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Social Character and Communal Life 

 

The Middle Ages 

 

The parish’s dispersed settlement meant that it lacked, as later, any single obvious focus, 

save for the church (at least for upland inhabitants), and possibly the manor houses.1 

Medieval deeds suggest closer interactions between Littlestoke and neighbouring riverside 

communities than with the parish’s more scattered upland parts, while conversely several hill 

dwellers had social ties and landholdings in neighbouring Woodcote, Exlade Street, and 

Stoke Row.2 Wyfold’s inhabitants looked east to Rotherfield Peppard, besides their tenurial 

links with Benson c.7½  miles to the north-west.3 

The Marmions (joint lords of Checkendon and Littlestoke) had their caput at 

Tamworth castle (Staffs.), and until 1204 owned lands in Normandy, their Norman 

foundation of Barbery abbey acquiring interests in Checkendon. From c.1175 the lordships 

passed to junior family members who were often resident, however, either at Checkendon or 

at Littlestoke.4 Geoffrey Marmion was involved c.1230 in a long-running dispute with 

Ipsden’s lords over common meadows,5 and John Marmion narrowly avoided 

excommunication in 1294 after joining other parishioners in refusing to pay tithes.6 He or his 

son paid the highest tax in 1327, while a relative (Thomas Marmion) paid a smaller sum.7  

The rest of the population comprised a mix of unfree peasants and freeholders, the 

latter emerging apparently between 1086 and the 13th century. Presumably the change 

reflected lordly policy, and perhaps assarting.8 Freeholders such as the Neels and Budifords 

                                            
1 Above, landscape etc. (settlement); below. 
2 Boarstall Cart. passim; TNA, DL 25/1647; Cooke, ‘Docs', 1−7, 53−61. 
3 Above, landownership (Wyfold); econ. hist. (agric. landscape). 
4 Above, landownership (Checkendon); VCH Staffs. XII (forthcoming); cf. C.F.R. Palmer, History of 
the Baronial Family of Marmion, Lords of the Castle of Tamworth (1875). For residence at Littlestoke, 
e.g. Boarstall Cart. pp. 20–1, 27, 33; TNA, CP 25/1/190/19, no. 49; Goring Charters, I, no. 190; II, no. 
135; Black Prince's Reg. IV, 296. 
5 Boarstall Cart. pp. 18–19; above, econ. hist. (agric. landscape). 
6 Reg. Sutton, V, 24. 
7 TNA, E 179/161/9; above, landownership (Checkendon). 
8 DB. f. 160 (mentioning no free tenants); Rot. Hund. II, 752, 764, 779; above, landownership (other 
estates); econ. hist. 
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(incomers possibly from Bidford-on-Avon, Warws.) witnessed local charters,9 while John 

Hawman, probably of Hammond’s farm, was pursued for debt in 1329 and 1331.10 Their 

unfree neighbours were mostly villeins or ‘serfs’ with relatively small holdings, whose rents 

and labour services and reciprocal food and other allowances were dictated by manorial 

custom. Checkendon’s and Littlestoke’s open-field farming also suggests communal 

cooperation, which perhaps contrasted with Wyfold, where tenants farmed private closes 

and received no food for their demesne work.11 Several tenants took their names from 

outlying landscape features, reflecting the parish’s dispersed settlement.12 

Despite 14th-century plague the population remained buoyant in the 1370s, perhaps 

partly through arrival of new families such as the Goswells, who settled later at Neal’s 

Farm.13 Tenant boon works were still claimed in 1393, but thereafter villeinage decayed as 

elsewhere.14 Some Marmions still lived at Littlestoke in the mid 15th century,15 but by then 

had been succeeded as lords by the resident Redes, the lawyer John Rede (d. 1404), 

originally from Bledlow (Bucks.), marrying into the Halyngrigge family of Hollandridge in 

Pyrton, and rising through the ranks to become an important local landowner and office-

holder.16 Like his wife Cecily (d. 1428), son Edmund (d. 1430), and daughter-in-law Christine 

(d. 1435) he was buried in the chancel of Checkendon church, all four of them 

commemorated with brasses.17 Later Redes lived at Boarstall (Bucks.), acquired through 

Christine,18 although a Rede relative (Anne Bowett) was buried in the chancel in 1491.19 

Other high-status burials there included those of Walter Beauchamp (d. c.1430) and the 

rector John Ernesby (d. 1458),20 while Thomas Cheyne (d. 1494/5), who requested burial in 

the church, owned property in Wallingford and was perhaps a former demesne farmer.21  

 

 

                                            
9 Boarstall Cart. pp. 16, 20–3; cf. Rot. Hund. II, 779; above, landownership (other estates). For 
Bidford, J.E.B. Gover et al., Place-Names of Warwickshire (1936), 201; a less likely provenance is 
Bideford (Devon). 
10 Cal. Close 1327−30, 522; TNA, C 241/102/81; above, landownership. 
11 Rot. Hund. II, 764, 779; above, econ. hist. (medieval). 
12 Above, landscape etc. (settlement). 
13 Poll Taxes 1377−81, ed. Fenwick, II, 295, 311 (naming Ric. Goswell as constable); above, 
landownership (Neal’s). 
14 Berks. RO, D/EH/T64/6; above, econ. hist. 
15 Cooke, ‘Docs’, 58−60; Boarstall Cart. p. 33. 
16 Hist. Parl. s.v. Rede, John; Boarstall Cart. pp. vii−viii; VCH Oxon. VIII, 153; above, landownership 
(Checkendon). 
17 P. Manning, ‘Monumental Brasses in the Deanery of Henley-on-Thames’, Oxf. Jnl of Monumental 
Brasses 1 (1898), 1−6; M. Stephenson, ‘A Palimpsest Brass at Checkenden’, Trans. Monumental 
Brass Soc. 3.1 (1897), 87−8; cf. Reg. Repingdon, I, 61. 
18 Boarstall Cart. pp. viii−x; Oxon. Wills, 42−6; VCH Bucks. IV, 9−14. 
19 Manning, ‘Monumental Brasses’, 5−6. 
20 Ibid. 3–5. Beauchamp’s connection with the parish is unclear. 
21 TNA, PROB 11/10/340. 
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1500−1800 

 

Sixteenth-century lords were generally non-resident, leasing the parish’s 3–4 manor houses 

usually with the demesne farms.22 Checkendon manor house was apparently occupied in 

1510 by (Sir) John Mundy (d. 1537), a goldsmith, alderman, and future lord mayor of London 

to whom William Rede was earlier indebted;23 he left the parish before 1525, however, when 

the highest taxpayers were William Butler (30s.) and Thomas Palling (25s.), probably 

demesne farmers at Wyfold and Checkendon respectively. The next wealthiest inhabitant 

paid only 9s., while 17 (68 per cent) paid 18d. or less, and six (probably labourers or 

servants) the 4d. minimum.24 Social ties are suggested by Palling’s bequest of grain to North 

and South Stoke churches,25 while Thomas Goswell (d. 1545) of Neal’s, who owned a house 

in Wallingford, made bequests to no fewer than ten churches within a 7½ -mile radius.26 

Continuing links between upland communities are reflected in a petition by Woodcote and 

                                            
22 Above, landownership; econ. hist. 
23 W.G. Clark Maxwell, ‘A Grant of Arms of the Year 1510’, Archaeologia 83 (1933), 167−70; Hist. 
Parl. s.v. Vincent Mundy; TNA, PROB 11/27/118; for debts, TNA, C 131/88/4; C 131/88/9.  
24 TNA, E 179/161/201 (incl. Wyfold: cf. ibid. E 179/161/198); above, econ. hist. 
25 OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 178.51; cf. ibid. 180.19, 180.239, 186.153. 
26 Ibid. 179.121. 

(Left) Memorial brass to Walter 
Beauchamp (d. c.1430); (below) 14th-
century wall painting depicting a man 
in armour behind a horse. Both are in 

the chancel of the parish church. 
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Exlade Street inhabitants in 1597 to continue attending Checkendon rather than the more 

distant South Stoke church.27  

Social ties of a different kind are evident amongst the Catholic gentry families 

associated with Littlestoke from the 1560s, beginning with the Wintershalls, of whom Richard 

(d. c.1580) married a North Stoke member of the prominent recusant Stonor family.28 The 

Catholic Hildesleys (who succeeded them as tenants by 1625 and as resident lords from 

c.1650)29 had both Stonor and north Yorkshire recusant connections,30 and Francis Hildesley 

(d. c.1684) married into the Catholic Winchcombe family of Bucklebury (Berks.), while 

William (d. c.1705) had as brothers-in-law both a Jesuit and a translator of recusant books. 

He additionally maintained relations with the Catholic Eyston family of East Hendred 

(Berks.), attending Christmas Day mass in their chapel at Hendred House in 1687 with his 

brothers Martin and Francis (himself a Jesuit).31 

Leading yeoman families included the Blackalls, Bodys, Goswells, and Lavalls, who 

occupied comfortably furnished houses32 and accounted for most of the 23 per cent of 17th-

century testators with probate inventories worth £100 or more:33 Richard Blackall (d. 1669), 

exceptionally, left assets worth £1,021 (all but £22 in debts owed him),34 while Henry Paslow 

(d. 1675), with goods worth £966, established charities in Checkendon and South Stoke.35 

Another 25 per cent of probate inventories were valued at £51−£99, 40 per cent at £10−£50, 

and 12 per cent under £10, a range of wealth reflected also in the 1665 hearth tax, when six 

Checkendon or Wyfold inhabitants (30 per cent) were taxed on 3–4 hearths, and ten (50 per 

cent) on 1–2, suggesting several fairly humble cottages. By contrast the Littlestoke, 

Checkendon Court, Wyfold, and Hook End manor houses had between 5 and 10 hearths, 

Checkendon Court and Hook End being then occupied by tenants.36 

Amongst later lords the lawyer and landowner Henry Knapp (d. 1674), though living 

at Woodcote, was buried in Checkendon church, and left charities for Checkendon, South 

                                            
27 OHC, S. Stoke par. reg. transcript, App. C; below, relig. hist. 
28 Eliz. (fl. 1593): Oxon. Visit. 144, 184; H. Bowler (ed.), Recusant Rolls 1593−4 (Cath. Rec. Soc. 57, 
1965), 127; above, landownership (Littlestoke). 
29 H.E. Salter, ‘Recusants in Oxfordshire 1603−33’, OAS Rep. (1924), 44 (‘Jelsley’), 49 (‘Elsley’); Cal. 
Cttee for Compounding, IV, 2521−2; above, landownership. 
30 Stonors: B. Stapleton, History of the Post-Reformation Catholic Missions in Oxfordshire (1906), 
286; OHC, E31/1D/1; Yorks: East Yorks. Arch., DDEL/37/44–5. Cf. TNA, PROB 11/183/750; below, 
relig. hist. 
31 Stapleton, Cath. Missions, 303−6; T. Hadland, Thames Valley Papists (2nd edn, 2004), 94, 132; 
H.W. Rylands (ed.), The Four Visitations of Berkshire, I (Harl. Soc. 56, 1907), 225; ODNB, s.v. 
Hawkins, Hen.; Hawkins, Sir Thos; below, relig. hist. 
32 e.g. OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 193.361; 41/3/22; 26/1/51; 5/4/15; 6/2/27.  
33 Based on 43 wills and inventories in OHC and TNA proved 1600−1700. 
34 TNA, PROB 4/7416. 
35 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 52/2/19; VCH Oxon. VII, 111; below (welfare). 
36 Hearth Tax Oxon. 2−3 (incl. one exonerated through poverty); the 1662 return (TNA, E 
179/164/504; E 179/255/3) is defective. Checkendon Court’s tenant Ric. Howse was a relative of the 
owner Ant. Lybbe: Rylands (ed.), Visitations of Berks. I, 229. 
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Stoke, and Henley.37 Thereafter the parish regularly had resident lords or other gentry. 

Checkendon Court was occupied successively by its owner the Revd Anthony Lybbe (d. 

1703), also Checkendon’s rector, and his son Anthony (d. 1731), the former’s goods (worth 

£424) including books worth £150,38 and the latter commissioning a detailed map of his 

estate.39 The resident Blackalls of Bottom Farm and Braziers (all of gentry status) were 

mostly buried and commemorated in the church,40 and Anne Blackall’s husband Charles 

Burrell Massingberd served as sheriff of Oxfordshire in 1778,41 while Isaac Manley (d. 1837), 

who remodelled Braziers House c.1800, was a naval officer who reached the rank of 

admiral, having earlier sailed with Captain Cook.42 Other prominent pewholders in 

Checkendon church were the Stanyans and Hardys of Woodcote House,43 of whom 

Catherine Hardy arranged for her mother’s re-interment at Checkendon in 1770, and erected 

a family memorial in the church.44 Leading farmers included William Hewett of Littlestoke, 

judged the ‘most considerable inhabitant’ in 1771.45  

 

           

                                            
37 VCH Oxon. VII, 97; TNA, PROB 11/346/270; monument in chancel; above, landownership (Wyfold); 
below (welfare). 
38 TNA, PROB 4/22693; PROB 11/644/169; above, landownership (Checkendon). 
39 Checkendon Ct estate map (1711), in private possession. Later lessees included the Catholic 
Doughty family: below, relig. hist. 
40 Above, landownership (Braziers); memorials in church and porch; cf. Bodl. MS Top. Oxon. c 60, ff. 
115, 117; TNA, PROB 11/697/424; PROB 11/726/232. 
41 Oxf. Jnl Syn. 15 Nov. 1777; Peters, Sheriffs, 154; above, landownership. 
42 Gent. Mag. n.s. 8 (1837), 650; memorial in church. 
43 Bodl. MS Top. Oxon. c 60, f. 122; VCH Oxon. VII, 97; above, landownership (Wyfold). 
44 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. b 20, f. 32; memorial to Temple and Grace Stanyan. 
45 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 561, f. 129 (mistakenly saying of S. Stoke: cf. ibid. SL146/5/D/2). 

Baroque wall monument in the 
chancel of the parish church to 

the lawyer Henry Knapp (d. 
1674) of Woodcote, owner of 

the Hook End estate. 
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Sixteenth-century social life may have focused on a church house suggested by the 

trenchers, wooden vessels, and brass kettle listed amongst church goods in 1552.46 The 

rector Roger Ponsonby (d. 1555) left money for annual distributions of bread, drink, cheese, 

and money, and a curate in 1566 provided for two barrels of beer and 48 loaves of bread at 

his funeral.47 Later social activities are poorly recorded, but presumably still centred on the 

church and (by the 1750s) the Four Horseshoes pub.48 Tensions arose in the 16th century 

between some rectors and the lessees of their substantial glebe, in particular John Raymond 

(accused in 1555 of ‘menaces’ and of threatening to ‘pluck’ the rector from his house),49 and 

Richard Lybbe, a wealthy former servant of Mary, Queen of Scots, who occupied the rectory 

house in 1569 and c.1583 before moving to his new mansion at Hardwick in Whitchurch.50 

Poaching and petty theft was reported in the 18th century,51 and in 1768 one yeoman was 

arrested for assault.52 

 

Since 1800 

 

Early 19th-century Checkendon remained a fairly ‘closed’ community of mainly gentry, 

farmers, and their servants and labourers, with three quarters of inhabitants still native to the 

parish or adjoining parishes in 1851.53 Occupants of Woodcote House (in South Stoke) 

maintained a presence, H.C. Cotton attending church with c.20 household members in the 

1810s despite strained relations with the rector.54 Occasional misdemeanours included 

brawling and assault, poaching and theft,55 unlicensed hawking,56 and once (in 1844) 

‘buggery with a ewe’,57 and in the 1820s−30s curates reportedly promoted Sunday afternoon 

cricket to keep older men from the pub.58 A police constable was resident by 1854.59  

Festivities to celebrate completion of the church’s restoration in 1869 included meals 

in a marquee for 200 ‘ladies and gentlemen’ and 200 ‘poorer parishioners’,60 and social life 

in general was boosted by the energetic rector Charles Abbey (1865−1908), who provided a 

                                            
46 Chant. Cert. 99. 
47 TNA, PROB 11/37/248; OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 184.23. 
48 Above, econ. hist. (trades). 
49 TNA, C 1/1325/10. 
50 Ibid. C 2/Eliz/T6/54; Oxf. Ch. Ct Deposns 1629−34, p. 12; OHC, E1/11/1D/6a; Bodl. MS Rolls Oxon. 
92b; Oxon. Visit. 9; below, Whitchurch, landownership. 
51 Oxf. Jnl Syn. 24 May 1766; OHC, Cal. QS, IX, pp. 114, 134. 
52 OHC, Cal. QS, I, f. 329v. 
53 TNA, HO 107/1725. 
54 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 658, ff. 104−9. 
55 Ibid. Cal. QS, II, ff. 236v., 248v.; ibid. QS1836/3/L1/5; QS1838/2/L1/1; QS1841/3/L1/24; 
QS1852/4/L2/16. 
56 Ibid. Cal. QS, IX, p. 302. 
57 Ibid. QS1844/2/L3/15. 
58 Ibid. PAR61/9/MS2/1. 
59 PO Dir. Oxon. (1854). 
60 Berks. Chron. 14 Aug. 1869. 
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lending library and evening temperance social club in the school, taught a winter night 

school at the rectory house, and began a temperance society which had 20−30 members in 

1874. A district horticultural society (with Abbey as secretary) held its inaugural show that 

same year.61 In 1895 he persuaded the newly-formed parish council to take over the library, 

re-named the ‘Checkendon free library’ and supported by parish rates, and the following 

year he leased the council a piece of glebe as a recreation ground, the arrangement 

continuing until 1911. In 1898 he additionally supported county council lectures on poultry-

keeping held at the school.62 Other activities included the parish friendly society’s annual 

Whit Wednesday feast, accompanied in 1898 by a funfair and by lunch in its clubroom at the 

Four Horseshoes pub.63 

 The parish’s largest houses continued to see a mix of resident gentry and wealthy 

tenants, the latter including John Sivewright, deputy lieutenant of Berkshire, who employed 

at least seven servants at Braziers House in 1851.64 The parish’s largest household, 

however, was that at the new Wyfold Court, built in the 1870s by the MP and cotton magnate 

Edward Hermon, who left £588,000 on his death in 1881, and accumulated a ‘choice 

collection of modern pictures’ which brought £37,000 at auction.65 In the 1890s his son-in-

law Robert Trotter Hermon-Hodge (later Lord Wyfold) employed 17 live-in servants along 

with other estate workers,66 and wrote a short local history as well as being a long-serving 

politician, prominent huntsman, and freemason.67 Like some other Wyfold inhabitants he 

attended Rotherfield Peppard church, where he and other family members were buried.68 

 Prominent early 20th-century incomers included the Busks at Heath End, Henry 

Ramié Beeton at Hammond’s, and Frederick Scott Oliver at Checkendon Court.69 Sir 

Edward Busk was vice-chancellor of London University in 1905−7, and his wife Lady Marian 

a noted botanist,70 and both supported suffragettes, amongst them the Checkendon farmer 

(Edith) Kate le Lacheur and her ‘pupil’ Frances Parker.71 Beeton was founder of a London 

                                            
61 ‘Checkendon parish almanack, 1874’: copy in OHC, PAR61/9/MS1/4; below, relig. hist. 
62 OHC, PC61/A1/1, pp. 11, 14, 15, 22, 23, 30, 32. 
63 Oxon. FS, p. 100; Reading Mercury, 11 Jun. 1898; Check. scrapbk, p. 69. 
64 TNA, HO 107/1725; C. Cross, Braziers Before the Community (1982), 11: copy in OHC. 
65 P. Howell, ‘Wyfold Court’, in H. Colvin and J. Harris (eds), The Country Seat: Studies in the History 
of the British Country House (1970), 244, 248; Pevsner, Oxon. 738. 
66 TNA, RG 12/1157; RG 13/1370; above, landownership (Wyfold). 
67 Complete Peerage, XIII, 304; The Times, 5 Jun. 1937; R.T. Hermon-Hodge, Lord Wyfold, The 
Upper Thames Valley: Some Antiquarian Notes (1923): copy in OHC. 
68 S.E. Butler, Memories of Rotherfield Peppard before the First World War (1973), 5: copy in OHC; 
mems in Roth. Peppard churchyard.  
69 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1899−1907 edns); above, landownership. 
70 The Times, 1 Nov. 1926; D. Ray, Dictionary of British and Irish Botanists and Horticulturists (1994), 
123. 
71 Check. scrapbk, pp. 150−1; E. Crawford, The Women's Suffrage Movement: A Reference Guide 
1866−1928 (1999), 351, 509, 525; A. Carwardine, Disgusted Ladies: The Women of Tunbridge Wells 
who Fought for the Right to Vote (2018), 132−4; cf. Check. Hist. 62; Check. Echoes, 36. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Checkendon (March 2020) • © VCH Oxfordshire • Social • p. 8 

 

electricity supply company and a noted pig-breeder,72 his son Alan (d. 1942), an artist, later 

living and working at Hammond’s.73 Oliver combined his business career with political and 

historical writing,74 and in 1913 gave land for a village hall, which by the following year 

housed a social club whose members subscribed 10s. or more a year.75 A branch of the 

Women’s Institute met there from 1917 to 1924, and again from 1930 until its suspension in 

1990.76 The hall itself was opened by the local MP Valentine Fleming (of Braziers Park),77 

whose son Ian, the author, spent part of his childhood in the parish.78 

 

    

 

 

 

The First World War claimed the lives of 13 parishioners including two of Lord 

Wyfold’s sons, a churchyard lych gate being erected as a memorial in 1920.79 The 1920s–

30s saw the advent of electricity and the earliest council housing,80 though in 1937 two 

school pupils were found to be malnourished,81 and in the 1930s poor relations with the 

rector engendered long-term ‘bitterness and animosity’,82 while plans to convert Wyfold 

Court into a psychiatric hospital met with initial hostility.83 More positively the interwar years 

saw May Day celebrations involving maypole dancing and the crowning of a May queen,84 

                                            
72 The Times, 23 Jun. 1934; above, econ. hist. (since 1800). 
73 The Times, 24 Dec. 1942. 
74 Ibid. 5 Jun. 1934; ODNB, s.v. Oliver, Fred. Scot. 
75 OHC, O174/D/1–4; ibid. PAR61/10/C/6. 
76 Ibid. O3/2/26; Check. scrapbk, p. 106; Check. Hist. 89. 
77 Check. scrapbk, pp. 98−100. 
78 The Times, 25 May 1917; ODNB, s.v. Fleming, Ian Lancaster. 
79 Check. scrapbk, pp. 152−3; Check. Hist. 63; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1765, faculty 1920. Names of 3 
parishioners killed in WWII were added in 1952: OHC, PAR61/2/A1/1; Check. Hist. 63. 
80 Above, landscape etc. (settlement). 
81 A Short History of Checkendon Primary School 1840−1990 (Checkendon Primary Sch. 1990), 12: 
copy in Checkendon Hist. Group archive. 
82 Oxf. Times, 13 Jun. 1930; below, relig. hist. (Reg. Edwards). 
83 OHC, H9/C4/4, petition 1930. 
84 Par. mag. (Jun. 1923): copy in Checkendon Hist. Group archive; Short Hist. Checkendon Primary 
Sch. 3, 11. 

The village hall (left) and maypole dancing in 1959 (right), 
the latter from the Checkendon WI scrapbook. 
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while an earlier rector (who found the parishioners ‘public spirited and liberal’) served as 

president of a sports’ club, which by 1923 fielded both football and cricket teams.85 A 

replacement recreation ground proved temporary,86 but a successor (opposite the village 

hall) was secured in 1934, held on lease from the Heath End estate until 1952 when the 

parish council bought the freehold.87 During the Second World War (which brought in 

London evacuees) the ground was briefly ploughed up for allotments, while the Women’s 

Institute preserved fruit in the village hall, and a pig club had 73 members.88  

 Despite boundary changes and new housing, post-war Checkendon remained a 

dispersed rural parish which attracted wealthy incomers to its more secluded parts, amongst 

them the businessmen and (later) rock musicians associated with Hook End.89 Braziers Park 

became a secular community and adult education college, and Wyfold Court remained part 

of Borocourt psychiatric hospital until 1993,90 a branch of the charity Riding for the Disabled 

(founded in 1970) continuing there in 2019.91 Even so parish social life remained vibrant, 

focused chiefly on the village hall (extended in 1968) and on the adjacent recreation ground, 

which acquired a new sports pavilion c.1980.92 Clubs in the 1970s catered for children, 

young teenagers, and the over 60s, while cricket and football continued, and in 1972 a 

drama club started a few years earlier helped stage a ‘medieval pageant’ in the grounds of 

Checkendon Court.93 A playgroup established in 1979 continued in 2019 as a pre-school,94 

while a local history society formed in 2006 mounted an exhibition the following year, and 

later published two books.95 However, the Four Horseshoes pub closed in 2013.96 

 

Education97 

 

Four ‘poor children’ from the parish (generally boys) were entitled to free education at a 

Woodcote school founded by Susannah Newman (née Knapp) in 1715,98 and from 1727 

                                            
85 Hugh Bonsey (1922−7): UCA, E24/C1/13, no. 7; Par. mag. (Jun. 1923); cf. Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. 
(1924); Check. scrapbk, p. 117. 
86 OHC, PC61/A1/1, pp. 150, 156. 
87 Ibid. pp. 226, 229; ibid. PC61/A1/2, pp. 16, 29, 54, 115; cf. Check. scrapbk, pp. 116, 118. 
88 Check. scrapbk, pp. 116, 171, 183, 187; Check. Hist. 50, 69. 
89 Above, landscape etc. (boundaries; settlement); landownership; cf. Check. Echoes, 68−9.  
90 Above, landownership (Wyfold; Braziers); below (welfare). 
91 www.wyfoldrda.org.uk (accessed Nov. 2019); Spencer-Harper, Wells, 354−5. 
92 Checkendon Autumn Leaves scrapbk (1977), in Checkendon Hist. Group archive; Check. Hist. 95, 
OHC, PAR61/10/C/6; ibid. PC61/A1/3, p. 260. 
93 Autumn Leaves scrapbk; Check. scrapbk, pp. 102, 234−9, and pageant script inside back cover; cf. 
Check. Hist. 84−106. 
94 Check. Hist. 48; www.checkendonpreschool.co.uk (accessed Nov. 2019). 
95 Check. Hist.; Check. Echoes. 
96 Henley Standard, 15 Feb. 2016. 
97 For the private School of Integrative Social Research at Braziers, above, landownership (Braziers). 
98 VCH Oxon. I, 488; VII, 110; cf. 1st Rep. Com. Char. (Parl. Papers 1819 (83), x), 205−6; 4th Rep. 
Com. Char. (Parl. Papers 1820 (312), v), 222. 
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another four boys were taught free at the new Goring Heath almshouse school,99 adjusted to 

six boys and seven girls by 1840, and to three boys and three girls by 1872.100 In 1875 the 

Goring Heath provision was replaced by an annual £10 payment to Checkendon school by 

the Goring Heath almshouse charity,101 and two years later the Woodcote arrangement was 

replaced by annual prizes totalling £4 12s., awarded to pupils at Checkendon and Wyfold 

schools.102 The Checkendon school prizes were distributed into the late 20th century,103 and 

the annual almshouse payments continued until 2011, when the last one received by the 

school was £400.104 

 

 

 

Within the parish itself there was no school for much of the 18th century,105 although 

a Sunday school started in 1804 had c.30 children in 1818 when it was taught by the 

minister and two ladies.106 It continued in the 1830s, when three day schools taught a total of 

23 boys and 31 girls aged 5−12, all but 16 of them paid for by Admiral Manley of Braziers 

House and the rector.107 The rector’s day school continued in 1838, when a National school 

was thought ‘desirable’ but probably unaffordable,108 and in 1840 the rector William Crabtree 

erected a plain brick and slate schoolroom on glebe adjoining the churchyard at a cost of 

£156, assisted by local contributions.109 In 1854 it accommodated only the Sunday school, 

however.110  

 

                                            
99 Below, Goring, social hist. 
100 Lewis's Topog. Dict. of Eng. (1840), I, 499; TNA, ED 2/364. 
101 Below, Goring, social hist. 
102 Char. Com. Scheme (1877): copy in OHC, PAR61/13/C/1: cf. TNA, ED 49/6118; ED 49/12407.  
103 OHC, PAR61/10/E/1−2; Char. Com. website, no. 309577 (accessed Nov. 2019). 
104 Below, Goring, social hist. 
105 Secker's Visit. 42; OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 555, f. 125; d 558, f. 133; d 561, f. 129. 
106 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 433, f. 55; Educ. of Poor Digest (Parl. Papers 1819 (224), ix), II, p. 720. 
107 Educ. Enq. Abstract (Parl. Papers 1835 (62), xlii), p. 743; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. b 39, f. 83. 
108 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. b 41, f. 61. 
109 Ibid. b 70, f. 181; inscription on plaque. 
110 Wilb. Visit. 33−4; though cf. Lewis's Topog. Dict. of Eng. (1840), I, 499. 

The rector’s schoolroom (Checkendon primary school) erected in 1840. 
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Checkendon Primary School    A mixed day school was finally opened in the schoolroom 

c.1862, and by 1871 was affiliated to the National Society.111 The mistress occupied an 

adjacent glebe cottage, her £15 salary met from voluntary contributions and pence,112 and in 

1869 (when the school received government grants) there were 45 children on the roll, 

though average attendance of only 25.113 Low attendance and high staff turnover continued 

into the early 20th century,114 when the mistress and another teacher taught the older 

children and infants in a single schoolroom divided by a screen. Attainment in 1905 was 

‘very low’ with ‘little intelligent effort evident’, and though standards improved under Maud 

Morris (née Andrews, 1905−17), her successor resigned in 1920 following complaints by 

Lord and Lady Wyfold. An increase in pupil numbers rendered the schoolroom ‘totally 

inadequate’ by 1922,115 and an infants’ classroom was added the following year.116 In 1934 

children over 11 were transferred to a new senior school at Woodcote, however, causing 

numbers to fall from 60 in 1927 to only 26 eight years later.117  

(Vera) Mary Gray’s long headship (1932−66) saw the arrival in 1939 of 26 London 

evacuees, some of them taught in the village hall, where school meals were served until 

2001.118 The school premises – glebe property until 1963, when they were vested in the 

diocesan board of finance119 – were modernized and extended in the early 1960s, when 

pupil numbers reached 45, and a swimming pool and cedarwood hut were added in 1967 

and 1978 respectively. Even so the school was at risk of closure from 1981 to 1985, when 

there was a single teacher. An increase to 60 pupils and three full-time teachers only two 

years later required the purchase in 1988 of a temporary classroom,120 which was replaced 

in 2001 when new building provided a hall, library, classroom, staffroom, and office. A further 

brick classroom was added in 2010,121 and in 2019 the school taught 72 children in four 

classes.122 

 

                                            
111 OHC, CC4/45/2; Gore’s Visit. pp. 385−6; Returns relating to Elem. Educ. (Parl. Papers 1871 (201), 
lv), p. 318; cf. TNA, RG 9/883, making no mention in 1861. None of the school’s records survive 
before 1902.  
112 OHC, PAR61/9/MS2/1; PAR61/9/MS1/1, f. 153v. 
113 Retns relating to Schools (Parl. Papers 1867−8 (114), liii), p. 339; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 335, f. 91. 
114 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1887−1903 edns); Return of Schs. (Parl. Papers 1894 [C 7529], lxv), p. 492. 
115 TNA, ED 21/37933; OHC, CC4/45/11 and 21−6; ibid. PAR61/14/A1/1; Short Hist. Checkendon 
Primary Sch. 15. 
116 TNA, ED 21/37933; OHC, PAR61/14/A1/1. 
117 TNA, ED 21/37933; UCA, E24/C1/13; Check. scrapbk, p. 59. 
118 Short Hist. Checkendon Primary Sch. 14−5; Check. scrapbk, pp. 59, 62, 101; Check. Hist. 51. 
119 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. b 154/5. 
120 Check. scrapbk, pp. 62, 64−5; OHC, PC61/A1/2, p. 198; PC61/A1/3, p. 239; ibid. PAR61/2/A1/1; 
Short Hist. Checkendon Primary Sch. 1, 7. 
121 Check. Hist. 46; SODC, P99/S1023/CC (accessed online). 
122 www.checkendon.oxon.sch.uk; www.get-information-schools.service.gov.uk (both accessed Nov. 
2019). 
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Wyfold School (1874–1909)    A separate National school was opened at Hook End in 

1874, in purpose-built premises provided by Edward Hermon of Wyfold Court, and designed 

by George Somers Clarke.123 The building, of red brick with tiled roofs, large brick 

chimneystacks, blue brick diaper work, and Dutch gables, comprised a single schoolroom 

divided by a partition, and had a teacher’s house adjoining.124 Average attendance in the 

1880s was 30, rising to 51 by 1893 when two thirds of the school’s income came from 

government grants, and the rest from voluntary contributions.125 Few mistresses stayed for 

long, however, the longest-serving being Annie Twyman (c.1901−9),126 who had ‘complete 

command’ of her pupils despite the ‘difficulties caused by irregular attendance’.127 Wyfold 

and Checkendon schools staged a joint concert in 1898 and a combined prize-giving ten 

years later, but by then pupil numbers had reportedly halved, and the future Lord Wyfold (as 

owner) closed the school in March 1909, when six pupils were transferred to Checkendon 

school.128 

 

    

 

Welfare 

 

A poor men’s box in the church was mentioned in 1589,129 and bequests to the poor were 

common in 16th- and 17th-century wills,130 accompanied by a handful of small endowed 

charities (below). Joan Lybbe (d. 1613) of Whitchurch left 20s. a year to Checkendon’s poor 

for 15 years, while the rector William Boudry (d. 1761) gave a guinea to each farmer 

occupying land worth more than £12 a year, and half a guinea to every poor family not in 

                                            
123 ‘Checkendon parish almanack, 1874’; OHC, CC4/46/1; above, landscape etc. (built character). 
124 Plans and photos (1907) in OHC, CC4/46/7−10. 
125 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883−91 edns); Return of Schs. p. 492. 
126 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883−1907 edns); TNA, RG 13/1370; Short Hist. Checkendon Primary Sch. 13. 
127 OHC, CC4/46/4. 
128 Reading Mercury, 15 Jan. 1898; Short Hist. Checkendon Primary Sch. 13–14; OHC, 
PAR61/14/A1/1, pp. 28, 32. 
129 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 188.29. 
130 e.g. ibid. 180.239; 3/2/25; 188.164; 51/1/38; 26/1/51; TNA, PROB 11/141/147; PROB 11/183/750. 

Wyfold school in 1907. Source: OHC, CC4/46. 
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receipt of poor relief.131 Offertory money was distributed among poor communicants by 1738, 

and by 1840 the rector let an acre of glebe near the church as allotments, while a successor 

in 1874 ran coal and clothing clubs and a savings bank.132 A friendly or benefit society was 

established in 1843, continuing in 1898 when it met at the Four Horseshoes pub,133 and in 

the 1890s a girls’ friendly society met at the rectory house.134 

 A Whitchurch apothecary practising smallpox inoculation transferred his practice to 

Hook End in 1774,135 but medical treatment was otherwise available only outside the parish 

until c.1906, when a newly founded nursing association paid and housed a district nurse.136 

From the mid 20th century until 1971 a Nettlebed doctor held a branch surgery twice a week 

in Langtree Cottages, following the closure of which patients were bussed to Nettlebed, the 

driver returning with prescription medicines for dispensing at Checkendon’s post office.137 In 

addition a twice-monthly infant welfare clinic was held in the village hall until 1969.138 The 

nursing association’s assets were used in 1956 to establish the Checkendon and District Aid 

in Sickness Fund, which extended to Crowmarsh Gifford, Ipsden, Stoke Row, and 

Woodcote, and continued in 2019, making small grants to individuals ‘unwell and in financial 

need’.139 A psychiatric hospital at Wyfold Court (described below) operated from 1932 to 

1993, treating patients from a wide area. 

 

Parish Charities Goring and Goring Heath almshouses reserved one and two places 

respectively for Checkendon men, and Checkendon boys educated at Goring Heath 

almshouse school were eligible for funded apprenticeships.140 The parish also acquired its 

own charities, although several were subsequently lost, amongst them £5 stock left by the 

lord Leonard Keate (d. 1622/3) to provide 8s. a year for the poor.141 Roger Hall (d. 1653) of 

Thatcham (Berks.) and Robert Hall (d. 1655) of Ickford (Bucks.) imposed small rent charges 

on tenements in Thatcham and Thame, which in 1738 produced 19s. a year used for 

clothing the poor.142 Only Roger’s 9s. was still paid in 1759, however,143 and that too was 

                                            
131 TNA, PROB 11/123/482; PROB 11/867/390. 
132 Secker's Visit. 42; UCA, E24/M1/3; ‘Checkendon parish almanack, 1874’. 
133 Oxon. FS, p. 100; Berks. RO, D/EX1044/7/3. 
134 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 359, f. 95; c 362, f. 95. 
135 Reading Mercury, 12 Dec. 1774. 
136 Check. scrapbk, pp. 157−8; Check. Echoes, 45−7. 
137 Check. scrapbk, p. 158; Autumn Leaves scrapbk; Reading Mercury, 30 Sept. 1982; Check. 
Echoes, 37−43. 
138 Check. scrapbk, pp. 101, 157−8; Check. Echoes, 45−7. 
139 Check. Echoes, 46; Char. Com. website (accessed Nov. 2019), no. 234888. 
140 Below, Goring, social hist.; cf. 1st Rep. Com. Char. 198, 200; 4th Rep. Com. Char. 222; The 
Goring Heath Charity: Scholars, Apprentices, and Almsmen 1737–1927 (Eureka Partnership, 2004) 
141 TNA, PROB 11/141/147. 
142 Ibid. PROB 11/229/536; PROB 11/250/256; Secker's Visit. 42. 
143 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 555, f. 125; cf. ibid. d 558, f. 133. 
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lost from c.1805.144 A similar fate befell a clothing charity established by Henry Knapp (d. 

1674) of Woodcote, who left 40s. a year from his Hook End estate and 20s. a year from 

lands in Henley to clothe five poor people, two from Checkendon, two from South Stoke, and 

one from Henley.145 The charity was applied in Checkendon in 1759, and is perhaps to be 

identified with a later distribution by a South Stoke landowner of blue cloth for gowns, 

benefiting three poor women from South Stoke and two from Checkendon. Neither was 

mentioned later, however.146 

 Checkendon’s longest-lasting charity was that of Henry Paslow (d. 1675), who left £5 

a year from his Rumerhedge estate at Wyfold to provide coats (marked with the letters HP) 

for two poor men from Woodcote, one from South Stoke, and two from Checkendon. Each 

received an additional shilling for attending a charity sermon preached by the vicar of South 

Stoke.147 The charity was correctly applied throughout the 18th century,148 and c.1820 the 

five men received their coats and money at a service and sermon held in Woodcote 

chapel.149 In 1937 the rent charge was redeemed for £260 stock, and from 1943 the five 

men received 30s. apiece, plus 1s. for attending a service in either Checkendon or South 

Stoke.150 Distributions continued in 1965, but apparently ceased soon after.151 

 

Parish Poor Relief An ‘ancient book of rates for the church and the poor’ (mentioned 

c.1650) has not survived,152 and the only later accounts are those of 1835, when payments 

were made to paupers for mending roads and picking and breaking stones, and for bread, 

clothes, fuel, medical bills, and cottage rents owed to Admiral Manley and Adam Duff.153 

Total expenditure in 1776 was £141 (including £19 spent on renting accommodation), which 

in line with wider trends rose to £246 in 1785 and to £584 in 1803, when 30 adults and 28 

children were relieved permanently, and a further 13 people occasionally: in all almost a 

quarter of the population. Costs were similar (at £580) in 1813, when 53 people were 

relieved permanently and 54 occasionally, and peaked at £627 in 1818.154 Thereafter they 

                                            
144 Ibid. PAR61/1/R1/1, inside front cover; 4th Rep. Com. Char. 221−2.  
145 TNA, PROB 11/346/270. 
146 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 555, f. 125; 4th Rep. Com. Char. 222; cf. 8th Rep. Com. Char. (Parl. Papers 
1823 (13), viii), 496, 515; VCH Oxon. VII, 111. 
147 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 52/2/19. 
148 Ibid. PAR61/1/R1/1, pp. 58, 64, 66; ibid. MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 555, f. 125; d 558, f. 133. 
149 4th Rep. Com. Char. 222. For 1864−6 accts, OHC, PAR61/13/C/1. 
150 VCH Oxon. VII, 111; OHC, PAR61/10/E/1. 
151 OHC, PAR61/2/A1/1; not listed on Char. Com. website (Nov. 2019). 
152 OHC, E372/D1/3. 
153 Ibid. PAR61/4/F1/1. 
154 Poor Abstract, 1777, 438; 1787, 655; 1804, 402−3; 1818, 356−7. 
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fell sharply to £245 in 1823, but were back to £528 by 1832 and £439 in 1834.155 

Responsibility passed the following year to the new Henley Poor Law Union.156  

 

Borocourt Hospital In 1932 the Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire, and Reading Joint Board 

for the Mentally Defective adapted Wyfold Court for use as a psychiatric hospital, managing 

it until 1948 when it was incorporated into the National Health Service.157 Thereafter the 

hospital (known as Borocourt)158 was run by the Berkshire County Mental Hospital 

Management Committee, later the St Birinus Hospital Group.159 Around 150 patients were 

admitted in 1933, and four new villas were added in 1938, by which time patient numbers 

had increased to 400. Nine new wards opened in 1967, and by 1973 there were beds for 

230 men, 210 women, and 120 children, including 24 in a specialist unit for blind children 

opened in 1970. Adult patients were often given work on a hospital farm (closed in 1957), or 

in workshops on the site, and most children were educated in three schools there, which had 

139 pupils and 29 staff in 1977, and two of which merged in 1982 with Bishopswood special 

school in Sonning Common.160 Other facilities included a swimming pool, gymnasium, shop, 

and chapel. Further expansion followed in 1976, but treatment at the hospital was criticized 

in a television documentary in 1981, and in 1983 Borocourt lost its status as a teaching 

hospital. From the late 1980s patient numbers were gradually reduced in line with changing 

medical and political policies, and the hospital closed in 1993, most of its outlying buildings 

being later demolished. 

 

 

                                            
155 Poor Rate Retns, 1822, p. 137; 1825, p. 172; 1830−1, p. 160; 1835, p. 155. 
156 Oxf. Jnl, 30 May 1835; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 144−5. Youngs, Admin. Units, I, 394, wrongly gives 
Bradfield PLU. 
157 OHC, H9. 
158 Combining the initials of the four original controlling authorities (Bucks., Oxon., Reading, and Oxf.) 
with ‘Court’: Check. scrapbk, p. 91.  
159 Berks. RO, PHA2. Following based on: Check. scrapbk, p. 91; Autumn Leaves scrapbk; Check. 
Echoes, 3−14; Berks. RO, PHA2/5/2−3. 
160 www.bishopswoodschool.co.uk (accessed Nov. 2019); cf. below, Eye and Dunsden, social hist. 

Borocourt hospital buildings 
c.1950 viewed from the south 
front of the mansion. Source: 
Checkendon WI scrapbook. 


