and a single remaining lifeholder.51   

Tenants throughout practised arable-based mixed farming, supplementing wheat and 

barley with fodder crops such as oats and peas.52 Grain was converted to flour, pollard and 

bran (presumably at Caversham mill) or malt, and some was transported downriver by 

Reading bargemen.53 Animals were generally kept in small numbers, with 17th-century 

sheep flocks (stinted at 30 to the yardland) rarely exceeding 20--40.54 One observer 

described the ‘tillage land’ as ‘mostly barren’,55 although land quality and farming practices 

differed considerably across the parish. The gravelly loam towards the river required plenty 

of manure in dry summers, but was of good quality,56 and in 1799 tithes on the ‘superior’ 

Caversham farm by the Thames were worth 7s. an acre, and those in the southern open 

                                                           
44

 TNA, E 318/5/170 (dated 1544); Pearman incorrectly states £7 18s. 8d. 
45

 BL, Add Ch. 46163.  
46

 Berks RO, D/EC E4. 
47

 OHC, Gen. IX/i/1 (Balmer and Riley fields, 1652); ibid. E30/3/D/5 (dated 1777). 
48

 Bodl. 4° Rawl. 526; Act for Vesting the Mannor of Okeley and Other Lands...in Trust for Charles 
Lord Cadogan, 3 Geo. II, c. 8 (giving different acreages but locating the farms, including some others 
in Sonning). 
49

 Secker’s Visit. 34. 
50

 Berks RO, D/P162/13/6, no. 24. 
51

 OHC, QSD/L/61. 
52

 Ibid. Caversham wills and inventories; TNA, LR 2/189, ff. 52v.--63v. 
53

 Thacker, Thames Highway, II, 232. 
54

 Caversham wills and inventories; for stints, Bodl. MS Rolls Oxon. 62 (dated 1704). 
55

 Par. Colln, I, 78. 
56

 C.S. Read, On the Farming of Oxfordshire (1854), 8. 
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fields and some of Marsack’s closes 5--6s. per acre. Enclosed farms on the higher ground 

were less valuable, with tithes at Tokers Green, Kidmore End, Cane End, and Chalkhouse 

Green worth only 3--4s. an acre, and those on the 72-a. Cold Norton farm (comprising ‘poor 

land’ in nine contiguous fields) just 2s. 6d.57 The best grassland was also by the Thames,58 

with Caversham farm’s hay meadow titheable at 5s.--5s. 6d. an acre compared with 3s. or 

less for small plots of upland meadow. Pasture in the park was advertised for casual use in 

the summer months.59 

Woodland was mainly kept in hand by landowners, although some tenant holdings 

included small groves of 2 or 3 acres.60 In 1551 the 350-a. Earl’s wood included 60-year-old 

beeches and oaks worth £4 an acre and a 23-a. coppice of 40 years’ growth, while the 280-

a. park (stocked with 200 deer) had much beech timber.61 Wood sold to the king by Lord 

Craven in 1635 was transported to Windsor by barge,62 and though much felling was carried 

out on his estate in the 1650s,63 c.1681 the much reduced manor still included Withy coppice 

(126 a.), Kent Pitt coppice (60 a.), Wigmore coppice (45 a.), and White coppice (32 a.), two 

of which were enclosed by ‘ancient custom’ at any one time, with the other two left open to 

commoners.64 By the 1720s the manor’s woodland (250 a. along with timber in the park and 

on the tenant farms) was worth £5,913, that in hand valued at £91 6s. 10d. a year.65 The 

Cane End estate sold stack wood, billets, bavins, and faggots to mainly local buyers in the 

1750s--60s, including farmers, the curate, and a bargeman,66 while beech was apparently 

harvested as poles and larger timber, since in 1799 it was said not to be cut at under 20 

years’ growth.67 The park, c.350 a. c.1681 and 370 a. in the 1720s,68 continued to be well 

stocked with deer, although much of it was temporarily converted to tillage during the earl of 

Kildare’s absence c.1692--1701, and some parts continued to be leased intermittently for 

arable farming.69  Landlords’ desire to preserve woodland prompted enclosure of small areas 

of waste in 1769 and 1790 .70  

 

  

                                                           
57

 ChCh, MS Estates 65, f. 118 (tithe values); BL, Add MS 78123 (map of Cold Norton farm in 1779). 
58

 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, 8 June 1784. 
59

 e.g. Reading Mercury, 27 June 1774. 
60

 e.g. TNA, LR 2/189, ff. 53v., 56v., 57v., 58, 63.  
61

 Ibid. f. 64v.  
62

 Cal. SP Dom. 1637--8, 424. 
63

 Cal. Cttee for Compounding, I, 465, 502, 524; The Diary of John Evelyn, 304. 
64

 Berks RO, D/EC E4. 
65

 Bodl. 4° Rawl. 526. 
66

 OHC, Acc. 4906/1, photocopy of Vanderstegen acct book, 1754--64.  
67

 ChCh, MS Estates 65, f. 119. 
68

 Berks RO, D/EC E4; Bodl. 4° Rawl. 526. Both figures include the house and gardens. 
69

 ChCh, MS Estates 65, ff. 22, 25v. 
70

 Shrub Coppice and 2 r. 26 p. of Emmer Gn in 1769 (OHC, QSD/AF8); 1 r. 25 p. of Chambers Gn in 
1790 (OHC, QSD/A/A, pp. 334--6). 
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Farming since 1800 

 

In 1807 the parish (reckoned at 4,489 a.) contained 3,191 a. of arable, 702½  a. of meadow, 

361½ a. of woodland, 201 a. of commons and roads, and 33 a. of cottages and gardens.71 

High prices were followed by agricultural recession in the 1820s--30s, leading to rent arrears 

and tenant failures,72 and presumably encouraging enclosure of the remaining 598 a. of 

open-field land in 1834.73 Enclosure had first been promoted by the lay rector William 

Simonds as early as 1806,74 but stalled apparently because of disagreement over tithes.75 

An immediate increase in rates suggests a negative impact on the poor,76 though benefits for 

larger farmers included the consolidation of formerly scattered and intermixed holdings such 

as Christ Church’s 124-a. Grove farm,77 where a threshing machine had been installed in the 

barn.78 Sheep were sometimes grazed in neighbouring parishes,79 and livestock dealers 

were active locally.80 Woodland was exploited for timber, faggots, bavins and bark,81 and in 

the 1830s the Kidmore End estate held regular timber auctions at the Pack Horse in 

Mapledurham, where 700 large beech trees and 198 oaks were offered for sale in 1835.82    

 By the early 1840s there were some 24 farm holdings and (despite the recent 

enclosure) numerous smallholdings of under 30 acres. James Grave occupied 527 a. under 

the landowner George Dew, along with 23 a. of his own land, while William Crawshay of 

Caversham Park retained 484 a. in hand, much of it grassland and arable. Of the remaining 

farms, four (including the Cane End home farm) were between 225 a. and 275 a., and nine 

(including two owner-occupied) between 100 a. and 175 acres.83 The parish over all was 

2,931 a. arable (representing 69 per cent of the available land), 916 a. meadow and pasture, 

376 a. woodland and plantation, and 27 a. osiers.84 A variation on the four-course system 

was followed, with differences between the lower and upper parts of the parish,85 and 

Kidmore End, Vines, and Chalkhouse Green farms were described as ‘excellent sound 

                                                           
71

 ChCh MS Estates 65, f. 100. 
72

 Ibid. MS Estates 66, ff. 249, 256, 304. For low rents, Reading Mercury, 4 May 1829. 
73

 OHC, QSD/A14. 
74

 ChCh, MS Estates 65, f. 75. 
75

 Ibid. MS Estates 66, f. 222. 
76

 Berks RO, D/P162/8/6. 
77

 ChCh, MS Estates 66, ff. 213, 219--22, 283. Acreage as in 1773. 
78

 Ibid. Caversham Maps, 2 (dated 1835), showing ‘machine house’ annexe.  
79

 Reading Mercury, 16 Nov. 1839. 
80

 TNA, PROB 11/1920/203 (Ric. Parsons, 1839); Wilts. and Swindon Hist. Centre, 803/20 (Wm 
Poulton, sheep and cattle salesman). 
81

 TNA, C 101/925; ibid. PROB 11/1926/280 (Jn Slaughter, farmer and timber dealer). 
82

 Reading Mercury, 16 Feb. 1835. 
83

 TNA, tithe award. 
84

 Ibid. IR 18/7641. 
85

 Ibid.  
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turnip land’,86 supporting some of the parish’s 3,429 sheep recorded in 1861.87 Twenty-two 

separate commons totalling 409 a. were enclosed from the late 1850s (and formally in 

1865),88 the largest by far being Gallowstree common (88 a.) and Cane End common (67 

a.).89 

 

 

 

 

The late 19th century saw the usual shift to dairying in response to falling profits from 

cereals,90 although much arable  and significant sheep flocks remained.91 Local demand for 

                                                           
86

 Reading Mercury, 5 Sept. 1857.  
87

 TNA, MAF 68/53.  
88

 ChCh, MS Estates 66, ff. 67, 351--2; OHC, E30/3/H/2; Reading Mercury, 17 Dec. 1859. 
89

 OHC, QSD/D/A/book 15; TNA, tithe award and map. 
90

 ChCh, MS Estates 66, f. 160; Sale Cat., Valuable Freeholds (1919) [Cross farm, Kidmore End]: 
copy in Henley Library.  

Above: Caversham’s open fields at inclosure. 
Below: the northern commons c.1840 
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milk was stimulated by the growth of Reading and the demands of its biscuit factory.92 In 

1895 Caversham had four main farms (Toot’s, Dean’s, and two in Emmer Green), and 

Kidmore End had nine, one of them kept in hand and run by a bailiff.93 At Kidmore Grange 

the wealthy businessman Martin Sutton (of Sutton Seeds) introduced a herd of Kerries and 

Dexters from Ireland in 1882,94 and at Caversham Grove a model home farm erected c.1880 

included cow houses and piggeries ranged round a covered yard.95 Landowners exploited 

woodland for timber and for making chair legs,96 while charcoal burners were active some 

decades earlier in the 167-a. Withy Copse.97 

 Rents remained low in the early 20th century, and holdings generally modest at 

c.100--200 acres.98 In 1910--13 around 130 a. of agricultural land west of Emmer Green was 

turned into a golf course,99 and housing development in the south ate further into farmland. 

By 1920 the only major holding there was the 391-a. Dean’s farm, the bulk of which (341 a.) 

was let for £367 14s. a year on a two-year tenancy to E.W. May,100 who with others rented 

additional pasture in and adjoining the park. By 1938 Dean’s was let on a one-year tenancy 

for £510, the tenants keeping c.80 cows in modern cowhouses.101 Farms in Kidmore End 

parish were generally well run, notably by the owner-occupier, tenant, and bailiff William 

Brazil, and by Milton Harris as owner of the Cane End estate, which included a 229-a. home 

farm combining arable, pasture, and woodland, and supporting numerous sheep. The 

leasehold Cane End farm was 191 a., of which 170 a. was arable.102 In the parish more 

generally, dairy cows, cattle, pigs, sheep and poultry were all kept, and despite some 

ploughing up for the war effort c.1940--2 much pasture remained.103 William Brazil 

developed a successful side-line rearing thousands of pheasants at what became known as 

Kidmore Game farm.104 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
91

 TNA, MAF 68/996; MAF 68/1623; Reading Mercury, 3 Sept. 1898 (Kidmore fm stock auction); Sale 
Cat., The Rose Hill and Gillotts Estates Oxfordshire (1906). 
92

 Orr, Oxon. Agric. 4--6.  
93

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1895 edn). 
94

 M.H. Sutton, The Kidmore Grange Herd of Kerries and Dexters (c.1891). 
95

 Sale Cat., Caversham Grove, Oxon. (1915): copy in Henley Library. 
96

 e.g. TNA, RG 10/1427; Dils, Rural Life in South Oxfordshire, 12--13; Thiam, Hard Times but Happy, 
120, 145, 156--7 (up to Second World War).  
97

 Smith-Masters, The History of Kidmore End, p. 57. Chair-making continued into the 20th cent.: 
below (industry). 
98

 Sale Cat., The Rose Hill and Gillotts Estates Oxfordshire (1906); Berks RO, P/DVO6/21--22. 
99

 Reading Mercury, 10 Feb. 1917; M. Tierney, The Story of the First Hundred Years of Reading Golf 
Club (2010), pp. 1--10, 25. 
100

 Sale Cat., Caversham Park, Oxon. (1920).  
101

 Sale Cat., Dean's Farm, Caversham (1938): copy in Berks RO. See also TNA, MAF 32/912/138. 
102

 Sale Cat., The Cane End Estate (1940 and 1943 edns); Thiam, Hard Times but Happy, 7 (noting 
650 sheep in 1920s). 
103

 TNA, MAF 32/915/133. 
104

 Bodl. MS. Top. Oxon. d. 535; F. Richens, ‘The Village that Never Was: A Plain Man's Look at Life 
in Early Sonning Common’ (typescript (1988) in OHC), 17--18. 
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 Mixed farming continued in Kidmore End in the later 20th century, based in 1977 on 

17 holdings of which 11 were only small and part-time. Of the more substantial enterprises, 

three focused on horticulture, two on beef cattle, and one on dairying, with much of the land 

held by owner-occupiers.105 A battery chicken farm with 10,000 birds operated at Emmer 

Green from the 1950s to 1990s.106 In 2000 the Cane End estate retained 902 a. of farmland 

including 530 a. cropped with wheat and barley and 125 a. with rape, and supported a 100-

strong beef herd, 14 a. of vines planted in 1981, and a wine and craft shop built in 1994.107 

An existing livery business was expanded in 2004 through provision of high-end stabling.108 

Chalkhouse Green farm specialised in rare breeds, kept partly as a visitor attraction in 

support of charity fundraising.109 Farming in the south ceased in the late 1970s, as the fields 

around Dean’s Farm were destroyed by gravel extraction.110 

 

Industry, Crafts, and Retailing 

 

Caversham’s most significant early industry (other than milling and fulling)111 was brick and 

tile making. The field-name ‘Crockerescrundele’ (1219) may also indicate pottery-making,112 

although if so there is no evidence that it continued. In 1439--40 flint and possibly other 

building materials were sold to the Reading guild,113 and by c.1480 a kiln or ‘brick house’ 

was established apparently at the ‘clay field’ north of Emmer Green, adjoining Clayfield 

Copse.114 In 1488 John Goldrey of Caversham contracted to make 24,000 tiles plus crest 

and gutter tiles for Thomas Englefeld’s building work in Englefield (Berks),115 and in the 16th 

century bricks, tiles and lime were regularly supplied to Reading. By the late 17th century 

several kilns had been established.116 ‘Lath bricks’ made near Lord Craven’s house and 

elsewhere were, according to the antiquary Robert Plot, designed for use in malt kilns.117  

As at other fields around Reading the scale of operations expanded in the 19th 

century, prompted by a growth in building work which, for a time, also stimulated relatively 
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large-scale gravel extraction at various sites across the parish.118 By 1851 the ‘builder and 

brick-maker’ John Leach employed 41 men and 2 boys at Emmer Green (at the original site), 

and by 1858 he was producing annually 500,000 bricks, 200,000 tiles, 100,000 agricultural 

drainage pipes, and 20,000 sewage pipes.119 The Emmer Green brick and tile works 

changed hands several times in the later 19th and early 20th century, in its final phase, from 

the 1930s, becoming a limited company called the Caversham Brick and Tile Works, which 

produced as many as 12,000 bricks a day as well as tiles and ornamental pots. The works 

closed c.1947.120 Later gravel extraction on a massive scale was carried out between 

Caversham and Sonning Eye from the 1950s to 1980s, initially by Folley Brothers and from 

1992 by Redland and subsequently Lafarge and Tarmac.121 

 Other early craft and retail activities were mainly of common type. A Caversham 

candle seller was active in Wallingford in 1234--5,122 and a smith was mentioned in 1307,123 

while from the 16th to 18th centuries smiths, carpenters, wheelwrights, and shoe- and 

clothes-makers were recorded alongside retailers including a butcher, baker, shopkeeper, 

and cider merchant.124 Reading was always the main local retail centre, however, and was 

the site of a barber’s-cum-perfume shop run by the Caversham parish clerk Simon Wallcroft 

(d. 1741).125 One or two recorded maltsters126 presumably supplied local beerhouses and 

inns, of which three were licensed in the 1780s,127 while mineral water from a spring at 

Caversham Hill (discovered in 1803) was for some years successfully marketed as a 

tonic.128 Fishermen operated around Caversham bridge, where eel traps were laid as they 

were near the mills, and osier beds were harvested for rods until the mid 20th century.129 

Woodland craftsmen operated in the parish’s woods in the 19th century and probably 

earlier.130 

                                                           
118

 Reading Mercury, 8 Feb. 1896. 
119

 TNA, HO 107/1725; R. Hunt, Memoirs of the Geological Society of Great Britain… Mining Records. 
Mineral Statistics... Being Part II, for 1858 (1860), 61. 
120

 Sale Cat. (1947) in Reading Central Library; Emmer Green Past and Present, 87. 
121

 OS Maps (various edns); B.R. Law, Eye & Dunsden: Two Centuries of Change in an Oxfordshire 
Parish (2001), 121--4; local info.; above, landscape etc. 
122

 Herbert, ‘The Borough of Wallingford’, 137 and App. Vc. 
123

 TNA, C 133/128/1. 
124

 OHC, MSS Wills Oxon., Caversham wills; TNA, Caversham wills (catalogued online). For the cider 
merchant and shopkeeper: OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 151/1/22 (Wm Stevens, Kidmore End, 1722); 
114/7/7 (Jn Abbott, the elder, 1791). 
125

 TNA, PROB 11/709/123; Markham, John Loveday of Caversham, 15. 
126

 M.S. Gretton (ed.), Oxfordshire Justices of the Peace in the 17th Century (ORS 16, 1934), 96.  
127

 OHC, QSD/V/2--3 (the Cadogan Arms, Crown, and Griffin). 
128

 Brewer, Oxon. 341; Henley Guide (1826 and 1838 edns); M. Kift, Life in Old Caversham (1980), 
41--3. 
129

 e.g. TNA, LR 2/189, f. 60 (16th cent.); ibid. tithe award and map; Bodl. MS Ch. Oxon. 2458; Berks 
RO, R/D79/1/4; ibid. D/EX965/97/1--3 (photos of eel bucks); P. Preece, ‘Osiers’, SOAG Bulletin 59 
(2004), 23--4; Sale Cat., Dean's Farm, Caversham (1938). 
130

 Above (farming since 1800). 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Caversham (August 2019) • © VCH Oxfordshire • Economic Hist. • p. 12 

Thereafter Caversham’s expanding population sustained a flourishing retail and 

service sector. In 1811 sixty-three families were employed in trade compared with 110 in 

agriculture,131 and by the 1840s--50s Caversham village exhibited ‘proto-urban’ 

characteristics, with half of adult males engaged in trade and craft. The settlement had two 

inns (The Griffin and The Crown), and there were beer houses at Little End and Lower 

Caversham.132 Growth in building trades and retailing followed, much of the latter 

concentrated in Bridge Street, Church Street, and Prospect Street, which took on the 

functions of a small town centre. In 1883 the parish had some 70 traders, including a Co-op 

branch and a coffee house; by 1895 the number had risen to c.130 and included 

photographers, a florist, a confectioner, tobacconist, and chemist,133 while by the early 20th 

century recreational river users were provided with boats, fishing tackle, swimming spots, 

and accommodation.134 The parish’s many large houses also supplied domestic and 

gardening work. Even so many inhabitants worked outside the parish, in 1908 almost half of 

them in Reading.135  

 The late 19th and especially the earlier 20th century were a high point in 

manufacturing activity in Caversham and Lower Caversham.136 In 1861 a Caversham-based 

timber merchant and barge builder whose works were located on the Reading bank 

employed 31 men and 11 boys, and a leather, parchment and whiting factory (on Bridge 

Street) 10 men and 11 boys.137 On a far larger scale, Elliotts joinery and moulding factory 

(1902--1995) employed hundreds of people on its 8¼-a. site (now Elliotts Way), producing 

high-quality panelling, doors, flooring, shop-fittings, car bodies, and (during the Second 

World War) landing craft and aircraft parts.138 During the First World War Herbert 

Engineering (Wolsey Road) serviced aircraft engines, later manufacturing touring cars (until 

1931) on a site taken over by Thornycroft Engines, which produced marine engines until the 

1960s.139 North of Gosbrook Road Gascoigne-Crowther produced dairy cleaning materials 

and sterilisers.140 In Lower Caversham, a large laundry established on George Street c.1884 
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(and still in operation in 2018) was joined c.1904--52 by another on Marsack Street.141 The 

former Caversham mill (below) housed British Metal Powder Ltd and (later) Technical Cork 

Products until c.1970.142   

 

 The 20th century saw the usual shift from manual to professional work, with an 

accompanying shrinkage of domestic service and trades.143 Many crafts disappeared before 

mid century, including chair making,144 although a timber merchant at Emmer Green 

survived until the 1980s.145 Retailing was more resilient, and in 1966 Caversham’s straggling 

centre supported 72 shops located mainly on Prospect Street (where there were 40), on 

Church Street or Road, and on Bridge Street, attracting local shoppers and some from 

outlying settlements such as Binfield Heath and Emmer Green. Retail and service 

businesses (including seven hairdressers, pubs, and a cinema) were complemented by five 

banks, offices, doctors’ surgeries, a large branch library, public halls, and a social club.146 

Even so Caversham’s retail trade, estimated at just under £1M in 1961, was almost 20 times 

smaller than Reading’s. The St Martin’s Centre shopping precinct, containing a supermarket, 

21 shops, and parking for 157 cars, opened in 1969 and was refurbished in 2017,147 while a 

nearby Waitrose store opened in 1984, taking some trade from smaller shops.148 By then 
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Emmer Green and Caversham Park Village had gained their own small shopping precincts 

at Milestone Way and Farnham Drive.149 In 1991 Caversham had 101 shops,150 and in 2018 

the Caversham Traders Association listed numerous local businesses.151  

 

Mills and Fulling  Mills recorded from the 11th century stood presumably on the site of the 

later Caversham mills at Lower Caversham, close to the weir or ‘lock’ mentioned c.1395.152 

A mill worth 20s. a year was mentioned in 1086,153 and two or more mills and a fishery in 

1235,154  although in 1295 there was just a single mill valued at 10s.155 Lordly investment 

apparently followed, since by 1307 there were two watermills worth 20s., a fulling mill worth 

13s. 4d., and a fishery worth 20s.156 The fulling mill doubled in value within 7 years, and in 

1349 the two watermills and fishery were worth £3, while in 1375 the mills, fishery and ferry 

were leased for as much as £12.157 The fulling mill and a grain mill were repaired in 1481--2 

when their rents totalled £6 13s. 4d.,158 and in 1493 Notley abbey’s long lease of the 

Caversham demesne (for £20 a year) included Caversham lock, mills, mill barge, ferry, and 

fishery, together with weirs, waters, banks, and dams.159 The fulling mill was converted to a 

double mill in 1542 because of ‘the increase of cloth-making in Reading’, the whole complex 

let for £14 a year with two corn mills under one roof, a fishery, and two barges.160 

Reading clothiers used the fulling mill in the 1560s,161 but by 1641 (at a time when 

the Berkshire cloth industry as a whole was in steep decline) the mills were apparently used 

for corn only, and were let with the fishery for £40 a year on a 7½-year lease.162 In 1677 

there were four mills for French barley, run by a London merchant,163 and in 1776 the ‘large 

and commodious mills’ (which still had four pairs of stones) were said to be easily accessible 
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to those bringing corn by river from Reading, Henley, and other market towns.164 By 1875 

the recently modernized facility included storage for over 2,000 qrs of wheat and had good 

access to the Reading and London markets, the latter by both river and rail.165 Following 

several decades of agricultural recession corn milling ceased in the late 1920s,166 and the 

premises were adapted for other industrial uses.167 
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