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Distinctive Features and Dating 

Many of the architectural features of the house have fortunately remained unchanged from its initial 

building especially on the first and second floors although some have deteriorated with time. 

Generally, features such as the stone windows, doors and mouldings are typical of the period from 

late 16th to mid-17th century. The stairs are of a later style typically early to mid-17th century. The 

shape of the splat balusters would be, however, according to Hall, of an even later period, as those 

of the early 17th century tended to be ‘top heavy’ in appearance. The fireplaces are difficult to date 

as the same patterns were common from the medieval period (Hall, 2005, pl71-3). 

The presence of the plaster friezes on the first floor and the plaster cornice in room 1/1 which are 

typical of the period indicate that the ceilings were originally plastered. The two rooms at opposite 

ends of the passage, 1/1 and 1/4, have plaster friezes with scrolls paired to form hearts over the doors 

and give the impression of these rooms being of equal status as though two families perhaps were 

living in the house. 

The plan form of the rooms is clearly post medieval (Drg. 3) with separate rooms with their own 

entrances from passageways allowing a high degree of privacy with the exception of the rooms on 

the second floor. These rooms are likely to have been for servant or farm worker use. The large 

number of heated rooms implies a high level of comfort. Plastered walls and ceilings are also a 

feature of this high level of comfort. 

The cross passage is intriguing and could be the vestigial remnants of a former house. The estate 

was clearly in existence before the present house was built. Besides the cross passage there are a 

few other features which hint at an earlier building. The peculiar plan shape of the stair tower 

suggests that the tower was distorted, on the west elevation, to accommodate a pre-existing entrance. 

The remnants of a window in the east wall of the stair tower also appear anomalous, either the 

window was a mistake and built prior to the installation of the stairs, or the wall pre-existed the stair 

tower. A projecting plinth at the west end of the main range may also be the remnants of a former 

building. The bam exhibits a similar plinth and would appear to have been rebuilt at some point. 

If the size of the fireplaces in the main range and the one in the present kitchen are compared it is 

clear that cooking did not take place in the main part of the house. However the construction of the 

stair tower indicates that the kitchen was not built at the same time as the house, which begs the 

question, where was the cooking done? It is possible that a pre-existing detached kitchen to the 

former house continued in use for some time, with access through the ground floor stair tower 

doorway. One other possibility is that room G/2 was the kitchen. A portion of stone or brick wall 

projects along the passage from the north side of the chimney stack so it is possible there was a 

larger fireplace in this room at one time but the centre of the house would seem an unlikely place 

for a kitchen because of the fire risk and also, the room is rather small. 

From the style of the window on the first floor of the kitchen extension, and the doorway between 

the stair tower the extension to the kitchen was added only a few decades after the main house was 

built, perhaps 1670-80. The quality of building is clearly of a lower standard to the main house but 

why this is not clear. 

Although brick size is not much of a guide to dating, as those used for the chimney stacks could 

have come from any period between the 15th and the 18th century, they would appear to be original. 

The chimney stacks passing through the second floor rooms and the loft space, where clearly no 

rebuilding or alterations have taken place, are consistent with the bricks in the stacks visible above 

the roof. 

Dendrochronological dating 

Samples for dating the house were taken by the Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory. Two samples 
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from the principal rafter T3 and a common rafter from the south side of bay dated to spring 1630 

(Appendix 2). Two other samples gave a date of 1603 for the heartwood/sapwood boundary (these 

samples would appear to be from the same tree). These samples lacked any sapwood or the sapwood 

was incomplete. They indicated a felling date, ranging from 1612 to 1644 (an estimate has to be 

made for the number of missing rings). The dates give a fairly good indication that the house was 

built around 1630 and correlates quite well with the architectural features. 

Phases of construction 

Where the money came from for the construction of the house is not clear. If the house had been 

built around 1633 there could be a link with the building of John Bancroft, the Bishop of Oxford’s 

palace at Cuddesdon. 

The building phases are illustrated in Drawing 4). It is clear from the structure of the house and stair 

tower that they were both built as one and this is supported by the results of the dendrochronology. 

The quoins forming the north east comer of the stair tower, visible in the kitchen, indicate that the 

kitchen extension was built later, possibly around 1670-80. The roof lacks the gable parapets of the 

main house (Drg. 2). Little can be surmised from the windows as they appear to be later additions, 

with perhaps the exception of the upper west window. A clue could be the doorway cut through the 

stair tower wall to provide access from the main house to the floor over the kitchen. The form of the 

doorway is nominally similar to those of the main range but with cruder mouldings and carved 

details; clearly a cheaper job. This is cheaper type of construction is also reflected in the roof 

structure where re-used timbers are evident. 

The alteration to the stair tower roof, already discussed, is difficult to date. 

The infill of the north east comer of the house appears to have been completed around the same time 

as the rebuilding of the back of the house. During the investigation of the wall hangings in room 1/4 

a layer of newspaper was found to be glued directly onto the Hessian. Some headlines could be 

distinguished on the newsprint reporting the wreck of the steamship Thermopylae off the Cape of 

Good Hope. An internet search discovered that this incident occurred on the 12th January 1901.This 

therefore gives an earliest date for the fitting of the windows on the south elevation. The windows 

themselves are fitted with various types of modem stays and catches. Some of the windows have 

wrought iron hook stays on the outside. Linda Hall suggests that this form of hook continued in use 

into the 19th century and dates two examples at 1885. The cruciform windows have an Arts and 

Crafts style to them with splayed frame mouldings and fine ovolo casement mouldings (16mm wide 

glazing bars) which would also put them around the latter part of the 19th century and hence giving 

an approximate date for the rebuilding of the south wall. There was a change of ownership in 1891 

when R. T. Raikes bought the house so it is possible the south wall was rebuilt at this time or shortly 

afterwards.  
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Comparable Structures 

Mulberry Court, at 26 Crown Road, is 

similar in size and plan form to the 

Rectory, with identical kneelers and 

obelisks on the gable parapets. 

Mulberry Court also has three 

remaining stone mullion windows 

with ovolo mouldings of the same 

pattern to the Rectory’s (Fig. 33) 

although two of those are now 

blocked. This house would appear to 

have been built after the Rectory but 

probably before the Civil War. The 

roof structure is predominantly 

softwood (probably pine or fir) with 

cleft round wood common rafters and 

pine principal rafters hewn to shape 

with aid of a side axe. The walls are of 

random rubble construction. In all a 

cheaper house to build compared to the 

Rectory. 

The form of the stone windows at the 

Rectory are also found in several other 

houses in Wheatley, e.g. on the High Street the 

Manor House, which was extensively rebuilt in 

1601 by Abraham Archdale, and the King and 

Queen Inn (Fig. 34); the latter also has similar 

chimneys to the Rectory. The Manor House, greatly 

altered in 1601, has a similar plan form to the 

Rectory with a stair tower rising three floors and 

could well have been a pattern for it. 

The parapet gables on the Rectory have a number 

of local parallels besides Mulberry Court, in 

particular The Priory in Great Milton with similar 

chimneys, parapet gables and label moulds over the 

windows. It is described by Sherwood and Pevsner 

(p. 623) as having a 16th century facade. 

The first Bishop’s palace in Cuddesdon, completed 

in 1634, and built by John Bancroft the then Bishop 

is depicted in a drawing of 1644 (Bodleian) as 

having similar parapet gables to the Rectory. Cross 

and sphere finials are shown on the apexes of the 

gables and huge spheres on the kneelers. This form 

of parapet gable would appear to be a common 

feature of religious buildings and would act as 

statement of the church’s power. The Rectory’s 

cruciform roof would also declare its allegiance. 

The arched frame of the first floor doorway is fairly 

unique in this size of house and would normally be 

Figure 33. On of the three remaining stone mullion windows 

at Mulberry Court. 

Figure 34. The old part of the King and Queen Inn 

in Wheatley High Street has number of features 

similar to those at The Rectory. This inn was on an 

important route from London to Oxford and the 

west as was the Rectory, until the road was 

diverted along Church Road in the 18th century. 
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something found in higher status houses. 

Documentary Evidence 

Documentary evidence relating to Wheatley and also the Rectory is very poor, possibly due to the 

destruction of the Bishop’s palace during the Civil War and the poor state of the Oxford diocese. It 

cannot even be established for certain whether the house was part of the Rectory of Cuddesdon. 

Clearly it was a substantial farmhouse and would be the centre of a sizable acreage of land. The 

Roman Catholic Church is described as being in what was the ‘tithe bam’ but this may be an example 

of the use of the name in common usage for any large bam, whether a tithe bam or not. 

After the Dissolution of Abingdon Abbey Cuddesdon Rectory reverted to the Crown and the tithes 

were granted to Sir John Brome of Holton in 1539. The great tithes, which were being farmed for 

£6 6s 8d, and which, with the glebe in Wheatley, were taken over by the Crown and became 

separated from the rectory of Cuddesdon (VCH pl 14). After having passed through various hands 

it was dispersed among local gentry and corporate landowners such as All Souls and Magdalen 

colleges (Fox, 2004, pl). The VCH only records a few snippets of information about the Rectory; In 

1589 Anthony Mollens died possessed of a third of the rectory or tithes of Wheatley and ‘Groveleyse 

’ a piece of land near Wheatley Bridge. Anne, one of his daughters, inherited as coheir, and her 

husband John Symeon died in 1616 seised of half the rectory. 

The Gadburys are assumed to have lived at the Rectory during the late 16th and 17th centuries and 

John Gadbury was clearly a large land owner from the evidence of the All Souls map of 1593 and 

must have farmed the land for the college, but the list of communicants for ‘Whately’ in 1612/13 

indicates that ‘Mr. Gadburie ’ lived at the third house from the end on the south side of High 

Street/Crown Road (Hassell 1955, p49). This assumes that Mulberry Court, Rectory House and 

Wayside were numbered 3, 2 and 1 from the east. 

If this numbering is correct and Mulberry Court was number 3 it would mean that Thomas Symes 

and his son and their wives lived at Rectory House. Martin Steel who currently lives at Mulberry 

Court has analysed the inventory of John Gadburie (ORO WI26/1/10) (See appendix 1) who died in 

1661 with reference to his house and drawn up a plan of the rooms named as they are in the 

inventory. The most significant point is that the house John Gadburie lived in had a cellar with foure 

barrels three vessels one powdermil, 1 trough with other lumber ’ in it at the time of his death 

Rectory House does not have a cellar, at least not one that has been found yet. It is possible therefore 

that the Symes lived at the Rectory. 

The wills and inventories of the Symes family perhaps provide some clues as to where and how they 

lived. Thomas Symes’ will of 1625 includes the line ‘... my neighbour John Gadbury and my 

neighbour John Robinson ... ’ in the communicants list and is recorded as living on the north side of 

the High Street. John Robinson must have moved since 1612/3. John Symes will bequeaths his house 

to his son; “I give unto my Sonne John and his heires my dwellinge house and all other houses and 

all my free land ... in the towne and feildes of Whately’. 

John only survived his father by ten years and his will (ORO, 1628, WI, 60/2/6) proves interesting 

with respect to the domestic relations mentioned; ‘And my will is that she (Elizabeth Wildgoose, his 

widowed daughter) have and enioye a chamber in my nowe dwelling house during her widowhood... 

Allsoe my will is that my wife Elizabeth quietly have and peaceably enioye those two Chambers and 

the mill house Kitchen duering her life ...’ The document goes on; ‘... that my said wife have the use 

and occupation of all the other Roomes in my nowe dwelling house for her pleasure or necessary 

occasions iontly with my sonne Thomas during her life saveing the Chamber which my said sonne 

nowe hath which I give unto him furnished as now it is ’. Firstly it would appear that Thomas has a 

new house; either he has moved or a new house has been built; and secondly it is clear that two 

families (and a widowed sister) are living there. The latter could well explain the presence of two 

chambers of equal importance on the first floor. This extract also mentions a ‘...mill house Kitchen... 
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’ which would appear to mean that there is another kitchen in the house. 

Thomas and John Symes were evidently important people in Wheatley as they frequently appear as 

signatories on wills and inventories. John had seven children before his wife Margery Polkins died 

in 1644. One of the sons, Thomas, baptized in 1603 also becomes an important member of Wheatley 

society and is recorded as being an overseer from 1647 to 1650 (Hassell, 1956, p70), but from the 

Hearth Tax returns of 1662 did not live at the Rectory as he is recorded as having 5 hearths at one 

house and 2 at another (Hassell, 1956, p 70). The Rectory clearly had at least 8 hearths but it is not 

possible to identify whether John Symes is being taxed as his name does not appear in the list. 

The inventory of a John Sims, probable brother of Thomas and ‘yoeman’, dated 29th August 1684 

(ORO, WI, 174/2/12) records the quantity of goods and crops that would be expected of a large farm 

(at a time when the harvest had been just been gathered) as well as horses, carts, wagons and other 

crops in the barns. The total value of his goods and chattels comes to £354 14s 6p including three 

lots of unthreshed barley worth £110 and two lots of unthreshed wheat worth £77, a considerable 

quantity and consistent with being a large farm, therefore it is perhaps conceivable that Rectory 

Farm had passed down to a son of Thomas Symes called John. 

Conclusions 

It is fortunate that Rectory House still retains many of the features it was built with around 1630 but 

the lack of documentary evidence relating to the house is disappointing although expected. The links 

with the Symes family are interesting and further research may one day produce some definite 

evidence that they lived in the house. The dendrochronology results have been more successful and 

are very useful with respect to dating the architectural features of the house and the methods of 

construction used but do not help with a further understanding of how the house came to be built, 

and who provided the money. More research into former buildings on the site would be interesting 

and perhaps answer some of the puzzles relating to the form of the house, in particular the "cross 

passage and the plan form of the stair tower. The staircase requires further research to allow a full 

understanding of the anomalies it exhibits. The position of the detached kitchen which must have 

existed prior to the addition we see today would be of interest. Ground penetrating radar or resistivity 

tests may reveal more of this aspect of Rectory House, Wheatley. 


