A Brief History

North Moreton, a compact parish nestled in the low-lying clay vale between the Thames and the
Berkshire Downs, presents a history of manorial continuity, agricultural resilience, and strategic
vulnerability. Its narrative is one of a classic English manor, held for over five centuries by a single
family (the Moretons/Reades), its fortunes waxing and waning with the agricultural economy. Unlike
villages on major Roman roads or river crossings, North Moreton's story is introspective, focused on
the management of its heavy soils, the architecture of its manor house and church, and its role as a
satellite to more powerful neighbours. This deep-rooted stability was violently punctuated by its
direct experience of the English Civil War, an event that left a physical and psychological scar on the
community. The result is a parish of profound rural charm, where medieval patterns persist visibly
within a landscape shaped by centuries of disciplined estate management.

Terrain

North Moreton occupies a subtle, low-lying rise of Kimmeridge and Gault Clay within the broader
Vale of the White Horse. This geology produces heavy, poorly drained soils that were historically
challenging to farm but excellent for pasture. The parish is bounded to the south by the small Hartley
Brook, a tributary of the Thames. The land slopes almost imperceptibly northwards towards the
Thames floodplain. There are no dramatic hills or ridges; the highest points are mere swellings in the
clayland. The key to settlement was finding a sufficiently well-drained spot, which occurred on a
slight gravel deposit within the clay, where the church and manor house stand. Springs and small
streams drain the land, creating a landscape of small fields, hedgerows, and patches of ancient
woodland.

What stands out

The most striking feature of North Moreton is its extraordinary architectural and manorial
continuity. The parish is dominated by two adjacent medieval buildings: the 13th-century parish



church of All Saints and the early 16th-century timber-framed manor house, formerly known as
Moreton House. Their physical proximity symbolises the intertwined secular and spiritual authority
that shaped the parish for centuries. The church itself contains a rare and poignant

survival: medieval stained glass depicting the murder of Thomas Becket (c. 1330), a testament to
the manor's early wealth and connections. The village layout, with houses clustered loosely around
the church and manor, is a classic "church-green-manor" plan, fossilising the medieval social order.

Ancient Trackways

North Moreton was not on a major prehistoric or Roman thoroughfare. Its trackways were local and
functional, connecting it to its agricultural lands and to neighbouring parishes. A key route ran east-
west along the slightly higher clay ground, linking North Moreton to Didcot (a medieval manor)

and Appleford (a Thames-side settlement). Another track ran south to South Moreton and onwards
towards the Ridgeway and the ancient crossing at Wallingford. These were lanes for drovers,
parishioners, and manor officials, not for long-distance trade. The absence of a through-route
insulated the parish but also made it dependent on local networks.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites

e Mesolithic: Evidence is sparse due to the heavy soils and lack of flint; activity was likely
minimal.

¢ Neolithic: The claylands were heavily forested and less attractive to early farmers. Activity is
indicated only by occasional finds of polished stone axes, perhaps lost during hunting or
woodland clearance.

e Other Historic Sites: There are no hillforts or visible prehistoric monuments. The primary
historic site is the medieval village core itself. Evidence of ridge and furrow across the parish
is extensive, showing the layout of the open-field system. A possible medieval moated
site may exist near the manor, though not visible. The fishponds associated with the manor
are a significant landscape feature.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds are rare. A few Neolithic flint tools and Bronze Age pottery fragments have been
found, indicating sporadic activity. Iron Age finds are virtually absent, suggesting the area remained
heavily wooded or used only for seasonal pasture by downland communities. The significant finds
are medieval and post-medieval: large quantities of pottery, domestic artefacts, and building
materials recovered during excavations and fieldwalking. A notable find was a medieval pilgrim
badge, perhaps from Canterbury, linking to the Becket window in the church.

Key Ancient Landmarks

1. All Saints' Church: Contains the famous Becket stained glass (c. 1330), 13th-century wall
paintings, and a fine brass of John Moreton (d. 1527). The church is a repository of manorial
history.

2. North Moreton Manor House (Moreton House): A spectacular early Tudor timber-framed
house (c. 1500-1520) with intricate close-studding and ornate carving. It physically embodies
the peak of the Moreton family's local power.

3. The Medieval Village Plan: The church-manor-house cluster with surrounding farmsteads
and cottages.



4. The Fishponds: A series of managed ponds south of the manor, part of the medieval and
post-medieval estate infrastructure for food supply.

5. The Rectory Farmhouse: A substantial 17th-century brick house, representing the post-
medieval estate hierarchy.

Walking Through the Ages
Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)

The dense clay woodland was largely avoided by early farmers, who preferred the lighter soils of the
gravel terraces and chalk downs. The area may have been a hunting ground.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)

Limited forest clearance began, but settlement remained sparse. The area was on the periphery of
the downland-focused communities.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)

The heavy clay soils were likely used for seasonal pasture by communities based on the nearby
downs. No significant settlement existed within the parish boundaries.

Roman & Saxon Era (1st--9th Century CE)

The Romans exploited the clay for pottery and tile production at nearby sites, but North Moreton
itself was probably woodland or pasture within a large estate. The Saxon period saw the foundation
of the settlement. "Moreton" derives from the Old English Mér-tiin, meaning "farmstead on
moorland or marshy ground," an accurate description. It was established as a dependent settlement,
perhaps of the larger estate at Didcot.

17th Century CE

This century defines North Moreton's dramatic history. The manor was held by the Reade

family (descendants of the Moretons). During the English Civil War, the Reades were staunch
Royalists. In 1645, a Parliamentarian force besieged the manor house, which was garrisoned by
Royalist troops. After a fierce fight, the house was stormed, looted, and badly damaged. This event
is the most violent in the parish's recorded history. The manor was later repaired but diminished. The
century also saw the enclosure of some open fields and the rebuilding of several farmhouses in brick.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering in North Moreton is subtle but deep. The Saxon field boundaries may underpin some
modern hedgerows. The medieval open-field ridge and furrow shapes the pasture land. The early
Tudor manor house and the 13th-century church stand side-by-side. The 17th-century brick
farmhouses and the repaired manor show post-Civil War reconstruction. 18th and 19th-

century cottages infill the village. The landscape is a palimpsest of incremental, estate-managed
change, with the traumatic interruption of the 1645 siege clearly marked in the fabric of the manor
house itself.

Landscape Function

¢ Prehistoric/Roman: Woodland, possible seasonal pasture.



e Saxon/Medieval: A classic champion parish. The heavy clay soils were developed into
a three-field open-field system for mixed agriculture (wheat, barley, legumes, fallow for
grazing). Sheep were folded on the fields. Woodland was managed for timber and pannage
(pig grazing).

e Post-Medieval to Modern: Gradual enclosure (completed by 1840) led to more efficient
drainage and a shift towards dairy and pasture on the heavy soils, with some arable. The
manor estate remained the organising principle until the 20th century. Today, it is a mix of
active farmland, equestrian use, and commuter homes.

Strategic Role

North Moreton's strategic role was minimal on a regional scale but maximal on a local, manorial
scale. It was a productive agricultural estate. Its value was in its resources—grain, livestock, and
timber—not its location. During the Civil War, its strategic role became abruptly significant: the
fortified manor house was a Royalist stronghold in Parliamentarian-controlled territory, a thorn in
the side of the garrison at Wallingford, making it a legitimate military target.

Tactical influence

The flat clay landscape offered no tactical advantage. The only defensible point was the manor house
itself, which was moated or fortified. Its capture in 1645 was a tactical victory for Parliament,
denying the Royalists a base of operations and a store of supplies in the vale.

Positioning

The positioning was determined by estate management and micro-topography: on a slight, well-
drained gravel rise within the clay vale; close to freshwater springs and streams; centrally located
within its own agricultural territory; and connected by local lanes to neighbouring manors. It was a
position chosen for efficient local control, not for through-traffic or defence.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis

North Moreton was not on a primary campaign route. However, secondary lanes were used for
tactical movement:

e Civil War: The parish lay between the Parliamentarian garrison at Wallingford and the
Royalist stronghold at Oxford. The lane from Wallingford to Didcot (and onwards to Oxford)
passed nearby. The siege of North Moreton manor was a localised tactical action within this
wider conflict, a "clearing operation" by Parliamentarian forces to secure their lines of
communication and deny resources to the enemy.

Possible Use Cases
e  Agricultural: The primary function for over a millennium: arable and pastoral farming.

¢ Manorial: Centre of a feudal and later gentry estate, with associated administrative and
judicial functions.

e Residential: Home for the lord, his tenants, and agricultural workers.
e Ecclesiastical: Parish church serving the spiritual needs of the manor.

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections



North Moreton is a clayland daughter-settlement of the North Wessex Downs. It was exploited by
downland-based communities for its pasture and woodland. In the medieval period, it was part of
the economic hinterland that supplied the wool towns and monasteries connected to the downland
sheep walks. Its social and tenurial structures were influenced by the larger landholding patterns
centred on the Ridgeway parishes. Its history is the lowland, arable counterpart to the upland
pastoral story.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections

e Ancient Trackways: The local lane network was its lifeline to Appleford (for the Thames),
Didcot (for the market), and South Moreton. These were routes for tithe payments, court
attendance, and marriage.

¢ Sacred Geometry: The placement of the church and manor house adjacent to each other on
the highest local point is a classic medieval statement of secular and spiritual power sharing
the same sacred centre. The Becket window indicates a direct devotional (and perhaps
political) connection to the national cult of Canterbury.

Folklore & Continuity

Local folklore is deeply entwined with the Civil War siege. Stories persist of secret tunnels from the
manor house, of treasure buried by the Royalists before the assault, and of ghosts of soldiers in the
manor grounds. The Becket window has its own legends, a rare surviving Catholic devotional image
in a Protestant church. The long tenure of the Reade/Moreton family created a strong sense of
manorial continuity, with traditions and obligations passed down over generations.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Dense woodland with minimal human activity.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Very limited forest clearance. Occasional hunting forays.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Slight increase in clearance. Peripheral to downland settlement patterns.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Used as seasonal pasture by hillfort communities. No permanent settlement.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Part of a large agricultural estate, possibly supplying the Roman town at Dorchester or Alchester.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Foundation of the Moér-tin farmstead. A timber church was established. The estate was part of the
lands of the Bishop of Winchester.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)

Recorded in Domesday as Mortone, held by the Bishop of Winchester. The stone church was built in
the 13th century. The manor was granted to the Moreton family in the 13th century, beginning their
long tenure. The Becket window was installed c. 1330. The timber-framed manor house was built c.
1500-1520.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby



e All Saints' Church (Grade 1): For its Becket glass, wall paintings, and Moreton brass.
¢ North Moreton Manor House (Grade 1): The spectacular early Tudor timber-framed house.
¢ The Medieval Fishponds: Earthworks south of the manor.
e Rectory Farmhouse (Grade Il): A fine 17th-century brick house.
e Extensive Ridge and Furrow Earthworks: Preserved under pasture throughout the parish.
¢ The Old Forge Cottage: An 18th-century building.
¢ The Site of the Civil War Siege: The grounds of the manor house.
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in North Moreton provides the baseline evidence for periods before documents.
Fieldwalking reveals the spread of medieval settlement. Analysis of the ridge and furrow maps the
intensity of medieval agriculture. Building archaeology on the manor house reveals scorch marks or
damage potentially linked to the 1645 siege, and its construction phases tell of pre-war prosperity
and post-war repair. The stained glass and brass in the church are archaeological artefacts that
provide unparalleled insight into medieval piety, fashion, and family pride. Soil cores from the
fishponds could reveal environmental and dietary history.

Industry

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC)
Industry: None to speak of.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC)
Industry: Limited woodland management.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC)
Industry: Very limited agriculture.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD)
Industry: Seasonal pastoralism.

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
Industry: Possibly supplying grain or timber to Roman estates.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Industry: Manorial agriculture, woodcraft.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)

Industry: Manorial mixed farming (grain, legumes, sheep, cattle). Fish farming in the ponds.
Supporting crafts: milling, blacksmithing, carpentry, thatching. The wealth generated funded the
church and manor house.

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD)

Industry: Enclosed mixed farming, with a greater emphasis on dairy on the heavy soils. Some malting
and brewing. The 20th century saw the decline of the manor's direct control and a shift

to commuting, especially after the construction of the Didcot power stations and railway works in
the 19th and 20th centuries, which provided local industrial employment. Agriculture remains active.

Full list of Listed Buildings



North Moreton has a high density of listed buildings relative to its size, reflecting its historic integrity:
e Grade I: All Saints' Church; North Moreton Manor House.

e Grade ll: Rectory Farmhouse; The Old Forge; Manor Farmhouse; Church Farmhouse; several
17th-19th century cottages (e.g., on High Street, Church Lane); and a number of historic
barns and outbuildings within the manorial complex.

Wartime History through the ages

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD)
The area was pacified early; no known conflict.

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD)
Possibly affected by broader conflicts between kingdoms, but no specific record.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD)
Men would have been levied for the King's wars. The manor's loyalty would have been tested during
the Anarchy and Barons' Wars.

Civil War (1642-1651): This is the defining wartime experience. The Siege and Storming of North
Moreton Manor in 1645 was a significant local event. The manor house was garrisoned, besieged by
Parliamentarian troops from Wallingford, and taken by assault. The house was plundered and
damaged. This was not a passing troop movement but a sustained military action that would have
traumatised the community and left a permanent mark on the building.

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD)

World War I: Men from the parish served; the war memorial is in the church. The agricultural output
was vital.

World War II: North Moreton's wartime role was agricultural. Its fields contributed to the "Dig for
Victory" campaign. The parish was under the flight path of aircraft from nearby RAF bases (Harwell,
Benson). It may have had evacuees and could have been used for billeting. Its proximity to the Great
Western Railway main line and Didcot railway yard—a major strategic target—placed it in a
vulnerable area during air raids. The flat landscape may have been considered for emergency airfield
land.



