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Farming has always dominated North Stoke’s economy, and in the 20th century remained 

the parish’s main source of employment. Carpentry apart, few rural trades and crafts were 

established, though a watermill continued into the 1890s and a village shop until the 1970s, 

and there was some small-scale modern gravel extraction.1 Woodland was confined to the 

Chiltern uplands, in the areas absorbed into Ipsden parish by the later Middle Ages. 

 

The Agricultural Landscape 

 

The medieval North Stoke manor extended into the Chilterns, giving access to demesne 

woods at Bixmoor and Hailey, and presumably to enclosed and common pasture and 

additional arable. As the manor and parish became reduced those resources were lost, and 

by the 1840s hardly any permanent pasture or woodland remained in North Stoke, the only 

common land being a 1¼-a. ‘green’ north of the village.2 Meadow was more plentiful, lying in 

a narrow strip along the Thames.3 The medieval demesne included a portion of enclosed 

meadow, but the rest lay in common, and some was later chosen by lot.4  

North Stoke’s open fields remained partly intermixed with Ipsden’s particularly along 

Icknield Way,5 and landholders frequently occupied open-field strips in both parishes.6 Even 

so Church, Clay, Middle, and Wix fields lay wholly or partly in North Stoke in the 18th century 

and probably earlier, covering most of the area east of the village.7 The medieval fields may 

have extended further, demesne arable ‘above the hill’ being worth less in the early 14th 

century than that on the lower ground.8 Demesne and tenant land lay intermixed, held 

typically in 1-a. strips, though by the 16th century there were some larger pieces of 5–10 
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acres.9 Very little land was formally enclosed, however, and c.90 per cent of the 19th-century 

parish remained open until parliamentary enclosure in the 1840s–50s.10 Large allotments 

and subsequent consolidation of holdings created a still relatively open post-enclosure 

landscape, although in the early 21st century a few woodland plantations served as 

windbreaks.11 

 

Medieval Tenant and Demesne Farming 

 

In 1086 North Stoke manor had 18 ploughteams on land sufficient for 15, suggesting recent 

expansion of the cultivated area. No permanent pasture was mentioned, and only 9 a. of 

meadow, while woodland measuring 4 furlongs by 3 (c.84 a.) lay probably in the uplands. 

Two mills stood most likely on the village stream flowing into the Thames. Twenty-six villani 

and 9 bordars had 14 ploughteams between them, and another 4 teams (worked partly by 8 

slaves or servi) were employed on the lord’s demesne. The manor’s annual value was £15, 

increased from £13 in 1066.12 

Under the Bassets and their successors the demesne continued to be worked partly 

by tenant labour services. In 1279 it covered three carucates (c.360 a.), on which the half-

yardlanders ploughed, harrowed, and weeded; reaped and threshed the corn, carrying it to 

market up to 10 leagues (c.30 miles) away; and carted manure and wood. Other tenants 

brought in the hay,13 although hired demesne workers were almost certainly employed as 

well, especially as some labour services were probably commuted to cash payments. The 

scale of profits from demesne sales is unknown, although in 1295 the demesne accounted 

for under a fifth of the manor’s nominal yearly value, the rest comprising tenants’ rents, 

labour services, and other obligations. By the 1330s, however, the demesne and curia were 

valued at £14 compared with £18 in rents and tenant obligations, the value per acre of the 

demesne arable and meadow having doubled to 8d. and 4s. respectively. Of 730 a. then in 

hand, 55 per cent was arable, 28 per cent wood, 15 per cent pasture, and 2 per cent 

meadow, much of the pasture and wood (and some of the arable) lying presumably in the 

uplands.14 

 That apparent high point in North Stoke’s demesne farming may not have survived 

the Black Death, since by 1378 the demesne arable comprised only 180 a. of which 80 a. lay 

fallow every other year and was worth just ½d. per acre, with the value per acre of the rest a 
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meagre 2d.15 Even so arable husbandry clearly remained important, the parish’s grain tithes 

being valued at £10 a year in 1396 compared with wool tithes of 6s. 8d., tithes of calves of 

3s. 4d., and tithes of lambs of 30d.16 The attendant need for labour was perhaps one reason 

why North Stoke’s population seems to have held up in the wake of successive outbreaks of 

plague.17 

 

Farms and Farming 1500–1800 

 

By the 16th century the sheep-and-corn husbandry typical of South Oxfordshire was widely 

practised by North Stoke’s farmers, though on greatly differing scales. The Bolters (lessees 

of the 106-a. rectory estate) kept sheep and other livestock as well as growing wheat and 

barley,18 while Isabel Stonor (d. 1557) pursued similar farming on her family’s share of the 

manor, bequeathing 150 sheep and 6 cows, and employing the shepherd Richard Martin 

who, at his death in 1582, had a small flock wintered in Newnham Murren.19 Amongst 

ordinary tenants, John Brown and Thomas Witchley (with 113 a. and 49 a. respectively) 

enjoyed proportionate grazing rights, Brown’s lease allowing for 120 sheep, 5 cattle, and 5 

horses.20 Similar farming was probably pursued by their neighbours, many of them 

copyholders for lives whose holdings (some of them extending into Ipsden) ranged from 4–

28 a. up to 194 acres.21 The labourer Nicholas Crase (d. 1583) presumably worked for 

others, but kept a few sheep and probably had a smallholding.22 

 Similar patterns continued after 1600, with grain widely produced for sale. Jane 

Stonor (d. 1640) left £89-worth of wheat, barley, rye, oats, peas, and winter vetches, while 

Robert Dorrell’s similar range of crops was valued at £198 in 1662.23 On a smaller scale, the 

widow Frances Holmes agreed a share-cropping arrangement with a neighbour, who on his 

death in 1646 owned half the grain in her barn (worth £5) and £4-worth in the fields, along 

with his own crops worth £60.24 Frances inherited only two plough-horses, but sheep and (to 

a lesser extent) cattle were widely kept. The prosperous mixed farmer Ralph Alloway (with 

goods worth over £200) had 100 sheep and 11 cattle in 1679, and maintained a milkhouse 
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and cheese loft. A room in his house accommodated three live-in domestic or farm servants, 

of whom one was owed £20 in wages following Alloway’s widow’s death in 1683.25 

 Most 18th-century holdings still comprised a mix of open-field land and common or 

lot meadow, the strips scattered through fields still partly shared with Ipsden.26 Copyhold 

tenancies were apparently converted to leasehold, and while some holdings were still 

reckoned in yardlands most were described in acres, their variations in size suggesting 

piecemeal sales and transfers over a long period.27 In 1714 Richard Allnatt’s share of the 

manor (the later North Stoke farm) included three separate tenancies of 16, 32, and 68 a.,28 

but there was apparently some consolidation by the end of the century, when the tenants of 

North Stoke and Rectory farms were liable for 58 per cent of the parish’s total land tax. A 

further 27 per cent came from the occupants of Dorrell’s, Pocock’s, and Mill farms, and from 

a holding formerly belonging to Anthony Day (d. 1788), while the remaining 15 per cent was 

paid by eight other landholders including the tenant of the fishery and ferry.29 

 

Farms and Farming Since 1800 

 

Enclosure was discussed at a public meeting in 1841, and the following year an enclosure 

commissioner determined the course of the new public roads.30 Nothing further was done 

until 1845, when tithe commutation forced the clarification of the boundary with Ipsden 

through the shared open fields, and so facilitated creation of new allotments.31 The tithe 

award was settled in 1847, though final agreement on enclosure (allotting 750 a. to nine 

landowners) was delayed until 1856.32 No new farms were created, and the parish’s existing 

tenant farmers retained their leases. At North Stoke farm Thomas Dodd (d. 1860) was 

succeeded by his wife Mary, who in 1861 worked 525 a. in North Stoke and Ipsden with 20 

men and 6 boys. Charles Bennett (d. 1877) employed 7 men and 3 boys on the 230-a. 

Dorrell’s farm, and John Pittman King 10 men and 4 boys at the 230-a. Rectory farm, while 

the smaller Middle and Mill farms employed 4 men and 2 boys in all. Most of those 56 

workers probably lived in the parish, which in 1861 supported 31 agricultural labourers, 9 

plough boys, and 6 other farm hands, with others drawn perhaps from Ipsden and Stoke 
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Row. The only livestock workers were a single shepherd and his boy, reflecting the 

dominance of arable farming.33 

 

   

 

 

  

Those five chief farms continued in 1870, when four fifths of the land was cultivated 

and only a fifth under grass. Wheat and barley accounted for half the arable area, the rest 

covered mainly by fodder crops including turnips, swedes, oats, and vetches. The folding of 

almost 1,270 sheep and lambs provided manure, and 45 horses were kept for traction, 

though dairying was on a tiny scale, with only a dozen cows producing milk. That traditional 

pattern persisted despite the ensuing agricultural depression, which hit arable farming 

hardest; in 1900 just over three fifths of the parish was still under crop (two fifths of it with 

wheat and barley), while sheep numbers remained high and dairying small-scale, 

notwithstanding c.50 young cattle supported on the additional grass.34 Livestock sales in the 

1880s–90s featured horses, pigs, and sheep (including prize-winning Hampshire Downs), 

while references to ploughs, dung-carts, seed drills, and market wagons reflect the 

continued emphasis on crops.35 Economic difficulties may have contributed to the departure 

of several long-standing landowners and tenants, among them St John’s College, Oxford,36 

and by 1901 only 29 resident farm workers remained, amongst them 14 labourers, 9 carters, 

4 shepherds, and an agricultural engine driver.37 
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Farm buildings belonging to North Stoke farm (left), and former 
labourers’ cottages in the village (right). 
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 In the early 20th century North Stoke farm was extended, and at its sale in 1938 

covered most of the south and east of the parish. Reckoned among the best in the county for 

corn-growing, it specialized in wheat and barley (the latter for malting), while its riverside 

meadows produced a ‘fine soft hay’.38 H.B. Brandt continued on similar lines there in the 

early 1940s, folding more than 1,250 sheep and lambs on the arable, and only on the lower-

lying land north of the village did dairying develop on any scale, Charles Kayser of The 

Springs maintaining a dairy herd of 21 (including one bull) on c.50 acres.39 After the Second 

World War North Stoke farm continued as a mainly arable enterprise, though from the 1970s 

(under the Allens) its outlying buildings at Black Barn were expanded to provide for fattening 

pigs.40 In the village a few agricultural buildings remained in use in the early 21st century, 

though others (including a barn behind the watermill) were converted into residences.41 

 

Trades, Crafts, and Retailing 

 

Medieval occupational surnames included baker, carpenter, cook, and cooper, and in 1279 a 

blacksmith occupied a cotland rent-free in return for making the ironwork for the lord’s 

ploughs.42 By the 15th century a few inhabitants brewed ale, and in 1586 a labourer’s son 

was apprenticed to an Oxford currier.43 

Thomas Reeves (d. 1691) and his sons George and Francis were carpenters,44 and 

James Willis (d. 1775) a licensed victualler.45 Otherwise the parish remained overwhelmingly 

agricultural, and in 1811 only two households relied primarily on trade, manufacturing, or 

handicraft, including, perhaps, that of the shopkeeper John Wicks (d. 1825).46 Carpenters 

continued, but often practised additional trades: the Higgses ran the village shop at Day’s 

Cottage, and James Wicks’ sister served as schoolmistress, while later in the century the 

Kemps were wheelwrights and joiners, and Thomas Woodley combined carpentry with 

building work and running the White House pub. A second shop (opened by the farmer 

William Allnatt in the 1850s) was short-lived, and occasional butchers and shoemakers 

proved similarly fleeting. A few women worked as dressmakers, laundresses, or 
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seamstresses, but in 1901 the only non-agricultural occupations besides shopkeeper and 

publican were bricklayer and electrical engineer.47 

In 1938 (following his family’s sale of North Stoke farm) Robert Keen established a 

workshop manufacturing farm vehicles, including the self-styled ‘North Stoke wagon’, ‘North 

Stoke trolley’, and ‘Keen’s tractor cart’.48 It continued during the Second World War, but 

apparently ceased shortly thereafter.49 The combined village shop, post office, and off-

licence at Day’s Cottage (formerly a beerhouse) closed in 1971,50 followed in 1995 by the 

outlying White House pub, which became a private house.51 An adjoining barn opened later 

as a showroom for a home-furnishings business,52 while a neighbouring site was taken over 

in 2001 by the Reading-based stonemasons A.F. Jones, replacing a petrol station and motor 

garage built next to the pub in the 1950s.53 

 

Milling and Fishing 

 

In 1086 North Stoke manor included two watermills worth 20s. a year, both of them probably 

on the site of the surviving building on the stream running north of the village.54 By 1279 

there was a single mill owned by Wallingford priory, and let with a fishery along North 

Stoke’s riverfront for 30s. a year and 60 sticks of eels.55 In the 1430s the mill’s tolls were 

judged excessive.56  

Ownership passed in 1528 to Thomas Wolsey, archbishop of York, and later to 

Cardinal College, Oxford, and the Crown, followed before 1620 by the Stonors,57 who sold it 

separately from the manor. Lessees, meanwhile, included the Bolters of Rectory farm in the 

early 16th century,58 Richard Roberts (d. 1556) and his heirs,59 and William Corderoy (d. 

1669) and John Hill (d. 1723).60 The mill house was rebuilt in the 17th century and refronted 
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54
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57

 L&P Hen. VIII, IV (2), pp. 1957–8; TNA, C 142/77/4; Cal. Pat. 1589–90, pp. 179–80; OHC, 
O15/2/1D/5. 
58
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59
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60
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in the 18th,61 and further improvements may have been carried out by the Clarkes as owner-

occupiers: the freehold belonged by the 1780s to the mealman Joseph Clarke (d. 1798), 

whose family retained it until the mill ceased operating in the 1890s.62 In 1902 it was bought 

by John Wormald and converted into a house.63 

 The fishery was separated from the mill by the 18th century, when it was held with 

North Stoke ferry by the Wallingford Almshouse Charity.64 Nineteenth-century tenants 

included William and later James Higgs,65 and by the 1870s the Dodds of North Stoke farm, 

who paid £28 a year for the fishery and for 6½ a. of riverside meadow and osier-beds.66 

Some fishing rights were retained by the owners of North Stoke farm after John Wormald 

bought the freehold in 1903.67 
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 OHC, SL162/2/D/5; W. Foreman, Oxfordshire Mills (1983), 114. 
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 OHC, QSD/L/95; ibid. FC XI/1; ibid. tithe award; ibid. E195/D/4. 
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 Ibid. E195/D/5. 
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 Ibid. E299/D/1; ibid. SC 176; ibid. RDC4/2/F5/6; for purchase, ibid. SL162/2/D/8; ibid. DV XII/18. 

Former mill building (left,) and site of the Thames 
fishery and ferry (right). 


