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I remember Wheatley...
F. Bruce Shepherd. Standing outside the Merry Bells, 

memories were brought back to me of what this building must 
have witnessed as the local community passed its doors year 
in and year out. The railings and gates have gone from the 
original external picture but otherwise the frontal hasn’t altered 
at all. I well remember the traffic up and down the High Street 
in early 20’s, it was practically all horse drawn. All the 
tradesmen had horse drawn vehicles. The butcher, milkman, 
coalman, grocers, builders, farmers, even the chimney sweep 
had a donkey and cart. 

The surface of the High Street was of Hartshill granite. 
During the period when Wheatley Urban District Council 
decided it was not safe for a heavy roller to be used on High 
Street to protect the culvert, the granite stones were usually 
covered with a fine grit to bind it. This of course tended to 
produce a fair amount of dust in the dry summer weather. The 
iron rims of the various wagons, implements and other horse 
drawn vehicles soon crunched the stones into place. It was 
however realised that the lightest of rollers could be used and 
the surface has improved from then onwards. Mind you, as a 
boy the High Street was never as good as Church Road for the 
whip and the top. It was dangerous too as there were far too 
many windows in High Street. 

  

Grandfather Charles Shepherd of Ambrose Farm did quite 
a lot of contract carting work. His horses were let out on hire 
for stone and coal carting and general carrying work. He even 
had a ‘break’ which is a vehicle used for breaking in horses. 
This could be converted with the addition of a top for 
transporting people. It was used for Wheatley football and 
cricket teams to go to away games with local villages. The 
break was drawn by two horses, the pick up point for the teams 
was the Merry Bells. A later carrier Mr. William Huxter had a 
model ‘T’ Ford with solid rubber tyres, quite a large van with 
Borwicks Baking Powder advertised on the sides. 

Cows from Ambrose Farm also passed up and down the 
High Street on their way to graze at Mr. Rose’s Breach Fields 
after morning milking. 

Cattle were frequently moved up and down the High Street 
from the railway station and of course from the farms to the 
station. I remember one friesian bull on the way to the station 
causing quite a bit of bother even breaking the window of one 
High Street house. 

  

An unusual sight involving cattle was a waggon advertising 
Atora Beef Suet being drawn by two oxen with white faces, 
they were on a publicity journey from London to Oxford and 
did detours through villages. 

Kent lambs in late spring were unloaded at the station, the 
lamb trains shunting off trucks all the way down the line at 
numerous stations. As boys we had to help with these, standing 
in peoples gateways, or blocking off a road junction, for where 
one sheep went invariably all the others went too. 

There were times when the South Oxfordshire hunt met 
either at Crown Square or the Merry Bells, what a picturesque 
sight when they ‘moved off’ to ‘put in’ at Coombe wood. 

I have seen the shire stallion come through Bell Lane and 
down the High Street after arriving at the station. It was usually 
decorated with ribbons in its mane and tail, it was going to 
either Ambrose or Crown farm and to outlying villages where 
farms were ready with their mares for service. 

Pigs were sometimes driven along the street some of them 
finishing up in either Mr. Thomas White’s slaughter house 
opposite the Merry Bells or Ernest Alden’s at the top of the 
street. 

The gas main was brought along High Street and of course 
no mechanical diggers were used in those days. It was 
surprising how quickly they progressed though. One week the 
night watchman’s hut would be on the Green, the next two 
weeks and it would be in the forecourt of the Merry Bells, a 
week later perhaps in Crown Square and so on. Mr. Jimmy 
Jackson (Banger) was the night watchman, he lived at No. 1 
Bell Lane. The attraction was I suppose, his coke fire which 
was forever burning. 

Processions galore the Merry Bells has seen go by. Parading 
up and down the High Street, Coronation, Jubilee, May Day, 
Remembrance Parades. The Chapel used to hold open air 
services once or twice a year on a summer Sunday evening on 
the village green. All would walk behind the banner which was 
supported on two poles and four guide ropes. A small 
harmonium was carried for musical accompaniment, the 
service attracted quite a gathering of passing people. Now the 
only church witness is the Procession of the Cross every Good 
Friday. This unites the churches and reminds the village that 
Christianity still exists. 


