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This overview forms the introduction to VCH Oxfordshire XX (The South Oxfordshire 

Chilterns), which is complete and peer-reviewed, and will be published in 2021–2. The 

volume as a whole will cover Caversham, Checkendon, Crowmarsh Gifford, Eye and 

Dunsden, Goring, Ipsden, Mapledurham, Mongewell, Newnham Murren, North Stoke, 

Shiplake, and Whitchurch. Maps and illustrations in the final version will differ.  

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

The twelve ancient parishes covered in this volume lie within a loop of the river Thames in 

the county’s south-east corner, straddling the Chiltern hills’ south-west end, and all formerly 

bordering Berkshire.1 Most formed long thin ‘strip’ parishes stretching from the river into the 

hills, encompassing scattered upland settlement and wood pasture as well as nucleated 

riverside villages – the site, in most cases, of the parish church. Though long interconnected, 

the hills and the vale still form distinct landscape zones, albeit now with some denser centres 

of upland settlement compared with earlier. Neighbouring riverside towns – Wallingford to 

the north-west, Reading to the south, and Henley-on-Thames to the north-east – exerted 

important influences from the Middle Ages, as did London some 40–50 miles to the east. 

The economy was predominantly agricultural until the 20th century, with woodland 

and woodland crafts playing a significant role, and local industry including small-scale 

brickmaking and quarrying alongside the usual rural trades. Gentrification gained momentum 

from the mid 19th century, accelerated by the arrival of the railway from 1840 and especially 

affecting the area’s attractive riverside villages, which saw extensive new building by wealthy 

incomers. Caversham, uniquely, became a densely settled suburb of neighbouring Reading, 

drawing in a more socially mixed population. Demographic change across the wider area 

prompted large-scale 20th-century boundary changes, abolishing or radically altering most 

ancient parishes, and creating several new ones. Nonetheless the area has largely retained 

its scenic charm, enhanced by its traditional brick, flint, and timber buildings, and reflected in 

its inclusion (since 1964) in the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, which 

 
1 Refs are to ancient parishes as they existed c.1840, save for Eye and Dunsden which formed a township of 
Sonning (Berks.) until 1866. South Stoke (a detached part of Dorchester hundred) is covered in VCH Oxon. VII, 
93–112 (incl. Woodcote and Exlade Street). Since county boundary changes in 1974 some parishes no longer 
border Berks. 
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excludes only the more built-up areas around Caversham and in the south-east.2 Historically 

the area was divided between Langtree hundred on the west and part of Binfield hundred on 

the east,3 the twelve parishes as a whole covering 32,348 acres.4  

 

                 Langtree and Binfield hundreds c.1840 

 

LANDSCAPE 

 

The area is bisected by the south-west end of the Chiltern hills, a high chalk outcrop 

stretching 50 miles from Hitchin (Herts.) down to Goring. There, at the Goring Gap, the 

 
2 Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (Designation) Order 1964; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 158–9. 
3 For the rest of Binfield hundred (Bix, Harpsden, Henley-on-Thames, Rotherfield Greys, and Rotherfield 
Peppard), see VCH Oxon. XVI, incl. general discussion at pp. 1–18. 
4 VCH Oxon. II, 216–17, 220 (incl. 309 a. in Berks. belonging to Whitchurch parish). South Stoke (Dorchester 
hundred) covered another 3,370 a.  
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Thames narrows to a gorge-like passage separating the hills from the chalklands of the 

Berkshire Downs. The ridge of the hills runs south-westwards from near Nuffield (at 212 m.) 

down through Ipsden, Checkendon, and South Stoke, with parishes to the west (until 

modern boundary changes) climbing the scarp-face to the ridge or just beyond, and those to 

the south and east rising unevenly up the dip slope, from c.35–45 m. by the river to c.125–

200 m. in the hills.5 The pattern reflects 10th- and 11th-century estate organization, which 

was presumably designed to give access to a wide range of landscape types.6 The uplands 

generally, as throughout the Chilterns, are undulating and irregular, dissected by dry valleys 

which, combined with large areas of woodland, create short horizons broken by occasional 

spectacular views. The topography is reflected in upland place names such as Checkendon, 

Ipsden, and Elvendon (in Goring), the Old English -denu suffix denoting a long shallow 

valley.7 Steep slopes reach close to the river particularly in the Goring-Whitchurch area, 

slightly flattening out further north and east where the floodplain is widest. 

  

The bedrock geology is chalk interspersed with patches of clay, overlain by clay-with-

flints on much of the higher ground, and by sand and gravel especially in the south and on 

the dip slope. Bands of riverside alluvium, at their widest below the dip slope, provided 

parishes with varying amounts of meadow, while medieval open fields were concentrated on 

the lighter, more freely draining soils of the gently rising lower slopes. The uplands, with their 

heavier, more clayey, and more acidic soils, remained a patchwork of small hedged closes 

interspersed with woodland and large shared commons such as Goring, Ipsden, and Binfield 

heaths, any open-field arable there being ill-documented and apparently short-lived.8 Water 

 
5 OS Map 1:25,000, sheet 171 (2009 edn); OS Area Bks (plans). For neighbouring Chiltern areas, VCH Oxon. 
XVI, 1–4; XVIII, 1–3; for wider region, L.W. Hepple and A.M. Doggett, The Chilterns (1994 edn). 
6 Below (Anglo-Saxon settlement).  
7 PN Oxon. I, 45, 56; below, partic. parishes. Cf. Applehanger in Goring (‘apple orchard on a slope’). 
8 Geol. and soil maps at www.bgs.ac.uk and www.landis.org.uk/soilscapes (accessed Dec. 2019); below (econ.); 
partic. parishes. Cf. D. Roden, ‘Field Systems of the Chiltern Hills and their Environs’, in A.R.H. Baker and R.A. 
Butlin (eds), Studies of Field Systems in the British Isles (1973), 325–76. 

Looking south-
east to Great 
Chalk Wood (Old 
English cealc-
ōra, chalk bank 
or slope), from 
just outside 
Goring. 
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supply in the hills was problematic until the 20th century, reliant on clay-lined ponds (which 

often attracted settlement),9 water tanks, and deep wells, of which the ‘Maharajah’s well’ at 

Stoke Row was provided as a philanthropic gift in 1864.10 Springs and streams below the 

spring-line are recalled in the names of Mongewell, Shiplake, and Lashbrook, while 

Crowmarsh recalls a large lowland common (‘crow marsh’) extending northwards into 

Benson.11 

Woodland was concentrated in the mid 18th century in a discontinuous band along 

the hills’ upper slopes, with additional pockets around Goring heath and Hardwick (the latter 

in Whitchurch), near Checkendon, Ipsden, and Nuffield, and between Shiplake and 

Harpsden.12 By then its extent had been reduced by piecemeal assarting and later 

clearances, though in the 1840s (following renewed expansion) it still covered c.13 per cent 

of the total area, and a broadly similar pattern persisted in 2009.13 Medieval parks (some 

later landscaped) were established at Caversham, Mapledurham, Whitchurch, Crowsley (in 

Shiplake), and Applehanger and Elvendon (both in Goring).14 Small former chalk pits are 

scattered across the area, a few now forming clay-lined ponds, while late 20th-century gravel 

extraction between Caversham and Shiplake obliterated large areas of riverside farmland, 

creating large lakes which were converted into water-sports facilities and marinas.15 

 

COMMUNICATIONS 

 

Roads and River Crossings 

 

Bridges (all or most replacing earlier fords) existed at Wallingford, Caversham, Henley-on-

Thames, and probably Sonning by the 12th or 13th centuries, supplemented by fords around 

Goring and Whitchurch, and by ferries at Newnham, Goring, Whitchurch, Lower Caversham, 

and Lashbrook (in Shiplake).16 Long-distance routes using those crossings included the 

(probably pre-Roman) Icknield Way, which follows the foot of the Chiltern scarp, and forded 

the river at Goring to join the Berkshire ridgeway.17 Just north of the area covered here, the 

Dorchester–Henley road, also of Roman origin, formed part of a main route to London from 

 
9 Recalled in the place names Homer, Kidmore, and Uxmore (incorporating OE ‘mere’), and Cray’s Pond 
(Goring): cf. PN Oxon. II, 459. 
10 Below, Ipsden (landscape). A deep brick-lined well survives at English Fm (Newnham Murren). 
11 PN Oxon. I, 48, 81–2. 
12 Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); cf. Davis, Oxon. Map (1797); OS Map 1”, sheet 13 (1830). 
13 OHC, tithe awards (noting over 25 per cent in Checkendon and Mongewell); OS Map 1:25,000, sheet 171 
(2009 edn). Wood-related place names include Hailey, Crowsley, and Woodcote: PN Oxon. I, 57, 81, 157. 
14 Below, partic. parishes. 
15 OS Maps (various edns); below, Caversham (landscape; industry). 
16 Below, partic. parishes; Christie et al., Wallingford, 221–30. Later ferries were established at N. Stoke, Ipsden, 
and Mapledurham. 
17 Below, partic. parishes; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 28–9, 50–1; R. Peberdy, ‘From Goring towards Henley: The Course, 
History and Significance of a Medieval Oxfordshire Routeway’, Oxoniensia 77 (2012), 101–2. 
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the Middle Ages,18 while the ‘port way’ between Wallingford and Reading, crossing the river 

at Crowmarsh Gifford and Caversham, pre-dates Wallingford’s 9th-century burh, whose 

creation obliterated its north-westwards continuation to Shillingford.19 As the A4074 it 

remains (with the Henley road) the chief modern route across this part of the Chilterns. An 

alternative medieval route called Tudding Way (now surviving only in stretches) followed the 

river between Crowmarsh and Caversham, linking several riverside villages; beyond 

Hardwick, however, it was open only to packhorses by 1479, and suffered periodic 

flooding.20 The main Caversham–Henley road, passing close to the river through Playhatch 

and Shiplake, effectively continues its course. 

Other medieval routes included a branch from the port way to Goring (the modern 

B4009), a ‘Reading way’ running south through Nettlebed, and a possibly Anglo-Saxon 

Goring–Henley route across the Chilterns, while a continuation of Timbers Lane (running 

south from Nuffield) may mark an early ridgeway roughly parallel to Icknield Way.21 A route 

from Benson to Pangbourne, via Goring Heath and Whitchurch, has been suggested as 

Roman.22 On the Thames’s Berkshire bank, another medieval road from Wallingford to 

Reading (now the A329) follows the river through Streatley (opposite Goring), its northern 

stretch running roughly parallel to the former Roman road from Dorchester to Silchester.23 

A network of lesser lanes and tracks linked the area’s lowland and upland 

settlements with each other and with the main through-routes.24 A track along the Iron-Age 

Grim’s Ditch (marking the Mongewell–Newnham boundary, and called the ‘old way’ in 966) 

was one of several running from the river to the Chiltern hills, perhaps originally forming 

transhumance routes,25 and several other lanes or roads are apparently of medieval origin, 

some leading to upland commons. Some later acquired longer-distance importance, a ‘green 

way’ past Cray’s Pond (in the uplands north of Goring Heath) becoming part of a route from 

Goring to Reading following Tudding Way’s decline. Others became foci for settlement, 

Shiplake Row developing along the road to Binfield heath.26 

 
18 VCH Oxon. XVI, 4–6, 23–6, 197–9; XVIII, 3–6, 23, 277. Littlestoke (by the Thames in Checkendon parish) was 
‘an easy day’s journey from London’ c.1720: Berks. RO, D/EB/T13. 
19 Christie et al., Wallingford, 241–4, 393; for name, e.g. Boarstall Cart. pp. 23, 34; OHC, N. Stoke tithe award. 
The ‘port’ (or town) may have been Wallingford rather than Reading. 
20 P. Preece, ‘The Tuddingway, an Ancient Road’, Oxon. Local Hist. 8.1 (2006), 3–10; Cooke, Mapledurham, 55–
6; below, partic. parishes. Part followed Watery Lane past Newnham church, its diversion away from the river in 
N. Stoke and Ipsden (OHC, tithe awards) perhaps representing an alternative course along higher ground. Cf. 
Boarstall Cart. p. 25, mentioning a separate riverside ‘chapman’s path’ in Ipsden. 
21 VCH Oxon. XVIII, 5–6, 344; Peberdy, ‘Goring towards Henley’, 91–105; OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. b 41, f. 42 
(Goring way). 
22 J. Sharpe and P. Carter, ‘A “New” Roman Road East of the Thames from Benson to Pangbourne’, SOAG 
Bulletin 62 (2008), 7–12. 
23 VCH Oxon. XVIII, 5–6, 394–5; Christie et al., Wallingford, 52, 241. The present road dates probably from the 
creation of Wallingford’s 9th-cent. burh. 
24 Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); Davis, Oxon. Map (1797). 
25 Sawyer S.738; cf. VCH Oxon. XVIII, 3. 
26 Below, partic. parishes. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • The South Oxfordshire Chilterns (April 2021) • p. 6 

 

 

The Henley–Dorchester road was turnpiked in 1736 and its south-westwards branch 

to Wallingford (through Crowmarsh Gifford) in 1765, followed by the Caversham–Henley 

road in 1768. The only other local turnpike route (established in 1764) was the Wallingford–

Reading road along the river’s Berkshire bank,27 though transport links were further 

improved by the building of bridges between Whitchurch and Pangbourne in 1792 and 

between Goring and Streatley in 1837, and in the 1820s the Wallingford turnpike was re-

routed along an easier course.28 Parliamentary enclosures led to suppression or 

rationalization of many lesser routes, particularly in more lowland areas, while a north-

eastwards route from North Stoke to Icknield Way was suppressed in 1803.29 Twentieth-

century changes included minor diversions and road straightenings (including of the port 

way), and an additional road bridge between Caversham and Reading was built in 1923. A 

Crowmarsh bypass followed in 1987, and a Wallingford bypass (crossing the river between 

Newnham and Mongewell) in 1988–93, while the M4 motorway past Reading opened in 

 
27 Oxon. Atlas, pp. 102–3. The Caversham–Henley road was disturnpiked in 1881, and the others in 1873–4. 
28 Below, partic. parishes; VCH Oxon. XVIII, 5–6, 22, 24. 
29 OHC, QSH/1803/T8–12; Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); Bryant, Oxon. Map (1824). 

The South Chilterns area as depicted on Thomas Jefferys' County of Oxford (1767) (detail). 
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1971.30 Long-debated proposals for a third Reading bridge, to meet the Caversham–Henley 

road at Playhatch, remained divisive in 2020.31 

Coaching routes through Henley, Dorchester, and Reading mostly skirted the area, 

save for limited services along the turnpike branch to Wallingford through Crowmarsh 

Gifford.32 Carriers (many of them locally based) linked most villages and some smaller 

settlements with neighbouring towns by the 19th century, however,33 and by the early 20th a 

few were acquiring motorized vehicles and carrying passengers. Bus services expanded 

considerably from the 1920s, reflecting an absence of rail links beyond the larger riverside 

villages and generating fierce competition. Longer-lasting operators included House Bros of 

Watlington (c.1912–87), the Thames Valley Traction Co. Ltd (established 1920), various 

Reading operators, and the Woodcote-based Kemp’s Motor Services (1929–55) and its 

successor Chiltern Queens Ltd (1955–2002), some of which also ran excursions, school 

buses, and military transport.34 Increasing car ownership and bus deregulation led to marked 

reductions in rural services during the later 20th century, although Reading’s proximity 

helped maintain a moderately extensive network, supplemented by locally based community 

operators.35 Many smaller places also lost post offices. 

 

River and Rail 

 

Transport along the Thames has been important since prehistory. Whitchurch may have had 

a landing place c.1012, and water-borne carrying services from Wallingford (enhanced 

possibly by a short artificial canal) were mentioned in 1086. Medieval salt rights attached to 

Benson, Sonning, and Henley suggest involvement, too, in the widespread distribution of 

Droitwich salt by road and river.36 Large-scale shipping of bulk goods between Oxford and 

London continued in the 13th century, passing through several weirs and flashlocks along 

the stretch covered here, and particularly benefiting Henley and Reading, whose abbey 

waterfront (by the Thames–Kennet confluence) was refurbished c.1320. Commercial use 

above Henley suffered during the later Middle Ages from a combination of falling upstream 

demand and increased obstructions from fish weirs and mill-dams, making road links across 

the Chilterns (which were shorter and more direct) more competitive, and leaving the river 

 
30 Below, partic. parishes (incl. several bridge rebuildings); The Motor, 23 Dec. 1971, p. 30. 
31 Henley Standard, 6 Jan., 21 Sept. 2020. 
32 Oxon. Atlas, p. 103; Pigot's Dir. Oxon. 1830; VCH Oxon. XVI, 26–7; XVIII, 24–5, 49, 277. 
33 Below, partic. parishes (incl. a Goring carrier mentioned 1709). 
34 L. James and J. Whitehead, Kemp's and Chiltern Queens 1929–2002 (2017), passim. 
35 Ibid.; Oxon. Public Transport Guide (2007): copy in OHC, PA1133; www.goingforwardbuses.com (accessed 
Dec. 2019). 
36 J. Blair (ed.), Waterways and Canal Building in Medieval England (2007), 37–8, 80, 257–8, 264–6; Oxon. 
Atlas, pp. 28–9; Blair, A-S Oxon. 84–6; below, Whitchurch (communics). 
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above Reading apparently neglected.37 By the 1560s, however, a Wallingford merchant was 

again trading by river between London and Culham, and in the early 17th century the 

Oxford-Burcot Commission reopened the river to Oxford.38 

 

In the 1720s Reading’s ‘water-navigation to and from London’ was reckoned (as at 

Henley and Maidenhead) to be its ‘chief trade’, bringing in coal, salt, groceries, tobacco, oils, 

and heavy goods, and exporting malt and meal.39 Rural settlements on the Oxfordshire bank 

benefited through construction of wharfs at Cleeve (near Goring), Whitchurch, Mapledurham, 

Caversham, and Sonning, bringing Cleeve lock £180 a year in tolls c.1670.40 Poundlocks 

replaced flashlocks in the 1770s–80s,41 reducing transport costs to Reading by up to 40 per 

cent and helping it overtake Henley as the most important offloading point on this part of the 

Thames.42 The railway’s arrival in 1840–1 had an immediate and detrimental impact, 

however, and by the later 19th century the river was exploited chiefly for pleasure, with 

summer river boats between Oxford and Kingston-upon-Thames stopping daily at 

Wallingford bridge in the 1920s. Even so a coal business at Whitchurch wharf continued to 

c.1890.43 

 The Great Western Railway from London reached Reading and Steventon in 1840 

and Bristol in 1841, running mostly south and west of the Thames except for a short stretch 

 
37 VCH Oxon. XVI, 6, 27–8; XVIII, 6–7; P. Rixon, ‘The Town of Reading c.1200–c.1542 (unpubl. Oxford Univ. 
DPhil thesis, 1998), 16–22; R.B. Peberdy, ‘Navigation on the River Thames between London and Oxford in the 
Late Middle Ages: a Reconsideration’, Oxoniensia 61 (1996), 311–40. For Henley as an entrepôt, VCH Oxon. 
XVI, 79–80. 
38 M. Prior, 'The Accounts of Thomas West of Wallingford, a Sixteenth-Century Trader on the Thames', 
Oxoniensia 46 (1981), 73–93, incl. trade through Gatehampton, Whitchurch, and Mapledurham; Peberdy, 
‘Navigation’, 312–13, 329–32. 
39 D. Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, ed. G.D.H. Cole and D.C. Browning (1962), I, 291, 
300. 
40 Below, partic. parishes (communics). 
41 Ibid. 
42 HIH Prince Naruhito, The Thames as Highway (1989), 20–4; Report of Cttee into ... Navigation of the Thames 
(Parl. Papers 1st ser. xiv, 1793), 48–55; VCH Oxon. XVI, 28. The Kennet (linking Reading with Newbury) was 
canalized from 1723 and linked to Bristol from 1810. 
43 VCH Oxon. XVI, 28; Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1920 and later edns); below, Whitchurch (trades). 

Whitchurch weir, flashlock, and 
(top right) mill in 1786, showing 
a boat being towed upstream 
through the lock using a winch 
on the northern (Oxfordshire) 
bank, and Whitchurch ferry 
running south from the mill 
island. The Swan pub, wharf, 
and part of the timber yard on 
the opposite bank (top left) also 
belonged to Whitchurch parish 
and Oxfordshire. The later 
pound lock was built in the 
channel between the two main 
islands, rather than the cut 
through the northern island 
proposed here. 
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through Goring and South Stoke parishes. From the outset it included stations in Goring 

village and at Reading and Pangbourne, linked by bridge to Caversham and Whitchurch 

respectively; a Twyford–Henley branch (with stations at Wargrave and Shiplake) was added 

in 1857, and a Moulsford–Wallingford branch in 1866, further opening the area to 

commuters, and accelerating the gentrification of the larger riverside villages.44 Wallingford 

station closed in 1965, six years after its last passenger services,45 but the main London–

Bristol line (with links to Oxford from Didcot) continued in 2020. Reading station was then the 

ninth busiest outside the capital,46 and regular commuter services still stopped at Shiplake, 

Pangbourne, and Goring. Goods trains operated on all lines until the 1960s, Goring handling 

nearly 10,000 tons of goods and 135 trucks of livestock in 1913.47 

 

SETTLEMENT 

 

Prehistoric to Roman Settlement 

 

Evidence for human activity from the Palaeolithic onwards is known across the area, 

particularly (though not exclusively) on the riverside gravels. A site at Gatehampton (near 

Goring) may have been a focus for seasonal hunting and butchery c.10,000 BC, set amidst 

sub-arctic grassland, and Mesolithic activity is known both near the river and in the uplands 

around Hailey, Stoke Row, and Nettlebed. Neolithic ceremonial and funerary complexes on 

the floodplain near North Stoke may have been associated with upland dwellers exploiting 

the riverside grasslands for seasonal grazing, and some sites were re-used in the Bronze 

Age, which saw additional round barrows constructed on the floodplain, and evidence of 

stock-keeping and occupation.48 Extensive Iron-Age settlement is suggested by scattered 

finds in most parishes, some again on higher ground, while upland hillforts or other 

earthwork enclosures survive in Checkendon and Whitchurch.49 The late Iron Age saw the 

emergence of a major enclosed oppidum at Dyke Hills near Dorchester (just north of the 

area covered here),50 and construction of the South Oxfordshire Grim’s Ditch, a south-facing 

linear earthwork running from the river to the top of the scarp (and possibly beyond) between 

 
44 E.T. MacDermot and C.R. Clinker, Hist. Gt Western Railway (1964), I, 48–71; II, 23, 308; below, partic. 
parishes. For impact, cf. R. Stewart-Beardsley, ‘After the Railway: a Study of Socio-Economic Change in Five 
Rural Parishes in the Upper Thames Valley, 1830–1901 (unpubl. Reading Univ. PhD thesis, 2009). 
45 C.R. Clinker, Reg. Closed Passenger Stations 1830–1977 (1978 edn), 140. Private sidings for a nearby 
maltings continued until 1981. 
46 www.gwr.com/plan-journey/stations-and-routes/reading (accessed Jan. 2020). 
47 Below, Goring, Shiplake (communics). 
48 Below, partic. parishes; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 10–13. 
49 Below, Checkendon (Castle Grove, the ‘Devil’s Churchyard’, and Wyfold); Whitchurch (Bozedown Camp); cf. 
Caversham; Ipsden; Mongewell; Shiplake. For regional context, Oxon. Atlas, pp. 14–15; Booth et al, Thames 
through Time, 20–6, 33–6, 277–9; Christie et al., Wallingford, 46–51. 
50 Booth et al., Thames through Time, 33–4, 145, 367–8. 
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Mongewell and Newnham Murren. Its riverside end was built over ploughed fields and 

settlement remains, and though its purpose remains unclear it presumably controlled 

movement along the Thames valley and may have formed a tribal boundary, perhaps 

providing a bulwark against northwards expansion into Catuvellaunian territory by the 

neighbouring Atrebates.51 

 

 Romano-British settlement in the area probably mostly comprised low-status 

farmsteads, some representing continuity from the late Iron Age. Several villa sites have also 

been identified along both sides of the river from near Littlestoke through to Harpsden and 

Bix (near Henley-on-Thames), with another possibly near Coldharbour Farm in Crowmarsh 

Gifford, where high-status burials included one in a lead coffin. That site and an excavated 

villa at Gatehampton (established in the 2nd century) had associated corn driers, the 

proximity of the small late Roman town at Dorchester (established by the mid 2nd century) 

perhaps stimulating the local economy. A timber-lined well near Dean’s Farm (in 

Caversham) produced 4th-century pottery and a lead tank with a Christian chi-rho symbol.52 

 

Anglo-Saxon Settlement and Territorial Organization 

 

Early Germanic influence is evident in 5th- to 6th-century metalwork finds near Goring and 

Lower Shiplake (both suggesting nearby cemeteries), and a sunken-featured building 

excavated close to the river at Mongewell.53 Objects from the latter site include a decorated 

 
51 Ibid. 370; A.M. Cromarty et al., The Archaeol. of the Wallingford Bypass 1986–92 (Oxf. Archaeol. Thames 
Valley Landscapes Monograph 22, 2006), ch. 5. 
52 Below, partic. parishes; cf. Oxon. Atlas, pp. 16–17; Booth et al., Thames through Time, 34–80, 371–8; above 
(communics). Other villas were at Basildon and Pangbourne (both Berks.), and possibly Mapledurham and 
Caversham. 
53 Below, partic. parishes; for context, Booth et al., Thames through Time, 81–98, 164–71, 409–10; Christie et al., 
Wallingford, 57–65, 393. 

The south-facing bank 
of the South 
Oxfordshire Grim's 
Ditch near the top of 
the Chiltern scarp: 
part of a late Iron-Age 
linear earthwork 
running up from the 
Thames c.3½ miles to 
the west. 
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bone comb combining Roman and post-Roman characteristics, suggesting the sort of 

complex cultural overlaps noted elsewhere in the region, particularly around Dorchester.54 

Another sunken-featured building has been excavated near Gatehampton villa, where the 

corn drier may have remained in use into the 5th or 6th century.55 

Goring’s -ingas place name implies that it was the focus of an early tribal or kinship 

group (the Gāringas), comparable with the neighbouring Rēadingas and Sunningas (focused 

on the Reading and Sonning areas), the putative Wealingas (near what became 

Wallingford), and the ill-documented Cilternsaete (or ‘Chiltern dwellers’) to the north-east. 

Such proto-kingdoms (here forming part of a series along the Thames) were amongst the 

earliest Anglo-Saxon polities,56 and though their local boundaries are unclear and were 

probably fluid, the Gāringas’ territory conceivably covered much of the later Langtree 

hundred.57 The Sunningas’ territory, though focused south of the river, perhaps also 

extended into the Chiltern wood pastures, given Eye and Dunsden’s inclusion in the 11th-

century Sonning estate.58 

By the mid 7th century such groupings in the Goring area had been largely 

subsumed into the kingdom of the Gewisse, predecessors of the West Saxons, whose early 

power base was in the Thames valley around Dorchester and Benson (a little way to the 

north), and whose territory probably included the 7th-century great hall complexes at nearby 

Sutton Courtenay and Long Wittenham, both later in Berkshire.59 Goring’s continued 

importance may be indicated by circumstantial evidence for a late Anglo-Saxon riverside 

minster with a probably extensive parochia,60 although Goring’s relationship with Benson 

remains unclear, the latter emerging by the 8th or 9th century (and possibly by the 7th) as an 

important royal vill whose territory extended across the Chilterns to Henley, and which 

ultimately acquired jurisdiction over all the Chiltern hundreds.61 How far south Benson’s 9th-

century estate extended is uncertain, though links with Wyfold (in Checkendon) and with 

some lands on the Newnham–Highmoor boundary continued beyond the Middle Ages, and 

connections with Binfield, Lashbrook, and Mapledurham were claimed in the 13th century, 

 
54 Below, Mongewell (settlement); cf. H. Hamerow et al., ‘The Origins of Wessex Pilot Project’, Oxoniensia 78 
(2013), 59–61; Booth et al., Thames through Time, 166–71, 378–80; Blair, A-S Oxon. 1–6. 
55 Below, Goring (settlement). 
56 Blair, A-S Oxon. 35–6; Christie et al., Wallingford, 55–7 (incl. poss. British associations in the name 
Wealingas); cf. B. Eagles, From Roman Civitas to Anglo-Saxon Shire (2018), 157–84; B. Yorke, Wessex in the 
Early Middle Ages (1995), 40–2 (incl. the Horningas near Abingdon). This and the following paragraph were 
developed with Simon Draper. 
57 A possible northern limit is Grim’s Ditch, but evidence is lacking. 
58 Below, Eye and Dunsden; alternatively it may reflect only a late Anglo-Saxon land grant. 
59 Blair, A-S Oxon. 37–41, 52; Hamerow, ‘Origins of Wessex’, 62–4. 
60 Below (relig.); below, Goring. 
61 VCH Oxon. XVIII, 8–9, 18–19, 27, 36. 
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when Checkendon, Littlestoke, Wyfold, and Mongewell owed suit to Ewelme (formerly 

Benson) hundred.62 

A pattern of mid Anglo-Saxon ‘functional’ settlements attached to emerging estate 

centres is suggested by place names such as Hardwick (herding or livestock wic) in 

Whitchurch, perhaps originally an outlier of Goring. The three adjacent stocs of North, Little, 

and South Stoke probably also began as dependencies, South Stoke becoming associated 

with the bishop of Dorchester’s large Dorchester estate; their original connections (and 

whether they were always distinct from each other) are unclear, however, and North Stoke 

eventually became a minor ecclesiastical (and possibly estate) centre in its own right.63 The 

later medieval pattern was emerging by the mid 10th century, when royal grants created 

several self-contained estates extending from the Thames into the Chiltern hills, giving 

access to a broad range of agricultural resources and forming the basis of later parishes. 

New manorial centres with adjacent churches (sited mostly near the river) probably 

followed,64 although village nucleation was a long process, Newnham’s 10th-century 

boundary description making no mention of the later village along the Wallingford road.65 

Embryonic open fields, too, were apparently still being allocated amongst separate estates, 

judging from the frequency with which later parish boundaries followed open-field furlongs 

particularly on the scarp slope.66 The scale of late Anglo-Saxon upland settlement is unclear, 

though field- and place names suggest exploitation of upland resources, and mid 11th-

century settlement existed at Checkendon, Ipsden, and nearby Bispesdone, all bearing 

upland ‘valley’ names. Some of the scattered farms and hamlets documented from the 13th 

century may also be pre-Conquest, many of them focused on ponds, heaths, or crossroads, 

while others are implied by settlement-related names incorporating hide, worth, thorp, and 

hamstede.67 

Politically and culturally the area long remained a frontier zone between Wessex and 

(Anglian) Mercia, political control shifting repeatedly during the 7th to 9th centuries.68 From 

the late 9th century it had close links (most likely including military obligations) with the royal 

burh at Wallingford, probably newly established as a bulwark against Viking incursions.69 

From Oxfordshire’s creation c.1007 it nevertheless formed part of the new shire, leaving 

 
62 Ibid. 36; Rot. Hund. II, 31, 33, 764; OHC, BOR/3/D/III/1, pp. 6–7 (quitrents); below (hund. govt). 
63 Below (relig.); partic. parishes; VCH Oxon. VII, 96 (S. Stoke). Cf. M. Gelling and D. Probert, ‘Stoc in English 
Place-Names’, Jnl Eng. Place Name Soc. 42 (2010), 81–2. 
64 Below (landownership; relig.); partic. parishes. Cf. J. Blair, Building Anglo-Saxon England (2018), 311–17, 354 
sqq. 
65 Sawyer S.738 (mentioning only the ‘boundary way’); below, Newnham. 
66 e.g. Crowmarsh, Goring, Ipsden, Mongewell. 
67 Below, esp. Caversham, Eye and Dunsden, Goring, Mapledurham. 
68 Blair, A-S Oxon. 42–56, 101–2; Sawyer S.104, S.107, S.217, S.738.  
69 Keats-Rohan and Roffe, Wallingford, 42–5, 60–3. 
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Wallingford and its neighbours in Berkshire.70 The later hundredal structure was probably 

also established by 1066, and certainly by the 13th century.71 

 

Medieval and Later Settlement 

 

By the 13th century the later settlement pattern was well established, focused on nucleated 

riverside villages and scattered upland farmsteads or hamlets. At Checkendon and Ipsden 

the church and manor house lay (exceptionally) in the hills, although both parishes still 

extended to the river. Place names incorporating ‘end’, ‘row’, ‘green’, and ‘mere’ (or pool) 

reflect the scattered nature of most upland settlement, which was expanded by small-scale 

assarting,72 while upland names such as Stoke Row (and possibly Howberrywood in 

Nuffield) recall early links with distant riverside manors.73 Several other upland sites, starting 

usually as outlying freeholds, became the centre of significant estates or reputed manors 

focused on sizeable houses,74 while Wyfold was developed as an upland grange by Thame 

abbey, overseeing the settlement’s piecemeal expansion.75 

 

Fourteenth-century plague led to settlement shrinkage but apparently not desertion, 

the most marked example of settlement contraction (at Mongewell) apparently pre-dating the 

Black Death, and resulting probably from lordly reorganization. Thereafter settlement change 

up to the 18th century comprised mostly piecemeal expansion within the earlier framework, 

including marginal growth and infill in villages, and some expanded and possibly new 

clusters of houses on the uplands, a few associated with small industrial sites such as brick 

 
70 Blair, A-S Oxon. 102–5. Whitchurch (expressly described as ‘in provintia Oxnafordensi’ in 1012: Sawyer S.927) 
later acquired a small detached part in Berks. 
71 Below, hund. govt. 
72 Below, partic. parishes; Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767). 
73 Below, Crowmarsh Gifford; N. Stoke. 
74 e.g. Elvendon and Applehanger (in Goring), English (in Newnham); cf. Woodcote (VCH Oxon. VII, 97). 
75 Below, Checkendon. 

Checkendon: an upland 
settlement whose parish 
extended down to the River 
Thames. Foundry Cottage (a 
former cottage pair) stands 
opposite the church, with 
Foundry House and the 
former smithy to its left. This 
was one of several loose 
clusters of houses within the 
parish, and settlement 
remains dispersed. 
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kilns.76 The largest single addition was Henry Allnutt’s new almshouse complex at Goring 

heath (completed in 1726), while other changes included creation of sizeable landscaped 

parks at Caversham, Mongewell, Whitchurch (Coombe park), and Shiplake (Crowsley park), 

all focused on substantial gentry houses. A couple of post-enclosure farmhouses were 

established in Goring’s fields c.1788.77 

Gentrification and associated growth of the larger riverside villages was evident from 

the early 19th century, and accelerated following the opening of the Great Western Railway 

in 1840 and of its Henley branch in 1857. Goring’s and Shiplake’s populations (both served 

by new railway stations) grew by c.65 per cent between 1821 and 1901, and Whitchurch’s by 

46 per cent, reflected in expansion beyond the villages’ historic cores. The fastest population 

growth (over 440 per cent) was in Caversham, which from the mid 19th century developed 

as a suburb of neighbouring Reading, and whose 1901 population of 7,135 far exceeded 

that of Henley. Amongst upland settlements, Stoke Row outstripped Ipsden by the later 19th 

century, reflecting more varied employment opportunities and improved water supply, and 

from the early 20th century both Goring Heath and Sonning Common expanded 

considerably, the latter becoming a Reading dormitory village and one of South 

Oxfordshire’s largest non-urban population centres. By 2011 the area’s combined population 

was 51,553 (Table 1), some 62 per cent of it in Caversham, whose urban character was then 

radically different from that of its neighbours. By contrast most riverside settlements 

remained recognisably villages, some large and sprawling, but a few still small and isolated, 

while most upland areas remained secluded and sparsely settled. The scale of demographic 

change was reflected in 20th-century boundary changes, which transferred Caversham to 

Reading borough, and made Stoke Row, Goring Heath, Kidmore End, Sonning Common, 

and Binfield Heath independent civil parishes.78  

 

 
76 Below, partic. parishes. Poss. new sites incl. Shirvells Hill (with a brick kiln) and Cray’s Pond in Goring. 
77 Below, partic. parishes. 
78 Above (communics); below, partic. parishes; Census, 1821–2011; cf. Oxon. Atlas, pp. 136–9, highlighting the 
area’s exceptional popn growth 1851–1901. 

Riverside houses 
and boathouses at 
The Warren, an 
area formerly 
included in 
Mapledurham 
parish, but 
developed from 
c.1900 as an 
affluent suburb of 
neighbouring 
Caversham. 
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LANDOWNERSHIP 

 

By 1086 the bulk of the area was divided amongst 18 estates of between 1½ and 20 hides. 

Several reflected 10th-century royal grants, while the majority (including the 20-hide Goring, 

Caversham, and Dunsden estates) comprised multiples of 5 hides, suggesting an orderly 

disposal of royal land. In addition the large episcopal manor of Sonning (Berks.) extended 

north of the Thames into Sonning Eye.79 Up to eight of those estates (all in Langtree 

hundred) had probably been associated before the Conquest with the prominent royal official 

Wigod of Wallingford, and seven remained attached to the honor of Wallingford throughout 

the Middle Ages – a concentration which probably reflects the area’s inclusion within the 

territory assigned for Wallingford’s defence at the burh’s creation in the late 9th century.80 

Some estates were broadly conterminous with later parishes, although Caversham manor 

included part of Shiplake, and most other parishes were already divided (as later) amongst 

more than one manor.81 

All but Sonning and South Stoke were in lay hands in 1086, and lay lordship 

remained dominant through the medieval period, despite some sizeable acquisitions by 

Reading, Thame, Eynsham, and Notley abbeys, by Goring priory (in Goring and elsewhere), 

and by Missenden abbey and Bromhall priory through church appropriations. Other religious 

institutions (including several in Wallingford) accumulated smaller holdings, while Bec abbey 

benefited from gifts of tithes by the prominent tenant-in-chief Miles Crispin (d. 1107), many of 

which passed later to St George’s Chapel, Windsor. Medieval secular lords included figures 

of national standing, of whom William Marshall (d. 1219), earl of Pembroke, maintained a 

lavish manor house at Caversham, while Whitchurch was frequently in royal hands. Families 

such as the Druvals and Lovedays at Goring, the Huntercombes at Newnham and Ipsden, 

and the Redes at Checkendon were more locally based, and were sometimes involved in 

county administration; not all were permanently resident, however, and in the later Middle 

Ages several manor sites were leased or abandoned. Mongewell’s and Mapledurham’s large 

Domesday manors continued virtually intact, but elsewhere division amongst coheirs was 

common, and the emergence of some substantial freeholds (including a few reputed 

manors) fragmented landownership further.82 

At the Reformation most monastic estates passed into lay hands, and in 1574 the 

bishop of Salisbury exchanged Sonning with the Crown, which sold it in 1628. Thereafter the 

 
79 DB, ff. 58, 155, 157v.–161 (incl. S. Stoke); above (Anglo-Saxon settlement). 
80 Keats-Rohan and Roffe, Wallingford, 42–5, 60–6; DB, ff. 158–60; Book of Fees, II, 312–13; Cal. Inq. p.m. III, 
466, 480. 
81 Below, partic. parishes. The Caversham-Shiplake link suggests an earlier unit incorporating Eye and Dunsden 
(which lies between them). 
82 e.g. Goring, Newnham, Caversham (freeholds); N. Stoke (subdivision). Mapledurham later absorbed the 
neighbouring Chazey manor. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • The South Oxfordshire Chilterns (April 2021) • p. 16 

only significant institutional landowners were St John’s College, Oxford (at North Stoke and 

Ipsden), St John’s College, Cambridge (in North Stoke), and Christ Church, Oxford (in 

Goring, South Stoke, and Caversham). Goring manor was given in 1725 to the newly 

founded Goring Heath almshouse.83 Resident lords and other landowners included members 

of such locally important families as the Stonors, Reades, Knollyses, Blackalls, and Blounts, 

and increasingly there was a commercial and professional element: merchants and a 

London tailor bought estates in Sonning, Shiplake, and Lashbrook during the 17th century, 

and in the 18th landowners at English (in Newnham) and Howbery (in Crowmarsh) included 

slave-plantation owners. The Reading brewer and banker William Blackall Simonds bought 

Caversham rectory estate in 1799, and the West India merchant Samuel Gardiner (d. 1827), 

of Coombe Park in Whitchurch, was one of several incomers building up substantial new 

estates in the earlier 19th century, some of which extended into several parishes.84 Amongst 

older estates, Crowmarsh, Mongewell, and Mapledurham manors still covered much of their 

respective parishes. 

 

As elsewhere most surviving manors and large estates were broken up in the 1910s–

20s, with many farms sold to tenants, and some smaller parcels (particularly in Caversham 

and Shiplake) to building speculators. Late 20th-century accumulations included an estate 

built up by the Phillimores in the Shiplake area, while the Roses of Hardwick House (in 

Whitchurch) retained nearly 1,000 a. in 2018, the Reades of Ipsden a comparable amount, 

and the Eystons of Mapledurham over 2,000 acres. Some other lands were absorbed into 

the Fleming family’s large Nettlebed estate, but apart from a few large farms landholding 

was otherwise fairly fragmented. 

 

 

 
83 Below, partic. parishes. Reading Corporation acquired cottages in Whitchurch. 
84 See also Goring (John Nicholls, barrister); Caversham (Wm Crawshay, ironmaster); Wyfold in Checkendon 
(Edw. Hermon, cotton manufacturer). 

English Farm in Newnham 
Murren parish: remodelled in the 
18th century by the wealthy 
Dottin family, whose wealth 
derived in part from their 
Barbados slave plantations. The 
site, in the uplands near Nuffield, 
was the centre of a substantial 
estate from the 13th century, 
named from the medieval English 
family. 
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ECONOMY 

 

Farming and Woodland 

 

As elsewhere in the region, arable-based sheep-corn farming was predominant from the 

Middle Ages to the 20th century, the balance between crops and livestock shifting 

periodically according to circumstance. Similar patterns were apparent both on the hills and 

in the vale, although upland farms (unlike their lowland counterparts) were primarily 

enclosed, and the higher ground was generally less fertile, reflected in lower prices per acre, 

slightly lower yields, and a greater need for chalking or marling and more varied rotations. 

Cattle were kept chiefly on the lower ground, with open fields concentrated on the lower 

slopes; the estate structure meant that many tenants had access to both landscape zones, 

however, including some riverside meadow, and intercommoning was widespread on the 

larger upland pastures, sometimes for small customary payments.85 Some other common 

resources were partitioned amongst neighbouring manors in the 13th century, including 

some formerly shared meadows and upland woods.86 Parliamentary enclosure came late,87 

probably largely reflecting the relatively small acreages of open-field arable then still 

surviving, and some commons were enclosed even later.88 The uplands’ poorer soils and 

relatively sparse populations may explain the area’s comparatively low tax yields through the 

Middle Ages and into the 16th century, suggesting only modest prosperity – as late as 1916 

it was admitted that ‘the poorer land on the chalk’ failed to ‘hold its cultivators’.89 Nonetheless 

the area was well served by neighbouring market towns and by relatively good 

communications, including (by river) with London, while the better soils offered good yields if 

carefully managed. The potential was reflected in investment in barns and other agricultural 

buildings during the 17th–18th centuries.90 

 

 
85 Below, partic. parishes; Goring saw some medieval terracing. 
86 e.g. Ipsden (agric. landscape). 
87 Between 1788 (Goring) and 1864 (Checkendon), preceded by Caversham’s Shrub coppice (1769). 
Crowmarsh, Newnham, Mongewell, and most of Mapledurham were enclosed piecemeal with no formal award.  
88 e.g. Binfield heath (1867). 
89 Oxon. Atlas, pp. 52–5 (showing parishes on the navigable Thames near Reading slightly wealthier in 1334); 
Orr, Oxon. Agric. 30–1. 
90 Orr, Oxon. Agric. 10–11, 30–1; above (communics); below (built character). Cf. VCH Oxon. XVI, 9–12; XVIII, 
12–13. 

Part of the vast L-shaped barn and 
shelter shed at Ipsden Farm, 
symptomatic of large-scale 
investment in grain production in the 
area in the 18th century. 
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 Demesne farming was widespread by the late 11th century, continuing usually into 

the 14th when (as elsewhere) demesnes were increasingly leased.91 Their profitability 

varied, but all produced cereals for market, with some grain shipped to London, and most 

supported some cattle, sheep, and (probably) pigs. Medieval tenant farming was presumably 

similar, with small-scale upland assarting providing additional opportunities, and sheep, 

important for maintaining the fertility of the thin upland soils, probably increasing in number 

during the later Middle Ages. Thereafter some larger farms emerged, accompanied in the 

16th to 18th centuries by a gradual shift towards rack rents and shorter leases; some 

lifeholds and smaller holdings persisted, however, and several places experienced an 

apparent increase in landless cottagers particularly around the edges of commons.92 Wheat 

and barley, some of it malted, remained the main cash crops, while pressure on arable is 

suggested by woodland clearance and occasional ploughing of commons, as at Chazey 

heath in Mapledurham. Leys were also adopted to maintain fertility. Sheep were then kept in 

large numbers, and dairying increased from the 16th century, with produce still marketed in 

Reading, Henley, and Wallingford, and some grain, malt, and timber shipped to London.93 

The pattern continued into the early 19th century, when innovative techniques by some 

larger farmers won the approbation of the agriculturalist Arthur Young, and two estates 

introduced horse-powered threshing.94 

 Enclosure completed the transition to large commercial farms of c.200–700 a., 

worked by mostly landless labourers. From the 1870s–80s the depression of arable farming 

prompted a general if unequal shift to dairying, and market gardening (including cherry 

growing) developed at Goring, Whitchurch, Checkendon, and Stoke Row, while Sonning Eye 

briefly became a regional centre for production of willow rods. The first two initiatives were 

sustained by growing demand from Reading, although some smaller, more distant upland 

arms failed to benefit, suffering inadequate marketing outlets despite the proximity of the 

railway.95 The late 20th century saw a widespread return to arable, producing wheat, barley, 

oilseed rape, linseed, and forage maize, although some beef, pig, and dairy farming 

continued. Some larger operators ran up to 1,400 a., and the large Hardwick estate (in 

Goring and Whitchurch) specialized in organic farming, less usual initiatives including 

vineyards and the raising of alpacas and water buffalo. 

 Woodland was generally kept in hand by landowners, although some tenants had 

customary rights for fencing or repairs, and by the 16th century some also held small groves 

 
91 For comparisons, D. Roden, ‘Demesne Farming in the Chiltern Hills’, Agric. Hist. Rev. 17 (1969), 9–23. 
92 e.g. Caversham, Eye and Dunsden, Ipsden, Shiplake, Whitchurch. 
93 Below, partic. parishes. For the Chilterns trade with London, VCH Oxon. XVI, refs at 363; XVIII, refs at 467; 
B.M.S. Campbell et al., A Medieval Capital and its Grain Supply: Agrarian Production and Distribution in the 
London Region c.1300 (Hist. Geog. Research Ser. 30, 1993). 
94 Below, Newnham; Mongewell; Goring; Mapledurham; for threshing, Whitchurch; Caversham. 
95 Below, partic. parishes; Orr, Oxon. Agric. 4–19, 25–31; VCH Oxon. XVIII, 12–13. 
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or coppices. Oak, ash, and beech was mentioned from the Middle Ages, yielding small 

demesne profits from pig pannage, from occasional timber sales, and (probably) from sales 

of firewood destined for London.96 Several manors had a woodward, and labour services 

included wood-carting or cutting; nonetheless one Caversham wood was cleared for arable 

in the 1220s, and intermittent clearance continued in the 16th–18th centuries. By then there 

were regular sales of oak and beech timber, mixed coppice wood, charcoal, bark, and fuel, 

sometimes yielding profits of several hundred pounds; buyers included local farmers or 

woodmongers, and some timber was shipped to London.97 Woodland craftsmen included 

charcoal-burners, hurdle-makers, and (from the 19th century) chair-turners or ‘bodgers’, who 

produced chair legs and spars for the High Wycombe chair industry, and turned later to tent-

peg making, which continued into the 1950s.98 A Stoke Row brush-manufacturing company 

established in the 1920s had its own sawmill, and commercial exploitation by local 

landowners persisted until at least mid century, after which intensive use slackened off partly 

in favour of conservation and recreation. Even so forestry around Checkendon was 

reckoned in 1973 to employ as many people as agriculture.99 

 

Trade, Crafts, and Industry 

 

Medieval trades and crafts were focused on the larger riverside villages, complementing 

wider services available in neighbouring towns. Crowmarsh’s proximity to Wallingford and its 

bridge stimulated a weekly market and annual fair, prompting complaints from Wallingford 

burgesses, and 13th-century occupational bynames imply a relatively wide range of trades 

both there and at Goring with its ford and ferry. The odd baker, wheelwright, or carpenter 

was recorded elsewhere along with blacksmiths, and brewing was widespread. From the 

16th and 17th centuries rural trades were recorded in increasing numbers, though upland 

settlements and smaller villages such as Mapledurham and Mongewell remained under-

represented, and both Crowmarsh and Goring retained their role as local service centres, 

Crowmarsh’s fair continuing into the 19th century when it dealt chiefly in cheese and horses. 

Few village shops are known before the 1820s, although Goring had a well-stocked grocer’s 

shop in the 1670s and a tallow chandler in the 1760s, while a co-operative shop at 

Mongewell was supported by the lord (Shute Barrington) from 1794 to 1826.100 

 
96 Below, partic. parishes (incl. Caversham timber sale to Reading abbey); J.A. Galloway et al., 'Fuelling the City: 
Production and Distribution of Firewood and Fuel in London's Region, 1290–1400', Econ. Hist. Rev. 49 (1996), 
447–72; Hepple and Doggett, Chilterns, 112–34. 
97 e.g. below, Goring, Whitchurch, Caversham. Recorded felling cycles varied from 7 to 40 years. 
98 Below, Checkendon; Ipsden; Hepple and Doggett, Chilterns, 185–90. 
99 Below, partic. parishes. 
100 Ibid. 
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 The Berkshire cloth industry101 impacted in a small way, most notably stimulating the 

building of fulling mills at Gatehampton (in Goring) and Caversham in the 13th–14th 

centuries. The first was short-lived, but the latter continued into the 16th century when it was 

used by Reading clothiers, and weavers and domestic spinners or wool-winders were 

mentioned occasionally. More typical of the area was small-scale brick, tile, and pottery 

manufacture, established in Goring and Caversham parishes by the 14th–15th centuries 

(using local clay and fuel), and later at Checkendon, Binfield Heath, and Stoke Row. Some 

initiatives were short-lived, and pottery-making died out by the late 19th century, though 

brick firms at Caversham, Stoke Row, and Shiplake Row continued into the 1930s–40s. 

Small-scale quarrying, too, continued intermittently from the Middle Ages.102 

The river stimulated additional activities, particularly after its reopening to Oxford in 

the 17th century and the establishment of wharfs at several riverside villages. Whitchurch’s 

wharf (leased to local victuallers) acquired warehouses and a timber yard by the later 18th 

century, while Cleeve’s (in Goring) was leased from the 1660s to local maltsters-cum-

bargemasters, who carried malt, meal, and timber downstream and returned with coal. 

Several villages supported a few bargemen and fishermen, while barge- or boatbuilding was 

recorded at Whitchurch in 1269–70, and again in the 18th century. Fisheries, fish-weirs, and 

numerous corn mills existed from the Middle Ages, Caversham and Mapledurham mills 

developing by the 18th century into substantial businesses, while a mill at Shiplake was 

adapted for paper-manufacture before 1774.103 Others were adapted from the 1890s–1900s 

for commercial electricity generation.104 

The railway’s arrival and Reading’s associated rapid expansion had a marked impact 

on some riverside areas, attracting wealthy incomers and visitors particularly to Goring and 

Shiplake, stimulating associated building and service provision, and eventually turning 

Caversham’s southern part into a densely settled Reading suburb. Tourism and recreational 

river use spawned a few small inns and hotels and supported boat hire and boat-building, 

while retail expanded, and Goring acquired its own gas and water company, along with a 

brewery and an artificial-manure manufacturer. Caversham had 130 local businesses by 

1895, and though nearly half its population worked in Reading its late 19th- to mid 20th-

century industry included engineering and (briefly) aircraft-engine repair and car production. 

Smaller villages and the uplands remained much more agricultural save for a few pubs and 

village shops, although Stoke Row (with its brick-making and wood-related industry) evolved 

into a minor local service centre from the later 19th century, followed by Sonning Common 

 
101 P. Rixon, ‘The Town of Reading c.1200–c.1542 (unpubl. Oxford Univ. DPhil thesis, 1998), 157–9, 181–6; 
Berks. Atlas, 64–5; C.A. Jackson, ‘The Berks. Woollen Industry 1500–1650’ (unpubl. Reading Univ. PhD thesis, 
1993). 
102 Below, partic. parishes. For modern gravel extraction, above, landscape. 
103 Below, partic. parishes; above (communics). 
104 e.g. Goring, Cleeve, Whitchurch, and (later) Mapledurham. 
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during the 20th. Small-scale rural initiatives including iron-founding at Crowmarsh and 

Checkendon and waggon-building at North Stoke, while RAF Woodcote, laid out near Goring 

Heath in 1941–2, employed local civilians into the 1950s.105 

 The later 20th century saw the usual shift from manufacturing to service and retail, 

although small industrial estates continued at Stoke Row, and scattered small businesses 

included joinery and computer firms. Scientific research centres were established from the 

1950s at Crowmarsh (Howbery Park) and Whitchurch (Bozedown House), while the BBC 

occupied Caversham Park from 1941 to 2017. All three sites employed significant numbers, 

though not primarily from the immediate vicinity. By 2011 c.59 per cent of the working 

population both in Caversham and more rural areas were in managerial or professional jobs, 

well above the regional average: only 1.4 per cent worked in agriculture or forestry, with 11.7 

per cent in retail or wholesale, 11 per cent in information and communication, 11.7 per cent 

in education (including tertiary), and 6.7 per cent in construction. Average commuting 

distance (chiefly by car) was 18.8 km.106 

 

 

 

SOCIETY 

 

The Middle Ages to c.1840   The medieval population comprised a typical Midland mix of 

free and unfree peasant farmers, cottagers, small craftsmen, and resident lords of varying 

status. Free tenants were recorded only in Goring in 1086,107 but by the 13th century made 

up a substantial proportion of landholders in most parishes – presumably (unless Domesday 

 
105 Below, partic. parishes; and see J. Dils, Reading: a History (2019), 187 sqq. 
106 Below, partic. parishes; Census, 2011 (online datasets). Agric. or forestry totalled 2–5 per cent in Crowmarsh, 
Eye and Dunsden, Ipsden, Whitchurch, and Mapledurham. 
107 Excluding an unnamed ‘knight’ (miles) at Mongewell. 

Caversham c.1905, 
looking north from the 
bridge. (Henry Taunt, 
Public domain, via 
Wikimedia Commons) 
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Book had simply failed to identify them) reflecting recent lordly policy, and perhaps upland 

assarting. A few substantial freeholds certainly lay in the hills, though like their unfree 

neighbours free tenants formed a diverse group in both hill and vale, and some occupied 

considerably smaller holdings.108 Crowmarsh and North Stoke tenants included ‘sokemen’, a 

term usually associated in Oxfordshire with free tenants of ancient royal demesne, and 

suggesting links with the late Anglo-Saxon Benson royal estate. If so their status had 

declined, since some were expressly called ‘serf sokemen’ and owed light labour services.109 

Population movement was probably mostly local, although medieval bynames suggest 

occasional incomers from Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Warwickshire, and Essex.110 

As elsewhere (and despite the rear-guard efforts of some local lords)111 villeinage 

declined after the Black Death, and from the 16th century the area saw the usual emergence 

of prominent yeoman farmers alongside lesser husbandmen and smallholders, servants and 

craftsmen, and increasing numbers of cottagers reliant on wage-work, crafts, and commons. 

The impact of individual lords and landowners varied considerably. Some (such as Shute 

Barrington at Mongewell from the 1770s) displayed paternalistic concern for their tenants, 

and both Mongewell and Mapledurham remained essentially ‘estate villages’ well into the 

19th century.112 By contrast Caversham, Goring, and upland settlements such as Stoke Row 

developed into decidedly ‘open’ communities, characterized by fragmented landownership, 

rising populations, high poor-relief costs, a range of crafts, and early Nonconformity.113 

Upland and vale were linked by shared agricultural resources, shared parish obligations, and 

sometimes shared lordship, generating common interests and presumably some shared 

identity. Even so the uplands’ dispersed settlement, wood-pasture environment, and relative 

inaccessibility may have fostered distinct upland and lowland communities. Several manors 

had separate tithings for those living above and below ‘the hill’, and upland dwellers 

frequently attended neighbouring upland churches rather than the more distant parish 

church, displaying strong social connections with nearby upland settlements. Those living in 

riverside villages, conversely, often had links with similar riverine places, including Berkshire 

settlements across the river and, in the Caversham area especially, with Reading.114 

 Social conflict erupted sporadically over disputed common rights, piecemeal 

enclosure, and (in the 1830s) rural unemployment,115 some medieval disputes precipitating 

 
108 Below, partic. parishes; above, landownership. 
109 Cf. VCH Oxon. XVIII, 14, 45, 52, 405, 410; above (Anglo-Saxon settlement). TNA, C 133/47/13, anomalously 
mentions 45 free sokemen. 
110 Below, Checkendon, Crowmarsh, Ipsden, Newnham (social hist.). 
111 Below, Ipsden, Mapledurham (social hist.). 
112 Below, Mongewell, Mapledurham. Cf. Ipsden and Whitchurch, where the Reades and Gardiners also did 
much for their tenants. 
113 Below, partic. parishes.  
114 Ibid.; cf. above, landscape; econ.; below, relig. 
115 e.g. Checkendon, Eye and Dunsden, Goring, Newnham (social hist.).  
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occasional raids on parks or neighbouring manors.116 Siege castles were erected at 

Crowmarsh during the civil wars of the 1130s–50s, and the 17th-century Civil War saw both 

Crowmarsh’s and Caversham’s bridges slighted, and Hardwick House and Mapledurham 

House plundered on account of their owners’ Royalist sympathies.117 Everyday social life 

focused presumably on the various pubs and alehouses scattered across the area, while 

church houses, church ales, maypoles, and parish feasts were mentioned sporadically from 

the 16th century, and a Caversham brothel in the 1580s. At Cleeve (in Goring), a spring with 

alleged healing properties attracted sizeable crowds during the 17th and 18th centuries. 

Surrounding towns offered amenities particularly for those in nearby villages, while the 

medieval names Playhatch and ‘pleystowes’ (in Eye and Dunsden and Mapledurham) may 

recall early communal games areas.118 

 

Since 1840   From the mid 19th century the gentrification of the larger riverside villages and 

their increasing appeal to seasonal visitors and tourists (including many from London) had a 

profound impact, increasing the proportion of private residents, prompting extensive new 

building, and bringing summer regattas to Goring and Shiplake. Caversham, as an emerging 

Reading suburb, attracted a much more diverse population, experiencing severe growing 

pains which Reading borough council (following the parish’s transfer in 1911) attempted to 

alleviate. Yet despite those changes the bulk of the population in both vale and upland 

remained predominantly agricultural until well into the 20th century, daily social life in many 

places remaining focused on pubs and friendly-society club days which were slowly 

augmented by reading rooms, village halls, recreation grounds, and a range of clubs and 

societies, generally encouraged and supported by the better off. Much-needed council 

housing was built in every parish except Mongewell between the 1920s and 1950s, that at 

Coombe park (in Whitchurch) replacing military huts used after the Second World War to 

house a sizeable community of Polish refugees, one of several in the area.119 

 

 
116 e.g. Crowmarsh,  Ipsden, Mapledurham, Mongewell. 
117 Below, partic. parishes; for contexts, Christie et al., Wallingford, 202–9; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 94–5. 
118 Below, partic. parishes. 
119 Ibid. Similar Polish camps or ‘hostels’ (run by the National Assistance Board) were set up in Crowmarsh 
(Howbery park) and Ipsden (Covert common, known as Checkendon hostel).  

Goring regatta (held from 1887 to 
1914) in 1900, showing races under 
way and a houseboat on the right. A 
similar event took place at Shiplake, 
which like Goring saw marked 
gentrification driven partly by the 
railway. (© Oxfordshire History 
Centre, POX0117828) 
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The later 20th century saw accelerated growth and demographic change, including 

Caversham’s ongoing expansion, and the replacement of most of the remaining agricultural 

population with predominantly white-collar commuters. Average house prices were high 

even by South Oxfordshire standards, and the area continued to attract exceptionally 

wealthy incomers from the worlds of business and entertainment, while above-average age-

profiles reflected significant numbers of retirees. Yet although the area was undoubtedly 

affluent, it nonetheless remained socially mixed. Nearly 9 per cent of the rural population 

lived in social housing in 2011, with 6 per cent employed in ‘elementary’ occupations, while 

Caversham included pockets of ‘moderate’ and ‘severe’ deprivation. It was also significantly 

more culturally diverse, its ethnic minorities averaging 10.5 per cent of the population 

compared with only 3 per cent in rural parishes.120 Some of the area’s larger 19th- and 

earlier 20th-century houses remained in private hands, some others surviving through 

conversion to uses such as nursing homes, private schools, and (in the case of Wyfold 

Court) a psychiatric hospital.121 

 

RELIGION 

 

Evidence for late Anglo-Saxon minsters at Benson (just north of the area covered here) and 

Goring is persuasive if circumstantial, although neither survived as major religious centres: in 

the mid 12th century Benson became a chapel of nearby Dorchester, while the putative 

Goring minster was succeeded before 1135 by a small Augustinian nunnery. Their 

respective parochiae are impossible to reconstruct in detail, though Benson’s certainly 

stretched across the Chilterns to Henley, and Goring’s probably included Whitchurch as well 

as its own later parish, perhaps once encompassing much of Langtree hundred. If so its 

jurisdiction may have been eroded as Benson developed into an important royal vill and 

estate centre in the 8th–9th centuries.122 Eye and Dunsden, as part of the Sonning estate, 

became separately attached to the large Berkshire minster parish of Sonning, vested in the 

bishops of Ramsbury and, from 1091, in Salisbury cathedral.123 The earlier pattern was 

obscured from the 10th century by the building of churches on newly created estates, that at 

Whitchurch before c.990, while another early foundation may have been North Stoke, which 

acquired jurisdiction over Ipsden, Newnham Murren, and probably Mongewell. Mongewell 

became independent c.1184 following a three-way agreement with Newnham and with 

Nuffield (in Ewelme hundred), which had previously shared Mongewell’s burials: upland 

 
120 Census, 2011 (online datasets); www.home.co.uk (house price data, accessed Jan. 2020); SODC Core 
Strategy (Dec. 2012), available online; below, partic. parishes. Caversham’s largest ethnic groups were 
categorized as Asian (5.5%), Mixed (2.7%), and Black African/Caribbean (1.7%). 
121 Below, Checkendon; cf. Goring (Gt Oaks and Flint Ho.).  
122 VCH Oxon. XVIII, 15, 27–8, 36, 59–60; above (Anglo-Saxon settlement); below, Goring, relig. hist. 
123 Below, Eye and Dunsden 
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dwellers were interred presumably at Nuffield, and those living near the river at Newnham.124 

Earlier religious foci included an isolated upland crucifix on the Newnham–Nuffield boundary, 

mentioned in 966.125 

 

The later structure was firmly established by 1291, when all but three parishes had 

independent churches. Newnham and Ipsden had chapels (both with burial and baptismal 

rights), while Eye and Dunsden (with no chapel) remained dependent on Sonning church 

until the 19th century, forming part of the dean of Salisbury’s peculiar from the 1180s to 

1846. Individual churches’ incomes ranged from £21 6s. 8d. at North Stoke (including 

Ipsden’s and Newnham’s tithes) to only £4 6s. 8d. at Crowmarsh and Mongewell; five had 

already been appropriated by religious houses, however, and were served by vicars or 

stipendiary chaplains, while North Stoke and its chapels were appropriated in 1392. 

Mapledurham’s and Crowmarsh’s rectories were later restored to the vicars to increase their 

inadequate incomes.126 Lay involvement is reflected in piecemeal enlargement of church 

buildings, endowment of chantries, and bequests in support of lights, while several lords 

maintained private manorial chapels, that at Mapledurham Chazey being ‘annexed’ to the 

mother church in 1225, and acquiring sacramental and limited burial rights. A leper hospital 

near the bridge at Crowmarsh Gifford, founded in the early 12th century, may have also 

exercised informal parochial functions by the early 16th, when masses were celebrated 

using goods from Newnham church. A Marian chapel and shrine at Caversham (acquired by 

Notley abbey) became a significant pilgrimage destination, and a separate chapel was 

established on Caversham bridge, while a nearby holy well was possibly included in parish 

processions. Caversham church itself may have housed a late medieval fraternity.127 

 
124 Below, Mongewell; Whitchurch; Oseney Cart. IV, 416. For the varied status of such foundations, J. Blair, The 
Church in Anglo-Saxon Society (2005), 371–4. 
125 Sawyer S.738 (æt cristel mæl); cf. Blair, Church in A-S Soc. 479–81. 
126 Tax. Eccl. 30; below, partic. parishes. For S. Stoke, VCH Oxon. VII, 104–10. 
127 Below, partic. parishes. 

Goring church: the site probably of a 
small pre-Conquest minster, 
superseded before 1135 by an 
Augustinian nunnery whose 
buildings abutted the church's south 
side. The apse was built in 1887-8 
on the footings of a 12th-century 
predecessor, which was demolished 
c.1180 when a new priory church 
(demolished after the Reformation) 
was built onto the church's east end. 
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Lollard opposition to such practices was evident in Reading, Henley, and elsewhere 

in the area by the late 15th century,128 but seems to have had little obvious impact in the 

parishes covered here.129 The Reformation, which saw the suppression of Goring priory, 

Crowmarsh hospital, and the Caversham shrine and chapels, seems nonetheless to have 

been generally accepted, save for a recurrent but relatively small-scale recusant presence 

mostly at gentry level, which persisted into the 17th century. Resident Catholic lords included 

the Stonors at North Stoke, the Hildesleys at Crowmarsh and Littlestoke, the Englefields and 

Plowdens at Shiplake, and above all the Blounts at Mapledurham, which became a 

significant local focus of Catholicism into the 19th century, with a purpose-built chapel (and 

priest hides) in the manor house. Protestant Nonconformity was initially slow to take root, 

save for short-lived Congregationalist meeting houses at Stoke Row, Mapledurham, and 

Shiplake (licensed in 1691–2), and occasional references to Presbyterians, Quakers, and 

Baptists attending meeting houses elsewhere. From the late 18th and early 19th century 

Dissent became increasingly evident, however, with Congregationalist, Baptist, Countess of 

Huntingdon’s Connexion, and (later) Wesleyan and Primitive Methodist meeting houses 

established in several parishes, some of them long-lasting. A few were connected with 

Wallingford, Reading, or Henley, and many were in the uplands, where scattered settlement 

and the parish churches’ inaccessibility had long created difficulties for Anglican clergy, at 

best encouraging parishioners to attend churches nearer than their own.130 

From the 19th century such challenges prompted a major expansion of Anglican 

provision.131 New churches (complementing an 18th-century Anglican chapel in Goring 

Heath almshouse) were built at Dunsden Green (1842), Stoke Row (1846), Kidmore End 

(1851–2), Whitchurch Hill (1883), and Emmer Green (1897),132 with mission rooms 

established at Heath End (1888), Cray’s Pond (1892), and Binfield Heath. The Dunsden, 

Stoke Row, and Kidmore churches acquired their own ecclesiastical parishes, while 

Caversham’s exceptional growth spawned further new churches at Lower Caversham (1888) 

and Caversham Heights (1911), along with new Baptist and Methodist churches. Sonning 

Common (part of the new Kidmore End parish) acquired its own church in the 1960s, and by 

2019, following repeated reorganizations, the area as a whole was divided amongst six team 

ministries or united benefices.133 Roman Catholicism re-emerged from the late 19th century, 

with churches at Goring (started 1898), Caversham (1899, rebuilt from 1902), and Sonning 

 
128 J. Martin, ‘The People of Reading and the Reformation 1520–1570: Leadership and Priorities in Borough and 
Parishes' (unpubl. Reading Univ. PhD thesis, 1987), ch. 2; Berks. Atlas, 58–9; VCH Oxon. XVI, 165. 
129 For a possible exception, below, N. Stoke, relig. hist. (Reformn to 1800). 
130 Below, partic. parishes; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 87, 135. 
131 Below, partic. parishes. 
132 Replacing a school-cum-chapel of 1864. 
133 Langtree and Wallingford team ministries; Goring and Streatley with South Stoke; Caversham, Thameside 
and Mapledurham; Rotherfield Peppard, Kidmore End and Sonning Common; Shiplake, Dunsden, and Harpsden. 
Newnham and Mongewell were redundant, but saw occasional services. 
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Common (1947, rebuilt 1962–3). Protestant Nonconformity also continued, non-Anglican 

provision in 2019 catering for Independents, Congregationalists, Baptists, Methodists, and 

the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, while a Caversham Muslim association offered 

Quran classes.134 Over all some 59 per cent of the area’s population still identified as 

Christian, the rest (many but not all of them in Caversham) including Muslims (1.6 per cent), 

Hindus (1.1 per cent), and smaller numbers of Jews, Buddhists, and Sikhs. Another 29 per 

cent were of no religion, and 8 per cent refused to specify.135 

         

 

 

 

BUILT CHARACTER 

 

Surviving vernacular buildings are characteristic of the Chilterns, comprising cottages, 

farmhouses, and farm buildings which variously combine timber framing, brick, flint, chalk 

clunch, clay tile, and (now less frequently) thatch.136 Some of the brick and tile was locally 

produced, and the other materials are widely available;137 dressed stone, by contrast, is 

generally confined to higher-status buildings, and even there is combined usually with flint or 

brick. Medium-sized gentry houses of 16th- to 18th-century date are scattered across the 

area, interspersed with some major country houses, while late Victorian and Edwardian villas 

pepper the fringes of some of the larger riverside villages, reflecting growing affluence. More 

recent additions include some striking architect-designed houses particularly in the hills, and 

increasing numbers of farmhouses and former farm buildings have been gentrified by 

wealthy incomers. Most 20th-century housing in the more populous areas (including 

Caversham and Sonning Common) is standardised and architecturally undistinguished, 

however. 

 
134 Below, partic. parishes. 
135 Census, 2011 (online datasets). Excluding Caversham, Christians totalled 66 per cent. 
136 Cf. VCH Oxon. XVI, 17–18; XVIII, 16–18. 
137 Above (landscape; econ.). 

Stoke Row Anglican church (built 1844-6), Caversham Baptist church (1876-7), and Sonning 
Common Roman Catholic church (1962-3) 
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 Timber-framing (using both oak and elm)138 continued well into the 17th century, 

some of the earliest examples (one dendro-dated to 1335) surviving at Mapledurham. Most 

began as small, single-storey open-hall houses, often combining (as elsewhere in this 

transitional zone) elements of cruck- and box-frame construction. Isolated examples survive 

elsewhere at Checkendon, Kidmore End, Path Hill (Whitchurch), and Crowmarsh, where the 

present Queen’s Head (formerly in Newnham parish) incorporates an aisled hall of 1341, 

floored over as early as 1454. Elsewhere insertion of fireplaces and ceilings was common by 

the 16th century, with lobby entrances appearing in the early 17th, and some larger 

farmhouses acquiring parlours, while brick became increasingly widespread, used 

sometimes to infill or encase earlier framing. Patterning in variegated brick is common 

particularly in gentry houses, which by the 18th century generally featured classically 

influenced symmetrical fronts with sash windows, dentil cornices, or parapets, while the 17th 

and 18th centuries also saw the erection of some sizeable barns and other farm buildings, 

some timber-framed, but others of brick and flint.139 The vast majority of the area’s houses, 

however, were the cramped cottages of labourers and smallholders, whose numbers 

seemingly increased during the 17th century.140 In 1662 c.40 per cent of houses were taxed 

on only one hearth and 63 per cent on one or two,141 and though some model cottages were 

erected at Mongewell in the late 18th century, the poor quality of much rural housing was still 

attracting comment in the early 20th.142 

 Major country houses include Mapledurham House (built 1608–12) and Hardwick 

House near Whitchurch, the latter of late 16th-century origin but much added to. Both are 

brick-built with stone dressings, and retain 17th-century plasterwork. Demolished examples 

 
138 Sometimes in the same bldg: e.g. Newnham Fm; Ridgeway Fm (Mongewell). 
139 e.g. at Ipsden Fm; Uxmore (in Ipsden); Heath End (Newnham). 
140 Above (farming). 
141 TNA, E 179/255/4; cf. below, Caversham, Eye and Dunsden, Ipsden, Whitchurch (settlement, econ. hist., 
social hist.). 
142 e.g. at Eye and Dunsden (built character; social hist). 

Nos. 17 and 19 The Street, 
Crowmarsh Gifford: a box-
framed hall house dendro-dated 
to 1435–8, and later divided into 
cottages. 
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include the 17th-century brick-built Shiplake Court, the 18th-century mansions erected in 

Howbery, Mongewell, and Coombe parks, and two predecessors of the 19th-century 

Caversham Park, the earlier one (taxed on 30 hearths in 1665) amongst Oxfordshire’s 

largest houses, and its successor (built c.1718–23) influenced probably by Blenheim Palace 

and Cliveden (Bucks.). All those houses stood amongst landscaped gardens or parkland, the 

Coombe park work undertaken by Humphry Repton. Major medieval buildings included 

Goring priory, known through fragments of high-quality Romanesque stonework, and an 

extensive, partly stone-built manor house and chapel complex at Caversham, the stone 

brought presumably by river.143 Some other early manor houses were timber-framed.144 

 

 The late 19th and early 20th-century influx of wealthy businessmen and others145 saw 

extensive new building near the river, encompassing detached villas, terraces, boathouses, 

and small country houses. Reading-based and other local architects played a prominent 

role, employing wide-ranging styles which regularly combined brick with half-timbering, hung 

tiles, and shaped barge boards. Other large houses were built in the hills or in other outlying 

areas, notably Wyfold Court (‘a stupendous essay in French Flamboyant Gothic’), and 

smaller examples such as Bozedown House in Whitchurch.146 Several places acquired new 

institutional buildings, and in the 1920s–50s most acquired some council housing, including 

thatched examples at Crowmarsh Hill in Newnham parish. Notable late 20th-century 

additions include some striking buildings for the then recently established Carmel College in 

Mongewell park (1960s–70s), the Institute of Hydrology building in Howbery park (1972), 

and (as earlier) detached houses for wealthy clients, encompassing modernist as well as 

neo-Georgian designs.147 

 The area’s medieval churches (all flint-built with stone dressings) vary in scale, one 

of the largest being the lofty, predominantly 12th-century church at Goring, which adjoined 

the demolished priory buildings and a separate priory church to the east. Over half have 

 
143 Below, partic. parishes; above (communics). 
144 e.g. Mapledurham (landownership: manor ho.). 
145 Above (econ.; society). 
146 Below, esp. Caversham, Goring, Mapledurham, Shiplake, Whitchurch; for Wyfold Ct, below, Checkendon. 
147 See esp. Mongewell, Ipsden, Newnham (built character). 

Mongewell: the wedge-
shaped synagogue (1963) of 
the former Carmel College, 
designed by Thomas 
Hancock. 
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west towers, three retain apses (two of them rebuilt on medieval footings),148 and most have 

aisles or side chapels, while North Stoke and Checkendon retain medieval wall paintings. 

Mongewell church (now mostly in ruins) was substantially remodelled in brick Gothic style in 

1791, while Mapledurham’s and North Stoke’s towers were wholly or partly rebuilt in 1608 

and 1725. The numerous churches added from the 1840s (in flint, stone, or brick) are mostly 

in a loose medieval style, though St Barnabas’s Emmer Green (1924–5) is Arts-and-Crafts 

influenced, while Christ the King at Sonning Common (1967) is in boxy modernist style. Non-

Anglican churches, too, range from brick classicism and elegant 1830s neo-Gothic through 

to modern concrete, brick, and glass.149 

 

GOVERNMENT 

 

Hundredal, Honorial, and Manorial Government 

 

From the Middle Ages the area was divided between Langtree hundred on the west and part 

of Binfield hundred on the east, both of which formed part of the 4½ ‘Chiltern hundreds’ 

associated with the royal manor of Benson and, later, with the honor of Wallingford and its 

successor the honor of Ewelme (created 1540).150 Neither hundred was named in Domesday 

Book, though their composition then was probably little different from in the 13th century,151 

when Langtree included most of the parishes from Crowmarsh Gifford through to 

Mapledurham. South Stoke (including Woodcote and Exlade Street) formed a detached part 

of Dorchester hundred as an early possession of the bishop of Dorchester, while Wyfold (in 

Checkendon parish) was a detached part of Ewelme or Benson hundred, reflecting its late 

connection with the Benson royal estate and its status as ancient royal demesne. 

Mapledurham Gurney manor (in Mapledurham’s western part) belonged to Binfield hundred, 

only the smaller Mapledurham Chazey manor belonging to Langtree.152 Both Mapledurham 

Gurney and Wyfold remained separate in the 17th century, but seem to have been 

incorporated into Langtree for most practical purposes by the late 18th or early 19th.153 

Langtree hundred as a whole then covered 21,268 a.,154 its constituent estates assessed in 

 
148 Checkendon, Goring, Mongewell. 
149 See esp. Caversham; Eye and Dunsden (Binfield Heath and Sonning Common); Goring; Ipsden (Stoke Row). 
150 For the others (Lewknor, Pyrton, and Ewelme or Benson half hundred), VCH Oxon. VIII, 1–6, 128–30; XVIII, 
18–19. 
151 For probable early adjustments to Crowmarsh’s (and therefore Langtree hundred’s) NE boundary, below, 
Crowmarsh (boundaries). Henley was probably brought into Binfield after its separation from the Benson royal 
estate: VCH Oxon. XVI, 73. 
152 Rot. Hund. II, 38, 764, 774–82; TNA, E 179/161/9; VCH Oxon. VII, 93, 96 (S. Stoke); XVIII, 18–19 (Wyfold); 
below, Checkendon; Mapledurham. 
153 Hearth Tax Oxon. 16, 40; Poor Abstract, 1787, 655; Census, 1801–41. 
154 Incl. all of Mapledurham and Checkendon, but excl. S. Stoke (3,370 a.), and 309 a. in Theale hund. (Berks.) 
belonging to Whitchurch: VCH Oxon. II, 220; below, Whitchurch (boundaries). 
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1086 at 92½ hides.155 The early meeting place was presumably the unidentified ‘tall tree’ 

recalled in Langtree’s name,156 a prominent landmark located perhaps on rising ground 

around Goring heath, or somewhere along the Icknield Way. 

Binfield hundred encompassed (besides Mapledurham Gurney) eight dip-slope 

parishes from Caversham up to Bix, including Henley-on-Thames.157 Sonning Eye (as part of 

the bishop of Salisbury’s large Sonning estate) belonged to Berkshire’s Sonning hundred in 

the medieval period, but was transferred to Binfield by the 16th century; neighbouring 

Dunsden, an episcopal possession in the same township, belonged to Binfield probably by 

1086, and both places were included in Oxfordshire by the 13th century.158 In 1801 the 

hundred covered 22,749 a.,159 while its 11th-century assessments totalled c.93 hides.160 

Early courts met presumably on Binfield heath between Shiplake and Eye and Dunsden, a 

sizeable tract of waste traversed by some probably early long-distance routes.161 

 Rights over the Chiltern hundreds passed with Benson manor to Richard, earl of 

Cornwall, c.1244, becoming attached to Richard’s honor of Wallingford. That returned to 

royal hands in 1300, and from 1337 to 1540 was annexed to the duchy of Cornwall, which 

was bestowed on successive heirs to the throne. In 1540 the Crown transferred the 

hundredal rights to its newly created honor of Ewelme, which remained Crown property until 

1817 when it was sold (still with hundredal jurisdiction) to Jacob Bosanquet, and then in 

1821 to the earl of Macclesfield. His successor retained it in the 1840s when hundredal 

rights lapsed.162 

In 1296–7 the 4½ hundreds together produced nearly £33 in fines, hidage, 

wardpenny, and certainty money. Binfield and Langtree hundreds were valued slightly earlier 

at £5 a year each, though in reality Binfield yielded ‘much more’.163 Their jurisdictions, 

however, suffered encroachment from local lords. Tenants of the honor of Wallingford, which 

included seven Langtree hundred manors,164 owed suit at the honor’s courts and annual 

views rather than at those of the hundred, an arrangement long pre-dating the honor’s 

association with the hundreds themselves, while the honor’s lords additionally claimed ‘all 

 
155 DB, ff. 157v.–158, 159–61; below, partic. parishes. 
156 PN Oxon. I, 44. 
157 Rot. Hund. II, 33, 38; TNA, E 179/161/9. For further discussion, VCH Oxon. XVI, 15–17. 
158 DB, ff. 58, 155; TNA, SC 2/154/86; ibid. E 179/161/198; Cal. Chart. II, 454; below, Eye and Dunsden. For 
Sonning hundred (taken from Charlton hundred before 1224), VCH Berks, III, 198. 
159 VCH Oxon. II, 216–17; the 5 northernmost parishes are covered in ibid. XVI. 
160 DB, ff. 155, 157v., 159 and v., 160v.–161, incl. Bolney and an unnamed hide probably in Bix (VCH Oxon. XVI, 
207). Padnells (in Rotherfield Greys) and Henley were probably rated with Lewknor and Benson (ibid. 16, 73, 
280). 
161 Below, Eye and Dunsden; Shiplake; Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767). The name probably incorporates the element 
beonet (bent grass): PN Oxon. I, 65. 
162 For details, VCH Oxon. VIII, 3–4; XVIII, 19, 36–7. 
163 Cornwall Accts, I, 102–10; Rot. Hund. II, 30, 38. 
164 Gatehampton (in Goring), Goring, Ipsden, Mapledurham, Newnham Murren, N. Stoke, Whitchurch; the last 
(held directly of the honor) eventually acquired its own view. 
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royal liberties’ including gallows, the assize of bread and ale, and return of writs.165 After the 

honor acquired hundredal rights c.1244 the distinction between its honorial and hundredal 

jurisdiction became largely irrelevant, but was nonetheless maintained in court records.166 

Elsewhere within Langtree hundred, Checkendon, Littlestoke, and Mongewell owed suit (like 

Wyfold) to the Benson or Ewelme hundred views and courts, presumably reflecting early 

links with the Benson royal estate,167 while Crowmarsh Gifford owed suit at the Bampton 

views and courts of its overlord William de Valence.168 In Binfield hundred, several manors 

(including Caversham) held their own views, while Eye and Dunsden, despite the latter’s 

nominal inclusion in Binfield, answered to the Sonning hundred courts, which claimed 

extensive rights including gallows.169 As a result, by 1279 none of Langtree hundred’s lords 

or tenants owed suit to the hundred as such, and only Lashbrook (in Shiplake) and Bix 

Gibwyn owed suit to Binfield hundred, the lord of Mapledurham Gurney merely paying 

certainty money.170 

 The monthly courts for the honor and hundreds continued into the mid 15th century, 

attended by tithingmen from places still owing suit, and dealing with brewing offences, debt 

cases, and trespass. Thereafter they seem to have rapidly declined.171 The annual views 

(both hundredal and honorial) continued, collecting certainty money, and dealing with similar 

business including excessive mill tolls, default, and failure to belong to a tithing. By the 

1430s they were held at various fixed locations, the tithingmen for most places covered in 

this volume attending a view at North Stoke, which was transferred to Checkendon by the 

1540s and to Ipsden by the 1650s. Mongewell’s tithingman still attended the Ewelme view, 

and Lashbrook’s and Bix Gibwyn’s a view at Binfield heath, where they were joined from the 

16th century by a tithingman for Harpsden.172 Business in the early 18th century included 

road and ditch repair, common grazing, removal of nuisances, and unlicensed sand or gravel 

digging on the commons, along with election of tithingmen and (for some places) constables. 

Haywards were appointed by the 1790s, when Lashbrook, Bix Gibwyn, and Harpsden 

attended the Ipsden view.173 

 
165 Rot. Hund. II, 30–3, 38, 42, 775–80; Cal. Inq. p.m. III, pp. 466–7; Keats-Rohan and Roffe, Wallingford, 63; 
above, landownership. 
166 e.g. Cornwall Accts, 102–28; TNA, SC 2/212/7; SC 2/212/20. 
167 Rot. Hund. II, 42, 779; Cornwall Accts, 102, 105; TNA, SC 2/212/1; VCH Oxon. XVIII, 19. 
168 Rot. Hund. II, 42–3, 774; Black Prince’s Reg. IV, 181, 294 (an unsuccessful attempt to enforce suit to 
Langtree hundred). 
169 Below, Caversham; Eye and Dunsden; VCH Oxon. XVIII, 104–6, 264–5, 301–2. Caversham’s view included 
Shiplake. 
170 Rot. Hund. II, 33, 38; Cornwall Accts, 102–3, 109–10; Cal. Inq. p.m. III, p. 465; TNA, SC 6/1096/2; SC 
2/212/1; SC 2/212/4; SC 2/212/7. Most records make no ref. to Langtree hundred, since no tenants owed suit in 
that capacity. 
171 TNA, SC 2/212/1; SC 2/212/7; SC 2/212/20; M.T. Pearman, ‘Historical Account of the Hundreds of Chiltern in 
Oxon.’, OAS Rep. (1890), 8–15. 
172 TNA, SC 2/212/7; SC 2/212/20; SC 2/212/29; OHC, CH/E/I/i/8. In the 1430s Checkendon still attended the 
Ewelme view. 
173 Bodl. MSS dd Ewelme Honor d 1–3; OHC, CH/E/VI/1; CH/E/VI/24–5. 
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 By then certainty payments and honorial quitrents (worth c.£61 a year)174 were 

heavily in arrears, and from 1821 the earl of Macclesfield re-asserted his rights through fines 

and distraint, enforcing attendance and regular payment. Constables, tithingmen, and 

haywards were still appointed, and the views occasionally agreed the fines for releasing 

animals from parish pounds, as well as issuing certificates for exemption from tolls at 

markets and fairs. Places owing suit were grouped much as earlier, the Ipsden Division 

(whose views met usually at Checkendon or Rotherfield Peppard) being expanded to include 

Wyfold, Rotherfield Greys (with Padnells), and Crowmarsh Gifford, which until 1831 had had 

its own view. The views were last held in 1847, their purpose undermined by the 1848 

Summary Jurisdiction Act.175 

 Courts baron for individual manors are recorded from the 12th or 13th centuries, 

including at least one for a reputed manor (Elvendon in Goring) which began as an outlying 

freehold. In parishes with multiple manors (Goring included) there were sometimes up to four 

or five separate courts. Many continued into the 17th century and a few into the 19th, though 

generally with much reduced business, and an apparent attempt to reintroduce courts for 

Shiplake in the 1850s proved short-lived.176 Of the private courts leet, Caversham’s and 

Sonning’s continued in the late 18th century, and Henley’s into the late 19th.177 Medieval 

gallows at Mapledurham and North Stoke were apparently royal rather than manorial.178 

 

Parish and Civil Government 

 

Parish and vestry government developed along the usual lines from the 16th century, with 

each parish (along with Eye and Dunsden township and the chapelries of Ipsden and 

Newnham) electing their own officers and administering their own poor relief. Goring parish 

briefly established a parish ‘workhouse’, and several others built or acquired parish 

housing.179 Parish councils replaced vestries for civil purposes under the 1894 Local 

Government Act, joined by others as new civil parishes were created during the 20th 

century. Caversham, uniquely, had an urban district board from 1890, with jurisdiction over 

the parish’s built-up southern part. That was transferred from Oxfordshire to Reading 

borough in 1911, latterly forming four separate wards.180 

 
174 OHC, CH/E XXIV/21. 
175 Ibid. CH/E/XXII/i/1–2; CH/E/XXII/iii/3; CH/E/XXII/i/9; CH/E/XIX/1, pp. 22, 66, and passim; Summary 
Jurisdiction Act, 11 & 12 Vic. c. 43. Mongewell still attended the Ewelme view. 
176 Below, partic. places; for Elvendon, below, Goring.  
177 Below, Caversham; VCH Oxon. XVI, 105–6; cf. ibid. 230, 265, 301–2. 
178 Below, Mapledurham (local govt); N. Stoke (social hist). For an 18th-cent. gibbet at Gallowstree Common, 
below, Caversham, local govt. 
179 e.g. Caversham, Ipsden, N. Stoke, Whitchurch. Stoke Row (in Ipsden) acquired sep. officers in the 19th cent. 
180 Below, partic. parishes; Youngs, Admin. Units, I, 389–409. For modern civil parishes, above (medieval and 
later settlement). 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • The South Oxfordshire Chilterns (April 2021) • p. 34 

 The whole area was divided in 1834 amongst Wallingford, Henley, and Bradfield 

Poor Law Unions (the last focused on Bradfield in Berks.), and in 1894 (Caversham apart) 

amongst Crowmarsh, Goring, and Henley Rural Districts. Henley Rural District absorbed the 

other two in 1932, and from 1974 the whole belonged to the new South Oxfordshire 

District.181 

 
181 Oxon. Atlas, pp. 144–5, 150–1; Youngs, Admin. Units, I, 389–409. 


