
MINUTES OF THE 64th MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT AYNHO VILLAGE 
HALL ON WEDNESDAY 29th JANUARY 2014 
 
Present: Rupert Clark – Chairman  & Treasurer 
               Peter Cole – Secretary 
 
1. Chairman and Treasurer’s Report    Rupert Clark 
 
Rupert reminded everyone to pay their annual subscriptions so that they would have nothing more 
to pay for meetings this year.  Please give Peter your email address for easy delivery of the 
minutes. 
 
2. Secretary’s Report      Peter Cole 
 
Peter has arranged for all outstanding minutes to be put onto our website, together with a ‘Walking 
Tour of Aynho’. 
Added to the Archive is a booklet dated 1812, entitled ‘An easy and effectual method of destroying 
rats, mice, polecats, weasels, moles , otters, etc. etc.’ by Richard Blencowe of Aynho. 
He was probably a gamekeeper on the Cartwright Estate.  One of the subscribers was William 
Ralf Cartwright. 
 
3. The Mitford Sisters       Mrs Muriel Pilkington 
 
The Mitford name originates from the Norman Conquest:  William the Conqueror gave the 
daughter of Sir John de Mitford to one of his knights, Richard Bertram.  He established a castle on 
a mound near Mitford, a tiny village on a Roman road not far from Morpeth, Northumbria. 
In earlier times a branch of the family had lived in Redesdale, near Otterburn in Northumberland. 
The family was very good at acquiring and keeping land, as they married well. 
The castle fell into disuse, and the family moved firstly to Mitford Old Manor house, and later to 
Mitford Hall. 
During the Civil War the Mitfords supported the King.  When Charles II came to the throne he 
rewarded the family for their loyalty.  As a result, John Mitford, a surveyor, born in 1643, was 
asked by the King to come south to London to help Christopher Wren rebuild London after the 
Great Fire. 
Due to his success he built a country house at Exbury, near Beaulieu in Hampshire. 
William Mitford, born at Exbury in 1748, was an M.P., who eventually became Speaker of the 
House of Commons in the early 1800s.  He was raised to the peerage as the 1st Baron Redesdale. 
He changed the family name to Freeman-Mitford after inheriting the Freeman estates, which 
included Batsford Park near Morton-in-Marsh in the Cotswolds, where he died in 1830. 
The Mitford sisters are directly descended from him. 
Algernon Bertram Freeman-Mitford, known as ‘Barty’, 1887 to 1916, was the grandfather of the 
Mitford sisters.  He also became the 1st Lord Redesdale, as the original title had died out a couple 
of generations earlier.  He was a diplomat, and later an M.P.  He rebuilt Batsford House. 
 
His first son Clement was killed in Flanders in 1915, so his 2nd son, David Freeman-Mitford, 
inherited the title 2nd Baron Redesdale. 
He married Sydney Bowles in 1904, and they had one son and five daughters: Nancy, Pamela, 
Tom, Jessica, Diana, Unity and Deborah. 
With seven children he was unable to afford the upkeep of the large house at Batsford, so he sold 
it and moved to Asthall Manor, near Burford.  This is where the children grew up, spending most of 
their time in the library and the drawing room.  The family later moved to nearby Swinbrook.  All 
the daughters have had books written about them.  Regular features include their love of chickens 
and giving everyone at least one nickname. 
 



Nancy, 1904 to 1973, was privately educated and became a writer in 1931.  Her most famous 
books were ‘The Pursuit of Love’ and Love in a Cold Climate’.  In 1933 she married Peter Rodd, 
but he was a heavy drinker, and couldn’t hold down a job, so she left him.  She fell in love with a 
French officer, Gaston Palewski, sadly he never married her.  She lived in Paris and Versailles but 
was buried in Swinbrook. 
 
Pamela, 1907 to 1945, was killed in Rangoon in the war against Japan. 
 
Diana, 1910 to 1948, was very beautiful, and married a Guinness heir in 1929, but in 1932 she 
met Sir Oswald Moseley, founder of the British Union of Fascists.  She was infatuated with him, 
and became his mistress.  His wife died in 1933, and they married in secret in 1936 at the home of 
Joseph Goebbels, where Adolph Hitler was one of the guests.  Following the outbreak of war, the 
pair were incarcerated under house arrest in Shipton-under-Wychwood.  After the war they lived 
mostly in France, where they were friends with the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. 
 
Unity Valkyrie Mitford, 1914 to 1948, was the most volatile and notorious of the sisters.  Expelled 
from two schools, she was unable to compete with her cleverer and prettier sisters.  With Diana 
she attended the 1933 Nuremburg Rally, where she first saw Adolph Hitler.  She became besotted 
with him, moved to Germany in 1934 and took every opportunity to be as close to him as possible.  
For five years they became close friends.  When war broke out she became distraught, and tried 
to commit suicide by shooting herself in the head.  She was hospitalised in Switzerland, from 
where her mother and sister brought her home.  She never really recovered, suffering mood 
swings, and died in 1948. 
 
Jessica, 1917 to 1997, was a rebel too. She became a communist, met Edmund Romilly, and went 
with him to Spain, where he was reporting on the Spanish Civil War.  They married, and eventually 
went to America.  At the outset of war Edmund joined the Royal Canadian Air Force, and was 
missing in action in 1941.  Jessica had remained in America and married Bob Treuhart, a civil 
rights lawyer.  She became an investigative journalist, and wrote several books, the most famous 
being ‘The American Way of Death’ which criticised the funeral industry for taking advantage of 
bereaved families. 
 
Deborah, born in 1920, married Lord Andrew Cavendish in 1941.  He was the younger son of the 
10th Duke of Devonshire.  His older brother was killed in combat in 1944, so when his father died 
in 1950 he became the 11th Duke.  She became Dame Deborah Cavendish, Duchess of 
Devonshire.  One of the Duke’s butlers left his employ to work for Lord Ward at Friars Well.  The 
Duke and Duchess were pioneers in converting a hugely expensive estate into a world famous 
tourist destination. 
‘Debbo’ became the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire when her husband died in 2004; their eldest 
son inherited the estate.  During questions it was noted that one strain of the Mitfords lived in 
Barford St Michael. 
 
4. Forthcoming meetings and events 
 
Wednesday 26th February   ‘Nothing much happened in Bicester apart from ……’ 
           Mr Peter Chivers 
 
Wednesday 26th March   Lord Nuffield and Morris Motors of Cowley 
           Mr Bob Harris 
 


