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This history acknowledged to John Brest in Chapter 7 of his 2006-published book The Most 
Difficult Village 

 
Samuel Wilberforce wished his clergy to take a lead in secular as in religious affairs, and in 

his charge of 1848 he urged them to take up the cause of improved sanitation. In Wheatley this 
meant covering over the ‘Common Brook’ running down the High Street. As Elton said, “This 
parish has a large population”, “the tenements are thickly crowded together on each side of the 
village street”, and most of the cottages “have no other drain for their privies”. He persuaded 
the vestry to undertake the task, and detailed plans were drawn up by Mr. Redman, engineer, 
of Palace Yard in London, for the first 357 yards. Early in 1857 when it became doubtful 
whether the vestry had power to borrow money for this purpose, Elton decided to petition the 
General Board of Health in London to apply the Health of Towns Act of 1848 to the village. 
This would open a route to the establishment of a Local Board of Health with statutory power 
to borrow money and to mortgage the rates. Even the Secretary to the General Board was 
surprised by this initiative, his first response being that the Act was intended for populous 
places rather than villages. But few clergymen can have spent more time keeping abreast of 
affairs, studying the parliamentary legislation of the period, and finding out what opportunities 
were available to them. Elton had been well advised; the procedure was in place, and it could 
be done. First, the village had to submit a petition to the General Board signed by one-tenth of 
the inhabitants rated to the relief of the poor, asking the Board to send an Inspector to hold a 
public inquiry. This was a relatively easy hurdle to cross. There were 149 persons who 
qualified, and the petition was signed by thirty-two of them, headed by Edward Elton himself, 
William Lovelock the Postmaster, and Joseph Cogan, the surgeon. The Inspector, Alfred 
Lamerte Dickens, opened his inquiry at 12 noon on 10 March in the Lower Room of the 
National School, and his report, dated 20 June, was printed and forwarded to Mr. Lovelock at 
the Post Office for sale (though no copy appears to have survived). 

In the meantime a counter-petition had been signed by eighty-five people. The do-nothing 
party was led by John Juggins, who argued that his father Thomas had dwelt beside the brook 
and had lived to over eighty. His opposition was to be expected. So, perhaps, was that of 
Thomas Smith, one of the sons of the John Smith whom Elton had refused to bury. Like his 
father Thomas Smith became a surgeon. In 1851 he was living in Great Milton with his wife 
and three children. He was appointed as one of the two Medical Officers to the Headington 
Poor Law Union on 28 October 1852, just five days after his father committed suicide. By the 
time the next census was taken in 1861 his wife had died, and he was a tenant in the Manor 
House at Wheatley, living with six children and his brother John who was another general 
practitioner. Smith argued that Wheatley brook would be less dangerous if left open to the air, 
and he rallied the Guardians in Headington against the attempt to set up a local board. At the 
General Board’s request, Lovelock scrutinised the signatures to the counter-petition. Thirty-
two of them, he found, were not ratepayers, nine did not reside in the parish, seven had already 
voted in favour of the scheme, and five said they did not know the nature of the petition when 
they signed it. The counter-petition having been discredited, the Inspector recommended the 
application of the Act, which came into force on 4 November. The ratepayers then had to 
proceed to elect the nine members of the Local Board. This gave a last chance to the opposition, 
because, if they could gain control, they could simply decline to do anything (as actually 
happened in Hitchen, for example). Elton was worried that the parties were evenly balanced. 
But then he discovered that under the weighted system used for local elections, both occupants 
and owners of property were able to vote. He and Edward King, who was also involved, did 
not share this information with their opponents, who voted as occupiers, while many of Elton’s 
friends polled as both occupiers and owners. Elton himself spent two days acting as a teller. 
The reformers won by 21 votes, and Elton congratulated himself upon the result, but it was a 
proceeding which might have led to the actions of his churchwardens, who were required to go 
from house to house to distribute the papers and then return to collect the votes, being 
challenged in court. Elton took the chair at the new board, which then proceeded to borrow 
£1,000 from the Royal Exchange Assurance Company against the security of the local rates, to 
be paid back on the annuity system (by equal amounts of interest and principal taken together) 
over thirty years, and the work was completed by 15 October 1858. 

 


