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The small stone-built village of Swerford lies c.4½ miles north-east of Chipping Norton 

between Hook Norton and Great Tew, bordering the river Swere.1 The parish was long 

dominated by its few main landowners (some of whom lived latterly at Swerford Park) and by 

resident rectors with a substantial glebe, and its economy remained firmly agrarian. From the 

late 19th century the population declined as farming employment dwindled, and more 

recently the village’s secluded location has attracted affluent incomers and second-home 

owners. Until 1932 the parish included the detached township of Showell to the south-west 

(counted as part of Wootton hundred), which was largely deserted in the late Middle Ages, 

and which by the 18th century contained just two isolated farmhouses. 

 

 

LANDSCAPE, SETTLEMENT, AND BUILDINGS 

 

Boundaries 

 

 
1 This account was written in 2020.  

A view of Swerford village from the north.  
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In 1881 the parish covered 1,925 a., including 798 a. at Showell.2 Its bounds presumably 

derived from those of the 5-hide Swerford and Showell estates established by 1086, which 

although tenurially distinct were linked ecclesiastically by the early 13th century.3 Swerford’s 

northern boundary followed a spring-fed stream rising near Hailcombe House in South 

Newington, before tracking the River Swere south-west as far as the road running past 

Coltscombe, which formed most of the short western boundary. The southern boundary 

followed a stream before cutting north along field boundaries to the Chipping Norton to 

Banbury road, which it traced north-eastwards back up to the northern boundary, bringing 

Swerford heath into the parish's north-east corner. Showell was divided from the rest of the 

parish by the short north-western arm of Little Tew, the township's northern boundary 

following the Swere and two of its feeder streams, and elsewhere mainly field divisions and 

short stretches of road. Regular indentations suggest that long stretches originally followed 

open-field furlongs.4 The loss of Showell to Little Tew in 1932 reduced the parish’s area to 

1,127 acres.5   

 

 

 

 

 
2 OS Area Bk. (1881).  
3 Below, landownership; relig. hist. 
4 OHC, enclo. award and map (Swerford only); ibid. tithe map (Showell only); OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. 
XV.1 and 5 (1881 edn); VCH Oxon. XI, 247 (Little Tew). 
5 Census, 1931.  

Swerford parish including the detached township of Showell c.1850. Source: Oxon. Atlas. 
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Landscape 

 

The parish straddles the boundary between Oxfordshire’s Limestone and Marlstone uplands, 

limestone in the west giving way to Mudstone, Siltstone, and Ferruginous Limestone and 

Ironstone around Showell Farm and Swerford village.6 The village itself lies on a north-facing 

slope close to the river at c.140−150 m., the ground rising to 212 m. west of Showell Farm. 

The undulating terrain is well watered by springs, of which several are found at Showell and 

one at East End, while the landscape mainly comprises hedged fields, those at Showell 

originating as medieval enclosures, and those at Swerford dating mainly from parliamentary 

enclosure in 1803.7 Swerford’s soils are mainly stonebrash, but in Showell there are poor 

and light sands.8 Considerable hedge clearance was carried out in the later 20th century, 

notably around Coldharbour Farm in Showell,9 although at Swerford heath the process was 

reversed by the ‘green’ farmer David Barbour, who between 1977 and 1986 laid hedges, 

planted 10,000 trees, and created a lake and ponds.10 The main pockets of trees today are 

still concentrated there and at Showell, with others along the Swere at Swerford park, which 

extends into Hook Norton and is of medieval origin.11 

 

Communications 

 

The Chipping Norton to Banbury road (the modern A361) crosses both parts of the parish, 

running south of Swerford village.12 It was well-established in the Middle Ages and turnpiked 

in 1770, when a toll gate was built at the junction with the Deddington road at Swerford 

heath.13 Other routes of medieval origin include the road leading north from the village to 

Hook Norton, which crosses the River Swere (here little more than a stream) apparently at 

the site of the early ford from which Swerford is named, and which in the 12th century was 

guarded by a motte and bailey castle whose earthworks survive.14 A branch road just over 

the river leads north-east to Wigginton.15 

 Until enclosure in 1803 Church End and East End each had a separate lane running 

southwards to the Banbury road, that from East End (called Highway Cross road) continuing  

 
6 Oxon. Atlas, 76−7; Geol. Surv. Map 1:63360 (solid and drift), sheet 218 (1968 edn). 
7 OS Map 1:25,000, sheet 191 (1999 edn); below (settlement); econ. hist. (agric. landscape). 
8 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883); TNA, MAF 32/919/100 (Showell farm). 
9 OS Maps 1:10,560, Oxon. XIV NE (1955 edn); 1:10,000 SP 32 NW (1978 edn). 
10 Banbury Guardian, 31 Oct. 1985; Farm Review, Autumn 1986; Oxford Mail, 24 Sept. 1985.  
11 Below, landownership; econ. hist. 
12 OS Map 1:25,000, sheet 191 (1999 edn). 
13 LJ XXXII, 11−20; Oxon. Atlas, 51, 102−3; above, vol. overview. 
14 Above, Hook Norton, landscape (communics); below (settlement); PN Oxon. II, 382−3. 
15 Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767). 
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further to join the Great Tew and Enstone road (the modern B4022).16 The Great Tew road 

itself (turnpiked in 1800) was the medieval ‘Woodway’, which led southwards towards 

Wychwood forest and northwards (via a short stretch of the Banbury road) across Swerford 

heath to Wigginton.17 At enclosure the lane south from Church End was reduced to a field 

path, while a separate field road running west to the Hook Norton branch road near 

Coltscombe was upgraded, continuing as a metalled road in 2020. The lane south-

eastwards from East End was retained, its continuation (re-aligned at enclosure) beyond the 

Banbury road surviving as a modern bridle path.18 All of Swerford's roads except the 

Banbury road remain narrow, in places almost single track. 

 At Showell the Chipping Norton to Banbury road runs between Showell and 

Coldharbour Farms, a south-easterly branch road connecting with the Tews and Enstone. A 

minor north--south road (mapped in 1767)19 links Heythrop with roads to Great Rollright and 

Hook Norton. A once denser network of field tracks and footpaths included a path to Little 

Tew, which in 1231 was said to be uncertain and often moved.20  

 
16 Ibid.; for name, OHC, enclosure map.  
17 VCH Oxon. XI, 224; XIX, 5; OHC, enclo. award and map, no. 140 (p. 12); Oseney Cart. IV, pp. 229, 
263. 
18 OHC, enclo. award and map; ibid. MS dd Swerford b 1, f. 29v.; OS Map 1:25000, sheet 191 (1999 
edn). 
19 Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767). 
20 B.R. Kemp (ed.), Reading Abbey Cartularies (Camden 4th ser. 31 and 33, 1986−7), I, pp. 401−2; 
VCH Oxon. XI, 247. 

Swerford and Showell in their setting, 1767. (Thomas Jefferys' Map of 

Oxfordshire, detail) 
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From c.1854 a village-based carrier to Banbury operated three times a week, and in 

the late 19th and early 20th century there were two or three carriers.21 By the late 1920s 

several buses a day went to Banbury and Chipping Norton, stopping in the parish,22 and in 

2020 a regular service passed through neighbouring Hook Norton, although by then there 

were none through Swerford itself.23 Letters were delivered through Enstone by 1852, and 

Swerford had its own sub-post office by 1891,24 its successor closing in the 1960s.25 A listed 

public telephone kiosk of 1935 design survives at East End.26 

 

Population 

 

Thirty tenants (including 9 servi) were recorded in 1086, 16 of them in Swerford and 14 in 

Showell.27 By 1279 Swerford had as many as 54 tenants, but Showell just 18, at least two of 

whom were non-resident.28 In 1316, Swerford and Southrop (in Hook Norton) had 52 

taxpayers between them, and Showell only 18 (reduced to 11 in 1327).29 The Black Death 

seems to have had a severe impact, especially on Showell which by 1543 had only a single 

taxpayer, compared with 21 in Swerford and Southrop combined in 1524 (16 of them 

probably in Swerford).30 Thirty-three Swerford houses were assessed for hearth tax in 

1662,31 and in 1676 there were an estimated 110 adults in the parish.32 In 1738 the rector 

noted 47 houses,33 and in 1801 there were 57 occupied by 65 families (327 people), the 

population rising to 441 by 1831. Mid-century stagnation was followed by a fall to 292 in 

1911 and to just 229 in 1931, reduced by 35 the following year through the removal of 

Showell. By 1961 numbers stood at 163, and in 2011 there were 132 residents in 62 houses. 

A further 21 houses (probably mostly second homes) were unoccupied.34 

 

Settlement  

 

 
21 PO Dir. Oxon. (1854 and later edns); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883 and later edns). 
22 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1928 and later edns).  
23 Online bus timetables (2020).  
24 Gardner’s Dir. Oxon. (1852); Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1891 and later edns).  
25 OS Map 1:10560 SP 33 SE (1955); G. and S. Castle, Swerford: A Village Guide (1997): pamphlet 
in OHC. 
26 NHLE, no. 1251355. 
27 DB, ff. 156b, 157, 161. 
28 Rot. Hund. II, 726−7.  
29 TNA, E 179/161/8, rots. 3, mm. 2−1d. and 4, m. 2; E 179/161/9, rot. 8d. 
30 Ibid. E179/162/235, rot. 4; E 179/161/170, rot. 4d. (incl. 6 names in pencil). The 1377 poll tax 
returns are damaged: Poll Taxes 1377−81, ed. Fenwick, 291. 
31 TNA, E179/164/504, rot. 63d. Showell not assessed. 
32 Compton Census, ed. Whiteman, 422. 
33 Secker’s Visit, 156.  
34 Census, 1801−2011.   
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Little evidence of prehistoric occupation is known,35 and though Roman activity is suggested 

by coin and pottery finds,36 no structural remains have been found. Anglo-Saxon settlement 

is indicated by place names. Swerford (Surford in 1086), ‘ford by a col’,37 suggests activity 

close to the site of the church, which was established by the 12th century and may well have 

been built next to a pre-existing manorial site. A separate focal point just north of East End 

may be indicated by the place name Digeneswella (*Dicen’s spring), recorded c.1160−70, 

and apparently to be identified with the later Digger’s Well.38 At Showell (‘seven springs’),39 

settlement apparently grew up by the springs south of Showell Farm which feed the River 

Dorn,40 the name perhaps indicating a pagan sacred spring.41 By the mid 11th century there 

was presumably a manorial site there too.42 

 From the Middle Ages Swerford developed as two separate clusters, Church End 

and East End (latterly also called Chapel End from a Nonconformist chapel there).43 The two 

were separated in 1614 by an open field called ‘the field between the towns’, an area later 

called Between Towns: that remained largely undeveloped in the modern period, its 

southern part retaining a park-like character, having formerly been part the grounds of the 

now-demolished Swerford House on East End's western edge.44 Church End’s focal points 

were the church and the short-lived late 11th- or early 12th-century motte and bailey castle, 

which may have replaced an earlier manorial site.45 Possibly the castle’s construction was 

associated with a replanning of tenant housing, resulting in the regular row of house plots 

south-west of the castle on St Mary’s Lane.46 East End, a settlement which looks like an in-

filled funnel-shaped green, apparently grew up around the medieval homestead of the Lyons 

family.47 Outlying settlement appears to have been limited, although a lodge in Swerford 

park (mentioned in the 17th and 18th century) was probably of medieval origin,48 and Griffin 

 
35 For cropmarks probably of a late prehistoric enclosure, linear feature and ring ditch in Showell, 
HER, PRN 13773. 
36 R. Plot, Natural History of Oxfordshire (1677 edn), 334; VCH Oxon. I, 343; HER, PRN 1619. 
37 PN Oxon. II, 383. The river name itself is a back-formation from Swerford: ibid. I, 10. 
38 PN Oxon. II, 383. 
39 Sevewelle in 1086: ibid. 291. 
40 OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XV.5 (1881 edn). 
41 K. Briggs, 'Seven Wells', Journal of the English Place-Name Society, 39 (2007), pp. 7−44. 
42 Below, landownership. 
43 OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XV.1 (1881 and later edns). East End was mentioned in 1700: OHC, 
SL195/8. 
44 OHC, MS Archd. Oxon. b 41, f. 121; OS Map 1:2500, SP 3731 (1972 edn). For Swerford Ho., 
below, landownership (Lyons estate). 
45 VCH Oxon. II, 343; E.M. Jope, ‘Castle Hill, Swerford’, OAS Rep. (1938), 85−93; HER, PRN 1151; 
‘Swerford Castle, Oxfordshire: Topographical Survey’ (unpubl. Oxford Archaeology report, 2012); 
below, landownership (Swerford manor). 
46 OHC, Swerford enclosure map; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XV.1 (1881 edn). 
47 OHC, Swerford enclosure map; below, landownership. 
48 TNA, C 8/299/16; OHC, BOR4/36/7D/19.  
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House, close to the river crossing and Hook Norton mill, may occupy a 16th-century or 

earlier site.49 

 

 

 

Swerford experienced little post-medieval development. Church House in Between 

Towns appears to be of early 18th-century date,50 and on the eve of enclosure in 1803 the 

only outlying farmsteads (both south of the village)51 were Pomfret Castle (probably late 

17th-century in origin) and Buttercombe Farm (early 18th).52 Heath Farm, in the far east of 

the parish, was built by the rector shortly after enclosure.53 and a pub and isolated cottages 

on the Banbury road followed in the 1830s.54 Nearby cottages at Potato Town (so called by 

1851) were named presumably from potatoes grown in tenants' gardens or smallholdings.55 

A few other houses were built in various locations during the 19th and 20th century.56 

Showell was apparently a small nucleated settlement by the 13th century, the 

byname ‘in the turn’ suggesting a linear roadside arrangement of houses.57 It was in decline 

before 1316, however, and by the end of the Middle Ages had been all but abandoned, with 

just one taxpayer (probably at Showell Farm) recorded in 1543.58 By the mid 18th century 

 
49 Below (built character). 
50 NHLE, no. 1052479. 
51 OHC, enclo. award and map.  
52 NHLE, nos. 1368207; 1052476. 
53 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 449, f. 47. 
54 Below (built character). 
55 TNA, HO 107/1732 (listing 4−5 cottages there). 
56 OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XV.1−2 (1881 and later edns); OS Map 1:25,000, sheet 191 (1999 edn). 
57 Rot. Hund. II, 875. 
58 Feudal Aids, IV, 164; TNA, E 179/162/235, rot. 4. 

View of East End,  

the former Primitive 

Methodist chapel right. 
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there was an additional farmhouse at Coldharbour Farm, on the Heythrop road a mile to the 

north-west.59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The Built Character 

 

Swerford is a pretty Marlstone (or ‘ironstone’) village which became a conservation area in 

1988.60 Both Church End and East End contain roadside houses intermixed with others set 

back behind walls or hedges, notably The Old Rectory and its neighbours at Church End.61 

Some are of 17th-century origin, but most appear to have been built or remodelled in the 

early 18th,62 one house at Church End bearing a datestone of 1720, and Rectory Cottage 

one of 1728.63 Squared and rubble stone is occasionally complemented by ashlar dressings 

or ashlar chimney stacks,64 but most windows retain plain wooden lintels and timber 

casements.65 Roofs are mainly of slate or tile, many of them with gable parapets, although 

thatched roofs were still prevalent in the mid 19th century.66 

 

 
59 OHC, MS dd Par Swerford b 8; Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); Davis, Oxon. Map (1797). 
60 ‘Swerford Conservation Area Character Appraisal’. 
61 For the Old Rectory: below, landownership; relig. hist. (rectory house).  
62 NHLE, Swerford (accessed 2020); Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 510−11. 
63 NHLE, nos. 1052481 (house called Church End); 1052485 (Rectory Cottage). 
64 e.g. ibid. nos. 1052481; 1194011.  
65 Sash windows exist at the Old Rectory and extension to Old Clock Cottage: ibid. 1194004; 
1285909. 
66 Ch. Ch. Arch. MS Estates 82, ff. 280, 282v. −283v. A slate pit was mentioned in 1614: OHC, MS 
Archd. Oxon. b 41, f. 121. 

View towards Showell Farm 

from the west. 
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One of the oldest houses is the L-plan Old Clock Cottage in East End, which dates in 

part from c.1630, and has a taller 18th-century addition featuring a wooden oriel with a 

moulded pediment.67 The riverside Griffin House, another L-plan dwelling with a three-

window main range and a stair tower in the angle, has a datestone of 1691, but may be of 

earlier origin.68 Possibly it was the house associated in the 16th century with a nearby mill, 

and which in 1583 contained a hall with a chamber over, a parlour, and glazed windows.69 

Later buildings include Blue Row just east of the church, a line of four small cottages built by 

the local mason John Powell in the early 19th century.70 The units are arranged in two pairs 

divided by a central passageway, each sharing a ridge stack, and the doorways covered by 

arched metal canopies.71 On the main Banbury road the isolated Masons’ Arms (by a former 

quarry) is a purpose-built public house dated 1831, which features two pediments and a 

former carriage entrance. The adjacent Masons’ Arms Cottages were built as a T-shaped 

group of three and bear a datestone of 1836.72 

 
67 Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 511; NHLE, no. 1285909. 
68 Datestone: NHLE, no. 1368209. 
69 Oxon. Wills, p. 145; below, econ. hist. (mill); later a pub called The Griffin (ibid. crafts and retailing). 
In 1540 the mill and house were held with Bury close, which adjoined Griffin House: OHC, M110/E/1; 
below, landownership (castle). 
70 OHC, Flick III/ii/1; III/iii/3; III/iv/6; S. and C. Robson, ‘Blue Row Ownership’, available at 
www.bluerow.co.uk (Sept. 2020). 
71 NHLE, no. 1052480.  
72 Ibid. nos. 1368206; 1052474; TNA, HO107/879/18; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XV.2 (1881 edn); below, 
econ. hist. (crafts and retailing). 

The view down St 

Mary’s Lane, just west 

of the church.  
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   The most striking of the few modern buildings is The Yews, the largest house in East 

End, located on the site formerly occupied by Swerford House. Designed by Geoffrey 

Forsyth Lawson in traditional Cotswold style with stone-mullioned windows, gables and a 

turret, it was built in 1975 by the Banbury builder Fred Timms as his own home. A gazebo 

was added in 1979.73 The few other 20th-century houses are also mainly stone-built in a 

vaguely vernacular style. Residential accommodation at Coldharbour Farm was latterly 

developed on a lavish scale, including conversion of farm buildings.74 

 

 
73 Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 511; Swerford: A Village Guide. 
74 Google Earth (accessed 2020). 

The Yews, viewed from Between Towns. 

Griffin House, seen from across the River Swere. 


