
 
 

MINUTES OF THE 80th MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT THE VILLAGE 
HALL, AYNHO ON WEDNESDAY 29th JULY 2015 

 
Present: - Rupert Clark – Chairman & Treasurer 

           Peter Cole - Secretary.  
 

1.     Chairman’s Report   
 

Last month’s meeting was very successful and raised £600 for SSAFA.  
John Townsend, Keith McClellan, Peter and Rupert are now Trustees of The Cartwright Archive 
Trust with Richard Sermon. Tim Boswell will also be a Trustee. The Trustees are exploring how to 
conserve and improve access to this treasure trove of information. 

 
     2)  "The History of the Oxford Canal" by Mark Davies 
 

Having lived in Oxford for more than twenty years on a narrowboat this got him started on looking 
at the history of the area. The Oxford Canal was authorised in 1769, to form part of engineer 
James Brindley’s plan for a canal system to link the four major rivers of England, the Trent in the 
north-east, the Mersey in the north-west, the Thames in the south-east, and the Severn in the 
south-west. This was because transport of bulk goods throughout the country was very expensive 
if nigh on impossible, due to the poor state of roads at the time. 

Work started near Coventry at the end of 1769, but it took until 1778 to reach Banbury, 
whereupon the Oxford Canal Company ran out of money and the work stopped. After a long 
pause to enable new funds to be secured, work restarted and it reached Aynho about 1787 and 
Oxford by 1790.  
 
When completed it became a nationally important route. A single horse and cart could only carry 
two tons of coal on the roads, whereas the same horse could pull a narrowboat loaded with 50 
tons of coal, 25 times as much.  
 
Brindley died in 1772, but he had surveyed the whole route, and Samuel Simcock and later James 
Barnes oversaw the completion of the Canal. Brindley had been instrumental in establishing the 
size of locks nationally, and he favoured a winding route that often went round hills rather than 
using a shorter route with a lot of locks. 
 
When it reached Oxford, Daniel Harris played a central role in the period 1760 to 1840. He was 
Clerk of the works at Oxford Castle, then prison Governor. Not that well educated, he was a 
carpenter, a draftsman, a brilliant artist and a skilled engineer. He was responsible for mapping 
the line of the canal into Oxford. Most of the locks on the Thames had not been designed for 
heavy boat traffic, as they were just flash locks, with one gate. It could be opened for a single boat 
to be pulled through; often with difficulty if against the current. Harris was asked to convert the 
Thames locks at Osney and Iffley from flash locks to the modern ones we have today.   
 
As soon as the route was completed to Oxford, trade became very brisk. The Company bought 
more land where Nuffield College now stands and they built a basin, a warehouse and 
headquarters (twice). They used Harris’s prisoners as cheap labour to do this. A fast passenger 
boat service was established between Oxford and Banbury, using fly boats which had priority over 
all others at locks.  
 
A company logo was designed, featuring Britannia and the Canal, and which cleverly linked both 
the Oxford Town and Gown aspects, which had previously kept well apart from one another.  
 
 



 
 

 
 
By 1805 a much shorter route, with locks able to take two narrowboats at a time, or wider boats   
from Birmingham to London was planned. To combat this, parts of the Oxford Canal from near 
Coventry to Braunston were straightened; but this could not be done for the southern part. 
However the company building the new canal were very anxious to use a fairly straight five-mile 
section of the South Oxford Canal. So desperate were they to share this, as it would have been 
difficult to dig a fresh canal, that they agreed to pay the Oxford Canal Company high tolls to use 
this stretch. This enabled the Company to pay their shareholders good dividends for at least 30 
years after the railways arrived in Aynho in 1849, even though they then took most freight traffic 
away from canals. The Canal was still making money, principally from coal, so was paying 
dividends up to the Second World War.  
 
After this ended things became more difficult, and in 1955 the Government resolved to close down  

         and fill in the Oxford Canal. A public meeting was called in Oxford Town Hall by the Oxford Canal 
Association, supported by the Inland Waterways Association to oppose this closure. It was 
chaired by John Betjeman, a lover of both canals and the Jericho district of Oxford. Leaders of all 
the existing narrowboat companies still trading locally attended, together with local M.P.s, and a 
huge crowd of the public. The Government was reminded that although trade had decreased, use 
of the canals for leisure holidays was a new and increasing trend. As a result the Government 
relented, and this and most other canals were saved.  

 
In the mid-1990s British Waterways suddenly decided to sell off the boatyard on the piece of land  
at the edge of the Canal, where boaters used to lift their boats out for regular maintenance or hull 
& bottom painting. This caused consternation amongst boaters as they had no warning of this at 
all. Two separate enquiries were held and author Philip Pullman was instrumental in persuading 
Oxford Council not to permit luxury flats to be built there. At present it looks hopeful that the site 
will be kept as a boatyard.  

 
There are many literary connections to the canal. For example, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
by Charles Dodgson arose in 1862 from him taking a boat ride with a vicar and three young 
daughters of the Dean of Christ Church from Folly Bridge to Godstow, a trip adjacent to the Canal. 
A little bit further north from Jericho is St. Edwards School, where Kenneth Graham of “Wind in the 
Willows” fame attended. “Strange Adventures of a Houseboat”, published in 1888 is about a trip 
northwards from Wolvercote. The story is written through the eyes of an American lady. She is 
amazed by the Canal, likening it to a peaceful river. She carries on through the lock at Shipton on 
Cherwell, from where the Canal and River Cherwell travel together for almost a mile to Baker’s 
Lock. The lady was prepared for a lot of bad language from other boaters, but she was pleasantly 
surprised by everyone being so friendly. Long may that continue! There is now an Oxford Canal 
Heritage Trail which follows the canal from Jericho to Dukes Cut. 
 
The Aynho brickyard came into existence a couple of years after the canal was operational. There 
are relatively few brick built builds in our immediate area so it seems logical that the bricks were 
moved by canal to Oxford and Banbury.   

 
 
  3. Forthcoming meetings 
 

      September 30th – The Bicycle - its evolution and impact on the World, by Tony Hadland 
 
 October 28th – The Poor Law in C18th England:  the crisis in the parishes, by Deborah        
 Hayter 
 
 November 25th – A. G. M. & Twenty more things you may not know about Aynho  


