
MINUTES OF THE 65th MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT AYNHO VILLAGE HALL ON 
WEDNESDAY 26th FEBRUARY 2014 

 
Present: - Rupert Clark - Chairman & Treasurer  
    Peter Cole   - Secretary. 
 
1. Chairman and Treasurer's Report  Rupert Clark 
 
Rupert said that following the notification that we have an 1812 book about dealing with rodents and other 
pests, author Richard Blencowe’s portrait is in the “Lili of Aynhoe” book. 
  
2. Secretary's Report    Peter Cole 
 
After the minutes about Friars Well appeared on the website Mrs Sermon received a letter and some 
photographs from a lady in Colorado Springs in America, who rented the Butler’s Cottage there from 1983 to 
1985. 
 
3. “Nothing much happened in Bicester apart from…….”  Mr Peter Chivers     
 
The talk covered the environs of Bicester so included the famous dinosaur footprints found, at Ardley Quarry. 
Flint tools were discovered at Bure Park, indicating that early man had settled there about 8,000  
years ago. Evidence of Iron Age huts came to light via aerial photography. In the Langford area 
there are ditches surrounding a settlement contained skeletons of cattle and horses. 
At Aves Ditch between Middleton Stoney and the Heyfords the bones of a man were unearthed with  
Iron Age coins. 
Originally Alchester, a Roman town about a mile to the south, was far more important than Bicester.  
There was a wooden fort, which probably held up to five thousand soldiers. It was on an important  
crossroads of Akeman Street, which led directly from Cirencester to Saint Albans, and another road  
from Dorchester-on-Thames to Towcester. 
There was a temple at Woodeaton. Probably Bicester’s most famous archaeological find is the 
legionaries’ gravestone. 
 
About 100 years after the Romans left Britain the Alchester area began to flood badly, so the town  
was abandoned in favour of the new Bicester. 
Bicester was almost completely destroyed by Vikings in 912 A.D., but was soon rebuilt. 
In Saxon times Islip was a bigger place than Oxford. A Saxon hunting lodge existed, and Edward  
the Confessor was born there. 
At the time of the Domesday Book the population of Bicester was about 200. 
One of only five grounds licenced for tournaments in England was at Juniper Heath, under the  
control of Mixbury. Locally castles were situated at Ardley, Stratton Audley, Mixbury, Souldern and  
Middleton Stoney. 
However it was the establishment of Bicester Priory in 1182 that started the growth of the town.   
The priors were Augustinian, and they went out doing good work around the town. The main draw  
for mediaeval pilgrims was a shrine of St. Edburg, a saint after whom the church of St. Edburg was  
named when built around 1120. There was also a well said to have great healing properties. Another 
surviving medieval feature is the tithe barn at Upper Heyford.  
The Tudor era was when the dissolution of monasteries took place. St. Edburg’s Priory was one of  
the first to be demolished. 
In 1549 the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Uprising took place, when churchgoers became  
disenchanted with the new English prayer book.  At least 14 of them, were hanged, in Bicester  
and Deddington. Local Jesuit priests were also persecuted. 
During the Civil War the Bicester area was on the border between the two sides, so the local  
populace were required to supply both sides much to their detriment. 
 
Georgian times showed many changes in agriculture, due to the enclosure of fields replacing the  
old field strip system. A village developed into the market town we recognise today. Next came a  
a transport revolution, as turnpike roads paid for by tolls, and coaching inns developed.  
In 1784 James Sadler made the second ever balloon flight in England, from Oxford to Woodeaton.  
The Great Fire of Bicester occurred in 1724. It destroyed a part of Chapel Street, causing damage  
which in today’s terms would be around six million pounds. 



In 1790 the Oxford canal enabled coal for heating and building materials such as slates from  
north Wales to be brought in quite cheaply. 
In 1832 a six-week cholera epidemic caused 64 deaths. There would have been 65 but for one victim  
waking just before burial in a massed pit! 
 
The area has had its fair share of major estates, such as Rousham, with its landscaped gardens,  
follies, such as the Eyecatcher, and a mock gothic mill at Lower Heyford. Also Middleton Stoney  
home of Lord Jersey and Tusmore Park 
Sports were prevalent at this time, in particular hunting. The Bicester Hunt was renowned  
throughout  the country. The gentry from far and wide would attend, including occasionally  
members of the Royal Family. There was a racetrack where Kingsmere is now being built.  
Bare-knuckle fighting took place right on the Oxfordshire/Buckinghamshire boundary line, so that  
if either of these constabularies turned up everybody moved across into the other county. The  
most famous if not brutal lasted for an hour and a half, with up to five thousand spectators, and as  
purse equivalent to a million pounds today.  
Good examples of water mills are those at Fringford, close to the canal at Upper Heyford, and  
windmills existed at Bicester and Brill. 
We are lucky to have detailed descriptions of what life was like during Victorian and Edwardian  
times from the writings of Flora Thompson in her book “Lark Rise to Candleford”, when she lived in  
Juniper Hill, attended school and church in Cottisford, and went to work at 14 in the Post Office in  
Fringford. One of the dominant buildings in Bicester was the workhouse. This was considered a  
terrible place. It ceased to be a workhouse in the 1930s, and was demolished in 1950s. 
 
The railways opened up possibilities for the town. In 1815 Bicester Town station was built, followed  
by Bicester North in 1910. There was a small line down to Brill, for transporting bricks made there. 
Not far away at Hampton Gay was the most serious of railway accidents in Victorian times, when in  
1874 a train derailed tipping carriages into the Oxford Canal, where 30 people lost their lives. 
Bicester being a market town was used to holding a sheep market in Kings End three times  
a year, but in 1910 it was decided that that market and the one in Sheep Street should no longer be  
held. A purpose-built market was set up in Victoria Road, which is now a car park. 
During World War One over a hundred Bicester residents were killed. Home Tree House, a  
convalescence home was used to treat servicemen sent home from the front. The new  
Bicester airfield was used for training purposes. It remains one of the oldest in Britain but never  
had a plane leave in “anger”. In the Second World War a large number of children were evacuated 
to the town. One of these was actor Kenneth Williams. 
Prior to the invasion of Germany in 1944 vast quantities of equipment were stored in a huge  
Ordnance depot between Arncott and Ambrosden. It remains a significant depot to this day with  
much of the kit from “Camp Bastion” returning to the COD. 
 
After the war RAF Upper Heyford became the home of the USAF with their F111 fighter bombers  
and tactical nuclear weapons. Its allied communications centre at RAF Croughton is also home  
to State Department staff.  
 
Census details show a rapid growth in population from 1946 in 1801 to 3054 in 1841. This had   
increased to 5521 in 1961, then leapt to 12,377 in 1971, again to 20,241 in 1991, and to 28,672 in    
2001. It is estimated to be about 36,000 today. With the Pioneer square redevelopment;  
Bicester Village retail outlet, which attracts 4½ million visitors a year plus the new Eco Town  
soon to be built, the town is unrecognisable from fifty years ago.  
 
Bicester could well be the second biggest town in Oxfordshire and an important dormitory for London  
workers.  
 
Bicester History Society hope that a town of such size will one day have its own museum. 
 
4.  Forthcoming meetings and events  
  
Wednesday 26th March  Lord Nuffield and Morris Motors of Cowley 
          Mr Bob Harris 
Wednesday 30th April                        Child labour in nineteenth-century Oxfordshire 
                                                                                                                       Liz Woolley  


