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Social Character and Communal Life 

 

The Middle Ages 

 

Though North Stoke may have been a significant estate and ecclesiastical centre in the late 

Anglo-Saxon period, by the 11th century it supported an ordinary peasant community of 

villani, bordarii, and slaves or servi tied to the demesne.1 Its English lord was disinherited 

after the Conquest, but the manor had resident lords in the 13th and 14th centuries and 

possibly by the late 12th, when Thomas Basset (d. c.1182) served as sheriff of Oxfordshire 

and custodian of the honor of Wallingford.2 The Moeles family (lords from the 1280s) had 

extensive lands elsewhere and were often in royal service,3 but they maintained a house and 

demesne farm at North Stoke, and Roger (d. 1295) obtained the right to hunt small game 

there.4 John (d. 1310) and his daughter-in-law Margaret de Courtenay (d. 1349), a sister of 

the earl of Devon, were subsequently the parish’s highest taxpayers, Margaret paying more 

than a fifth of its total assessment in 1327.5 The village was also an occasional stopping-

place for distinguished visitors, accommodated presumably at the manor house or high-

status rectory. A charter in favour of Eynsham abbey was witnessed there in 1252, and the 

archbishop of Canterbury passed through in 1284.6 

 Some of the manor’s largest freeholds were in the uplands,7 but one or two 13th-

century freeholders apparently lived in the village,8 and two large holdings of 2–2½ 

yardlands were occupied by ‘villein sokemen’, suggesting former free tenancies upon which 

servile obligations had been imposed.9 The majority, however, were unfree villeins owing 

labour services on the lord’s demesne, of whom all but two held half-yardlands only 
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 Above, landownership; econ. hist. 
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 ODNB, s.v. Thos Basset; above, landownership. 

3
 Cal. Inq. p.m. III, pp. 180–1; V, pp. 104–5, 384–6; IX, pp. 326–8; Complete Peerage, IX, 4–6. 

4
 Cal. Chart. 1257–1300, 368; above, landownership (manor hos). 
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 TNA, E 179/161/8–9. 
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 Eynsham Cart. I, pp. 201–2, 243; Reg. Pecham, I, 139; for rectory ho., below, relig. hist. 

7
 Above, landownership (other estates).  

8
 e.g. John de Burghfield, and the Crok family of millers: ibid.; Rot. Hund. II, 781; Boarstall Cart. pp. 

34–5. 
9
 Rot. Hund. II, 780; cf. R. Faith, The English Peasantry and the Growth of Lordship (1997), 261–2. 
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(implying subsistence farming), while another ten (including the village smith) were cottagers 

or cottars.10 Mid 14th-century plagues seem to have had a relatively limited long-term impact 

on North Stoke’s population, but probably contributed to the ending of labour services: in 

1378 the manor’s ‘tenants at will’ owed only cash rents, with no mention made of their former 

servile status.11 Even so few 13th- and 14th-century surnames were recorded into the later 

Middle Ages,12 suggesting significant population turnover, and by the 16th century some 

formerly separate holdings had been amalgamated.13 

 The village’s wider significance as an ecclesiastical and manorial centre continued 

into the later Middle Ages, despite its small size and the manor’s gradual fragmentation. 

Both Ipsden and Newnham Murren remained chapelries, albeit with burial and baptismal 

rights, while manorial tenants in the Chilterns (including some freeholders) owed attendance 

at North Stoke’s manor courts.14 In the 1260s it had a gallows and a prison (from which an 

Englefield clerk accused of burglary escaped), and then as in the 15th century it hosted the 

honor of Wallingford’s annual view of frankpledge for the area, attended by tithingmen from 

neighbouring places.15 By the later Middle Ages the manor was, however, divided between 

high-status but non-resident lords, local leadership devolving presumably on prominent 

lessees such as the Bolters of Rectory farm, who made generous benefactions to the church 

in the early 16th century.16 

 

1500–1800 

 

The 16th-century village accommodated a wide range of copyholders, lessees, and wage 

earners, supplemented from 1541 to 1640 by the Stonors who, as resident lords, 

participated in the parish’s farming.17 The 1520s saw a violent quarrel between the Bolters 

(as lessees of the rectorial tithes) and the acquisitive Roger Hatchman of Ewelme, lessee of 

the dean and chapter of Windsor’s tithes, who with his supporters was accused by Thomas 

Bolter (d. 1529) and the vicar Thomas Bradshaw of assault, seizing crops, and forcibly 

occupying the rectory house for a week.18 At Bolter’s death Hatchman was paying him £4 a 

                                            
10

 Rot. Hund. II, 779–80; above, econ. hist. (medieval). Cf. TNA, E 179/161/8–10, suggesting wide 
variations in wealth not necessarily related to free or villein status. 
11

 TNA, C 135/52/7; C 136/5/17; above, landscape etc. (popn). 
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 e.g. Rot. Hund. II, 779–81; TNA, E 179/161/8–10; ibid. SC 2/212/7; SC 2/212/12. 
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 Above, econ. hist. (1500–1800). 
14

 Above, landownership; below, relig. hist.; local govt. 
15

 TNA, JUST 1/703, m. 6; JUST 1/705, m. 5; above, vol. intro. (hund. govt). 
16

 Above, landownership; below, relig. hist. (Middle Ages). 
17

 Above, landownership; econ. hist. 
18

 TNA, C 1/382/43; ibid. STAC 2/17/303; STAC 2/17/305; STAC 2/33/57; for Hatchman, cf. VCH 
Oxon. VII, 43–4, 47; XVIII, 217, 297. 
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year, apparently following an award against him.19 After the Reformation the Stonors’ 

recusancy may have prompted further disruption,20 although they apparently enjoyed good 

relations with the village’s better-off inhabitants, who in the 1540s–90s included such 

families as the Allnatts, Bristows, Goodridges, and Martins. Most, however, were taxed on 

goods worth only £1–£5 compared with John Stonor’s £67 in 1543, and few probate 

inventories were valued at more than £25.21 

 Wide disparities in wealth persisted after 1600, with prosperous demesne lessees 

such as the Bristows, Dorrells, and Harberts investing in new houses and farm buildings,22 

and living in relative comfort.23 Only a quarter of village houses were taxed on five hearths or 

more, however, the husbandman John Holmes (d. 1663), a yardlander on the Stonors’ 

estate, occupying a house with a single hearth, and leaving goods worth less than half the 

parish’s 17th-century median of £88. Two householders were too poor to pay hearth tax,24 

and when the church tower collapsed c.1669 the vicar was unable to raise sufficient funds 

for its rebuilding, although farmers’ alleged distrust may have fostered an unwillingness to 

contribute.25 The Civil War’s repercussions were perhaps also still being felt: the Royalist 

strongholds at Wallingford and Oxford lay nearby, and soldiers from the Oxford garrison 

reportedly caused damage to the rectory estate.26 The Crokes of Waterstock, owners of part 

of the manor, were strong Parliamentarians,27 but inhabitants’ political views are generally 

unknown, and at the controversial Oxfordshire election of 1754 the parish’s loyalties were 

divided.28 

 Tensions over tithes re-emerged in 1765, when a surveyor acting for St John’s 

College, Cambridge (as impropriator) complained that the farmers were ‘much alarmed’ to 

see him and refused him accommodation in the village, while the miller (a ‘rough, ungenteel 

man’) gave little assistance.29 A disastrous fire in 1740 reportedly destroyed ten houses 

including outbuildings, reducing their owners to great distress.30 By then some long-standing 

families such as the Bristows and Goodridges had been replaced by newcomers including 

the Clarkes, Dodds, and Higgses, who remained for several generations. Some other 
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 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 178, f. 13v. 
20

 Above, landownership; below, relig. hist. 
21

 e.g. OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 179, ff. 260v.–261; 180, ff. 107 and v., 239; 181, ff. 15 and v., 58, 104 
and v.; 185, ff. 149v.–150; 187, ff. 70v.–71, 188v.–189; 190, f. 409v.; ibid. 11/4/29; TNA, E 
179/162/233; above, econ. hist. (1500–1800). 
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 Above, landscape etc. (built character); landownership. 
23

 TNA, PROB 4/11006; OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 19/1/27; 33/4/10; 115/4/33. 
24

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 80/5/1; TNA, E 179/164/504. Median based on 21 inventories dated 1601–
83. 
25

 SJCC, D86.62; D105.215; D109.59; below, relig. hist. (Reformn to 1800). 
26

 SJCC, SB 6.1, p. 21; cf. above, Crowmarsh Gifford, social hist. (1500–1800). 
27

 VCH Oxon. VII, 221, 223; above, landownership. 
28

 Oxon. Poll, 1754, 77. 
29

 SJCC, D54.40, p. 9; D109.61a. 
30

 Stamford Mercury, 28 Feb. 1740. 
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incomers were more transient, although the population increased overall, the annual number 

of baptisms almost doubling between the 1750s and 1790s.31 A licensed publican was briefly 

resident in the 1750s.32 

 

Since 1800 

 

In the 19th century North Stoke remained a predominantly agricultural village of fairly well-off 

tenant farmers and poorer labourers, craftsmen, and servants.33 Wealthy incomers were 

being attracted by the 1840s, however, amongst them Edward Biddulph (d. 1858), a retired 

lieutenant-colonel in the East India Company, and the annuitants Harriet Longden (d. 1853) 

and Thomas White (d. 1877),34 while in 1893–4 the diplomat Sir Alexander Condie Stephen 

(d. 1908) built The Springs mansion house, sold in 1902 to the businessman John Wormald 

(d. 1933).35 Nascent paternalism, exemplified in the 1860s by an annual New Year children’s 

treat provided by the Dodds of North Stoke Farm, was maintained by Condie Stephen, 

Wormald, and their successors.36 Poverty and hardship continued, however, exacerbated by 

loss of common rights in the 1840s–50s, and leading sometimes to petty crime.37 

Like several other local landholders the Dodds indulged in recreational hunting.38 A 

new village recreation ground replaced the former green by the millstream in 1896,39 and 

John Wormald promoted cricket at The Springs,40 other sports including football and 

tennis.41 Local groups included branches of the Women’s Institute (established in 1917), the 

British Legion, and the Boy Scouts,42 and in 1911 Wormald provided a purpose-built village 

hall as a memorial to Edward VII, complementing an existing parish room in the former 

school.43 No public house was opened in the village, although beer was sold at the post 

office until the 1900s, and in 1845 the White House pub was built at an isolated crossroads 

c.¾ mile away.44 Occasional drunk and disorderly behaviour was dealt with by local police 
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 OHC, par. reg. transcript; above, landscape etc. (popn). 
32

 OHC, QSD/V/1. 
33

 Above, econ. hist. (since 1800). 
34

 TNA, HO 107/1690; Gardner’s Dir. Oxon. (1852); OHC, par. reg. transcript. 
35

 Above, landscape etc. (built character); landownership. 
36

 Reading Mercury, 5 Jan. 1867; Berks. Chron. 5 July 1902; below. 
37

 e.g. OHC, Cal. QS, II, 140; Oxf. Jnl, 2 May 1829, 8 Apr. 1854; Reading Mercury, 14 Dec. 1829, 15 
Mar. 1830, 25 Jan. 1836, 23 July 1864; cf. above, econ. hist. (since 1800); below (welfare). 
38

 Oxf. Jnl, 5 Sept. 1801, 29 Sept. 1849; Reading Mercury, 1 Sept. 1834, 28 Feb. 1874. 
39

 Pedgley, Crowmarsh, 122; Crowmarsh Chron. 97 (June 1974): copy in OHC; ibid. tithe award and 
map. 
40

 Reading Observer, 6 Aug. 1910; Reading Mercury, 15 Apr. 1939; ‘Reminiscences of Mongewell 
and North Stoke in the 1920s’: copy in OHC, PA MONG/944. 
41

 Crowmarsh Chron. 95 (Apr. 1974); Pedgley, Crowmarsh, 119. 
42

 OHC, O3/2/126/A4/1; Reading Mercury, 5 Aug., 18 Nov. 1939. 
43

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1915); OHC, PAR253/2/A1/1; above, landscape etc. (built character). 
44

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883–1907 edns); TNA, RG 12/986, no. 20; above, landscape etc. (settlement). 
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constables, one of whom lived at North Stoke in the 1880s–90s.45 The First World War saw 

some billeting of military personnel in the village, parishioners killed in action including 

members of established farming families such as the Andersons.46 

 

   

 

 

 

Between the wars the village was remembered as ‘lively’ and ‘good and close’, 

especially among the better-off.47 Newcomers included the art collector Harold Hartley (d. 

1943), the opera singer Dame Clara Butt (d. 1936), and her husband Robert Kennerley-

Rumford (d. 1957), who together took on some of the village leadership formerly exercised 

by Wormald.48 The church remained a focus for some wealthy philanthropic residents in the 

1950s–60s, when the vicar claimed that incomers were still ‘contributing to all aspects of 

village life’, although an alternative view found the village ‘dead’ and lacking an ‘essential 

communal spirit’.49 Declining membership forced the closure of the Women’s Institute in 

2011,50 and the seclusion of some of the village’s larger houses attracted celebrities 

including (in the 1980s–90s) the actor Michael Caine.51 The Springs, following the departure 

of its last owner-occupier in 1953, served as a retirement home, and later as a luxury hotel. 

                                            
45

 TNA, RG 11/1295; RG 12/986; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1887–95 edns); Berks. Chron. 8 Feb. 1896; 
Reading Mercury, 18 Dec. 1915. 
46

 H. Hartley, Eighty-Eight Not Out (1939), 216; OHC, par. reg. transcript; memorial in church. Nine N. 
Stoke men were killed in the First World War and three in the Second. 
47

 ‘Reminiscences’; R.C. Keen, Big Men, Little Men and Men in Between (1965), 24. 
48

 Reading Mercury, 26 Apr. 1952; memorials in church. 
49

 OHC, PAR253/3/A2/1; Reading Mercury, 10 Nov. 1962; below, relig. hist. 
50

 OHC, O3/2/126. 
51

 Daily Mail, 17 June 1997; above, landownership (Rectory Fm). 

North Stoke village hall (left) and the former White House pub (right). 
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A popular 18-hole golf course was laid out to its north in 1989 (subsuming a village cricket 

pitch), and remained open in 2018.52 

 

Education 

 

A schoolmaster was mentioned in 1605,53 and in 1802 the vicar ran a Sunday school and 

catechized during Lent.54 By 1808 a day school teaching c.10 poor children and supported 

by voluntary subscription had superseded the Sunday school, though its adoption by the 

National Society was prevented by insufficient funds and the number of Dissenters, who ran 

a short-lived Baptist day school.55 The Anglican Sunday school was re-established by 1817, 

teaching 28–30 children,56 and both it and the day school continued in the 1830s, probably 

occupying the same private house in the village.57 

By the 1840s the schoolmistress was the long-serving Ann Wicks, sister of the village 

carpenter,58 who in 1864 moved into purpose-built school premises on the corner of Church 

Lane on land belonging to the vicar’s glebe.59 Thereafter the school received government 

grants.60 Richard Twopeny (vicar 1829–71), a prominent advocate of continuing education, 

held evening classes for boys and young men who had left school aged 11 or 12,61 and in 

1881 his successor acknowledged that the school contained mostly infants requiring only 

elementary instruction.62 In 1880 attendance to age 10 became compulsory, and some 

inhabitants were fined for not sending their children regularly.63 By the 1890s the school 

taught only c.22 children (down from 30 ten years earlier), and c.1896 it closed, its pupils 

transferring to Mongewell, South Stoke, and Wallingford.64 Soon afterwards the building 

became a parish room, and in 1903 a new joint school for North Stoke and Mongewell was 
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 ‘The Springs: Heritage Statement’ (June 2015): SODC online planning docs, P15/S2158/FUL; 
Spectator, 28 Nov. 1998, 81; www.darwinescapes.co.uk (accessed July 2018); OS Maps 1:10000, SU 
68 NW (1972 and 1993 edns). 
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 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. e 12, p. 16. 
54

 Ibid. d 567, f. 31v. 
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 Ibid. d 707, f. 120; c 433, f. 154; d 573, f. 23v.; d 575, f. 29v. 
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 Ibid. d 577, f. 27v.; d 581, f. 19v.; Educ. of Poor Digest, II, 730. 
57

 Educ. Enq. Abstract (Parl. Papers 1835 (62), xlii), p. 750; OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. b 39, f. 320; b 70, f. 
556. 
58

 PO Dir. Oxon. (1847–69 edns); Lascelles’ Dir. Oxon. (1853); TNA, HO 107/1690; ibid. RG 9/741. 
59

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1915, par. statistics 1871; ibid. tithe award and map; Pedgley, Crowmarsh, 
86; datestone. 
60

 Return of Parishes (Parl. Papers 1867–8 (114), liii), pp. 338–9; Returns relating to Elem. Educ. 
(Parl. Papers 1871 (201), lv), pp. 318–19. 
61

 D. McClatchey, Oxfordshire Clergy 1777–1869 (1969), 157–61; OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 332, ff. 
310v.–311; c 338, ff. 288v.–289; c 344, f. 388. 
62

 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 347, ff. 397v.–398; c 350, f. 384v. 
63

 Reading Mercury, 12 Apr. 1884. 
64

 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883–99 edns); TNA, ED 21/14507. 
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built on the parish boundary, continuing until 1971.65 The Sunday school continued in the 

late 20th century.66 

 

   

 

 

 

Welfare 

 

In 1572 John Bristow left 12d. to the poor men’s box in the parish church,67 and several 

other 16th- and 17th-century inhabitants made bequests to the poor in cash and kind, the 

largest being Jane Stonor’s gift of £5 in 1640. More modest donations included 10s. from 

Stephen Cardinal (vicar 1571–5) and a bushel of wheat from Richard Wicklaw (d. 1635).68 

An endowed charity providing five dozen penny loaves at Christmas was left by Robert 

Dorrell (d. 1739),69 who charged 5s. a year on Dorrell’s farm; payment lapsed c.1792, 

although Dorrell’s successor Robert Price (d. 1823) or his uncle Shute Barrington voluntarily 

gave 21s. a year to the poor.70 Thomas Dodd (d. 1803) left £166 13s. 4d. invested in stock, 

yielding £5 a year which was also used to buy bread at Christmas.71 
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 OHC, DV/XII/18. no. 261; above, Mongewell, social hist. (educ.). 
66

 OHC, PAR253/2/A1/1; PAR253/3/A2/1. 
67

 Ibid. MS Wills Oxon. 185, f. 149v. The box may have survived in 1918: C.E. Keyser, ‘Notes on the 
Churches of South Stoke, North Stoke, Ipsden and Checkendon, Oxfordshire’, Jnl of the British 
Archaeol. Assoc. 2nd ser. 24 (1918), 14. 
68

 TNA, PROB 11/57/629; OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 61/1/9; 71/1/13; cf. ibid. 179, f. 261; 3/5/48; TNA, 
PROB 11/113/242; PROB 11/138/25; PROB 11/313/205; PROB 11/543/35. 
69

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 19/3/16. 
70

 Char. Don. 986–7; 8th Rep. Com. Char. (Parl. Papers 1823 (13), viii), 526–7 (wrongly attributing the 
charity to Rob. Dorrell d. 1753); above, landownership (other estates). 
71

 TNA, PROB 11/1402/9; 8th Rep. Com. Char. 527; OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 573, f. 23v.; d 581, f. 
19v. 

North Stoke school (left) with the datestone ‘ERECTED A.D. 1864’ (right). 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • North Stoke  (Dec. 2019) • Social History  • p. 8 
 

 William Thomas (vicar 1736–66) and Peter Murthwaite (1767–1800) regularly gave 

offertory money to the poor,72 but by then the main burden of poor relief fell on the parish’s 

ratepayers. In 1776 34s. (out of £87 raised in all) was spent on housing, probably two 

cottages adjoining the former vicarage house, which belonged to the overseers and were 

sold in 1865.73 Total poor-relief costs rose from an average of £101 in 1783–5 to £138 in 

1803, when 14 adults and 10 children received permanent relief and 17 were helped 

occasionally, around a quarter of the population.74 By 1813 expenditure was £201, falling to 

£132 in 1815 (when only 7 per cent of the population received relief),75 but reaching £216 in 

1819 during the post-war slump. Thereafter costs fell, averaging £179 (or 18s. a head) 

through the 1820s.76 Responsibility passed in 1835 to Wallingford Poor Law Union, although 

the parish still appointed overseers, and in 1849 levied a poor rate of a shilling in the 

pound.77 

 Later medical care included a dental clinic set up in the village hall in 1913 by 

Charles Hatt of Wallingford.78 Dodd’s bread charity continued in the 1950s but later lapsed,79 

leaving three new charities which supported the recreation ground, village hall, and 

Women’s Institute. The village hall charity continued in 2018, with annual income of 

c.£4,670.80 
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 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 556, f. 136; d 559, f. 147v.; d 562, f. 166; d 565, f. 35. 
73

 Poor Abstract, 1777, p. 142; OHC, tithe award and map; ibid. PAR253/2/A1/1. 
74

 Poor Abstract, 1787, p. 191; 1804, pp. 402–3; cf. Census, 1801. 
75

 Poor Abstract, 1818, pp. 356–7; cf. Census, 1811–21. 
76

 Poor Rate Retns, 1822, p. 137; 1825, p. 172; 1830–1, p. 160; 1835, p. 155; cf. Census, 1821–31. 
77

 Oxon. Atlas, pp. 144–5; OHC, PAR253/2/A1/1; below, local govt. 
78

 Pedgley, Crowmarsh, 107. 
79

 Ibid. 110; OHC, PAR253/3/A2/1; ORCC, Kimber Rep. 
80

 Char. Com. website (June 2018), nos. 253110, 270927, 1030109. 


