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is worth reading in WVA 

 

Wheatley Geographically (page 4) 

'Wheatley is a large village six miles east of Oxford.. It is hounded, by the slopes of 

Shotover on the west, by the old road from London through Islip to Worcester on the north, 

by the river Thame on the east and on the south by Cuddesdon brook, Coombe Wood and 

an ancient track which forms the Horspath boundary above a hill called the Howe since at 

least the thirteenth century. 

Some older houses, with Tudor chimneys, windows and fireplaces, line the 

northern edge of a valley running from west to east. Along this ran a stream, the bed of 

which formed the High Street until it was covered over in 1858. The hills rise steeply on 

all sides except the east, which gradually falls to flood level. Wheatley is thus dominated 

physically, as it once was socially, by Shotover and Holton Parks to west and north and 

the plateau on the south whereon stands Cuddesdon Palace. 

The earliest settlement at Wheatley was originally on the high, downlike ground to 

the south of the present village, and Roman dwellings and Saxon burials have been found 

in curiously close juxtaposition on both sides of Coombe Wood. 

The valley settlement, originally part of the parish of Cuddesdon, was included in 

its boundaries as described in a charter of 9561 and remained so until Wheatley became a 

separate parish nearly nine centuries later. From the time of St. Aethelwold until the 

dissolution of the monasteries the rents of Wheatley helped sustain the monks of 

Abingdon. 

In the Hundred Rolls and the subsidy rolls Wheatley and Cuddesdon are 

distinguished as vills and in the seventeenth century Wheatley had separate overseers of 

the poor: their records survive, alone in the county, for the Civil War. One aspect of 

Wheatley’s history is its growth in population and wealth compared with the mother 

parish and its gradual attainment of parochial independence. 

 

(page 5) 

The name of Wheatley is first noticed, by the Place Name Society as occurring in 11632 

but it occurs in the Chronicle of Abingdon in a charter granted by Henry I. The name 

actually means the "clearing (leah) where wheat is grown", The word would perhaps at 

first have applied to the dry arable, partly iron-stone and partly coolite beneath, which 

caps a plateau to the south. On this the earliest settlement lay. 

Wheatley grew up by the side of an important cross-country route which ignored 

the existence of Oxford and was called a "street" in 956 as if it had been paved. Wheatley 

lies west of the point where this route crossed the Thame at a ford to surmount a barrier 

of high ground and reach in six miles a passage over the river Ray at Islip. This position 

made 'Wheatley an important post on the road from London to South Wales and it is 

 
1 Hassall, W.O. 'Wheatley Records 956-1956 

(Oxfordshire Record Society Vol XXXVIL - 1956) 
2 Hassall, W.O. Wheatley Records 956-1956 

(Oxfordshire Record Society Vol XXXVIL - 1956) 



 

marked accordingly on many maps which omit as insignificant the old road to Oxford. 

Traffic fostered the rise of taverns, maltsters, wheelwrights and smiths and brought into 

the village many strangers. An unfortunate consequence of contact with the outside world 

was an outbreak of plague in 1665,3 the year Charles II came to Oxford to avoid it. 

A riverside position on the eastern approaches to royalist headquarters made 

Wheatley often figure in civil war records as a scene of skirmishes, and it was a frontier 

point in the Treaty of Uxbridge and overcrowded billets which brought typhus. 

Proximity to Oxford meant little until the twentieth century. Wheatley was midway 

between Oxford and Thame and at times had its own cattle market. The shops were well 

stocked, the village tailors served the neighbouring gentry, and the inadequacy of acres to 

support a large agricultural population was offset by the presence of various trades such 

as fellmongering, coopering, tobacco-pipe-making and the processing of ochre and 

timber. 

The villagers were predominantly not tenants of the manor, and manor courts 

ceased to be held in the sixteenth century though a few manorial quitrents survived 

another three centuries. The people of Coombe, subject to a lord in a different parish, 

shared the same common fields, wherein probably lies the (page 6) reason why the waste 

was controlled by the townsmen of Wheatley and not by the lord of the manor. A 

manorial attempt to claim control of the waste failed in the early eighteenth century, but 

the increased prestige and property of the absentee lord led the inclosure commissioners 

in 1809 to allocate the former Green as freehold to him in lieu of manorial rights to the 

waste, which in fact he did not possess. 

 

(page 12) 

In 1327, 41 people in Wheatley were assessed, for taxation, which suggests that by then 

the village was comparatively large and prosperous. In 1377, 110 people over fourteen 

were returned for the Poll tax. The expansion of Wheatley’s trade from the late sixteenth 

century onwards seems to have led to an increase in numbers. The hearth tax return of 

1665 records 35 fairly substantial householders.4 In 1759, the incumbent estimated the 

population at not less than 800, living in about 140 houses, but the 1801 census gives 

(page 13) a more conservative figure of 685. During the nineteenth century numbers rose 

to 1,041 in 1870, hut declined again in 1901 to 872.5 The census of 1931 showed an 

increase to 1,268, the result of the overflow from Oxford. The 1951 population was 

1,532. 

With a community of this size, local government was of more than average 

importance, It had been customary for the Hundred Court at Wheatley, to elect the 

constable, the tithing man, and hayward, and conduct other business, but by the mid-

seventeenth century much of their business was in the hands of the overseers, whose 

accounts for Wheatley are roughly complete from 1638 to 1661 and from 1701 to 1836. 

Throughout most of this period two overseers were appointed annually by the 

justices; but from 1641 to 1647 they ceased to make appointments, and the two men, 

appointed in 1639, remained in office until 1646. 

 
3 Dehfield noted that the Cuddesdon Register is too ill kept at this date to assess losses 
4 Hearth Tax Oxon Ho. 58 
5 Victoria County History Oxon. ii., 218. 



 

The disbursements during the first period reflect the social chaos of the Civil War. 

In 1639 £24 was spent, but during the following years payments dropped to £16 and in 

1646, when only £4 was given in casual relief, they virtually ceased. In 1647 they were 

resumed with an expenditure of £10, and during the following decade the amount paid 

out varied from £l8.7s.9d. (1652) to £31 (1659) with six to thirteen people receiving 

regular relief. During the first two decades of the eighteenth century expenditure varied 

from £80 to £90 per year. Originally the money was raised by one annual town rate but 

after 1658 three additional rates were levied annually. 

Apart from the regular weekly payments for relief, money was paid out for 

funerals and clothes; for repairing and thatching houses; and in the eighteenth century 

there was regular payments for a doctor from Headington. In 1684 £4 was spent on 

apprenticing a girl for seven years, but though generally the overseers arranged for a 

number of apprenticeships in neighbouring parishes, they do not appear to have paid the 

premiums. Unusual entries relate to lodgings for the constable and his wife £2.7s. 0d. in 

1653 and to William Plat, who was paid 10s, per annum from 1654 as compensation for 

eviction from the house he had built himself on the common. One of the significant 

features of (page 14) these accounts is the high cost of litigation - in 1702 £2.11s. at 

Abingdon sessions and £6.16s. at Newbury - and the amount of journeying and work 

undertaken by the overseers. 

A number of entries suggest an increase in pauperism in the early eighteenth 

century. In 1704 6s. was spent on making "badges for the poore"; in the following year 

£3.18S. was spent on cloth to provide work for them; and in 1710 and 1711 meetings 

were held to discuss this problem of unemployment. Possibly the entries for repairs to 

highways in 1711 were the result.6 

The coaching trade and the quarry industry, together with a constantly changing 

population, made Wheatley more turbulent than its purely agricultural neighbours. 

Another reason for instability was the plurality of landowners - the lord of the manor 

owning but a portion of Wheatley land - and consequent absence of the normal hierarchy 

of village society. In addition, the moral influence of a resident incumbent was lacking. 

Of 24 names of the chief villagers in the period 1638-61, only 8 recur in the period 1701-

17, and 6 are by then classed as paupers.7 

Cricket was played from the mid-eighteenth century at least, for in 1764 the 

townsmen played the gentlemen’s servants on the Green.8 Bull-baiting, for which crowds 

came from Oxford, was a sport until 1824, when it was stopped through the appeals of 

the rector of Holton. The garlanded bulls were baited by bulldogs in the stonepits; another 

annual sport, badger-baiting, was also brought to an end. In the eighteenth century a fair 

was held on 29th September, but it had been discontinued by 1888. A cattle market held 

at the "Crown" was discontinued in 1909, when Oxford market became weekly. To the 

end of the nineteenth century there were mummers, May-Day celebrations, and Morris 

dancing. 

  

 
6 Par. Rec. Overseers’ Accounts 
7 Ibid. 
8 Oxford Journal 1764 



 

(page 15 summary) 

Housing 

 

Year Detail Reference 

1327 41 people assessed for taxation, 

village large and comparatively 

prosperous. 

 

1377 110 people assesses for Poll tax E 179/161/9, 40 

1581 31 cottages newly built E 134, 23 & 25 Eliz. Michaelmas 8; 

Bodleian MS Rolls Oxon 117 

1625 32 houses on south side of High 

street, 45 on the north 

Oxon Diocesan 

1662 57 names and 176 hearths P.R.O.E. 179/255/3 

1665 Hearth tax records 35 fairly 

substantial householders with 

133 hearths 

Hearth Tax Oxon 58 

1721 18 cottages known as 

‘Blenheim’ built 

E 134, 11 George I, Easter 11 

1759 140 dwellings housed 800 

inhabitants, much over-crowding 

Oxon Diocesan, pp d 557, f. 48 

 

(page 28 summary) 

Of the 139 wills and inventories for Wheatley from 1550-1750 include John 

Gadburie whose estate was worth £45 18s. 0d. He had 5 main rooms (hall, parlour, great 

chamber and two other chambers) and six service rooms. 

Of these 139, 14 were yeomen. 


