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Much in Little: A Pictorial Tour of Down End

Down End is now a street (or lane) in Hook Norton; in centuries gone by, it was a
separate place, with its own character and at times a distinctive (and sometimes
unsavoury) reputation. As a resident, I once had to give my address to a shop
assistant who wrote it down as “Dead End” – which unconsciously was quite witty,
given that the parish cemetery now lies at the bottom of the hill. Its distinctiveness,
however, dates back three hundred years before the cemetery was established, and
it continues to express the character of that important period in our development.
Tucked away off High Street and Chapel Street, Down End has often been
seen as an archetypal survival of old Hook Norton. In 1907 the following tinted
postcard was issued for sale entitled “Greetings from Hook Norton”, but what it
showed was Down End looking across from The Park:

Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

A hundred years later, in 2006, Cherwell District Council issued the consultation draft
of its “Hook Norton Conservation Area Appraisal”, and on the front placed a
photograph of Down End as it currently looked. That photograph (overleaf) shows
how attractive Down End is still, but it also demonstrates some of the problems of
conservation that affect the village as a whole.
At the centre of the photograph stands a grey stone wall which is, in fact, the
old tite that provided water for the surrounding houses. Strictly speaking, in north
Oxfordshire a tite was not a spring but a place where water gathered naturally. Like
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Draft circulated for public discussion by Cherwell District Council, December 2006

others in the village, this tite was filled in after piped supplies became available in
1956 and locals had to be discouraged from using it, because the tite’s water was
held to be impure. Nowadays an inconsiderate hydrant sign clutters the view, and it
has subsequently been joined by a green plastic bin to hold the gritted salt needed to
make the junction passable in snow by cars and vans. The grassy mound is topped
by a crude telegraph pole, carrying the wires we need for modern communications;
they could be placed underground, but at a cost and it’s arguable that the complex of
pipes under the junction would make this difficult. Behind the pole stands a wellconcealed derelict house, unoccupied since 1937; its later restoration would cause
some grief and contention. Its roof was made of corrugated iron, one of the
twentieth century’s substitutes for the thatch that not so long before decked every
house in Down End. And then there are the stone sets lining the corner to the right:
when they were inserted they caused much disapproval because they diminished the
rural feel of the lane, but they were essential to stop traffic cutting the corner so close
that it threatened not only the garden walls but the old house on the corner. The
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The shops apparently at the top of Down End
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

reconciliation of conservation of what we value from the past with modern needs and
realities is never simple.
Down End now appears to be a through street, beginning on the High Street
and dropping down to the parish cemetery. This, however, is misleading; the street
needs topping and tailing. To start with, the wide area at the top of the street is in
fact part of High Street and belongs to the main thoroughfare. Many of the houses
on the south side fifty years ago were shops, and on the other side of the lane one
site - now Buttercup Cottage – provided parking space for, at different times, a fireengine trailer pump and Ernie Turnock’s buses. All of these properties, including

These three houses appear to be on Down End but all have addresses on the High Street.
Buttercup Cottage, in the middle, was originally an open space used for parking various
service vehicles. The building below, now called Rectory View, was itself originally called
Buttercup Cottage. The top house was rebuilt in about 2007 when the original cottage was
found to be unsafe.
© David McGill

3

www.hook-norton.org.uk/history

H o o k

N o r t o n

L o c a l

H i s t o r y

G r o u p

The Rectory and Rectory View, have High Street addresses. The modern street sign
is incorrectly located, too high up the hill; the original street signs were placed at the
bottom end of The Rectory’s garden walls and on Rectory View, where it may still be
seen behind the vegetation. Down End proper begins as the road reaches its
narrowest point between high walls.

Well Close and Tite End
At the bottom end of the street, something similar is true, at least historically.
When the four modern brick houses were built by the Council on the green at the
bottom in the 1960s, they were reasonably described as a continuation of Down End,
as their current addresses
indicate. But did the historic
Down End extend so far down
the hill? Local historians have
found it logical to assume from
the name that Down End
proper lay at the bottom of the
hill, though one, Reg Dand,
has argued that the name
“Down” is a corruption and
4

Two of the four modern houses at the foot of Down End
© David McGill

www.hook-norton.org.uk/history

H o o k

N o r t o n

L o c a l

H i s t o r y

G r o u p

The green at the foot of modern-day Down End.
In 1899 the parish cemetery was opened here on the site of the first Methodist Chapel,
which had been built in 1829 in Well Close.
Notice the pump to the left, being operated by a small boy.
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

probably has entirely different origins.1 To all intents and purposes, historically the
bottommost green was not part of the original community of Down End.
Originally an area had existed at the foot of Tite Lane called Well Close, which
appears to have fallen within the boundaries of the modern lower cemetery. There
were some cottages here in the early nineteenth century but they were demolished
to make room – and provide stone – for the first Methodist Chapel (1829-1875) and
the village’s nonconformist school.
The cemetery would be opened
here in 1899. Across the way, on
the south side of the green, stood
a large timber yard (upon which
council houses would be built in
the 1970s); the timber was
originally delivered by horse and
later by steam engine.

Boys playing on a load of timber intended for the yard
across the green. Note the fenced-off water course in
the middle of the green. Detail from photo taken
between 1901 and 1911.
© The Oxfordshire History Centre (Packer Collection 10)
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Dand’s theory is explained more fully on page 7, below.
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The distinctive feature of this green was
the presence on the northern side of a second
tite. By 1900, as the photograph on the
previous page confirms, the water supply was
made available through a pump that delivered
through a choice of two mouths at different
heights. The pump was still being used into
the 1950s. It may have been this area which up
to the mid-nineteenth century was called Tite

The tite in use in 1943.
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

End and was approached from East End down Tite Lane. Certainly there were no
houses here at that time to be regarded as part of Down End; inevitably, the street
sign was affixed to Stuart House’s wall – the matching sign still stands opposite –
and together they marked the beginning of Down End.

The original street sign affixed to the garden wall of Stuart House
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

Historic Down End
So if we take a restricted interpretation of the historical limits of Down End, we finish
with an isolated group of houses built around the stone tite, half way down the hill.
These houses spread along the contour – from past the opening of modern-day Well
Bank to half-way up what is now Bell Lane – more than they did up and down hill. It
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seems reasonable to guess that a reliable and convenient water supply was the
attraction for settlement at this location. Margaret Dickins claimed in 1928 that Down
End in general was known as Tite End until the mid-nineteenth century, though there
is little evidence of what any of the village’s neighbourhoods were called before that
time.2
When this settlement began we do not know. So far no traces have been
discovered of what must, in the Middle Ages, have been timber buildings. But the
local historian Reg Dand pointed out that Osney Abbey’s records spoke a settlement
“upon the Doune”, which he related to the Old English word “dun”, meaning a hill,
and he suggested that the abbey needed houses for the people who worked its
lands around this hillside, just below the later Rectory of 1840, which was built on old
Abbey lands. He also pointed out that the Earl of Downe had interests in Hook
Norton in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, possibly including some of the
abbey’s old rights, and may have given his name to this locality. But much of this is
surmise.3
We do know that building began here about that time. In the century after
1540 across the country – as the historian W.G. Hoskins demonstrated4 – those who
could afford began to build (or rebuild) their homes in stone, a clear sign of growing
rural prosperity among the more substantial rural folk. The following four ironstone
houses standing close to the intersection at the centre of Down End bear signs of
having been originally built in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:
Cornerways, at the north-east corner of the
intersection, has sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century features. Originally
single storey, it was raised to one-and-ahalf storeys in the eighteenth century, when
the windows were also re-done. Pottery
found in the garden dates to the civil-war
Cornerways

© David McGill

Dickins, History of Hook Norton, page 180. The earliest written evidence for “Down End” we know is
the national Census of 1861.
3 Dand, “Essays”, essay 7: pages 5-6.
4 W.G. Hoskins: “The Rebuilding of Rural England, 1540-1640,” Past and Present, vol. 4 (1953),
pages 44-59.
2
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era, while doors have tally marks recording the sale of bread in the 1700s.

Doolittle Cottage, on the south-east
corner near the tite, contains woodwork
that has been dated before 1640. The
building to the left was probably an old
barn, now incorporated into the house, as
one early photograph shows it without
windows to the front.

The Cottage (earlier, Down End Cottage),
at the north-east corner, has been
authoritatively dated at c. 1650. On the
side away from the road it has an
impressive mullioned window and a
caracole staircase.5

Old Malt Cottage was built in 1670 as a two-unit
dwelling, with a central door, four windows and
a caracole staircase to the side. It later became
a beer house, almost certainly after 1830 and
underwent some improvements at that time.6

5

Raymond B. Wood-Jones, Traditional Domestic Architecture in the Banbury Region
(Manchester University Press, 1963; Banbury: Wykham Books, 1986), page 148-149.
6

Caracole staircases are circular structures in the outer wall of a building; they contain a
half-spiral staircase and open to a landing on every floor. Original floor plans for three of
these cottages are available in ibid., page 149, and Janet R. Trasker: “The Growth of a
Village: A Study of the Vernacular Architecture in Hook Norton in Oxfordshire”, thesis (copy
in Village Museum and Archive).
8
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Gingerbread Cottage nowadays. The Rectory is visible standing above it.
© David McGill

One of the oldest of the Down End houses is Gingerbread Cottage, which
stands to the far left of The Cottage. One authority dates it from 1550; another says
1625, while the official listing of the building describes it as seventeenth-century.7
Originally two cottages, one of which became a bakery in the eighteenth century,
they were consolidated into one house in the twentieth century without losing their
character. Other houses were built in this period rounding out this cluster of stonebuilt dwellings: if Gingerbread Cottage was the most southerly, Stuart House (with its
1682 date stone) was the most easterly (and most downhill), and probably Millstone
Cottage (half way up Bell’s Lane) the most northerly. By 1700 Down End constituted
a distinctive community, physically separated from the rest of the village, and the
surviving buildings stand as evidence of a seventeenth-century community enjoying
a decent level of everyday rural affluence.
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The Asylum
Over the decades that followed Down End must have changed, though it is illdocumented. In the late eighteenth century it must have been affected by the
growing impoverishment of the rural population, especially after the Hook Norton
Enclosure Act of 1774. There is some evidence of economic diversification, of
households adopting trades in order to supplement their incomes: a tailor; a bakery;
a beer shop. The most obvious change was, however, the introduction of an
institution, much larger than anything else in the village, which flourished between
1836 and 1854.

The “lower” asylum occupied the building to the right of Doolittle Cottage.
Photograph by Percy Simms (Packer Collection).
© The Oxfordshire History Centre (D243206a).

One of the more distinctive residences built near the tite, probably in the late
1600s, lay next door to Doolittle
Cottage. In the above photograph
taken in 1930, its original core is
represented by the three identical
windows that stand above the two
small ornamental trees on either
side of the main door. At some
point an extension had been

The building occupied by the Down End Asylum,

added to it making it an impressive

seen from behind before 1930 (detail)

house, as this rear view suggests.

© The Oxfordshire History Centre.
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In the mid-1830s the proprietor of the long-established asylum at Bridge
House bought this house in Down End in order to expand his operation by
establishing a “lower house” which would take in poorer clients. In particular, he took
in lunatic paupers from the new Union Workhouse in Banbury and soon built up his
numbers to the licensed limit of 90 inmates. Some were housed in this building but
mainly they occupied larger accommodation blocks built behind the house, all
surrounded by 12-foot high walls. The conditions and treatment of the patients are
fully described elsewhere
on this website.8 In the end
public asylums were built in
the various counties that
had supplied the inmates,
publicly financed patients
were withdrawn from Hook
Norton, and by 1854 both

View of the former lunatic accommodation buildings,
in a line immediately below the Rectory.

the asylum’s sites had

Detail of photo taken by H.W. Simms, Packer Collection)

closed.

© The Oxfordshire History Centre (D243355a).

Thereafter the main house and the former residential blocks were occupied by
local people in what continued to be called Asylum Yard. Hidden from view from the
street, these buildings may still be seen in photographs of the early twentieth
century. They appear on the left-hand side of the 1907 postcard at the head of this
article, and in the adjacent photograph of about 1912: they are two conspicuous
blocks standing in front of the Rectory, with a third block of smaller houses stretching
out from behind the tree in the
fore front. The adjacent closeup of these smaller buildings
dates from between the wars.

Asylum Cottages between the wars
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

8

“Mental Health and Mad Houses, 1720-1854”, http://hook-norton.org.uk/history/health-education-welfare/
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The main house and Asylum Yard would be demolished in the 1960s to make room
for the building of Well Bank.

Pictorial Records
About the time that the Down End asylum came to its height, the earliest picture we
have of Down End is a print of a water colour painted by George Clarke of Scandwell
about 1840 to illustrate Hook Norton in Alfred Beesley’s History of Banbury (1842).
Whereas the other three paintings published to show off the village all focused on
the church, this one highlights the Down End tite, then formed as a well. The house

From Alfred Beesley's extra illustrated edition of his History of Banbury, Vol. 13, page 62

© The Oxfordshire History Centre (D294384a).

on the left is recognisably today’s The Cottage, with an extravagant chimney. The
Old Malt Cottage on the right by then was a beer shop, authorised for off-sales,
neighboured by what is now Tilly’s Cottage. Notice the open space at the top of the
hill. The somewhat idealised view does not hint at the lunatic asylum currently lying
some twenty or thirty metres to the left!
By the 1880s the tite and the surrounding buildings became a focus for some
of the earliest photography of the village. Notice how the children, all neatly dressed,
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Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

cluster around the tite, a meeting point and play ground. The beer shop still plied its
trade; its sign may now be seen in the Village Museum. The beer house also
provided a social centre, although its wares could only be consumed off the
premises; perhaps as a consequence, it sometimes became the source of the
disorderly behaviour for which Down End became notorious at this period.9

Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

David McGill’s analysis of Banbury Guardian articles shows that law cases concerning drunk and
disorderly behavior in the village in the late nineteenth century normally emanated from Down End.
9
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Notice too the signs of economic change. The second photograph was taken
after oil street lamps were introduced into the village about 1911. Tilly’s Cottage
already has its single-storey brick extension, with a brick chimney that no longer
exists. The use of brick may be taken as a sign that, since the opening of the railway
in 1887, local ironstone was being exported and brick imported as the economical
building material of choice. But the tite still remained as the focal point where locals
had to collect their buckets of water.

Bell’s Lane
The bottom part of Bell’s Lane also deserves to be considered part of Down End.
The early building represents an essential part of the tiny conurbation, quite shut off
from the building at the top of the lane along what became Chapel Street. A map of
Hook Norton’s houses drawn by Stephen Godson in 1808 shows this isolation and
confirms that housing stretched up the east side of the lane as far as Millstone

Chapel Street

Tite Lane
Mobbs Lane

High Street

Location of houses in 1808
The Down End intersection and tite are close to 151, which represents modern Cornerways.
The houses up Bell’s Lane are at 115 and 116.
Notice also the buildings attached to the future asylum and running south of the tite.
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive
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Cottage.10 The earliest photographs of the lane were taken in May 1888 by a wellknown amateur photographer from Yorkshire, Godfrey Bingley. They show a
glimpse of a rural world missing from other pictures: a place of hard work, horsedrawn carts, and unpaved muddy lanes. The photographer is clearly a novelty for
the inhabitants.
As we can see on the next page, the first Bingley photograph looks up Bell’s
Lane at a horse and cart toiling its way uphill; the second focuses on Millstone
Cottage on the left; the third looks down the lane at a group of wettish locals who
stand looking at something, or are they their way to a funeral – or to church?
Anyway, it is clearly a communal act of neighbours. But what is most striking in the
first and third photographs is the fact that the buildings on the western on side of
Bell’s Lane (i.e., the left-hand side looking up the lane) now look unrecognisable –
there simply are no houses there now. We can find further evidence of them on
some later photographs.

Photograph by Henry W. Taunt, 1905

© The Oxfordshire History Centre (HT9593).

10

Stephen Godson (1763 -1818) was a land surveyor who worked for many years on mapping the
outcomes of the 1774 Enclosure Act.
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Godfrey Bingley’s Photographs of Bell’s Lane in 1888
Courtesy: Godfrey Bingley Collection, Leeds University Library.

Millstone Cottage

Looking down Bell’s Lane in 1888.
Gingerbread, Doolittle and The Cottage can be seen on
the far side of the Tite.
The nearer cottages are those on the left hand side of the
first photograph.
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The Henry Taunt photograph two pages ago was taken nearly thirty years
after Bingley. It shows Tilly’s Cottage on the left, with what is now Grace Cottage on
the right, with a lady standing outside. Grace Cottage itself was originally one house
but was later divided into two, a sign
of diminishing financial resources. [It
was reunited again in 1999, with the
front door moved back to its original
position.] But protruding from Grace
Cottage in 1905 was another dwelling
with its gable fronting the road; signs
of how it connected to Grace Cottage
are still visible, as is its former footprint. Apparently the inhabitants left suddenly
after the Great War, deserting the house, which fell down a few years later.
This next detail from a photograph taken in the first decade of the twentieth
century looks over Down End from The Park. Some of the buildings on the left up
Bell’s Lane can be seen or their roofs glimpsed; the building protruding out from
Grace Cottage, at the left hand, looks rather impressive in this view. But in the
course of the following decades, the houses between Grace Cottage and Millstone
Cottage have all disappeared. All that survives is a derelict small building set back

Detail of a photo taken from the Park in 1911.
Grace Cottage now has two doors; the ruins from which Stuart House would arise (see below) are clear.

© The Oxfordshire History Centre.
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amongst the vegetation with a door marked “Depot”. This was owned by Mr T. Golby
and later his son David, who were farmers and general dealers and traded in many
things, including land and mill stones. They used the “depot” as a store for the
materials they supplied to local farmers, though one local report says it was used at
one point by the railway. The fact that these houses have disappeared and others
were deserted implies the uncertainty and depressed conditions of Hooky life in the
early twentieth century.

Looking Downhill from the Tite
A sense of backwardness and depopulation also fills the photographs of the area
downhill from the tite in the earlier twentieth century. As the next one shows, the
northern side is undeveloped and occupied by a series of allotments known as “The

Looking down Down End
Notice the railway viaduct, and the trees beginning to grow in the new cemetery.
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive

Wilderness”. Across the road stood a line of small cottages stretching down below
Doolittle Cottage. According to surviving deeds, in the mid-1800s there were seven
cottages and a “hovel” belonging to the owner of a large orchard called Home Close
18
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which stretched across into modern Well Bank. The backs of some of these
cottages are visible in the following photograph taken between 1901 and 1911:

© Oxfordshire History Centre

The cottages looked prosperous enough, and the one hidden in the trees to the right
was a substantial two-storey house. They were all to suffer an unfortunate fate.
In August 1911 two young, errant boys played in one that was unoccupied.
They had some matches
and wondered whether it
was true that thatch
burned:

[James Clarke], Hook Norton Fire
Brigade: A Celebration, page v

Despite the best attentions of the Hook
Norton Fire Brigade, the consequence
for Down End was disastrous:

Photograph taken by Henry W. Simms, 1911.

© The Oxfordshire History Centre (D243355a).
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Out of the rubble appeared Stuart House. Mr J W Harris who owned the
adjacent timber yard bought (or perhaps already owned) the ruined cottages and
built an impressive house,
retaining the eastern gable wall
which had survived the fire and
re-fixing on the front the original
date stone. Later a further wing
was erected, spreading up the
hill. The house has preserved
the seventeenth-century feel,
together with a curious
[James Clarke], Hook Norton Fire Brigade: A Celebration,
page 16.

protruding kitchen inherited from
the cottages.

Down End seen from The Park. Photo taken by Packer
© The Oxfordshire History Centre (D243234a).

Modern Improvements
Over the last sixty years various “improvements” have been made to Down End
houses – not all enforced like those at Stuart House – which have inevitably altered
the character of the area. The main intervention was the building of the Bradstone
bungalows around Hook Norton in the 1960s and early 70s, constructed with

20
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reconstituted stone manufactured to give a limestone appearance. At least in Hook
Norton an attempt was made to use a darker product more akin in colour to
ironstone, though over the years the sun has bleached it. In Down End a small
development of four bungalows was built opposite Stuart House, on the site of the
“Wilderness” allotments. Because of their height above the lane, some locals refer
to them as “Up End”. Fortunately their colouring and their single-story profile,
together with the growth of vegetation, mean that they have come to blend
reasonably well in with the traditional buildings.
At the same time the older houses have themselves lost some of their
distinctiveness. Many have lost their thatched roofs; often at the same time they
have extended marginally upwards, from one-and–a half storeys to two. In
particular, many houses had originally had upstairs rooms in their roof spaces, with

Home Close Cottage as it appeared in 2004.

small, low windows tucked just under the thatch line. Often such houses had what
were called “Cotswold landings”: the upstairs would consist of a private room for the
parents and a landing outside for the children, with the stairs entering in the
children’s space. Others have had double or secondary glazing fitted, where
planning law allowed. The listing of many of the most interesting buildings has
ensured that modernisation is not always easy, or even possible.

21
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One example of unrestrained improvement has been at Home Close Cottage,
the only unlisted property in this stretch. The old photographs show it as very
modest; possibly it was the hovel of earlier descriptions.
That building extended from the right, in the photograph on
the previous page, only as far as the chimney; its thatched
roof was much lower, coming down to just above the small
window on the right. By the early 1950s it had changed little,
apart from the addition of
a lean-to extension. In the

Detail of 1920s
photograph

1950s the building was
extended further to the left, while the roof was
raised and tiled. As shown on the previous page,
the new upstairs windows and door were edged
with formally dressed stone, which was out of
character, but otherwise the new house fitted in
reasonably well with its neighbours.
The cottage now had two front doors. One
local remembers it as having been two houses;
Home Close about the early 1950s
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive.

the man who purchased it twenty years later
thinks that unlikely because of the internal layout.

Home Close Cottage after the changes of the 1950s.
Courtesy: Village Museum and Archive
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For example, the house had only one staircase, behind the old front door on the
right. The house next had a major alteration in the late 1980s: the two doors were
replaced by a single, centrally-placed, front door, and the windows were replaced in
the more Georgian-style visible in the 2004 photograph. At the same time the house
was considerably extended downhill using Hornton stone, but the extension echoed
the old barn on the right that is now part of Doolittle Cottage; the extension has no
windows looking on to the lane, except for a small window almost identical to the one
on the front of the house (see page 21). The only subsequent change has been the
replacement of the windows by ones that echo the horizontal shape of the panes in
neighbouring seventeenth-century houses. The intention was to create an overall
effect in sympathy with neighbouring
properties.
The other major alteration
involved Tylly’s Cottage, diagonally
across the tite. This property was
derelict for seventy years after 1937,
though latterly its state was concealed
by ivy and wild climbing roses. The
efforts by a property company to restore
it met with some disagreement because
of its critical position in Down End. It
was truly in a wretched condition,
threatening the stability of Old Malt
Cottage. Some thought the old
corrugated-iron roof should be replaced
by thatch, the original material; tiles won
the day. Equally, critics thought the
upstairs extension connecting with
Grace Cottage should have been faced
with ironstone rather than rendered
breeze block. There was no opposition
to retaining the brick kitchen built in
about 1890, though there was much

23

Tilly’s Cottage during restoration
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disappointment when the developer, at the last minute, treated the bricks and
pointed them with an artificially white material rather than the original mortar in order
to make it look more modern. Open opposition was expressed to replacing the
double workshop or stable doors on the left by a large picture window entirely out of
character with both the house and the area. The double doors on the right were
imaginatively treated to create a utility area, though even there the developer tried to
get away with fitting roof-to-floor glass kitchen doors.
The locality benefits from having the property revived rather than face a
collapse and a modern rebuilding. But the redevelopment could have been done so
much more sympathetically and without causing adverse comment from passers-by
who thought the brick kitchen a new extension. Clearly the conservation of Down
End’s historic character – and that of much of old Hook Norton -- requires steady
vigilance.
The resulting modernisation might be compared with Joan Lawrence’s version
of Down End as she saw it, as a resident of Gingerbread Cottage, in the late 1960s.
Her Christmas card, overleaf, shows the tite as still a meeting place where children
play, a local lady (in the right–hand half of Grace Cottage) hands out sweets, and
dog-walkers chat. It is a cheerful view that even nowadays, despite the increased
isolation of private life, locals and those who pass by may still recognise.

© Donald Ratcliffe
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A Christmas card drawn in the late 1960s.
© Joan Lawrence
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