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BOARS HILL, OXFORD 

PART ONE 

BOARS HILL HALF-A-CENTURY AGO 

TRADITION ascribes the name of Boars Hill to a legend about an Oxford 
scholar who was taking the air up here, and had reached the brow of the 
hill. As he walked he was reading his Greek book when, suddenly, a wild 
boar charged at him and would have killed him (as I remember a Wootton 
farmer named Gamble was killed by a boar, when I was a child). But with 
great presence of mind this Oxford scholar pushed his Thucydides into the 
boar's open jaws, which choked the beast to death. Where did this story 
come from? Did it happen in the Middle Ages ? And is the Christmas 
celebration of the Boar's Head at the Queen's College connected with this 
incident? 

"The Boar's head in hand bear I, 
Bedecked with bays and rosemary, 
And I pray you, masters, merry be." 

There are traces of an earlier period on the Hill. Roman tiles have been 
found at West Gardens, and though no excavations have been made, Sir 
Arthur Evans believed it to be the site of a Roman kiln. 

Let us try to picture the appearance of Boars Hill before Y oulbury or 
Berkeley Castle or any of the residential houses were built. It was a wild 
common of heather and furze (or gorse) with no enclosing hedges or 
fences. The most characteristic flower on Boars Hill is the yellow furze. 
When the verges were wide and the land open the villagers used this furze. 
When we first went to Oxford to school we bought a donkey and cart 
and thereby needed a stable. We asked Mr. Charles Sallis to build a stable, 
a cart-shed, and a lean-to for corn and hay. Having put in posts he 
brought in heaps of furze and by twisting the branches in and out made 
walls and roo£ "It was a orkard job-a orkard job," he reported. This 
stabling kept out both wet and wind and was warm in winter, and lasted 
for years until we sold Jenny. As children we played on the grounds now 
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called Hothfield and Black thorn . . We climbed trees in Brumcombe and 
played cricket at Tommy's Heath. On the latter we played matches 
against our traditional enemy, Sunningwell, and, as I remember, we 
always won. 

If you go up Rutty Lane (that is, the lane dividing Jam Mound from 
the new garden, commonly called New Zealand) and look left on to the 
clumps of furze, and walk on to the surrotmdings of Miss Jackson' s house, 
and look down on Muckle Hut, you get a general impression of Boars 
Hill years ago. Here I should like to record our gratitude to Sir Arthur 
Evans for saving that verge and the pines, within the very sound of the 
axe; for this is a characteristic line of trees, and in that wood my grand­
father painted a picture of the bluebells. We called it the Black Forest. 

Another lovely way was the path over to The Fox from the thatched 
cottage which is now called Norman Bank. There were no houses or 
fences, so you could step from the path into the woods on the left, and 
look to the right over Wittenham Clumps and the South Downs, while 
in the foreground were bushes of golden gorse. My grandmother called 
it "Italy." As a child I went into that wood and saw some flowers the like 
of which I have never seen before or since-! think they must have been 
orchids. 

I do not know d1at Boars llill is noted for any rare flower, bird or 
butterfly. When I was a child a yellow daisy grew in profusion on Jam 
and was so attractive that hawkers walked up from Oxford to pick them, 
and then sold them in the streets. I never see one of these Boars Hill 
yellow flowers now, but 1 know of some roots from Jam now growing 
in a Manchester garden. Ward Fowler, the Oxford naturalist, often came 
to Boars Hill. He records walking up Pickett's Heath one winter's day, 
and to his delight seeing and watching a snow-bunting. I remember that 
my brother as a boy spent a morning, and spoilt his clothes, chasing a 
silver Y butterfly; and I recollect as children how we were all impressed by 
a mass of clouded yellows flying like a golden mist in front of our house. 
In the early Spring of this year (1942) a group of siskins which had just 
arrived here for the summer were feeding hungrily and busily on a fir 
tree near Tanglewood. As for the cuckoo, it is held locally that it is 
always to be heard first in Stockwell, and moving up from the south 
between the 14th and the 19th of April. But though our flora and fauna 
are not particularly unique, according to Sir Henry Acland who was 
Edward VII's physician, our air is. He used to send his patients here to 
convalesce, for he declared Boars Hill air to be "the best in the three 
kingdoms." The wind comes over the sea and over the downs from the 
south and west, and blows soft and fresh. 
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Roads are history in the making beaten out by the tread of men and 
animals. I know a track at Harrowdown which was probably first marked 
out by prehistoric animals coming down to the river for their evening 
drink. Boars Hill is seamed with such ancient tracks, some of which 
have only become roads in my life time. Stand with your back to Dr. 
Camp bell Thompson's gate, on which is apdy written "Trackways." The 
road to the right joins the main road to Oxford across the Plain at Fox 
Corner. Fifty years ago this was a track so wet that as I walked along it 
one day my shoes got stuck in the deep muddy holes, so I dragged my feet 
out of them and walked home in my socks. I don't remember whether 
my shoes were rescued. As people built their houses, this track became a 
private road, and they subscribed in common to keep it in repair. 
Whether they did not subscribe enough or whether they did not supervise 
the work I don't know, but l remember when cycling to school skidding 
into a pothole and pitching over the handle-bars. One of the reasons for 
this track running up from W ootton to join the Oxford Road was tliat 
Tommy's Farm, which is at the bottom of the village, had some fields 
by the river between Kennington and Cold Harbour, and the waggons 
came from the farm to collect the hay. On the award map this piece of 
land is called Wootton Liberty. 

Standing again at "Trackways" you see a triangular piece of ground, 
enclosed by hedges and growing apples and walnuts. Originally it was a 
small patch of common land where three tracks met upon this hill, an 
ancient roundabout in fact. There used to be a gate at the corner near 
"Trackways," and an old inhabitant, Mr. Sallis, always made a point of 
walking across that piece because he maintained there was a right of way. 

If you walk left down the hill you are on the ancient track leading to 
Wootton, Besselsleigh and Abingdon, which the feet of animals and men, 
and the wheels of farm waggons have worn into a deep lane as far down 
as the lodge of Boars Hill House. Probably it has also been dug out to 
ease the incline for horses labouring under their load. 

The second track comes up through Jam allotments and past Jam Tree. 
I can remember this being used for horses and carts. A Mr. Davies who 
lived at Mayo Farm drove up Jam every day on his way to Oxford. This 
track continues past Jam Tree and divides the Wild Garden into two parts. 
As children we called it "Rutty Lane," and such it still is, and it is one of 
the untouched bits of Boars Hill. It is still a place for mud, birds' nests and 
blackberries, and continues across to West Gardens, and passing the 
Roman remains probably fell down upon Chilswell. 

The third track breaks off at the top of the hill a few paces before 
"Trackways," skirts the top of the allotments and leads along Sandy Lane 
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to Pickett' s Heath, White Barn, Henwood, Powder Hill Copse and Ferry 
Hinksey. 

Let us now stand by Jam Tree and imagine the appearance of Boars Hill 
half a century ago. There was no avenue of trees nor drive to Kenya 
House, or Hedderleys as it was called. Jarn Tree was a sapling of which 
I have a photograph. Thus looking toward the Downs you saw a far more 
spacious prospect-the horizon formed a half rather than a quarter circle. 
To give you an impression of the treelessness I must tell you of my brother 
Hubert who spent most of his childhood getting lost, or at least my 
mother thought he was, and as Jacob made for Joseph a coat of many 
colours, to see him in the far distance returning home, so my mother made 
Hubert a red smock. One day when he had strayed she looked out of the 
top window of our house by Jarn Tree and saw him at Yatscombe Farm. 
There were none of those conifers and high walls between Jam and 
the Plain. The most distinguished attribute of Boars Hill is its lonely 
height from which can be seen the Thames Valley, the Berkshire Downs, 
the full beauty of the setting sun, Wittenham Clumps, the South Downs, 
Shotover, the Chiltern Hills, the Cotswolds, and· (loveliest of all) "that 
Sweet City with her dreaming spires." Every tree, fence and wall that 
hides this prospect is a detriment. 

Boars Hill was only discovered as a delectable spot about seventy years 
ago. Members of the University walked up the field track by Chilswell 
Farm, and back across the Plain and down by Bagley Wood, or through 
Henwood and Ferry Hinksey. 

The hamlet of Boars Hill contained then the small farm Pickett's Heath, 
and the two cottages called Blue Bell, and a cluster near Jam Tree, and 
four or five on Cotmore' s Hill, and another three or four which straggled 
to the bottom of it. Every one of the inhabitants was a farm labourer or 
a market gardener. Was the hamlet no larger because of the poverty of 
the sandy soil and the proverbial droughts? 

The first residential house was built for an Abingdon Baptist Minister 
in a style which fitted its name, Swiss Cottage. The second house was 
Hedderley's which, unhappily, is now called Kenya House. Mr. Hedder­
ley found that spot by going down Orchard Hill, and seeing a turnip field 
for sale. Then came my father's house, built in 1887, but for some years 
previously we spent our summers in a cottage on the same site, until it 
was in danger of falling about our heads. My grandparents also used to 
stay in a cottage next door, which is now Hollycote. When we first 
came up here practically every villager in Boars Hill and W ootton was 
related to each other. For hundreds of years there had been very litde 
change, and a stranger was still a foreigner. The fair-haired blue-eyed 
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broad-faced Saxon-looking men of W ootton (which signified the ton or 
settlement in the wood) still worked on the eight neighbouring farms. 
These were Manor Farm, Tommy's Farm, Middle Farm, Bond's Farm, 
Upper Farm, Mayo's Farm, Pickett's Heath, and Yatscombe. They were 
under an intensive culture which is not evident today, and the same is 
true of the market gardens and the allotments called Jam. As one of the 
inhabitants said to me the other day, "there was not a plot to be had, and 
if you wanted one you had to keep your eyes open, your ears open, and 
your mouth shut." According to the 1886 ordnance map, the whole of 
Jam was under strip cultivation, also tht: pit:ct: on the right hand side 
going down Cotmore' s Hill. 

As far as I know the first Oxford family to join in the life of Boars Hill 
and Wootton were the Salters, the boat builders. Mr. John Salter was a 
boatbuilder by trade but a farmer by choice. His grandson, Frank Salter, 
still manages the business on Folly Bridge, and his more famous brother 
is Sir Arthur, the co-ordinator of shipping in the last war and of 
military transport in the present one. With a bailiff, John Salter farmed 
T ommy' s Heath Farm at the bottom of W ootton, and Middle and 
Upper Farms also. He drove up every Sunday to see how his crops 
progressed. The Salters and the Mathews were friends and he brought 
up my grandfather, who enjoyed painting, to see Boars Hill. About 
sixty years ago my grandfather rented the cottage called Hollycote, 
which stood with four others in an ancient group. Where Triangle now 
stands lived two elderly villagers called Mr. and Mrs. Sallis, who had 
nine children, three boys and six girls. Mrs. Sallis (or as we called her, 
Old Lady Sallis, for she had an instinctive refinement) looked after my 
grandfather and grandmother, who were in the habit of coming to Boars 
Hill for the summer months. My aunt called her Mrs. de Sallis, and 
the name certainly suggests a French origin, and is to be found in Berkshire 
documents of the 1500's. 

I remember Old Lady Sallis as good looking, and wearing a print dress 
and a frilled sun bonnet. I possess a photograph of her daughter, Mrs. 
Cotmore, by the "Bush Well," dressed like her mother, a lovely picture. 
She was devoted to my grandmother and jealous of the honour of our 
family, and from her point of view I was a disgrace, for I was a tomboy, 
and when, at the age of seven, I climbed the walnut tree and put my head 
out through the topmost branches she shook her finger at me and said, 
"Shame on you, do you call yourself Miss Mathews !" One Sunday our 
cat, which had been missing all night, came in with a trap hanging on 
to its broken paw. Mr. Sallis was asked to shoot it. Being Sunday he 
was dressed in his best, so he put on his top hat and took pussy into the 
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Rutty Lane and shot it. Old Mr. Sallis had never been to Oxford, neither 
had he seen a train or tram. I remember when he died that I was about 
six, and as I walked up the hill she called me in to see him. I had never 
seen anyone dead and I was terrified, but I would not hurt her feelings, so 
I went in. He looked the fine old man that I had known, and as I stood 
holding her hand, I noticed a tear on his cheek, and I wondered whether 
it was his or hers. Her little cottage, which was sandwiched flush between 
two others, was in bad repair. The backbone of the roof was broken, and 
no one knew the owner. She had what was known as the key-rent, having 
lived there for twenty years or more, with no rent claimed. She had a real 
cottage garden, and in the spring-time she brought my mother what she 
called "gooseberry rhubarb." Finally, alas, she had to be moved as the 
house was unsafe, indeed a week or two after she left the roof fell in. Her 
home was her life, and she felt the uprooting, and did not live long. 

One of Mrs. Sallis' daughters, Jane, married a Mr. Trinder, and they 
lived by Jam Tree. Unhappily that cottage has had to be demolished 
recently owing to the roof-beam breaking by reason of dryrot. Mrs. 
Trinder drove her carrier's cart to Oxford, selling produce and bringing 
home the shopping for anyone that needed it. After a tiring day she 
would settle in her covered cart to return from St. Aldates. Then she slept 
till Old Poll drew up at her stable at Jam Tree. Such conduct would not 
do for the Boars Hill bus driver who has taken the place of the old carrier. 

Another of Mrs. Sallis' daughters married a Mr. George Heavens, and 
a third Mr. Charles Cotmore, who belonged to a local family who for 
years had owned "The Fox." He had a fine knowledge of horses, and 
carted for Lord Berkeley. I remember Mrs. Cotmore saying, "What our 
Charles don't know about horses ain't worth knowin' !" She drove a 
carrier's cart to and from Oxford, and they lived in the cottage which has 
recently been demolished as unsafe, and which gave the name to Cot­
more's Hill. 

A grar,l.ddaughter of Mr. and Mrs. Sallis married Mr. Mark Winter­
boume, and they kept the post office and sweet shop in W ootton. They 
were very good looking. For many years he was verger at the Church, 
but to see Mark at his best was to see him slog runs at the local cricket 
match. And so I might speak if there were time of the Heavens, the 
Dyers, the Bowmans, the Edgingtons, the Bridges, the Phipps, the Motts, 
the Bargusses, the Stranges, the Minns, the Hastings, the Pratleys, the 
Steptoes, the Aldsworths, and others too. Their memorial is in their 
lives but not less in their ancient names. The name Minns comes from 
Mint-Smith. Sallis (Saylis) signifies one living by the sayles or palisading 
of a park. The Cotmores are the Cotmans of Domesday Book. Trinder 
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is an ancient name for wheelwright. Bowman carries us back to the days 
of Crecy. In a Berkshire enclosure record of 1517 I found the names 
Cotesmore, Hastynges, Edgington, and John V ezey was one of the en­
closure commissioners. 

Another village character was Farmer Bunce, who lived at Manor Farm 
at the bottom of W cotton. He was the authority in the village, not 
through any legal right but by common consent and his own forceful 
character. He was also the village baker, though not related to a more 
recent baker of the same name. Before the 1870 Act he taught children 
to read and spell and write in the W esleyan Chapel. There are men in 
this village still who got their first schooling this way. His method was to 
engage a baker to assist his business whose wife would undertake the duty 
of teacher. For the schooling given he charged 2d. per week. On Sun­
days he took charge of the Sunday School, and had what he called a 
"Witten Stick" with which he whacked unruly boys. In later life as 
"Farmer Btmce" he always sat on the back seat in the extreme right hand 
corner of the Chapel, and during the sermon he closed his eyes, but woe 
betide any b9y who was restless or whispered. Suddenly the round 
knotty hard handle of Farmer Bunce' s walking stick fell on his head. 
More than a thousand scholars have passed through that school door since 
Farmer Bunce first taught there, and some weeks ago I met an inhabitant 
who had been listening in to the Livingstone celebrations, because of what 
he had heard there. Blessed are those who open a door. I remember 
that when we first came to Boars Hill there were high box pews in the 
Parish Church. These greatly interested us as children when we some­
times worshipped there. My brother Wilfrid summed it up by saying 
that he went in the cupboard and sat on the shelf. 

Farmer Bunce and I were friends. As a girl of eight I used to drive his 
horse with him into Oxford on a Saturday morning, and when I met 
another vehicle I would pull to the side, but he always said, "Keep in the 
middle of the road, keep in the middle of the road. You let them pull 
out, Folly." I remember being up an oak tree just below Hothfield and 
Old Daddy Bunce pointed his gun at me, saying he would shoot me. I 
said, ·"shoot away," to which he replied, "Folly, you ent worth powder 
and shot!" 

Boars Hill was served by two wells, the "Jack Well," which is just 
behind Rosebank, and the "Bush Well," halfway down Cotmores Hill. 
When we lived at the old cottage buckets of water were brought up for 
our bath, and you can imagine our delight when small frogs were poured 
out with the well-water. I remember standing by when Mr. Joseph 
Trinder, Senior, was deepening the "Jack Well." As he worked in the 
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depths a brick was accidentally dropped on to his head. I remember how 
ht: was hauled to the surface, and how the blood was running from the 
wound. 

I said that fifty years ago the village had not changed much, but there 
was a new building, the village school, my first school. In some ways the 
Education Acts have helped this village and in some ways they have 
hindered it. The school syllabus for our villages has tended to make 
town minds, and meanwhile school children have been deprived of much 
valuable knowledge needed for living in the country, and which was 
passed on from father to son. It is a pity that the trend of our education 
has also been to stamp out the ancient dialects of our English counties. 
To-day it would be hard to understand the speech of villagers of half a 
century ago. Tht:y still conjugated their verbs and declined their now1s 
and pronouns. "Housen," for instance, was the common form for 
"h " ouses. 

"Beest thee agoin athirt yonder?" 
"No, I bent, I be agoin athirt Jarn. Beest thee a coniin ~" 

Fifty years ago the village labourer was very poor. He earned 9s. 6d. 
a week, with 2s. 6d. to be paid for rent. The money was handed over to 
his wife, and they allowed their husbands ls. for baccy money. When 
people say glibly women know nothing about money, I smile and think 
with admiration of these village women who for generations have been 
chancellors of their own home exchequers. How they managed to bring 
up a family of children, housing, feeding and clothing them, is beyond 
me: but we must remember most of them kept a pig, and they cultivated 
their gardens, and they had an allotment on Jarn. With this poverty went 
independence and honesty. If any help were given in case of illness, it had 
to be done under cover of darkness, and though our cellar door was 
always open to the road, we never had anything stolen. 

At this time there was no district nurse. In cases of emergency Mrs. 
Minns or Mrs. Golding were summoned, but generally speaking neigh­
bours helped one another. I remember a family having scarlet fever, and 
in those days there was no such thing as disinfecting, so their clothes had 
to be burnt, and a poor woman with many children sent clothes from her 
own family. 

As well as the farm labourers there were market gardeners like the 
Trinders, Cotmores and Phipps. The piece of land opposite Boars Hill 
House was intensively cultivated by the Cotmores, and it fed the family 
and filled the carrier's cart on Wednesday and Saturday, and on their land 
used to grow the finest show of wallflowers I have ever seen. · 
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The Trinders cultivated Four-acres, the piece of land which is now 
covered by fir trees on the right of the entrance to Blackthom. They also 
fed their family and filled their carrier's cart twice a week. 

The two families of Phipps at Bluebell cultivated that difficult slope, 
and there we used to buy strawberries, not one but a dozen pounds at a 
time. There were a great number of strawberries grown on the hill in 
those days, so much so that one foggy November day when we had 
returned to Oxford for the winter, my brother Wilfrid said: "Let's go to 
Boars Hill and have some strawberries." 

West Gardens then as now was intensively cultivated. Jam was still 
under strip cultivation. Jam is a significant name. Sir Arthur Evans, when 
opening the Jam Mound Garden, said that the name was probably derived 
from the French fot garden-jardin. Was this name given to that lovely 
part of the hill by the French Sallises, and did Saxon tongues telescope the 
word to Jam? 

The farm houses fifty years ago were for the most part occupied by the 
men who worked them. Tommy's Farm was an exception, for Mr. 
Cory, a retired clergyman, and his sister lived there. He gave my elder 
brothers their first Iatin lessons. They may have forgotten their declen­
sions but I don't doubt his christian influence remains. Mr. Salter's bailiff 
farmed Tommy's Farm, Middle Farm and Upper Farm. Mr. Bunce lived 
at Manor Farm. Mr. Gamble farmed in the middle of Wootton. Mr. 
Walton farmed Mayo's Farm, and Mr. Clemson Picketts Heath. Mr. 
King and his brother grazed Y atscombe, and my mother remembers 
seeing a yoke of oxen ploughing on what is now the Trust Land. White 
Barn was in those days a barn which served land called Cobb's Hanger, 
but was farmed from Hen wood. From here to the barn was a farmer's 
right of way, and the owner of Y oulbury, wishing to stop waggons 
approaching the house put up fences and barbed wi~e. Every Sunday men 
pulled these down and the waggons still drove to White Barn. The 
dispute was finally settled by Sir Arthur Evans buying the barn. As land 
began to be bought controversies about footpaths were inevitable over 
such open country. There was a long dispute as to whether there was a 
right of way into Tommy's Heath. The case was heard in Oxford and 
many of our old men who would longest know the customary rights 
attended as witnesses. Some of these were deaf and when the third ancient 
in succession came up with his hand to his ear, the Judge's patience gave 
out, and he ordered him to sit down. Honey, who was the roadman in 
those days, was asked about the verge between the road and the heath. 
Did he remember whether in the past there was any greensward ? There 
weren't no greeruward as he knowed o£ But surely, said the lawyer, 
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there must have been some greensward. "Well," said Honey, "I don't 
know nothin' about no greensward, but I know as there was some 
grass there." The case went to the House of Lords and some of our 
village men went to London. It was the fust and last time that they 
stayed in a hotel. 

When I was a girl the village was a real community and was proud of its 
institutions. Mr. Dymond was the Vicar, and he lived in the house next 
to the school. He was both a sportsman and a musical man. He played 
the trombone, and he with a committee of men which included Mr. 
George Wiblin formed a brass band. The men were keen and practised 
their instruments at their cottage windows . .Bert White of Appleton was 
a member. He belonged to a family of bell founders who had made the 
Appleton bells and many other peals. They had also been bellringers for 
generations. .Bert White's connection with the band led him to the 
Trinders, and he married their only daughter. Meanwhile the younger 
lads desired to emulate their elders, so the Vicar started a drum and fife 
band. One of the members of this was young Jim Wiblin. I have a 
photograph of the Diamond Jubilee, 1897, which shows some members 
of the band in very smart uniforms. This crowd of village people is 
evidently a community, centring round the then Vicar, Mr. Martin. He 
was chairman of the committee on which my father among others 
worked. On this occasion there was a cricket match and races and a grand 
high tea, and the band ended the day by playing for dancing. 

Dances were a popular form of pleasure, especially in the days when 
Mr. Stride was Vicar. The Vicar, Mrs. Stride and their party which 
included the Lenthalls of Besselsleigh, and the Clarks of Abingdon who 
lived at Hothfield, were the centre. Mr. Craemer Clark played the violin 
and Miss Lenthall the piano. I always did the toe-heel dance with Mark 
Winterbourne, and we sang "Toe, heel, one two three-toe, heel, one 
two three," as we proceeded, watching our feet all the time. On New 
Year's Eve we danced in the school room, and when the dust rose too 
high, Mark went round sprinkling the floor from a watering can. A few 
minutes before midnight the dancing stopped, and hymn books were 
handed round, and we sang "Our God, oUr help· in ages past," and the 
Vicar led us in prayer, and we stood silent as the clock struck twelve­
then "a Happy New Year" and on with the dance, and home in the early 
hours. 

On Saturdays throughout the summer the village cricket team played 
on the field opposite the Chapel, unless there was a match elsewhere. The 
residents took it in turns to provide the tea. It was served on long trestle 
tables under the elm trees and the urn was brought from the bakehouse. 
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After the first players had batted correctly, the village sloggers came in, 
the ball flew high, boundaries were made and catches were given. After 
such matches, watching the Australians at Lords was boring. This reminds 
me of a cricket story. We had no public house on Boars Hill or in 
W ootton but at election times party feeling ran high and free beer 
flowed. One day my brother met a Boars Hill man coming along Jarn. 
He had just walked up from Oxford. "Hubert," said he, "my fit be that 
tender. I bin to see the Australians play the Varsity, but I dunno who got 
the majority." 

Another summer event was the Annual Flower Show. This caused 
great interest both among village people and residents. There was keen 
competition for the first prize for sweet peas between Mr. Osborn (Sir 
Arthur's gardener), Mr. West (Mrs. Clark's gardener), and Mr. Castle 
(Mr. Haggi's gardener). The Judges were hard put to it to distinguish the 
finest blooms. That is an event which might well be revived after the 
war, for we all have a common interest in gardens. 

W cotton Feast, an immemorial custom, is still held in high summer 
and the school children have a holiday. When travelling was more 
restricted it was the time when families were re-united, and it was a great 
event in village social life. An old gardener who came to us occasionally 
said, "I be come to tidy ee up for 'ootton Feast." 

Christmas passes here to-day without any general celebration, but fifty 
years ago suddenly through the starlit darkness came the carols sung by 
the Church Choir. We were carried down from our beds wrapped in 
blankets to hear them sing without. As children we were even more 
thrilled to hear the Sunningwell bellringers, and standing round the door, 
we watched the quick-handling of the bells. There was neither air raid 
warden, nor thought of aeroplanes, nor war. But the greatest delight 
was the sound of rustling paper and the entrance of the Sunningwell 
mummers: 

"Ere I comes Beelzebub, 
In me 'and I carries a club." 

It is unfortunate that there is no vicarage in Boars Hill or W ootton. 
During the periods when that difficulty has been overcome by the Vicar's 
residing in the parish, the interests of the village in general have always 
been quickened. 

Many poets and novelists have lived on Boars Hill, including two 
poet laureates, but it is outside the scope and period of this talk to tell 
of them. Fifty years ago however the then President of Trinity built 
a house round which in later years Lord Berkeley built his mansion. 
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It was his wife, Margaret L. Woods, who wrote the Easter poem 
which begins: 

"Now lies the Lord in a most quiet bed, 
Stillness profound 
Steeps like a balm the wounded body wholly." 

One afternoon my mother was wheeling out my two elder brothers; 
they sat side by side in one of those broad old-fashioned perambulators. 
She was going along the path by Jam. Coming towards her she saw Dr. 
Jowett, the Master of Balliol, and the poet Swinburne, so she hastily 
retired to the side. At this Swinburne said, "Mind, or you will turn those 
children over. Whose are they?" My mother drew herself up to her full 
height and said, "They are mine." "Urn ph!" said Swinburne, "You look 
like a child yoursel£" Then he took Basil in his arms and gave him a 
poet's benediction. 

But I cannot finish without reminding you how Matthew Arnold 
loved the face of the country we daily look upon from this hill. Indeed 
he has expressed in moving words and for all time the spirit that pervades 
it. In The Scholar Gypsy he speaks of the road up Hinksey Hill, and of 
Bagley Wood, and of the gypsies encamped on the broad verge as the 
road turns off to Abingdon. 

"In Autumn on the skirts of Bagley Wood, 
When most the gypsy by the turf edge way 
Pitched their smoked tents." 

It is a sight my grandfather often saw. In the same poem Arnold writes 
also of the girls dancing round the Fyfield Elm. Alas, it is no longer 
possible, for its huge girth has been burnt down to a hollow stump by 
some careless hand, but I remember it as a great tree which was known 
as Tubney Tree. 

In Thyrsis, the poem in memory of his friend Arthur Hugh Clough, 
he walks from Oxford through old Hinksey, and up through Chilswell 
Farm to the summit of the hill, with the lonely elm tree standing sentinel 
upon his left. (It is on the eastern edge of West Gardens, and we used to 
call it the Umbrella Tree. But it is an oak!) 

"Runs it not here the track by Childsworth Farm, 
Up past the wood to where the elm-tree crowns 

The hill behind whose ridge the sunset flames ? 

The Signal Elm that looks on Ilsley Downs, 
The V ale, the three lone weirs, the youthful Thames ~ 
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This winter-eve is warm, 
Humid the air; leafless, yet soft as spring. 

The tender purple spray on copse and briers; 
And that sweet city with her dreaming spires, 

She needs not June for beauty's heightening." 

17 

This passage and that other one when he seeks to escape the hunt recall 
the scene of this beauteous hill: 

"But hush ! the upland hath a sudden loss 
Of quiet; Look ! adown the dusk hillside, 

A troop of Oxford hunters going home, 
As in old days, jovial and talking, ride ! 

From hunting with the Berkshire hounds they come-

Quick, let me fly and cross 
Into yon further field! 'Tis done; and see, 

Backed by the sunset, which doth glorify 
The orange and pale violet evening-sky, 

Bare on its lonely ridge, the Tree, the Tree!" 



PART TWO 

RECOLLECTIONS OF BOARS HILL 

I 

lN this address I have collected or recollected some additional material 
beyond what I had written elsewhere. I shall divide it into four subjects: 
(1) The local names with special reference to the Award Map of 1795; 
(2) the industry called Slop Work which used to be carried on in 
Wootton and other villages round Abiligdon; (3) the conditions 
which led to the formation of the Nursing Association; (4) the local 
children's games. 

The local names in use on Boars Hill give a vivid picture of its varied 
character, consisting of wild heath and coppice, small valleys, springs of 
water, in addition to the farms. Foxcombe is the "little valley of foxes" 
and on that spot a friend of mine has seen a vixen playing with 
her cubs. Yatscombe is the "gate at the head of the little valley." Brum­
combe is the "little valley of broom." (It is a pity that· this traditional 
name has been changed to Sandridge.) This bush of brilliant yellow 
flowers in May gives its name to Broom Hill and Broom Close, as will be 
seen on the Award Map. 

Boars Hill is full of springs and they are commemorated by such names 
as "Chilswell," which Matthew Amold refers to in Thyrsis as Childsworth 
Farm. It probably derives its name from "Ceol's Well," the stream of 
Ceol, which still runs past the farm. "Sunningwell" is the well or spring 
of a Saxon tribe, "the Sunningas or Sunna's people." It is first mentioned 
in the year 811, according to the Dictionary ofPlace Names. "Stockwell, 
means a "stream which is crossed by a tree trunk." Near the pillar box 
in the village of Boars Hill is a well called "The Jack Well" which until 
lately served the cottagers from time immemorial. As a small child I 
remember the water being fetched from it for my bath, and when the 
water was poured out the frogs swam in the bath, and had to be fished 
out before the hot water and Mary were put in. The well is so named 
because the present "Rosebank" nearby was an off-licence inn called "the 
Jack" half a century ago. 

There are other ancient names which have especially interested me; for 
18 
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instance, "The Swilly," which is the name of the water in the middle of 
"Linnons." It means "Swirling Water," and is now a morass, but in my 
childhood it was a kind of whirlpool, and no one knew where the water 
went to but some said it came out in Sunningwell. "Hanging Lands," 
which is so beautiful with its foreground of golden gorse and its distant 
views ofWittenham Clumps and the Downs that my grandmother called 
it "Italy," is the local name for the land now owned by Mr. Pilkington 
bdow Hothfield and Blackthom where the path runs down to the Fox 
Inn; and "Bittum," which is the local name for the fields at the bottom of 
Hanging Lands adjoining Foxcombe Hill. It means "the bottom of a 
valley"; and "Bayworth," a Saxon name meaning "the hamlet of the 
tribe called the "Baegas"; and "Wootton" meaning the (Saxon) "settle­
ment in a wood." 

Until the Enclosure Acts Boars Hill must have remained through the 
centuries in a native state much as these place names suggest-a wide lonely 
tract amid which the village of W ootton and the hamlet of Boars Hill 
and certain isolated farms were situated. It was no-man' s-land except 
that it was used by the villagers for getting their wood, and grazing their 
pigs and geese. At the end of the eighteenth century a movement to 
enclose such lands took place and the award map shows the tracts which 
had been annexed by the various farmers of the district, and now were 
granted to them by law. Thus Bedwell's Heath where Mr. Waterhouse 
and Mr. Landstad now live goes to Farmer Bedwell. Greenaways Heath, 
laud where John Masefield lately built his theatre and which leads back 
toW est Gardens, goes to Farmer Greenaway. Stones Coppice, where the 
late Poet Laureate, Robert Bridges, built his house, went to Farmer Stone, 
and so on as the map shows. 

The tide of the map is as follows: 'A survey of Wootton and Boars 
Hill in the Parish of Curnnor, in the County of Berks. Allotted by Act 
of Parliament, passed in the year, 1795." According to the key it estab­
lishes three matters. First, the various farms to which tracts of erstwhile 
common land are now allotted by law for the first time. Second, it 
marks enclosures that had been made at some earlier date, some by farmers 
and some by the church to provide tithes. It also decides the extent of 
Blagrove farm, for some reason not explained. In the corner is included 
a plan of"Wootton Liberty," a piece of ground at Cold Harbour where 
now stands the public house. It is parcelled in small strips among various 
farmers in the parish, Mr. William Walker, Mrs. Mary Wright, Mrs. 
RoweU, Mrs. James Almonds, and Mr. Greenaway. I presume this was to 
do with shooting rights, and perhaps it was connected by punt with the 
River Thames. 

-------------~~=='------= 
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The map is of great interest because it gives a picture of the farms both 
small and large in Wootton and Boars Hill in 1795. It also shows the 
houses and farm-closes along the roadside in Wootton and the squatters' 
cottages down the narrow lane now called Cotmore's Hill. It is the most 
important record of the names around here that we possess except word­
of-mouth tradition. I think it is clear that the makers of the modern 
ordnance map had not this map before them when they did their work, 
for it is devoid of field-names over a large part of it, while the award map 
is full of them. 

Let me now tell an interesting story of the award map. In 1933 there 
was some dispute about a certain right of way on the Hill. Being in need 
of an ancient map of the district Dr. Huxley first sought information 
from the Vicar and then from the Clerk to the Abingdon Council. 
Neither source yielded any result, so he then enquired at the county 
offices at Reading. He found that a hundred years or so ago theW cotton 
award map had been used when the Mayo estate was broken up, but since 
then it had disappeated. Having discovered that the sale had been carried 
out by Messrs. X & X of Lincoln's Inn, and finding the same firm still in 
existence, Dr. Huxley sought an interview. To his surprise he found the 
lost award map of 1795 was in their possession. As Chairman of the 
Wootton Parish Council he asked for its return, which request they 
refused; but they were willing to make him a copy for a five pound note. 
He then appealed to the Ministry in Whitehall, and Messrs. X & X were 
ordered to return it to its rightful owners, namely, the parishioners of 
W ootton and Boars Hill. How easily the map was mislaid, how fortui­
tously it was recovered, how nearly it came to destruction in some London 
raid! Many old documents have been lost by such carelessness. I under:.. 
stand that the award and the award map of Sunningwell have been lost, 
though fortunately there is a copy of the award (but not of the map) in 
the Bodleian. 

I became interested to discover to whose hands such parish 
documents are entrusted for safekeeping·. From the Middle Ages 
they were placed in the chests of parish churches, and on the 
formation of the parish councils in 1894 parish records were transferred 
to their hands. 

I had developed such an affection for the map that I determined to try 
to see it. I found it in the charge of the Abingdon Rural District Council · 
who guarded it as if it were the Crown jewels, but at last I found the means, 
through the kindness of Mr. John Johnson, to have it photographed by 
the University Press, and the copy is even clearer than the much-folded 
originaL 
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II 

Fifty years ago what was called "slop-work," or "the trousering," was 
an industry in the village. Wages were low and in order to earn a few 
shillings women sewed corduroy trousers for an Abingdon firm. All 
farm labourers wore cords because they were cheap and durable, and kept 
out the weather. A pair of brown corduroys then cost four and sixpence; 
to-day they are the hall-mark of the university man. The material was 
cut out and the seams stitched at the factory, but the finishings were done 
by hand. These were the linings, setting in of the pockets, facings of 
pockets, and buttons and buttonholes, and they were sewn by the village 
women who were in dire need of money with only 9s. 6d. coming in a 
week, and a shilling off for "baccy" and a few coppers for dub-money, 
for fear their man fell ill. Every Friday Mrs. Trinder the carrier brought 
bundles of unfinished trousers from the factory and gave them out to the 
various cottage-women. I often drove with her and I can still remember 
the pungent smell of the corduroy which the children much disliked in 
their homes. The following Friday the carrier would call for the finished 
trousers, and in the evening bring back more bundles. I have heard that 
Mrs. Brogden of Hen wood Cottages started to sew at nine in the morning, 
as soon as the children had gone to school and the breakfast was cleared 
away. She worked till eleven, then prepared dinner, and as soon as the 
meal was over she began again. With intervals for meals she sewed till 
eleven at night. Her daughter Lizzie remembers, when she was eight 
years old, between school times threading the needles for her mother so 
that she would not lose time. Watching her mother she learnt by the time 
she was nine, to "fell the seams." Thus Mrs. Brogden worked day after 
day at linings, pockets, facings, and the fourteen buttons and the seven 
buttonholes . . As she finished a pair she folded it and put it on a chair. By 
the time Mrs. Trinder called on Friday morning all the trousers had to be 
pressed. There were a variety of colours, black, dark brown, drab and 
white, and the best quality were called muskin. For the cheapest qualities, 
a woman was paid 2id. a pair; for the white cord 3d. a pair; for the 
muskin 4d. a pair. Out of this she had to pay for thread and a shilling a 
week to the carrier. On arrival at the factory, the trousers were examined 
and any bad work was returned. At the end of the week the village 
woman had 2s. 6d. to show for all her work. "But we were happy," said 
Mrs. Brogden to me, "as happy as they as goes to the pictures to-day." 
She preserved her happiness through the struggle, and is one of the 
survivors, but many of the mothers in her generation died in middle life 
as a result of over-work and under-nourishment. 

Two fears haunted the villager continually-that he might end his days 
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in the workhouse, and be buried in a pauper's grave. I knew a self­
respecting family who lived in a cottage with one room downstairs and 
two bedrooms. Here lived the .two parents and six children, while the 
father, a farm labourer, earned 12s. 6d. a week. He was finally driven to 
send his widowed mother to the workhouse, or "union" as they called it, 
because there was no room in such narrow quarters for him to take her 
into his home, and no money to pay the rent of her cottage. Every 
Sunday he walked to Cowley and back to see her until she died. 

It was such conditions as these that made the women seek to supplement 
so meagre a wage by such immense industry. 

m 
Here is some account of the days before the Nursing Association was 

formed. It is hard for us to imagine the plight of sick people fifty years 
ago, living in a village four miles from Oxford, three from Abingdon, 
and possessing neither nurse or doctor, and with no means of transport 
except the town four-wheeler and the carrier's cart. 

Generally speaking health was good, and when there was illness in the 
village neighbours helped one another, and in spite of there being no 
district nurse babies none the less came into the world, Mrs. Dubber, Mrs. 
Minns, and Mrs. Gelding being the unofficial midwives. If there were 
complications and a doctor was needed there was no telephone to call 
him or motor-car to bring him quick. In such an emergency our front 
door bell would often be rung in the middle of the night, and one of my 
schoolboy brothers would go speeding to Oxford or Abingdon on their 
bicycles. 

If a mother could not suckle her child it was a serious matter. There 
was no milkman doing a daily round, and the village people did not 
make a practice of buying milk. A farm labourer might take some "skim" 
home from the dairy but, generally speaking, the villagers drank their tea 
without milk. They had never been able to afford it, so it had never been 
in their diet. If therefore the child's mother was without milk it was fed 
on bread soaked in warm water. Some babies could not digest this and 
became very ill. 

lti&onlynatural that my mind should be full of stories of children's lives 
being saved, for such humane interests were a passion with my mother. I 
remember one Sunday evening that she was called to a baby who was 
apparendy dying. Taking a feeding botde and a pint of milk with her, 
she gave the baby its first meal of cow's milk. Both bottle and milk were 
immense innovations in those days, but the baby recovered and grew into 
one of the prettiest girls in the village. 
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My mother was also called to a puny three-months' old baby, whom 
she found lying inert on a sofa and as red as a tomato. She enquired about 
his diet. In those days the doctor had three general medicines, whisky 
for men, burgundy for women, and brandy for children. He had 
ordered brandy for the baby with no stipulation as to quantity or times, 
and the father had fetched a botde from The Fox, and whenever the child 
had whimpered the mother had given him a teaspoonful. A daily quart 
of milk was ordered and the baby began to thrive and grew into a £ne 
boy. 

My mother has a story how she was consulted by a woman about her 
two daughters, aged ten and twelve, for they were "going into a decline." 
She found them white, thin, and lisdess, and suggested they should have a 
plateful of porridge every morning. "I wouldn't give my children that­
it is just pig's food," said their mother. "Show me your pig," she asked; 
and they all went to look in the sty. My mother first pointed to the pig, 
and then to her daughters. "As I thought," she said, "your pig is fat 
and your daughters are thin." 

My father always had a number of out-patients' tickets to dispose 
of for the Radcli.ffe Infirmary. One day a young woman came to 
our door to ask if she might have "an outside return ticket for the 
Infirm " ary. 

Forgive me if I tell one more story. Fifty years ago S-- came to the 
door early one Sunday x;norning. He was in distress about his eight-year­
old boy who had double pneumonia. The doctor had seen him and said 
the case was hopeless, and he would not come again. It happened that 
an Oxford doctor was to come up to see one of my brothers, and my 
mother took him across to S--'s cottage. Suave Victorian though he 
was, when he saw the conditions in which the boy lay he lost his temper. 
There was only one bedroom for the parents and five children, and this 
boy had been placed in an outhouse. It had no window but only a pane of 
glass to let in a litde light. He was lying in a trundle bed, and to warm the 
cold autumn air a bucket of burning coke stood near. The doctor said the 
boy must be moved at once to the Radcliffe Infirmary, whereat the 
mother was beside hersel£ My mother, having given us our dinner and 
attended to my ill brother, walked to Oxford to make the arrangements. 
After much importunity the porter admitted her, but the house doctor 
refused to have the boy"because he might die on the journey." So she went 
round to her doctor's house, told him how the matter stood and asked for 
his intervention. "Yes," said he, "the boy may die on the way down but 
he will certainly die ifleft where he is." Armed with a letter she returned 
to the hospital, and soon it was arranged that the boy was to be brought in 
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nine o'clock next morning. She then searched about Oxford until she 
found a four-wheeler and appointed the driver to be at the cottage next 
day. Having walked back to Boars Hill, she went to acquaint the boy's 
mother of the plan. The following morning the two women took the 
invalid to the hospital. After waiting a long time the mother was in­
formed how gravely ill her boy was. "May we do as we wish with 
him?" said the doctor. "Well, as it is, sir," she replied, "I suppose I must 
say yes." My mod1er took the distracted woman to m.y grandmother's 
to rest, telling her to return to the Infirmary at two. Meanwhile my 
mother walked back to Boars Hill and down Jam to Middle Farm, where 
the boy's father was working, to inform him of the operation. He was 
mending an old wall and she told him to go to Oxford to meet his wife 
and to hear how the boy had fared. In the evening he came to my mother 
to say his boy was comfortable. He stayed in Oxford through the 
autumn and through the New Year, and he had the happiest Christmas of 
his life, and did not want to return home. At the outbreak of the last war 
he stood six feet high and was passed A1 into the army, and to-day his 
grandchildren are running about the village. 

It was natural that my mother was always agitating for a district nurse. 
When the plan was inaugurated she collected practically every subscrip­
tion, and when the Boars Hill Nursing Association came into being it 
was one of the happiest days of her life. This was previous to the change 
of name to the Bagley Wood Association, presumably because the trees 
need nurses. 

IV 

Let me now recall some of the village games. For two years my 
youngest brother and I went to W cotton school and at that time the 
traditional games were still in full swing. Some of them were played by 
making a ring and some by taking sides, and all had their distinctive 
rhymes and tunes. There were so many of these games that I think we 
could have continued playing for two hours without repeating one. 
There were the well-known games, still played at Christmas parties, such 
as honey-pots, oranges and lemons, London Bridge is broken down, the 
Mulberry Bush, Nuts and May, Green Gravel, Poor Mary sits aweeping­
many a time have I played these at schooL But there were others which, 
like the Berkshire dialect, have been smoothed out by the flat iron of 
national education. 

The ring games generally took the form of one child being chosen to 
stand in the middle, the others holding hands in a circle and dancing 
round her singing. Here is one of them: 
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"There stands a lady on the mountain, 
Who she is I do not know her, 
All I know she stands upon the mountain, 
And she wants a nice young man. 
Choose from the East, choose from the West, 
Choose the one that you love best." 

25 

The girl chooses one from the ring and the couple walk round within it 
holding hands, then she comes back to join the ring and her choice is left 
in the centre, and so on. 

A similar ring-game with different words and different melody begins 
on a sad strain: 

"Last night when we parted, 
Jleft her broken-hearted, 
And on the green meadow 
There stands a fair maid." 

When the lover is chosen the ring stands still, and the following is sung, 
the couple meanwhile miming : 

1. "Go to church, love, 
Go to church love, 
Go to church, love farewell. 

2. Kneel down, love, 
Kneel down, love, 
Kneel down, love farewell. 

3. Stand up, love, 
Stand up, love, 
Stand up, love farewell. 

4. Put the ring on, 
Put the ring on, 
Put the ring on, farewell. 

5. Go home, love, 
Go home, love, 
Go home love, farewell." 

Here is another ring-game with a lovely tune, which we played outside 
the school: 
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"Rosy apple, mellow pear, 
A bunch of apples she shall wear, 
Gold and silver by her side, 
I wonder who shall be her bride, 
Take her by the lily-white hand, 
And lead her across the water .1 

Give her kisses one two three, 
Mrs. Sallis' daughter. 

Now you're married I wish you joy, 
First a girl and then a boy, 
Second year after son and daughter, 
Now come and kiss together. 
Kiss her once, kiss her twice, 
Kiss her three times over, 
The bells shall ring and we shall sing, 
And all clap hands together." 

"In and out the window" is on a different theme of the girl with a score 
of swains or the swain with a score of maids. The players stand in a circle 
with arms uplifted making arches. One player is in the middle, and she runs 
in and out through the arches, and when she has chosen her lover, he catches 
hold of her skirt and follows her running and intedacing through the 
arches. As the game proceeds the line grows longer and the ring smaller, 
and the one who is on the tail of the line gets swung from side to side 
with a motion both terrifying and delightful. 

"In and out the window, 
In and out the window, 
In and out the window, 
As you have done before. 

Stand and face your lover, 
Stand and face your lover, 
Stand and face your lover, 
As you have done before. 

In and out the window, 
In and out the window, 
In and out the window, 
As you have done before. 

1 What did this mean? 
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Follow her to London, 
Follow her to London, 
Follow her to London, 
As you have done before." 

And so it goes on till all are in a rushing line. 

27 

These games of life and love have doubdess been played on the village 
green for centuries. Here is one on another theme: "Sheep, sheep, come 
home." A shepherd is chosen and also a wol£-the rest of the children 
being sheep. The latter stand in a line, and some yards away the shepherd 
stands opposite to them and between them both but at the same distance 
to the left stands the wol£ 

(Shepherd calls.) Sheep, sheep, come home. 
(Sheep answer.) Afraid. 
(Shepherd.) Afraid of what? 
(Sheep.) The wol£ 
(Shepherd.) Wolf gone to Devonshire, 

Won't be home for seven year, 
Sheep, sheep, come home. 

The sheep rush toward the shepherd, who is not allowed to move, and 
the wolf rushes in from the side, and probably catches one or two of the 
fleeing sheep, and takes them away, and so the game proceeds, and the 
last sheep to remain free is the winner and becomes shepherd. 

And here is a game in the form of a little play. One of the girls is 
chosen as the mother, and she is getting ready to go to the town to shop. 
So she tells her children they are to be good while she is away, and not 
to follow her. She gives one the wood to chop, another the floor to 
sweep, another the potatoes to peel, and off she goes. But the children 
give up their tasks, and steal behind her crying: 

"Follow my mother to market, 
To buy a silver casket, 
When she comes home, 
She'll break my bones, 
And put me in the casket. 

(Old Woman.) Are you my children~ 
(Children all together.) No! 
(Old Woman.) Then go away." 
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She starts again on her way, and again they sing after her as before, and 
again she asks them the same question. This time they shout "Yes," and 
she chases them. 

There was also a soldier game. The children pick sides and stand in a 
line opposite one another. The first side stand with a martial air holding 
hands, then march to and fro toward the enemy. 

"Are you ready for a fight, 
We are the English ! 
Are you ready for a fight, 
We are the English soldiers ! 

(Other side.) . Yes, we're ready for a fight, 
We are the R omans ! 
Yes, we' re ready for a fight 
We are the Roman soldiers ! 

We'll send our red coats after you, 
We are the English ! 
We'll send our red coats after you, 
We are the English soldiers ! 

We don't care for your red coats all, 
We are the Romans ! 
We don't care for your red coats all, 
We are the Roman soldiers ! 

We'll send our bull-dogs after you, 
We are the English ! 
We'll send our bull-dogs after you, 
We are the English soldiers ! 

We don't care for your bull-dogs all, 
We are the Romans ! 
We don't care for your bull-dogs all, 
We are the Roman soldiers ! 

The game ended by thrusting out first the left arm and then the right, 
shouting "Shoot! Bang! Fire !" at the enemy. 

Let me add a few village customs to these children's games. In living 
memory the villagers celebrated May Day. The May Queen was chosen 
and a procession formed. Two of her retinue carried the May Garland. 
This was a hoop made of withies, around which flowers were tied, and 
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through the middle a crown-imperial, with its coronet of lily-shaped 
flowers rising above the top of the hoop, was fixed. In a late spring many 
an anxious eye wondered if the crown-imperial would be blooming by 
May Day. 

Then there was "Shick-shack" or oak-apple day. This commemorated 
King Charles II's hiding in the oak-tree, while the unsuspecting Round­
heads walked underneath. That day every boy and girl must wear an oak­
apple. If any one appeared at school without the royal emblem they were 
stung unmercifully with nettles, and the bare legs and face revealed painful 
red patches. Being the daughter of a dissenter and a liberal I was neither 
supposed to wear primroses to commemorate Lord .Beaconsfield nor oak­
apples to honour the Stuarts, but I went along Jarn hedge on my way to 
school and surreptitiously broke off an oak-apple to save myself from 
torture. 

Wootton Feast, or, as it was called, "'cotton Feast," was an imme­
morial custom when families were reunited. (There was no easy trans­
port and the homecomings of the modern week-end were impossible.) 
It took place in high summer. There were cokemut shies, shootings at 
moving objects, swing boats, roundabouts, and stalls of gaudy ornaments. 
I remember that one of the village lads had his eye shot out at the shooting 
gallery, and some old ladies of my acquaintance who are still living, used 
to dance the polka, the barn dance, and schottische at W ootton Feast. It 
was one of the dates of the year ranking with Christmas and Easter. 
Neighbours would say: "She died five days before the feast." But times 
are changed, a cokernut shy with a prize of some worthless vase, and 
children's roundabouts on a certain Monday of July is all that remains of 
" 'ootton Feast." The young men and girls are in the neighbouring 
towns at the pictures where the fun is made for them, and the power to 
make it for tl1emselves fades away. 

At first these four themes may seem rather disconnected, but there is 
one thread that holds them together, namely, that all through tl1e 
centuries the inhabitants have projected upon this village and its 
native heath the sense that it was important to them, and I suspect 
a like attitude is true all over England. In the very names of the 
fields, valleys, and heaths are embedded the beauty and meaning 
which simple minds saw in the place where they lived, and the 
cycle of human life and occupations is reflected even in the games 
of the children. Further, whenever any one was sick or in need it was 
upon their neighbours that they had to -rely, and the very isolation 
of these small cottages in the midst of so wide a heath strengthened 
the feeling that each was responsible for all. These virtuous ways 
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persisted in spite of the poverty which drove them to an industriousness 
that stretched man and wife to the full. 

These are deep spiritual experiences which bind a community together 
and they are being threatened by the superficial urban habits of a machine­
made age. Is there any value in the love of one's native haunts, in this 
personal responsibility for one's neighbour, in games and dances made by 
one's own ancestors rather than by an unknown commercial orchestra~ 
Is there any significance in your loving the name of the field given to it 
by your forebears so many hundred years ago, who looked upon the same 
spring-beauty and found it good ? This is the kind of question that must 
not be ignored by us because larger questions of community are forced on 
us by modem conditions. A new and alien immigration has invaded 
" • ooton" as many another village. Will they deprive us of our older 
inheritance or can we evangelise these roodess urban peoples ? These are 
questions requiring an answer wherever people still love the English 
countryside. 

JARN 

BOARS HILL 

Wootton Feast, r942 
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