
A View Rich in History 
In the foreground of the view opposite (not included) is Wheatley 
West Field, where grass-covered depressions mark the sites of 
quarries. One was named as a landmark by King Edwy in 956 and 
another, not shown in the picture, was one of the last strongholds of 
bullbaiting in England. Stone was taken from here for Merton 
College (Oxford’s oldest college buildings) and Windsor Castle. 
John Milton would frequently have crossed the field when going 
between his wife’s family’s house at Forest Hill and his property at 
Wheatley. Beyond, marked by a line of trees, ran the old coach-road 
from London, over Shotover, to Oxford — route of Henry V’s 
torchlight procession and of Queen Elizabeth’s triumphal entry into 
Oxford. By this road Charles II travelled to the Oxford Parliament, 
and it was in his reign that the journey from London was first made 
in a single day. Beyond the old road again is a disused clay pit which 
provided bricks for Keble College and many other Oxford buildings 
of the period. 

Along the summit of the hill, known as the Howe, ran the 
ridgeway which connected Roman villas at Wheatley and 
Cuddesdon with the road from Dorchester to Alchester (near 
Bicester). Under the brow are scars of ochre pits which supported an 
industry that was flourishing by the seventeenth century. The ochre, 
ground in the mill seen in the centre of the skyline (it lost its sails in 
a thunderstorm in 1940), provided the yellow paint characteristic of 
Oxfordshire wagons; and it was sent as far afield as China. 

A map of Oxfordshire of 1676, reproduced as the frontispiece of 
Robert Graves’s ‘Wife to Mr Milton’, shows the windmill as a 
landmark. Mrs Ezra Cripps, who lives there now, has a photograph 
of the mill taken sixty years ago, and standing by it is Obadiah 
Cripps, a well-known figure with his fiddle at all the local feasts. The 
names Obadiah and Ezra recall the book ‘Cripps the Carrier’, by R. 
D. Blackmore, author of ‘Loma Doone’. The action of this novel 
takes place at Headington and Stow Wood near by and revolves 
round the adventures in the early nineteenth century of a family 
called Cripps, all of whose men had Old Testament names. These 
fictitious characters were supposed to live at Beckley, three miles 
away, where there was no family of the name, but the Crippses of 
Wheatley have owned the mill for more than a century, and the 
novelist used to stay in the neighbourhood. — W. O. Hassall 

 


