
 

THE simple blunt asser-
tion: “Thou art a bastard’’, 
cannot have been a rare 
occurrence in any 
Oxfordshire village, 
particularly in the robust 
days when Queen Elizabeth 
Tudor sat on the English 
throne. 

On one occasion at least, 

however, they have passed into 

history, enshrined in one of the 

law reports published by that 

eminent legal luminary Sir 

Edward Coke, who quotes them 

in a slander action. 

They were in fact uttered on 

August 11, 1573 — the first 

recorded words relating to 

Wheatley. 

The people of this famous 

place, lying in the hollow of the 

surrounding hills have long 

achieved a reputation for 

independence and rumbustious 

behaviour, as other surviving 

documents reveal. 

Present day 
They were not folk to mince 

matters; ten years later in what 

appears to be a dispute 

concerning a will, Henry James, 

a servant of Sir Christopher 

Brown, is described as being “of 

ill conversation and of evil fame 

— a common drunkard and a 

brawler with his neighbours,’’ 

while Agnes Robinson is 

inclined to swear and carry 

tales, “and has had a chyld by 

some other man besyde her hus-

band.” 

And there is much more in 

the same strain, with denun-

ciations of their behaviour 

coming down through the 

centuries almost to the present 

day — certainly to the times of 

the fathers and grandfathers of 

some of those who live there. 

Wheatley has a history 

which goes back something like 

two thousand years — to the 

days when the Romans arrived 

— and towards the middle of 

last century the remains of a 

Roman villa were found. 

During the First World War 

the relics of another house were 

unearthed, in what was known 

as Palace Wood, with a well 

preserved heating system, the 

pipes of which were still clogged 

with soot. 

But the most exciting find 

was an Anglo-Saxon cemetery 

not far away on Castle Hill, less 

than a mile away from the 

centre of the present village. 

It was first brought to light 

by workmen digging out the 

stone which had been hindering 

steam-plough operations. 

Excavations by experts began 

at the beginning of 1883. 

Altogether nearly fifty 

bodies of these early inhabi-

tants were discovered - men, 

women and children. In the 

graves, not far below the 

surface, were found some of 

their meagre possessions in-

cluding primitive jewellery, 

iron knives and weapons, an 

ivory comb and two Roman 

coins. 

The most rewarding 

treasure trove was in the tomb 

of a woman, who had been 

buried with all her finery — a 

pair of unusually large gilt 

bronze saucerbrooches, a string 

of beads, twenty-five of them 

amber, two of which were the 

largest ever to be found in the 

country, a silver ring was still 

on her finger. Unique among 

such souvenirs of’ a bygone age 

was a silver ring-pin, nearly six 

inches long with a dish-shaped 

head. 

Summing up the result of 

the labours, the archaeologist-

detectives declared that the 

cemetery was not that of a rich 

community, for only the 

woman's grave had yielded 

anything “which showed 

pretensions to wealth.” 

Granted land 
“The large, vulgar saucer-

shaped brooches and the 

enormous amber beads” one 

wrote, “suggest the wife of some 

petty local chieftain,” who was 

living there after the famous 

Battle of Benson opened up the 

valley of the Thames to 

settlement. 

But what the spade had 

brought to light showed even 

more — that these Wheatley 

forbears had traded with 

communities elsewhere — and 

that they were “a considerable 

revival of Romano-British 

stock, absorbed, as might be ex-

pected by the Saxon invaders 

after the first wave of 

exterminating violence had 

ended. 

The Saxons had come to stay 

and the recorded history of the 

village begins in 956 when 

Edwy, the “industrious King of 

England and guide and 

governor of the peoples 

dwelling round,” granted land 

at Cuddesdon, which then in-

cluded “Hwatelega” (“where 

wheat is grown”) as it was first 

called, to the monks of 

Abingdon, who retained 

possession until the religious 

houses were abolished. 

It was let to a succession of 

tenants. After the Normans 

came Wheatley became a 

separate manor, leased to 

knights who in return had to 

provide the guards for duty at 

Windsor Castle. 

Among them were the 

Templars of Sandford, and 

there were many, to follow, 

none more distinguished than 

Sir Thomas Camoys, later the 

fifth baron, who commanded 

the left wing of the army at 

Agincourt. 

After the Dissolution the 

manor went to Wolsey’s new 

college in Oxford as part of its 

endowments, and when the 

Cardinal died and his 

foundation all but expired as 

well, it was sold to the Archdale 

family, the best known of whom 

was Abraham, uncle of the girl 

at Forest Hill who married 

John Milton. 

By now “Wheatley in the 

Valley” had long outstripped 

“Cuddesdon on the Hill,” 

prosperity coming from its 

quarries which provided stone, 

not only for the early colleges in 

the university city, but also for 

Windsor Castle. 

In addition there was the old 

windmill, high on the hill above 

the village, a landmark for 

years, which ground the ochre 

used for painting the famous 

Oxfordshire farm wagons. 

And all this commercial 

activity — the claypits which 

provided the raw material for 

building Keble College and the 

north Oxford villas were to add 
to it later — was enhanced by 

the coming of the stage coach, 

The old highway from London 

to the Midlands and South 

Wales, ran through the village 

until the new turnpike was built 

- now known as the A40 - to 

provide a by-pass. 

A host of inns came into 

existence to cater for the 

travellers — the Crown, the 

George, the White Hart, Bell 

and King and Queen among 

them. In 1734 Wheatley was 

described as being “the 

properest place to bait at 

between Beaconsfield and 

Wood- stock” as it remained, 

until first the new road into 

Oxford down Headington Hill 

replaced the traditional route 

over Shotover, and finally the 

advent of the railway, finished 

the coach trade completely. 

But this booming economy 

was to prove a mixed blessing. 

The quarry workers and the 

“small army of those concerned 

with the coaching trade,” as one 

historian records, “together 

with its hangers on, were a 

rough lot. 

“There was no resident 

squire, no resident parson and 

not many gentry who might 

have made a more balanced 

population, so it became a 

haven for its shiftless, as well as 

a favourite rendezvous for 

’sporting undergraduates from 

the university six miles away.” 

It was, as one resident was to 

remark about a hundred and 

fifty years ago, “the most bull-

baitingest and cockfightingest 

of villages,” long after such pas- 

times had been abolished 

elsewhere, and it was not until 

1824 that bull-baiting was 

ended by the Rector of Holton. 

Dogs banned 

Badger-baiting, which also 

drew its crowds, mainly the 

“young bloods” from Oxford, 

was stopped by the vicar, the 
Rev Edward Elton, grandfather 

of the first Lord Elton, some 

years later. 

He claimed that at one time 

the local residents did not dare 

to venture out after dark unless 

they were armed, for the village 

was “a refuge for all the worst 

characters in the 

neighbourhood.” 

In 1834 the poor were 

banned from having either dogs 

or guns, “on account of their 

poaching proclivities,” but not 

with a great deal of success, for 
both provided food as well as 

sport. 

Singled out for special 

mention was one Juggins, 

cockfighter pugilist a member 

of a well-known yeoman family, 

“head of a clique who had set an 

evil example and managed 

everything in the parish in his 

own way.” 

But it must not be forgotten 

that there was a brighter side to 

Wheatley life. For some years it 

was the home of William Julius 

Mickle,, the Scots poet, who 

settled there after marrying the 

daughter of a Forest Hill 

farmer, Mary Tomkins. 

Here in June 1784, while on 

a visit to his old university, Dr 

Johnson, accompanied by the 

indefatigable Boswell who 

described the village as “a very 

pretty country place,” came to 

dine in company with a number 

of other distinguished guests. 

The Doctor, he recorded, 

walked in the “rather much 

garden ground” before dinner 

“often stopping and musing.” 

Wild and wayward 
folk of Wheatley 

From early times the village has had 
a rumbustious reputation — as early 

documents reveal 

Higb jinks outside the village cooler — built in 1834 to sober up any rustic 
drunkard. Alan Harris and Wheatley bobby PC Robin Hutton entered into 

the spirit of things to promote the village panto of two years ago. 

 


