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Abingdonôs history has been 

on public view over recent 

months, in three ways partic-

ularly, which Iôl l mention in 

turn. On Saturday 18 July this 

Society organized a six-hour 

symposium at the Ashmolean 

Museum in Oxford entitled óA 

Monument Celebration: Ab-

ingdon and its Prehistoric Earthworksô. The brainchild of 

our digger-in-chief, Jeff Wallis, and organized by himself 

and by our events secretary, John Foreman, the occasion 

proved a huge success. Well over a hundred people at-

tended at various times during the day. They enjoyed 

lectures on important archaeological sites in and around 

the town: the Drayton cursus to the south, the cause-

wayed enclosure and Barrow Hills to the north -east. 

 

It was especially appealing that the principal speakers, 

Gill Hey, George Lambrick, Frances Healy, and Alistair 

Barclay, all had a long personal association with the ex-

cavations they described, and members of the AAAHS 

had also been involved; so the proceedings constituted a 

kind of history of our own digging past. Extraordinarily 

enough, the enclosure, just off the Radley Road, seems to 

have been occupied for less time in the 36th century BC 

than it took to unearth it in the 20th century AD. So rich 

was the menu that when our last lecturer ï due to talk 

about excavations on the Spring Road Cemetery site ï 

failed to show up, it seemed almost providential, since 

we had more opportunity to discuss the lessons of the 

day. 

 

Dilettantes like me must have been amazed to learn how 

much archaeologists know about the what? and where? 

but how little about the why? Thatôs true of the whole of 

history of course; but at least there are more clues once 

written records become available. One intriguing theory 

has been prompted by the discovery of pits in the area of 

the Drayton earthworks which were evidently made by 

trees being upturned rather than chopped down. Had 

early man acquired a handy technique for removing 

roots as well as trunks? Or could this have been caused 

by natural storms? Might such awe-inspiring weather 

events even have generated the very cult that the cursus 

was constructed to serve? A weird notion perhaps, but 

only the other week scientists reported that British tor-

nadoes are most likely to occur in the middle Thames 

valley (cf. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/

jun/16/scientists -find -uk-tornadoes-are-most-likely -to-

occur-west--london). 

 

It seems unclear how far all of this contributes to Abing-

donôs claim to be the oldest town in England. That has to 

do with continuity of settlement, and probably will never 

yield a clear-cut case. But increasingly Abingdon can 

compete for the town with the best online municipal his-

tory project. Recently the Buildings and People team 

have qualified for their own celebration by completing a 

hundred entries on the council website. As many of you 

will be aware, http://www.abingdon.gov.uk/partners/

history  is already a wonderful resource, alluringly pre-

sented and illustrated. It embraces over forty buildings, 

from the remains of the abbey and ancient houses along 

central streets and squares, through churches and tav-

erns, to the blowing apparatus for St Helenôs organ and 

the demolished Regal cinema. Half a dozen significant 

locations within the town are included, along with a sim-

ilar number of remarkable ófeature articlesô, which give 

extended coverage to such matters as urban boundaries 

and Abingdon during the Civil War.  

 

Almost fifty persons and families also feature on the 

website, from St Aethelwold and Archbishop Aelfric, 

through medieval craftsmen, Tudor and Stuart burghers, 

and Georgian aristocrats, to prominent shopkeepers, 

brewers, or sportspeople of modern times. One of the 

more recent subjects, Arthur Edwin Preston, has lately 

also gained a rarer accolade: an Oxfordshire Blue Plaque. 

This was proposed some years ago by several local coun-

cillors (to their great credit); but it hung fire because of 

difficulties in securing permission to mount a plaque on 

the house where Preston lived during the first half of his 

life, 13 High Street, and the practical problems associat-

ed with such an old structure. Eventually a reconsidera-

tion took place, and it was decided to honour him on his 

own long-time family home, Whitefield in Park Crescent. 

The location is doubly appropriate, since the house faces 

onto Albert park, which Preston did so much to maintain 

and beautify, and now belongs to Abingdon School, 

where he both studied and subsequently served for dec-

ades as a governor. At a ceremony on 12 June Jackie 

Smith, honorary archivist both to the town and to this 

Society, compendiously laid out Prestonôs merits (her 

t e x t  c a n  b e  f o u n d  a t  h t t p : / /

www.ox fo rdsh i reb luep laques .o rg .uk/p laques /

preston_speech.pdf). 

 

Report from the Chair  

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/16/scientists-find-uk-tornadoes-are-most-likely-to-occur-west--london
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/16/scientists-find-uk-tornadoes-are-most-likely-to-occur-west--london
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/16/scientists-find-uk-tornadoes-are-most-likely-to-occur-west--london
http://www.abingdon.gov.uk/partners/history
http://www.abingdon.gov.uk/partners/history
http://www.oxfordshireblueplaques.org.uk/plaques/preston_speech.pdf
http://www.oxfordshireblueplaques.org.uk/plaques/preston_speech.pdf
http://www.oxfordshireblueplaques.org.uk/plaques/preston_speech.pdf
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Arthur Preston (1852-1942) was the founder of a notably 

successful accountancy firm (still in business today as 

Wenn Townsend), who played a major role in Abing-

donôs  administration and politics and became devoted 

to the history and antiquities of the town. He presided 

over the restoration of many of its old buildings, often at 

his own expense. He avidly collected source materials, 

and published extensively on aspects of local history, 

particularly the churches of St Helen and St Nicolas, and 

the Christôs Hospital charity, of which he was Master. 

Thus Preston anticipated much of what AAAHS would 

come to stand for ï except the archaeology, with which I 

began (and with which our Society began in 1968), since 

that has only come to light, ironically, once newer tech-

niques, especially aerial photography, could be de-

ployed. 

 

Bob Evans 

 

Treasurerüs Report 

 

The single greatest one off expense this year was the repair to the portac-

abin roof at £1360. This does however have a 10 year guarantee. The sec-

ond largest non-recurring expense was the £500 for the new website set 

up. 

 

The three largest single ongoing expenditures this year have been the in-

surance at £496, digging expenses at £438, of which £68 was for a radio 

carbon dating for the Daisy Bank excavation, and the hire of the North-

court Hall at £310. These were closely followed by the speakers at £300 

and printing costs at £291 which is largely the newsletter. For this reason 

the Committee would request all members to take an electronic copy of 

the newsletters only in future.  

 

Total expenditure has been £4285. 

 

Income from subs is down on last year by around £200 to £850. Dona-

tions and Visitors has netted £478 (with an amazing £102.2 for the May 

Lambrick lecture), and only £48 from all book sales. We did make a small 

profit on the Mieneke Cox book sales (Celebrating Abingdon) i.e. £10. To-

tal income to date is £1799 so we have an operating loss of around £626 

and an overall loss of £2486. 

 

The number of visitors to the talks has averaged out at 9.5 visitors per meeting, thoroughly skewed by the 34 visi-

tors for the Lambrick Lecture.  

 

A full set of audited accounts will be available at the September AGM. 

 

Andrew Steele 

Treasurer  

Principal Income/

Expenditure Analysis 

as of 26/07/14 

2014/15 

ytd (Ã) 

Income recurrent 1799 

Subs 847 

Visitors 478 

Tea / coffee 17 

Income from book sales 48 

Bank interest 24 

    

Expenditure recurrent 2425 

Insurance cover 496 

Hire of halls 390 

Speakers 300 

Admin 106 

Admin (printing) 291 
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2015 - 16 Lecture Programme and Speakers  

 

17 September. AGM. Lecture TBA.  

 

15 October    

'Polish Resettlement Camps in Oxfordshire and the Cotswolds, 1947 - 69'. Presented by 

Dr. Hubert Zawadzki  

 
The Second World War and its immediate aftermath brought thousands of Polish service-

men and civilians to Britain. Of the sixty -three known Polish resettlement camps across 

Britain in 1947 -69 eight were situated in Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire. The talk will 

explain why such camps were established and will set their story in the wider context of 

international politics. Born in Scotland  of Polish parents who came to Britain with the 

Polish Armed Forces during the war, Hubert Zawadzki lived in various Polish resettlement 

camps in Britain until the age of eleven, the last one near Moreton-in-Marsh. His talk, il-

lustrated with many photographs, will give an insight into what life was like in the camps.  

  

Dr.  Hubert Zawadzki read Modern History at Keble College, Oxford, before obtaining a 

doctorate at Wolfson College, Oxford where he was also subsequently a Junior Research 

Fellow. He taught history at Abingdon School for thirty years while continuing with his 

academic interests in Poland and Eastern Europe. He is the author of A Man of Honour: Adam Czartoryski as a 

Statesman of Russia and Poland, 1795-1831 (Oxford, 1993), and co-author (with Jerzy Lukowski) of A Concise 

History of Poland (Cambridge, 1st edn. 2001; 2nd edn. 2006). He is currently preparing his mother's memoirs for 

publication.  

 

19 November  

óThe Story of the Camelô. Presented by Dr. Sally Crawford and Dr. Katharina Ulmschnei-

der.  

 

Dr Sally Crawford is Senior Research Fellow, Institute of Archaeology, Oxford and Dr Katharina Ulmschneider is 

Senior Research Fellow, Worcester College, Oxford. They will speak about a large Tang camel currently in the 

Ashmolean, with a particularly interesting twentieth century history . 

 

17 December     

What did amuse Victoria? Presented by Kevin Varty.  

 

άPictures in the Parlourò, an evening of Victorian enlightenment, education and 

entertainment using the amazing and occasionally dangerous Magic Lantern. The 

facts are amazing, the images stunning and the jokes truly awful - but they did 

make the Victorians laugh - so come, join in and enjoy a unique show. ñPictures in 

the Parlourò is a show using only original Victorian equipment and glass slides. No 

computers are used in the presentation.  

 

Kevin Varty was born in Derby, went to school in Ashby de la Zouch, to college in 

Loughborough and ending up working in the Motor Industry in Yorkshire. He now 
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enjoys early retirement and lives in Milton Keynes with Amanda and dog Daks. His hobbies now include presenting 

Magic Lantern shows, giving talks about the Victorian way of death and researching the Great War. 

 
 

21 January.  

The Life of Alfred Williams, 1877 - 1930. Presented by Graham Carter.  

 

Graham Carter presents an illustrated talk about the remarkable life of Swindon writer Alfred Williams (1877 -1930). 

Known nationally as óThe Hammerman Poetô, Williams published six books of poetry and a series of books of prose 

about the Upper Thames and the Vale of White Horse - mostly while working full -time as a steamhammer operator 

in Swindonôs Great Western Railway Works. This year (2015) sees the centenary of the publishing of his book, Life in 

a Railway Factory, a rare account of industrial and social conditions in the early part of the 20th century. Williams 

is also nationally revered as a collector of folk song lyrics, and served his country in India during the First World 

War. Self-educated and self-made, his is an inspiring tale of what one man can achieve against the odds. 

 

Graham Carter is freelance journalist and editor, based in Swindon. He is a founder and editor of Swindon Heritage, 

a quality quarterly magazine about the townôs rich and proud history, and has written a weekly column for the Swin-

don Advertiser for the last 11 years. He is also a co-founder of the Alfred Williams Heritage Society, dedicated to the 

memory of Swindonôs remarkable óHammerman Poetô. Graham is currently co-organising a week of events in Swin-

don to mark the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Britain, including a spectacular flypast by the Battle of Britain Me-

morial Flight on Battle of Britain Day.  

 

 

18 February  

'The Thames from Oxford to Windsor. Shaping history through the centuries.' Presented by 

Peter Halman.  

 

The talk will focus on six principal aspects of the riverôs influence on historical events 

and especially on the lives of the local population. Since the earliest of times, the 

Thames has provided an effective political and social boundary and has determined 

the siting of settlements which grew into todayôs towns and villages. A wide range of 

employment opportunities developed and the river was an important source of food 

during medieval times. Until the coming of the railway, the Thames was a main high-

way for goods, people and ideas. Today, the river is a highly valued social and environ-

mental resource and continues to influence the lives of those who live along its banks. 

 

Peter has lived in the Thames Valley for many years and is actively engaged in local 

history and heritage matters in his home village of Wargrave. His interest in the river arose from research for his dis-

sertation at Reading on the importance of water transport in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. He is involved 

in editing and publishing of books relating to Wargraveôs history. 

 

 

17 March    

óExcavations at the Municipal Cemetery, Spring Road, Abingdonô. Presented by Zena 

Kamash.  

 

Details to follow.  
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21 April   

The Lambrick Lecture. 'Reflections on aspects of Abingdon society c 1550 - c 1700.' Present-

ed by Joan Dils  

 

óAbingdon, like some other Berkshire towns, experienced social change and economic chal-

lenges in the years following the granting of a borough charter. I hope to explore some of 

these developments including changing ways of earning a living, business and neighbourly 

relations and family and domestic life, enlivened by few tales which would not be out of place 

in a modern tabloid newspaper.ô 

 

Joan Dils is an Honorary Research Fellow in History at the University of Reading where she 

was for a time a part-time lecturer in the former School of Continuing Education. For many 

years she has taught local history in Berkshire and South Oxfordshire for the continuing edu-

cation departments of Reading and Oxford and for the WEA. A number of her courses were 

workshop classes which resulted in a number of booklets and journal articles. She has pub-

lished in The Local Historian  and Oxoniensia, edited the first edition of An Historical Atlas of Berkshire (1998) and 

co-edited an enlarged second edition with Margaret Yates in 2012. Her edition of Reading St Laurence Churchward-

ensô Accounts 1498-1570 was published by the Berkshire Record Society as vols.19 and 20 in 2013.  Her History of 

Reading  is to be published soon. She is currently a Vice-President of the Berkshire Local History Association and 

President of the History of Reading Society 

 

 

 

19 May      

Radley Church and the Civil War, presented by Richard Dudding  

 

The Church of St James the Great, Radley lacks a north aisle and transept.  Local legend is 

that they were destroyed by Parliamentary troops in the English Civil War and that Royalist 

soldiers killed in the skirmish were buried in the churchyard.  This legend has developed 

traction and is supported by authorities such as The Victoria County History and the latest 

edition of Pevsner.  But can any evidence be found to substantiate this account?  Richard 

Duddingôs talk takes a rigorous look at the structure of the surviving building, archaeology 

in the churchyard and documentary accounts.  A rethink may well be required.  

 

Richard Dudding studied history at Jesus College Cambridge, and has recently returned to 

the subject after a career in central and local government.  In 2014 he published óEarly 

Modern Radley, People, Land and Buildings 1547-1768ô, and currently is researching for a Radley History Club book 

about Radley Church due to be published in Autumn 2016Φ 

 

16 June  Members evening  

 

There are no meetings in July and August. The 2016 - 17 season begins with the AGM on 15 

September 2016.  

 

Please note especially Ą 

é the AGM on 17 September.  Please consider standing for the Committee 

ð there is work to be done, but it is (mostly) fun. Prior nominations to any  

member of the committee, or get yourself nominated at the meeting itself.  
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This year, the society made a splendid contribution to 

the annual national Festival of Archaeology (11-26 July 

2015) by organising a one-day symposium entitled óA 

Monument Celebration:  Abingdon and its Prehistoric 

Earthworksô. The event was held in the Ashmolean Mu-

seumôs subterranean Headley Lecture Theatre. The fact 

that so many people choose to be there when the weath-

er was so warm and sunny outside shows how much in-

terest there is in the topic. The day focussed on the Neo-

lithic and Early Bronze Age monuments of Abingdon.  

 

The lecturers were all leading prehistorians, and already 

well-known to many society members. Dr Gill Hey 

(Chief Executive of Oxford Archaeology) introduced the 

day, and drew attention to the wide range of prehistoric 

monuments at Abingdon. George Lambrick (an Honor-

ary Vice-President of the Society) reviewed the work on 

the Drayton Neolithic cursus, where the AAAHS did 

some important work in the early 1980s. George had 

some interesting observations on possible alignments 

between different monuments in the area. Dr Frances 

Healey (National Museum of Wales) talked about recent 

work on dating the Abingdon Neolithic causewayed 

camp on Radley Road. This work has used new radiocar-

bon dates and advanced statistical techniques (Bayesian 

statistics ï based on the work of an 18th century clergy-

man who took a methodical approach to his gambling!). 

The new work showed that the camp was built in around 

3600 BC, and only remained in use for between 50 and 

150 years. Dr Alistair Barclay (Wessex Archaeology) 

looked back at the excavations at the Barrow Hills pre-

historic site. He described the siteôs long and complex 

history, and pointed out that there is ample scope for 

further analysis. The chronology is weak, and needs 

more work; isotope analysis could be used to determine 

how many of the people buried were incomers; and 

more could be learned from further study of the rich 

body of artefacts found there. The final programmed 

speaker (Dr Zena Kamash, Royal Holloway College) had 

been due to talk about the Spring Road Cemetery exca-

vations, but was unable to attend. (She will be speaking 

to the Society during the coming year). Instead, the pre-

vious speakers formed a panel, taking questions from 

the audience and debating the answers. Finally, I filled 

the remaining minutes with a whirlwind account of the 

later Bronze Age and Iron Age archaeology of Abingdon, 

including our óoppidumô, to complete the story up to the 

Roman conquest of Britain and the óend of prehistoryô. 

 

The day also had a óhands onô element. At lunchtime, 

prehistoric material from Abingdon and some other lo-

cal sites was brought out of the Ashmolean stores and 

laid out for people to examine at close quarters. Alison 

Roberts and other staff from the museum were on hand 

to talk about the material and to answer questions. This 

opportunity to engage so closely with such fine material 

was very much appreciated (and great thanks are due to 

the museum staff who gave up their Saturday for this). 

 

The day was a great success, and warm congratulations 

are due to Jeff Wallis, whose brainchild it was. The pro-

fessional speakers were very complimentary about the 

societyôs contribution to local prehistory over the dec-

ades. Everyone present was impressed by just how rich 

the prehistoric archaeology of Abingdon, and how well-

served it has been by archaeological research over the 

years. Long may this continue! 

 

Roger Thomas 

Our Symposium: ûA Monument Celebration: Abingdon and 
its Prehistoric Earthworksü. 
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