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Itôs surprising how quickly six years goes by. I joined the Committee in October 2008, and ï to my surprise ï found my-

self being made Chairman at my first Committee meeting. It wasnôt what I was expecting! Now, I am close to completing 

the second of my two three-year terms, and I will be standing down at the AGM in the September. 

 

It has been an enormous pleasure to perform this role, and has left me with many happy memories. We have had many 

excellent lectures and outings. Our June óOpen Eveningsô have always been a particular pleasure, for their social aspect 

and for hearing about the range of excellent work which Society members do. Equally, the Christmas Socials have been 

unfailingly entertaining and enjoyable.  

 

Perhaps the thing which stands out most for me in my time as Chairman was the first Community Shop exhibition which 

the Society did in 2010, in connection with the Heritage Open Days in September. Our exhibition was put together in 

quite a hurry, but it proved hugely popular with the public. Hundreds of people visited, and great interest was generated. 

There is a wider point: many people in Abingdon are extremely interested in the past, and in Abingdonôs past in particu-

lar, and the Society is one of the main ways in which people can pursue and develop that interest. 

 

Looking back over the past year, the Society has prospered, with a very good range of lectures, the memorable Christmas 

Social with the óBifrost Guardô Viking re-enactors, and several excellent outings including the tour of Oxfordôs medieval 

Jewish heritage. The Local History Group has continued to meet, the diggers have been working on writing the Bowyer 

Road skeletons site (see below) and continuing the excavation at Kiln Copse, Marcham, and society members have been 

engaged on a range of other projects, including one to scan our collection of old photographs (see below). At the mo-

ment, we are trying to collect photographs and information on Abingdon people who served in the First World War. The 

Society has also commented on a number of planning applications, when we feel that proposed new development may 

affect the heritage. All in all, we have much to be pleased about and proud of! 

 

I normally end my summer report with a plea for volunteers to join the Committee. A number of committee members 

are standing down and, if they are not replaced, we simply wonôt be able to keep on doing the things that we do: the 

things which members enjoy! So please do think of offering to help. It is not hard work, and it is great fun!  

 

Now I will end, by saying again how much I have enjoyed being Chairman. I would especially like to thank all my fellow 

Committee members (past and present) for all their hard work and for making it so easy to be Chairman and, most of all, 

I would like to thank all of the Societyôs members for your continued support.  

 

I will of course look forward to seeing many of you at our AGM on 18 September 

 

Roger Thomas 

Chairman  
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Chairmanüs report 

9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ bƻǘŜǎ 
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ŜŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊΦ  !ƴȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǝƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǝƴƎǎΣ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ƻǊ ƴŜǿǎƭŜǧŜǊ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜΦ  

!ǊǝŎƭŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǊǝŎƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ  

¢ƘŜ bŜǿǎƭŜǧŜǊ ƛǎ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǝƳŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀƊŜǊ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ  /ƻǇȅ ŘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

ƛǎǎǳŜ ƛǎ ŜƴŘ-WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмр 

aŀƴŦǊŜŘ .ǊƻŘ 
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Meetings Programme 2014 - 5  

All at the Northcourt Centre at 7.45 pm.  

Members free. Visitors welcome (suggested donation: £3.00) 

18 Sep  AGM, followed by Paul Booth (Oxford Archaeology), Late prehistoric land  

  scape and a major Roman settlement  at Gill Mill Quarry near Witney.   

16 Oct  Vivienne Larminie (History of Parliament Trust), Parliament, Politicians and 

  the Thames Valley, 1640-60. 

20 Nov   Stephen Mileson (Oxford Centre for Medieval History), Peasant Perceptions 

  of Landscape in Medieval Oxfordshire.  

11 Dec [NB 2nd Thurs]   Christmas Social: Edible Evening with Food, presented by  

  Marjory Szurko (Oriel College Oxford), a historian of cuisine.  

15 Jan   Geoffrey Tyack (Kellogg College, Oxford) will speak on an architectural topic; 

  title to be announced. 

19 Feb  Professor Mark Cornwall (U of Southampton) will speak on a topic connected 

  with the First World War; title to be announced.  

19 Mar  Maureen Mellor (pottery specialist) will speak on medieval pottery and  

  cooking. 

16 Apr  David Beasley (Wallingford local historian) on the history of Howbery Park  

  and its connection with Jethro Tull.  

21 May  Professor John Blair (The Queenôs College, Oxford) will give the annual 

  Lambrick lecture.  

And also Ą 

The Society will be providing speakers for a series of local history-themed lunchtime talks in St Nicholasô 

Church during September.  Wednesdays, starting at 12.30 pm. 

3 Sep  Manfred Brod, St Edmund of Abingdonða new look. 

10 Sep  Jackie Smith, An Introduction to social housing in  Abingdon.  

17 Sep  David Clark, Collars, ties and bracesðthe wardrobe of Abingdonôs timber-framed buildings.  

24 Sep  Judy White, The monastic lifeðsaints and sinners.  

Please note especially Ą 

é the AGM on 18 September. There will be at least three vacancies to be filled on the Committee. Please con-

sider standing 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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Digging  

As reported in the Spring 2013 Newsletter, the Society investigated a number of human burials which were unearthed in 

building work at a house in Bowyer Road in 2011. We now have a carbon date from the left humerus of burial 310 in 

trench 3. The method used to express calendar year dates is complex and we all struggle to understand the data that ac-

companies the science. Translated, there is a 68.2% probability that the burial 310 died between 1522 and 1654 AD and 

a 95.4% probability that the date falls between 1492 and 1664 AD. This is disappointingly vague, but definitively ex-

cludes Anglo-Saxon, Roman, or earlier dates. 

 

This burial is one of at least 21 burials in two 

lines orientated SE-NW. The human remains 

from trenches 2 and 3 from our excavation re-

ported on by the bone specialist Peter Hacking 

describes the ten partial skeletons or small clus-

ters of bone as representing Adult and Sub-Adult 

male burials. The only anomaly is a cranial vault 

of a neo-nate or very young infant. 

 

Announcement of the result has generated inter-

esting interpretations to explain the location of 

this small cemetery. A possibility exists that these 

burials represent the outcome of a Civil War skir-

mish and may explain the predominant young 

male burials. Other hypotheses to consider, if one 

accepts a late medieval date, are the possibilities 

of plague burials and of a link with the boundary 

stone in the immediate vicinity of trench 3.  

 

Our current work on reporting aspects of this site includes investigating the distribution of isolated burials and small 

cemeteries around the town. Particularly we are looking at boundaries of Saxon and later date. Is there a common link 

between the Serpenhill path and a small path crossing the Stert at the edge of the garden of this property? We also need 

to consider the proximity of the archaeological complex at nearby St. Nicholas School and a byway running south from 

Northcourt village.  

 

Further searches may help elucidate and explain the presence of this small cemetery.   

 

                            Jeff Wallis  

The Bones at Bowyer Road    

²Ƙȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊōƻƴ-мп ŘŀǘŜ ǎƻ ƛƳǇǊŜŎƛǎŜΚ 
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9ŘƛǘƻǊ 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ /-мп ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ 
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Local History  

Local History Group  

The meeting on 6 May attracted a good attendance. It started with Bob Frampton giving us a trailer for his forthcoming 

book on Abingdon in the First World War. We learned of the early recruits fitted with Post Office uniforms because kha-

ki wasn't yet available, of local tradesmen offering free ingredients to wives and mothers preparing Christmas puddings 

for the troops, and of a collection of £17,500 for which Abingdon got its name painted on a gun. With that sort of detail, 

the book should be a best-seller.  

 

Bob then went on to describe his current research project on the local horse races. These were run on Abingdon Com-

mon through much of the nineteenth century, but succumbed in 1875 to the agricultural depression and the competition 

of more prestigious courses reachable by railway.  Another interesting publication in the making.  

 

John Foreman showed a series of amateur films of Abingdon civic occasions in the 1950s and '60s which had been put 

onto video tape and which he has digitised. Fascinating in many ways. Yes, of course, women in hats, dignitaries in com-

ic-opera regalia, and cigarette smoke billowing across the tables at a civic banquet. But also more subtle differences - 

posture, body language. Times change, and we with them. 

 

The next Local History Group Meeting is planned for 21 October. Anyone who has anything they want to present or dis-

cuss,  please contact me on local@aaahs.org.uk. 

Manfred Brod  

 

The Abingdon Buildings and People Website Group  

http://www.abingdon.gov.uk/partners/history  

 

Do keep looking at the website! At the time of writing, we are up to 86 articles, of which 19 have ólongô versionsðdetailed, 

referenced, and intended for the really serious userïattached to them. A new section with more general articles about 

Abingdonôs history, not necessarily connected with specific people or places, has also been successfully started in spite of 

technical limitations. We are expecting to hit the first hundred articles about the end of the year.  

And yes, we do want more people to join the group. Thereôs a myriad of jobs to be done, of which administration and 

progress-chasing are proving, unexpectedly, to be the most troublesome. If you are looking for a job, we can probably fit 

you with oneðcontact me on local@aaahs.org.uk. 

Manfred Brod  

Photographic Collection  

The Societyüs Photographic Collection 
 

Members who missed the Societyôs recent Open Evening may be interested to know about Andrew Steeleôs current pro-

ject to digitise the Societyôs collection of old photographs.  You may even be unaware that the Society has a collection of 

old photographs!  

 

The collection started when friends and neighbours of Society members were invited to lend their old Abingdon photo-

graphs to be copied (photographically, as no scanners in the 1970s.)  The details of every photograph were entered into 

a ledger with the place, date, names of people, etc. The long term benefits to the Society and to Abingdon have been 

tremendous. 

mailto:local@aaahs.org.uk?subject=Local%20History%20Group
http://www.abingdon.gov.uk/partners/history
mailto:local@aaahs.org.uk?subject=Local%20History%20Group
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The Societyôs photographic archive consists of around 500 images in various formats.  The archive was started in  the 

1970ôs (see Judy Whiteôs article above) but holds material from a much earlier period. The earliest found so far dates to 

the mid 19th c. and copies of old litho prints and engravings date back even earlier. 

 

The formats include 35mm slides (from the late 1960ôs onwards), prints (in various sizes) and a few negatives of an odd 

format. The archive is currently held in numerous cardboard boxes by the Archivist,  Jackie Smith. Clearly this is not in 

any sort of useful form as first there is no real documentation on what the collection holds and secondly it is not easily 

accessible for either browsing or research. 

 

Recently the Committee therefore  decided to create an electronic archive allowing a much wider audience access to the 

images. The main point here was to create a searchable ódatabaseô of the information about each image as well as the 

image itself.  

 

It was decided that an Excel spreadsheet was the best format for this as the software is widely used and available on 

many personal computers. Further, the data, held in various fields, could be sorted as required or indeed searched for 

character strings. The images themselves could be linked to the information in the spreadsheet allowing the image to be 

displayed by a simple óclickô (hyperlink facility). 

 

The descriptive fields chosen were the image filename; any date on the image; any wording on the image; any wording 

on the item (e.g. the print) and any description held in the master book. The image filename is simply a reference num-

ber which may or may not refer to the original item. For instance several of the original prints were numbered and these 

numbers were used in the electronic archive. 

 

The images were scanned on various devices in high resolution JPEG format of 600 dpi. This was a compromise be-

tween image file size and quality allowing the final archive to be held on a single memory stick, for example. 

 

It is hoped that the revamped Society website which is currently under consideration will be able to host this archive. 

Our idea is that people can view it online and comment on the description, possibly adding further information or cor-

recting what is already there. Such changes would need to be verified as far as possible before the archive itself would be 

changed. 

 

This is an ongoing project with around 300 images currently included. Hopefully by this time next year the whole thing 

will be available. 

 

Andrew Steele 

(Treasurer)  

Digitising the photographic archive  

When we decided to produce a book we also looked through the collection of local photographs in the Oxford Central 

Library.  In those carefree days, one could get permission to go into the room where the pictures were stored in card-

board boxes, find the box for oneôs town or village, and make photographic copies of whatever one wanted on the spot, 

completely free of charge, apart from acknowledging the provenance. 

The resulting book, Abingdon in Camera,  which was published in 1979, is a wonderful record of life in Abingdon in the 

old days.  It has had a further five reprints since the initial print runs of 2,000 and 4,000 copies, and provides a useful 

income for the Society.  However, there are a great many pictures in the collection which are not in the book, but which 

may be of interest to people, which is why Andrew Steele has undertaken the mammoth task of scanning and digitizing 

the whole collection ï see separate article.  We wish him luck!! 

Judy White (formerly Thomas)  
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Wilts and Berks Canal walk, 3  June  

To set the scene, the group, led by Martin Buckland, visit-

ed the peaceful garden of St Ethelwoldôs House overlook-

ing the Mill Stream ï a sharp contrast to its earlier role as 

part of Abingdonôs busy wharf and storage area. 

 

The Wilts and Berks Canal was completed quite late in the 

frantic canal -building period, and was opened in 1810. It 

was 52 miles long, from Semington Junction on the Ken-

net and Avon Canal, to Abingdon. The canal was built for 

the smaller W&B narrow boats with a 7-feet beam, and 

had been used for important cargoes such as coal from 

Somerset and stone from Bath. The underlying clay was 

ideal as a watertight base for the canal, and the excavated 

clay ideal for recycling into bricks.     

 

Formerly, the confluence of the Ock and Thames consisted 

of several channels, minimising the risk of flooding. Now-

adays it is more restricted, and we were reminded of last 

yearôs floods where the water had risen to the top of the óTô 

in the word óBristolô cast on the old iron bridge. This liter-

ally topped the previous level when it óonlyô reached the 

óOô!  

 

After crossing the bridge from St Helens Wharf to the 

W&B Wharf, the blue sign on the stone wall denoting the 

original entrance to the canal was pointed out to us. Be-

yond this point, there had been a regulating lock to adjust 

the water level in the canal. At that time the Thames water 

level was more erratic, unlike today when it is controlled 

to plus or minus a few inches.  

 

Ironically, just as we moved on, a canal narrow boat tried 

to navigate on the wrong side of the marker buoys on the 

Thames opposite, and became grounded. 

 

We followed the route of the canal ï along Wharf Road  

passing the converted old foundry buildings on the right, 

and then onwards to where the canal terminal basin used 

to be. Through the gap in Caldecott Road, the grass area 

denoted where the narrow boats moored, and the row of 

trees followed the line of the towpath.  

 

On from Blacknall Road, the present road margin and 

green verge were actually the location of the canal. Origi-

nally, Drayton Road crossed the canal over a hump-back 

bridge, but that was demolished, dropped into the canal 

bed and covered over. The new contours can still be seen 

when standing on what was the canal level alongside 

Caldecott Road. Crossing Drayton Road, we then plunged 

into a series of narrow pathways. 

 

The canal ended its life as a waterway in 1901, and was 

formally abandoned after an Act of Parliament in 1914. 

However, for its final use, the canal bed was a part of the 

1940 GHQ Red Line for anti-invasion defence, and we saw 

a remaining WW2 Type 28A concrete pill box. After con-

tinuing along the footpath and over the Ock timber bridge, 

we were shown (hidden in the dense undergrowth) the 

concrete óDragons Teethô anti-tank structures which were 

also part of the WW2 defensive line.  
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Amazingly, Martin together with Jane Bye had spent the 

weekend scything and clearing hundreds of metres of 

pathways along the canal route especially for us. We were 

very grateful for this heroic deed, and for Martinôs time on 

the day. 

 

Just at the end of the walk, the rain set in. Meanwhile, I 

couldnôt help wondering what had happened to that unfor-

tunate canal narrow boat back on the Thames é  

 

Thank you very much to both Martin and his wife for an 

enjoyable and informative evening. 

 
More information is available on the Wilts & Berks Canal 
Trustôs website http://www.wbct.org.uk/  
 

Sybille Rushbridge  
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Oxfordüs Jewish Quarter, 24 June  

On a fine but cool June evening we joined Pam Manix for 

a walking tour of Oxfordôs medieval Jewish Quarter. The 

tour was a follow up to her talk to the Society in January, 

and took us from the ólow rentô district near Oxfordôs 

North Tower and arrests for coin clipping to the marshy 

wasteland in front of the Hospital of St. John the Baptist 

near Magdalen College and the second Jewish cemetery. 

 

The Jews in Oxford were Ashkenazi Jews from Rouen, 

brought over after the Norman Conquest in order to pro-

vide the new Norman economy with money lenders. As 

non-Christians under Christian law they were given the 

status of wards of the king and were under the protection 

of the kingôs constable. Local disputes were readily re-

solved as the king was frequently in or near Oxford, 

Woodstock and surrounding areas being favoured hunting 

grounds. The Jewish population was only ever small in 

relation to that of the city. All Jews were eventually ex-

pelled from England by Edward I in 1290, not returning 

until 1656 under Oliver Cromwell.  

 

Pam had many fascinating stories to tell about Oxfordôs 

Jewish families and individu-

als, and the reason her re-

search has produced so much 

detailed information is that all 

medieval Jewish contracts and 

transactions were copied and 

stored, because as wards of the 

king their wealth ultimately 

belonged to the Crown. 

 

Great Jewry Street, the main 

medieval Jewish area, was cen-

tred around todayôs St. Al-

dateôs., We started our explo-

ration at Carfax and Aaronôs 

House on the site of the Edinburgh Mill shop. The house 

was burnt down in 1141 when the Jews found themselves 

wards of both Matilda and Stephen, both demanding mon-

ey. They found it impossible to say no to Stephen and had 

to pay him three and a half times the amount they had 

aready given to Matilda in order to save the rest of their 

homes. 

 

We then moved down St. Aldateôs to the Town Hall site 

where several Jewish stone houses stood, stone building 

being a Norman innovation. One of these dwellings, óThe 

House With the Stone Chamberô, housed King Johnôs 

crossbowmen after crossbows had been outlawed by the 

Pope. This was another example of the Jews proving use-

ful to the Crown to circumvent Christian prohibitions. 

Pam recommended the Town Hall exhibition with arte-

facts from the Jewish houses on the site and a video tour 

of the cellars below. 

 

Pausing at New Inn Yard and the house of Moses of Wall-

ingford, Pam told us the story of his son Gedalya, whose 

mocking behaviour during a Christian feast day procession 
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http://www.wbct.org.uk/
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and St. Frideswideôs revenge are chronicled in the Acta 

Sanctorum, a medieval collection of miracles attributed to 

saints. Such processions from St. Maryôs church to St. 

Frideswideôs Priory church had to pass through the Jewish 

quarter but apart from a couple of instances related by 

Pam there appears to have been commendable restraint 

and tolerance on all sides. 

 

We next stopped opposite the flag pole on Christ Church 

College, the ground under the northernmost corner of 

Tom Quad being the site of the medieval synagogue and 

school. The fact that it was one of only nine properties still 

in Jewish ownership at the time of the expulsion indicates 

the state of decline of the Jewish community by then, and 

takes us back to the coin clipping, arrests and subsequent 

executions in the Tower of London in 1278. 

 

We then moved on to a special visit to Pembroke College 

to view the front entrance of Mosesô Hall, built by Moses of 

Bristol and which became an early university hall. The 

lower parts of the building still retain medieval features, 

and there was an interesting ramp-way leading to the me-

dieval ground level. We also had an opportunity to view 

the collegeôs new bridge. Here we were told about the 

wheat and wool warehouses, owned by Lumbard of Crick-

lade, the present Brewer Street being known as Lumbardôs 

Lane. 

 

Unable to cross Christ Church and trace our way from the 

synagogue to Deadmanôs Walk, the burial route to the 

London and Oxford Jewish burial grounds, we proceeded 

up Bear Lane and wound our way around to the High 

Street. En route we paused outside Merton College to hear 

about the cross discreetly erected on this site by the Jews, 

as penance for a cross defiled during an Ascension Day 

procession in 1268, the base of which is in the Town Hall.  

 

At the end of Logic Lane we turned right and found the 

first coffee house in England, now the Grand Cafe, opened 

in 1650 by a Lebanese Jew with its rival opposite opening 

in 1654, both well before the official return of the Jews 

under Cromwell.  

 

Not allowed to stop for coffee, our next destination was 

Magdalen College and the first Jewish burial ground. Once 

through the main entrance we turned right through the 

narrow archway into the Chaplainôs Quadrangle, the old-

est part of the college. In 1190 the Jews were allowed the 

land from the present Porterôs Lodge down to the river for 

their cemetery, but in 1232 when the Hospital of St. John 

required the land for their expansion the Jewish cemetery 

was moved across the road to a marshy wasteland fed by 

the conduit from Holywell. This second cemetery is 

marked by a stone inscription in the forecourt of the Bo-

tanic Gardens but unfortunately, as the hour was by now 

quite late, everything was locked up and we were unable to 

view it.  

 

We all thanked Pam for a most informative and memora-

ble walking tour and for all the time and trouble she had 

taken to organise admittance to the colleges. I for one will 

look forward to the publication of her forthcoming book 

on The Jewish Heritage of Oxford, which she promised 

would include more interesting stories.  

                                                                                                                   

Carol Hughes     
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