
 
 
A Brief History 

South Moreton, a parish situated on the spring line at the interface of the chalk downs and the clay 
vale, presents a history of duality: of parallel manorial development, industrial endeavour, 
and transportaƟon evoluƟon. Unlike its northern neighbour, South Moreton's story is less about a 
single dominant manor and more about the dynamic between its two medieval manors, its 
exploitaƟon of water power from the Old Bourne stream, and its posiƟon on a shiŌing major route. 
The parish evolved from a classic Saxon twin-estate into a modestly industrialised seƩlement in the 
post-medieval period, with milling, malƟng, and later brickmaking shaping its economy and 
landscape. This narraƟve is one of adaptaƟon, where agricultural tradiƟon was supplemented and at 
Ɵmes supplanted by small-scale industry and the demands of through-traffic, leaving a village with a 
disƟnctly funcƟonal and varied historic character. 

Terrain 

South Moreton occupies a criƟcal transiƟonal zone. The southern part of the parish rises onto 
the chalk downland of the Berkshire Downs. The northern part descends into the heavy Gault and 
Kimmeridge Clays of the Vale of the White Horse. The village itself is built along the spring line that 
emerges at the juncƟon of these two geological formaƟons. The key topographical feature is the Old 
Bourne (or South Moreton Brook), a perennial stream that flows north from the downs, through the 
village, and onwards to join the Thames. This reliable water source was the engine for medieval and 
post-medieval industry. The land is a subtle mosaic of well-drained chalk slopes, water-meadows 
along the brook, and heavier clay fields, offering a diverse agricultural base. 

What stands out 



South Moreton is characterised by its linearity and funcƟonal water-based layout. The village 
straggles along the main street (the historic Wallingford-Didcot road) which crosses the Old Bourne 
at its centre. The most striking features are its industrial heritage landmarks: the substanƟal Mill 
House and remnants of the associated watermill complex, and the large, disƟncƟve 19th-century 
Malt House with its characterisƟc pyramidal roof and cowls. Unlike the church-manor focal point of 
North Moreton, South Moreton’s heart is its bridge and mill stream, around which trade and 
industry historically clustered. The presence of two medieval manorial sites (Moreton Manor and 
Mackney Manor) also speaks to a more complex manorial history. 

Ancient Trackways 

South Moreton lay on a more significant communicaƟon route than its northern neighbour. 
A prehistoric and Roman trackway likely followed the spring line along the foot of the downs, 
connecƟng the Thames crossing at Wallingford to the interior of the downs and the Ridgeway 
network. This route evolved into the medieval and post-medieval road between Wallingford and 
Didcot (and onwards to Oxford). This made South Moreton a staging post on a secondary but 
important regional route. The stream itself may have been navigable for small craŌ in the medieval 
period, adding a minor waterborne dimension. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers on the downland slopes indicate early acƟvity. 

 Neolithic: The chalk downs within the parish contain evidence of early acƟvity, though no 
major monuments like long barrows are recorded within its Ɵght boundaries. 

 Other Historic Sites: The primary sites are the watermill complex (a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument) and the sites of the two manors. Moreton Manor (or South Moreton Manor) is 
a moated site near the church. Mackney Manor (a sub-manor) was located further east, 
giving its name to Mackney Lane. There are also extensive ridge and furrow earthworks on 
the claylands and downland slopes. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Prehistoric finds include Neolithic flint tools and Bronze Age poƩery on the downs. Iron Age finds are 
sparse but include poƩery fragments, suggesƟng some seƩlement acƟvity on the beƩer-drained 
chalk. Roman finds are more substanƟal, with coins and poƩery indicaƟng a seƩlement or farmstead 
near the spring line, likely connected to the road. Medieval finds are abundant, parƟcularly 
associated with the manorial sites and the mill. Post-medieval finds reflect industry: wasters from 
poƩery/pipe kilns, slag from metalworking, and debris from the malƟngs. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 

1. The South Moreton Watermill Complex: The mill pond, leats, and building foundaƟons 
represent centuries of industrial use, from corn milling to later texƟle fulling or paper milling. 

2. The Malt House: A dominant 19th-century industrial building, symbolising the parish's role 
in the brewing supply chain. 

3. St. Mary the Virgin Church: A small, mostly 13th-century church, significantly restored in the 
19th century, situated slightly apart from the main village near Moreton Manor. 

4. The Moated Site of Moreton Manor: The earthworks of the principal manor house, a classic 
medieval defensive/prosperity feature. 



5. The Old Bourne Stream and Bridge: The hydrological and transportaƟon heart of the village. 

6. The Line of the Wallingford-Didcot Road: The historic route that shaped the village's linear 
form. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The downland slopes were cleared for early pasture. The spring line aƩracted acƟvity. The area was a 
corridor between the river vale and the downland interior. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

Field systems were established on the chalk. The spring line seƩlement became more permanent. 
The route along the downs foot was used for exchange. 

꾅 Iron Age (~700 BCE) 

A small farming community likely existed, perhaps under the sway of the larger hillfort at Blewburton 
to the east. The stream provided water and possibly a defensive boundary. 

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

A Roman farmstead probably uƟlised the road and water. The Saxon period saw the formal 
establishment of the "south farmstead on marshy ground" (Sūð-mōr-tūn), disƟnguishing it from 
North Moreton. Crucially, a watermill was likely established on the Old Bourne during this period, a 
valuable manorial asset. The parish may have been part of the large estate of Blewburton. 

꾅 17th Century CE 

This was a period of industrial diversificaƟon. The watermill was probably adapted 
for fulling (finishing woollen cloth) as the downland wool trade evolved. MalƟng for the brewing 
industry began on a significant scale, using local barley. The Civil War impacted the parish due to its 
posiƟon on the Wallingford-Didcot road; troops and supplies would have passed through, and the 
mills may have been requisiƟoned for grinding grain for armies. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering in South Moreton is one of sequenƟal industrial and transport adaptaƟon. 
The Saxon watermill site is the foundaƟonal layer. The medieval manorial moats and open fields 
form the next. The post-medieval expansion of milling, malƟng, and associated workers' coƩages 
along the road creates the village's core form. The 19th-century Malt House and railway 
embankment (for the Didcot-Wallingford branch line) represent peak industrialisaƟon. 20th-
century housing infills gaps. Each phase reused and adapted the water source and the road corridor. 

Landscape FuncƟon 

 Prehistoric/Roman: Corridor seƩlement, mixed farming. 

 Saxon/Medieval: Manorial estate with a valuable watermill. Mixed farming on the open 
fields. The mill was a focal point for rent and trade. 

 Post-Medieval (16th-18th C): Industrialising seƩlement. Corn milling, texƟle fulling, malƟng. 
ConƟnued arable and pastoral farming. Service role for road traffic. 



 19th-20th C: Specialised agricultural industry. Malt producƟon became dominant. The 
railway (opened 1873) transported malt and agricultural produce. Agriculture conƟnued but 
was increasingly commercialised. 

 Late 20th C-Present: Commuter village with residual industry. MalƟng ceased. The mill is a 
residence. The village is primarily residenƟal, with some working farms. 

Strategic Role 

South Moreton's strategic role was economic and logisƟcal. Its watermill was a crucial manorial 
asset and later an industrial site. Control of the mill meant control of food processing and, later, cloth 
finishing. Its posiƟon on the Wallingford-Didcot road gave it importance in regional supply chains, 
especially during the Civil War when Wallingford was a garrison. 

TacƟcal influence 

The flat landscape offered liƩle tacƟcal advantage. The moated manor houses were defensible only 
against small bands. The key tacƟcal feature was the road itself—controlling movement along it and 
the bridge over the Old Bourne. During the Civil War, patrols would have monitored this route. 

PosiƟoning 

The posiƟoning was opƟmised for resource exploitaƟon and local transport: directly on a reliable 
perennial stream for water power; astride a secondary but important regional road; at 
the ecological juncƟon of downland pasture and clayland arable, providing diverse raw materials 
(grain, wool, barley). 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The Wallingford-Didcot road was a secondary campaign route. 

 Civil War: This is the most relevant period. The road was a key supply line for the 
Parliamentarian garrison at Wallingford Castle from the hinterland and from other 
Parliamentarian areas to the north. South Moreton would have seen constant traffic of 
supply wagons, patrols, and possibly raiding parƟes from Royalist Oxford. The mills would 
have been vital for grinding grain for the garrison. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Industrial: Water-powered milling (corn, fulling), malƟng, later brickmaking. 

 Agricultural: Mixed farming, barley producƟon for malt. 

 Transport: Staging post on a coaching road, later a railway staƟon halt. 

 Manorial: Centre of two disƟnct manorial estates. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

South Moreton is a spring-line seƩlement on the very edge of the North Wessex Downs. It directly 
translated downland resources (sheep for wool, barley) into processed goods (cloth, malt) using 
water power. Its manors were part of the downland’s feudal and economic sphere of influence. The 
stream that powered its industries flowed from the chalk aquifer, making it a direct technological 
beneficiary of the downland geology. 

Cultural 



Trailways & InterconnecƟons 

 Ancient Trackways: The spring-line road was its connecƟon to the wider world. The stream 
also created a micro-network of leats and paths servicing the mills. 

 Sacred Geometry: The church's locaƟon adjacent to the moated Moreton Manor reinforces 
the manorial link. The siƟng of the mill at the village centre, however, places pracƟcal 
economic power at the heart of the community's daily life. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is Ɵed to the watermill and the stream. Tales of the mill ghost and of hidden millers' 
gold are common. The Old Bourne was said to have healing properƟes. The memory of the malƟngs 
and the railway branch line remain strong in local idenƟty, with older residents recalling the sounds 
and smells of industry. The annual village fête oŌen incorporates this industrial heritage. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers visited the springs and downland slopes. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Forest clearance on the downs for pasture. The springs were a focal point. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
More permanent field systems on the chalk. The route along the spring line gained importance. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
A farming community established, possibly paying tribute to Blewburton Hill fort. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
A farmstead or small seƩlement prospered near the road and stream. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The estate of Sūð-mōr-tūn was established. A watermill was built, becoming the seƩlement's core 
asset. A Ɵmber church was founded. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in Domesday as Mortone, held by the Bishop of Winchester (like North Moreton). The two 
manors (Moreton and Mackney) developed. The stone church of St. Mary was built. The mill was a 
valuable source of manorial income. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 South Moreton Watermill Complex (Scheduled Monument): Includes mill building 
foundaƟons, ponds, and leats. 

 The Malt House: A prominent 19th-century industrial building. 

 St. Mary the Virgin Church: Largely 13th-century, restored 1867. 

 Moated Site of Moreton Manor: Earthworks near the church. 

 Mackney Manor Site: At the east end of the parish. 

 The Old Bridge: Over the Old Bourne on the main street. 



 Railway Embankment & StaƟon Site: Of the former Didcot, Newbury & Southampton 
Railway branch. 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 

Archaeology is vital for understanding South Moreton's industrial past. ExcavaƟons at the mill site 
can reveal its evoluƟon from Saxon corn mill to post-medieval fulling mill. The moated manorial sites 
can be invesƟgated to compare the status of the two manors. The Malt House itself is a standing 
archaeological record of 19th-century industrial technology. Fieldwalking finds of industrial waste 
map the extent of ancillary acƟviƟes. This material evidence transforms the village from a sleepy 
hamlet into a historically busy centre of producƟon. 

Industry 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint knapping. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint tool producƟon, early pastoralism. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Agriculture, some metal trading. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Mixed farming, poƩery producƟon. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Farming, possibly small-scale poƩery or metalworking near the road. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Water-powered corn milling. Agriculture, woodcraŌ. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Manorial milling conƟnues. Agriculture (barley, wheat, sheep). SupporƟng craŌs. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Milling diversifies into fulling (cloth finishing). MalƟng becomes a major industry from the 
17th century onwards. Some brick and Ɵle making using local clay in the 18th/19th centuries. 
The railway (1873-1960s) supported malt and agricultural transport. MalƟng ceased in the late 20th 
century. The primary modern industry is commuƟng, with many residents working in Didcot, Oxford, 
and the surrounding science parks. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

South Moreton has a notable collecƟon of listed buildings reflecƟng its varied history: 

 Grade II*: The Malt House. 

 Grade II: St. Mary's Church; Mill House; The Old House (16th/17th century); The Bridge over 
the Old Bourne; numerous 17th-19th century coƩages, farmhouses, and barns along the 
main street and Mackney Lane, including several former malƟngs workers' coƩages. 

WarƟme History through the ages 



Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The community may have sought refuge in Blewburton Hill fort during conflicts. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Vulnerable to raids along the Thames Valley corridor. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Manors required to provide men and supplies during naƟonal conflicts. 

Civil War (1642-1651): A period of direct impact. The village's mill was likely commandeered to 
grind grain for the Parliamentarian garrison at Wallingford. The road made it a transit point for 
troops and supplies. It may have suffered from foraging and billeƟng. The manors would have had to 
declare loyalty. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I: Men from the parish served; the fallen are commemorated. 
World War II: South Moreton's role was agricultural and industrial. The malƟngs were a strategic 
industry for food (beer was a staple). ProducƟon would have been intensified. The parish was under 
the flight path for bombers targeƟng the Didcot railway yard and power staƟon. The area may have 
had evacuees and auxiliary units. The flat fields could have been used for temporary military 
encampments or as part of anƟ-glider landing defences. 

 


