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FOREWORD 

 

Hook Norton, situated just off the eastern spur of the Cotswolds, nestles in a valley 

400 feet above sea level. 

 

In earlier years, like most villages, it was more or less a self-contained 

community.  The opening of the railway from Banbury to Cheltenham in 1887 began 

to change village life, when iron ore started being mined and taken away by rail to 

North and South Wales for smelting.  The new Brewery built around 1900 brought 

added employment to the village. The writer, when a boy, often came down to the 

Brewery, and has been more or less connected with it all his life. 

 

Present-day Hook Norton has seen a considerable change. Nearly all the old 

thatched cottages have gone, or been renovated with tiled roofs. The iron-ore mines 

are now defunct. The railway is no more, and buses and private cars are now the 

usual means of transport. Many of the residents now work in Banbury, Oxford and 

Chipping Norton but the Hooky brewery still keeps going. 

 

Rob Woolley lived in the village for ten years, and has already published 

several articles on village life. In this book he has covered a 1,000 years of Hook 

Norton history, which I commend to the reader. 

 

Bill Clarke1 

 

Hook Norton, June 1978 

 

  

                                                           
1 Bill Clarke (1905-1982) He completed fifty years’ service with the Company in 1978.  
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Introduct ion 

 

HOOK NORTON: Along That Road to Nowhere 

 

In days gone by, when Saxon Wessex ruled the land, the King, so the 

Chroniclers say2, set out to explore the long road to nowhere that led to the further 

regions of the Kingdom. His followers had not the King's energy and begged him to 

stop and seek shelter for a while so that they could rest their weary limbs. As the 

backdrop of night spread out before them they saw the light of a fire twinkling in the 

valley below. Presently they came upon a dwelling where an old man was singeing 

the bristles off a pig. The King gave orders for the fire to be built up and a spit was 

erected so that they could all feast with the old man that night. 

Lying on a hastily made couch of rushes before the fire, the King began to talk 

with his aged subject.  "What do you call this place?" he enquired of the old boy. The 

old man gave the fire a poke before turning to his royal guest to reply, “"Never yeard 

nawt on a name, Sir, but one do live quiet and peaceably in these parts and think 

nawt on names or the lack of 'em."  

"Your speech friend, be something strange to our ears," said the King 

thoughtfully, "but you have just found a name in denying one.  Nawton shall hence 

forth be the name of your hamlet." 

They all ate well that night and relaxed before the fire, well contented. The 

King gazed dreamily at the smouldering embers.  "Nawton I have named this place," 

he mused, "and in token of this good night's fare, Hogges Nawton it shall be."3 

 

A legendary beginning, but a thousand years ago, Hook Norton made a very 

real and bloody debut in the annals of history when screaming, sword-brandishing 

Vikings brutally slayed the Saxons defending Hook Norton camp, which stood to the 

north east of the village.  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported, “This year [AD 913] 

rode the Army [of the Vikings] after Easter, out of Northampton and Leicester  

                                                           
2 Brymbo Works Magazine, vol. 1, no, 3 (1920).  A fanciful story to explain the origins of the village. Hog’s 
Norton was not the original name of the village or parish, but it began to be regularly referred to as such in 
government records from 1228 onwards. See “The Bad Reputation of Hooky Folk”, in the Overviews section of 
this website.  These notes are primarily intended to update the pamphlet from a 2022 perspective. The 
author’s original references are indicated by (R.W.). 
3 For other, less imaginative discussions of the name, see Gill Geering’s “Understanding Local Place Names”, in 
the Overviews section of this website.  
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Map drawn in 1840, showing Tadmarton Camp on the right, split by the road from the 

ridgeway to Lower Tadmarton and Banbury. 
To the left, just off the road towards “The Gate Hangs High” public house, is the site of the Bronze 

Age settlement that gave its name to the field later known as Campfield. 
 

Alfred Beesley, History of Banbury (extra illustrated edition, 1841), vol. 2, page 16. 
 

and having broken the truce they slew many men at Hocneratune [Hook Norton] and 

thereabouts.” 

Hook Norton camp has not survived the centuries of ploughing that had 

reduced the outer defences almost to soil level by the time Alfred Beesley came to 

write his History of Banbury in 1841. Today no trace remains of the earthworks at 

ground level, but the pentagonal outline is clearly visible on the Department of the 

Environment photograph (58/RAF/4502) taken on 29th June 1961. 

In the years that followed, the battle of Hook Norton provided good copy for 

other writers compiling their own definitive histories. Like those .before him, Florence 

of Worcester seems to have turned to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for his source 

material, but it remains a mystery why he should choose to elevate Hook Norton to 
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royal status. It would require much research to establish whether there was any 

foundation for the addition.4 

If Hook Norton's origins were not royal, who then was responsible for the first 

settlement and where, was it located?  Local toponymist Percy Hackling has 

developed his own theory based on the derivation of the village name. 

In the tenth century Hook Norton was called "Hocneratune", which meant "the 

enclosure of the people on Hocca's Hill Slope". Hackling found that Hocca was an 

Anglo-Saxon personal name.  It would seem then that Hocca led a small band of 

people, somewhat like the legendary king in the story, to settle in what now is Hook 

Norton, giving his name to the settlement.5 

 Using his knowledge of the local area and origins of field names, Hackling set 

about locating the site of Hocca's Hill Slope. He came to this conclusion: 

 

Taking the area as a whole there is only one place where there is a 'hill slope’ of any 

significance to be given a name at so early a date. This is Stapenhill where David 

Golby farms. It is my opinion that the settlement on Hocca's Hill Slope was in 

existence before the tenth century. It would have made a good defensive place for 

early settlers and could only be approached uphill on three sides and along a narrow 

spur of land on the fourth. The remains of two barrows long since ploughed out, 

might indicate there had been a settlement on the hill at an even earlier time in 

history.6 

 

The internal political strife of Saxon England was rudely interrupted by the 

arrival of William from Normandy in 1066. Having disposed of the initial opposition 

William marched north to take Wallingford. The crushing effect of his army and 

subsequent crowning changed the fate of England. 
                                                           
4 Victoria County History of Oxfordshire (hereinafter VCH), 1: 393n. (R.W.).  In fact, the research was soon 
done: see John Blair, “Hook Norton, regia villa”, in Oxoniensia, vol. 51 (1986), pp. 63-67; also Blair, “Later 
Anglo-Saxon Oxfordshire, 700-1100”, vol. 65 (2000), pp. 1-6, (available at http:/oxoniensia.org). 
5 Percy Hackling was an amateur polymath of local history who possessed great intellectual energy and 
originality.  Though he wrote little, his notebooks and maps (now in the Village Museum) remain a valuable 
resource for future historians.  For a different treatment of the origins of the name, see “Understanding Local 
Place Names”, in the Overviews section of this website.  
6 Letter from Percy Hackling to author, June 28, 1977. For later views on the original location of Hocneratune, 
see Blair, “Hook Norton, regia villa”; Blair and Martin Biddle, “The Hook Norton Hoard of 1848: A Viking burial 
from Oxfordshire? Oxoniensia, vol. 52 (1987); and the draft VCH chapter (2021) at 
https://www.history.ac.uk/research/victoria-county-history/county-histories-
progress/oxfordshire//oxfordshire-vol-xxi-chipping-norton-and-environs.  

 

https://www.history.ac.uk/research/victoria-county-history/county-histories-progress/oxfordshire/oxfordshire-vol-xxi-chipping-norton-and-environs
https://www.history.ac.uk/research/victoria-county-history/county-histories-progress/oxfordshire/oxfordshire-vol-xxi-chipping-norton-and-environs
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Throughout this troubled period, agriculture in Oxfordshire was in a state of 

depression, due in part to the devastation inflicted by marching armies. Hook Norton 

was strangely unaffected. Despite the fact it lay in the path of such troop 

movements, life in the manor seems to have been stable and it was valued at £30 in 

1066, when Robert D'Oily received the manor from the King, and again in 1086 in 

the course of the Domesday Survey. 

D’Oily was a powerful Norman baron and held Hook Norton along with twenty-

seven other manors, including Kidlington and Chastleton. The story is told by 

Camden of how Robert D'Oily paid a yearly rent for Fishill by presenting the king with 

a table cloth worth 3/- (I5p). It is suggested that the modern doily takes its name from 

him.7 

 

 The Norman Font 

 

Much has changed in Hook Norton since the time of Robert D'Oily. Little now 

remains of his village, although it is suggested that he was responsible for building 

the Norman part of St Peter's Church.  D'Oily died in 1100. Whether he was familiar 

with the church’s sculptured font, said to date from the year of his death, we do not 

know, but surely this must be one of the finest Norman relics inherited by Hook 

Norton and the nation.8 

                                                           
7 William Camden, Britain, or, a Chorographicall Description of the most flourishing Kingdomes, England, 
Scotland, and Ireland (London: George Bishop and John Norton, 1610). The Concise Oxford Dictionary (revised, 
4th edition, 1959) says the doily was named after its seventeenth-century inventor, whereas the London 
Evening News, May 29, 1978, p. 11, claimed it was named after a firm of linen drapers in the Strand between 
Queen Anne’s reign and 1850.  (R.W.) 
8 More recent historians ascribe the Norman font to the 1130s or 1140s. 



8 
 

 

Chapter 1 

June 29th 1774: A Day in the Life of Hook Norton 

 

Margaret Dickins has a special place in the history of Hook Norton. Although she is 

probably best remembered today for her history of the village, Margaret Dickins’s 

contribution to Hook Norton life was much greater. She and her sister, Barbara, 

“devoted themselves to the welfare" of the people of Hook Norton and took a leading 

role in organising the social events of the village year.9 

Margaret Dickins was one of the daughters of the Reverend Dickins, late of 

Tardebrigge, near Redditch, who brought his family to take up residence in Hook 

Norton. They lived at Bridge House and by 1896 Margaret, an associate of the Royal 

College of Organists, was honorary organist at St Peter's Church and for the rest of 

her life she was closely connected with the Parish Church. 

The annual St Peter's Tea, held on the 29th June each year, was something 

of a village Bank Holiday. St Peter's Day in 1909 was typical. After the bells and 

Church Service, the parochial Tea followed in the afternoon with over two hundred 

villagers attending. Margaret Dickins was very much involved in the day's success, 

being a member of the team of ladies that "presided over the tea tables" and later 

taking part in the evening entertainment, sustaining "a bit of gossip" in a humorous 

dialogue with Mrs John W. Harris.10  Typical of her interest in Hook Norton, she 

concerned herself for many years with the running of the St Peter's Day celebrations, 

before they eventually ceased just before the Second World War. 

Margaret Dickins died on 11th July 1947. Hook Norton had been her life and 

in memory of her life's work a plaque was erected in the church. Her name was also 

inscribed on one of the church bells as a further tribute to her memory. 

It was in 1928 that the Banbury Guardian published her History of Hook 

Norton, an account of the growth and development of the village from the earliest 

times.  It was, however, in her examination of seventeenth and eighteenth-century 

documents found in the Parish Chest that she probably made her biggest 

contribution to the study of the village’s past – in particular, her attempt to make 

                                                           
9 Margaret Dickins, History of Hook Norton, 912-1928 (Banbury, 1928).  Information on Miss Dickins from the 
author’s correspondence with Percy Hackling, June 28, October 22, 1977. 
10 Banbury Guardian, July 1, 1909. 



9 
 

sense of the Enclosure Award, a large, closely written repetitive document that 

makes very difficult reading.  Her book contains two chapters on the Enclosure 

Award and several on the Poor Law and its administration.  It is perhaps appropriate 

then to mark the 50th anniversary of the publishing of her book by reprinting an article 

she first wrote for Brymbo Works Magazine in 192511: 

 

 

There is plenty of history to be found in Hook Norton, and I could give you an 

account of a day in it a thousand years ago without any difficulty, but people of that 

day seem so far off, and have so completely disappeared, that I think it will be more 

interesting to hear of our great great grandparents. 

Let us consider Hook Norton in 1774.  I take that date because it was a very 

important date here.  In that year the Common lands of what was called the Parish 

and Liberties of Hook Norton and Southrop were enclosed, and settled legally on 

their proprietors.  I must point out first that this place is really two villages, though 

only one Parish.  More than six hundred years ago, Southrop (which means “the 

south village”) is [first] mentioned, and as late as Mr Rushton’s time12 people who 

were married or buried from the south side of the brook are entered in the registers 

as from Southrop. There is one entry where Mr Rushton has first entered Hook 

Norton, and then crossed it out and put Southrop, which shows what importance he 

attached to the difference. 

When you go up South Hill for a walk, and see those great, wild hedges 

where the blackberries grow so freely, you probably think that they must always have 

been there.  Should you be surprised to hear that 150 years ago [now, in 1978, 200 

years ago] there was not a hedge between Chipping Norton and Banbury?  The 

whole countryside was wild, unenclosed land, in the remoter parts covered with furze 

and thorns, but nearer the villages cultivated in small patches by a great number of 

different people. Have you ever noticed that nearly every house in Hook Norton has 

some sort of shed or barn attached to it?  Why is that? It is because nearly 

everybody in the village had a bit of land and grew his own corn, which he had to 

store.  Beside the arable land, there was pasture which was grazed by all, in various 

proportions.  People had what was called common rights, a man had perhaps one 

                                                           
11 Brymbo Works Magazine, vol. 3, no. 6, pages 133-137. 
12 John Rushton served as Anglican minister from 1840 to his death in 1881. 
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cow common, that is, he had the right to turn out one cow.  Or he had common rights 

for so many sheep.  There is an interesting survival of this custom in Oxford still.  As 

you go in by train, you can see on the right Port Meadow all dotted with stray horses 

and cows, turned out by their respective owners, who have the rights to graze the 

common because they are Freemen of Oxford.  Just in the same way the Townsmen 

of Hook Norton had their common rights 150 years ago.  Another right people had 

was to cut furze, which was much used for fuel when there were no railways to bring 

coal.13 

In 1774 the inhabitants of Hook Norton had come to the conclusion that it 

would be wise to have the land properly enclosed so that it could be better cultivated.  

To do that they had to get up a petition to Parliament and get an act passed, after 

which a Commission was appointed to manage the business.  The land was 

surveyed by two surveyors from different places, and valued by two valuers, also 

unconnected with the place.  These valuers and commissioners had to take a 

solemn oath that they would carry out their duties “impartially, truly, and honestly to 

the best of my skill and judgement.  So help me, God.” Two copies of this oath still 

remain in the old chest behind the organ in the Church14, but they have nearly 

crumbled into dust and I could only make out these few words, and the expressions, 

“Common Pastures, Common Grounds, Common Meadows”, which tell us what their 

subject is.  

The open field of Hook Norton was divided into two parts, called the North 

Side Field and the South Side Field, and when it was enclosed the property of some 

people was shifted from one to the other, to be nearer their farm buildings, which 

they called their Homesteads or Homestalls.  The land was divided into plots, one or 

more of which were “allotted” to all claimants, and called the allotment of So and So.  

The commissioners agreed that if all the open land was allotted to private owners it 

would be very hard on the poor people, who had been used to cutting furze to burn.  

So they set aside about forty acres, in the South side filed for the poor.  This 

allotment was to be in the hands of trustees for the good of the poor, and this is still 

called the Heath Allotment.15 

                                                           
13 “Furze” was basically another name for gorse or brushwood. 
14 Now, in 2022, in the Oxford History Centre in Cowley. 
15 The Hook Norton Heath Allotment Trust still functions in 2022. 



11 
 

As soon as a man had his plot of ground allotted to him, he had [to put] a 

fence round it, and to keep it in repair, and if a road ran through it, he had to put up a 

gate, and keep that too. Before these fences were made it must have been no easy 

task, in a mist after dark, to find a way over the hill from Chipping Norton. And folks 

would have been glad to hear the Church bell ringing at 12 and at 8 o’clock to guide 

them to the town, as it was called then.  When a man had crossed a ford at the 

bottom of South Hill, and got into the ring of old enclosures and home steads, he 

would drop into the “Bell” or the “Old Red Lion” in Southrop16, or the “Sun”, for they 

were all going then, to get a mug of ale, which was about the only thing there was to 

drink in those days. 

 

Let us suppose we are taking a walk up High Street in 1774. There are no 

pavements, but as it is a fine day in the summer that will not matter.  It is June 29th, 

St Peter’s Day, and like the other towns we have a fair on the day of our Patron 

Saint. There are two fairs here, however; the other is in November, and we date and 

pay our bills by these two fairs. The horses are all up in the Horse Fair,17 but the 

booths and stalls are in the market place, by the church. Look at the butter on this 

stall, it is 8d. [3½p] a lb. There is a meat stall too; the mutton is 3½d [about 1½p] a 

lb., and the sheep’s heads are 8d each.  See the children running out of the wooden 

gates into the churchyard, they are just out of school; the school is in the church, in 

the North Transept.  They have put a fireplace and chimney in the corner. Of course, 

we don’t have any heat in the church, but we must keep the teacher from being 

frozen.  He gets a salary of £3 per year, but the children are very small. 

Do you see that boy coming in from the common fields with a bag in his 

hands?  He has caught some sparrows, and he is taking their heads to the 

Churchwardens, who will give him 2d [1p] per dozen for them. The boys know that, 

and some days they manage to collect a lot, so that putting them down in the Church 

warden’s book takes up a whole page.  If a boy, or a man, is lucky enough to get 

hold of a fox, he cuts off one foot and takes that, and he gets 1/6d [7½p] or 2/- [10p] 

for it.  Other things they can get money for are snakes, hedgehogs (which they call 

urchins) and woodpeckers, which they call hickwals.  The urchins and hickwals are 

                                                           
16 Not the Red Lion next to The Sun up to 1991, for that was earlier called the Pole Axe.  However, the Red Lion 
in Southrop was apparently not founded until 1837. 
17 At the bottom of what is now the Sibford Road. 
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worth 4d [1½p] each.  Perhaps you wonder why Churchwardens should have 

anything to do with such things, but you know the Churchwardens and the Overseers 

make the rates and spend them, and it is to their interest to keep the place 

prosperous.   

They are having a meeting at the “Sun” now, to settle about buying the 

Workhouse here, instead of only renting it, and they say they will have to thatch it 

next year.  Just outside the door of the “Sun”, there are two constables standing.  It 

is the first year we have had constables; there is one for the North Side and one for 

the South Side.  They are looking for anyone getting too much drink, or breaking the 

law in any way.  The dungeon is very handy if they want to lock a man up.  It is 

behind John Brain’s smithy, in the Market Place, a small room with no furniture 

except a wide wooden bench, with a bar in front to which a man can be handcuffed.  

If a constable finds a horse or cow straying, he locks that up too, in the Pound.18  

The clock has just struck and the chimes are playing. They sound well and so they 

ought, for we had a new clock only six years ago, and we are always spending 

money on new ropes and wires for the chimes.  The clock came from Mr Pinfold, of 

Banbury, and cost 21 pounds. 

Here is Mrs Sarah Goffe coming.  She is a widow and has a great deal of 

property.  They say the expense of enclosing the land is over two thousand pounds, 

what with the Act of Parliament and the lawyers and valuers, and Mrs Goffe has to 

pay the fourth largest share of it.  They must think a good deal of her, for she is the 

only woman to sign the Award.  She comes from a large family too: there is Mrs 

Elizabeth Goffe, also a widow, the two Miss Goffes, Mr Joseph and Mr Harry, and Mr 

John Goffe.  You know what a place this is for ’nicknames’.  Well, we call John Goffe 

“Nephew Goffe”, and would you believe me, that the lawyers have gone and put him 

in the Award as John Goffe, commonly called “Nephew Goffe”?  He isn’t the only one 

either.  When they wanted to put in William Hall’s name, they had to put down 

“William Hall, commonly called William Hall on the Hill”! 

Here comes a stranger, what we call a poor traveller.  You see the constable 

goes up to him at once and asks him for something, and he pulls out a paper.  The 

constable takes it to Mr Anthony Lampet, the Churchwarden, who happens to be 

standing near.  Mr Lampet takes out 6d [2½p] and the constable gives it to the poor 

                                                           
18 In the Horse Fair, now the lower Sibford Road. 
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traveller, and tells him he had better get on out of the Parish as soon as he can. You 

see, as we have to keep all of our own poor people out of our rates, we naturally 

don’t want poor people from other parishes on our hands.  The law is very strict in 

guarding our rights, and that paper that man carries is what we call a “Pass”, 

properly signed, which shows what parish he belongs to and allows him to pass 

through ours, but not to stay.  We don’t let any new people come and settle here if 

they are likely to come on to the parish.  As soon as any family asks for relief, we 

find out if they have got a legal settlement here.  If not, they must go before a Justice 

of the Peace and be examined, and if it is found they have come in from some other 

place, we get an order to send them back to their new parish.  Some years we have 

a great number of these forcible renewals; in 1771 we had eleven of them.  

Sometimes the other parish doesn’t want the people any more than we do, so then 

we go to law about it.  A few years ago, Tadmarton went to law with us over an order 

we got to send them a family, but we won, so they had to pay the costs as well as 

the expense of sending the people there.  Enstone did the same, made a fuss about 

a family we sent back there, but we won that case too. 

The gentleman going in such a hurry is Dr Minchin. He has got a patient very 

ill and he cannot tell if it is smallpox.  If it is, the man will have to be sent to the 

smallpox house, which the overseers rent for such cases. Last year we had a lot of 

trouble when Wiggins fell with smallpox, getting an order from Chipping Norton, and 

then it also cost 10/- [50p] carrying him to the Four Shires Stone.19  Dr Minchin says 

the water isn’t very good, but it’s only eleven years since we put in the new Town 

Pump; of course, it’s rather near the Churchyard.20   

That clergyman, taking off his hat to Mrs Salmon, is Mr Jones, the curate.21  

Such a neat, tidy sort of man, they say he keeps the Parish Registers beautifully, 

and he always will have things done properly.  He used to get £50 a year; now the 

commissioners have given him some land instead of the money.  It is up on South 

Hill, next to the open fields of Rollright. You see that man Mr Jones is speaking to?  

That is John Phipps, clerk and sexton.  He is just telling Mr Jones that it is 30 years 

                                                           
19 The Four Shire Stone stands close to the A44 at the turning to Great Wolford. It marked the point where 
Oxfordshire met Warwickshire, Gloucestershire and Worcestershire before 1974, when the boundaries were 
adjusted and an isolated enclave of Worcestershire was abolished. 
20 The pump was outside The Sun and still stands there in 2022. 
21 In these years the minister was called the “perpetual curate”, though salaried. Rushton and the parish were 
not promoted to a Rectorship until 1866. 
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since they had new books for the Minister and Clerk and it is high time they had 

some more.  Mr Jones laughs, and says probably it will be another four years before 

they can persuade the Churchwardens of that!  Everybody knows that Mr Anthony 

Lampet is a very careful man, and keeps the accounts so strictly that one year he put 

down in the accounts of the Vestry Meeting, “Anthony Lampet is out of pocket three 

pence half  penny [1½p].” 

Let us go up Garrett Lane, and see if Mrs Sarah Goffe is looking at the 

shearing close. I hear she has made up her mind to exchange about 15 acres of her 

land for the shearing close, and the farm buildings near it.22  The Bishop of Oxford 

owns it now but it will suit him better to exchange it for land nearer his other fields at 

Nil and Hook Norton Lodge.  The reason the Bishop has land here is that when 

Henry VIII took so much Church property, he took Hook Norton Manor too, and then 

gave it to the new Bishopric of Oxford, when he set that up.23  The Bishop gives a 

quarter of corn from his fields every year to the poor here; this is called the Bishop of 

Oxford’s Charity. 

Now it we go round the corner of the shearing close, we can see the 

homesteads of Mr Apletree, Mr Thomas Warmington, Mr Prue, Mr Daniel Lampet the 

younger, Mrs Ann Harwood and Mr Joseph Goffe.  Of course, all these buildings and 

yards have been enclosed for years, but now, look, they are actually making fences 

round the fields further out!  Well, we’ve done very nicely all my time without hedges 

all over the place, but some people are never satisfied. 

 

Margaret Dickins, 1925 

 

  

                                                           
22 At this time the Shearing Close covered most of the area from Bourne Lane to Watery Lane.  Sheep were 
sheared here and later it became the location for open-air festivities. 
23 The reference should be not to the Hook Norton Manor but the old Oseney Manor in Hook Norton.  See 
“The Fall of Oseney Abbey” and The Reformed Parish Church”, in the Middle Ages and Religious Life sections of 
this website.  
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Chapter 2 

The Hook Norton Jinx 

 

 Rooted deep in the village folklore is the story of two navvies killed falling from 

a gantry during the building of the railway viaducts in 1885. 

 It happened on the 3rd December.  Henry Rogers was the engineer foreman in 

charge of a gang of five labourers who were busily engaged in erecting a gantry 

tower around number one pier down in Hiatt’s orchard.  During the morning they had 

erected the four sixty-five foot legs of the tower and bolted the foot-long double 

tenons into the thick wooden tower around the base.  The four top beams had also 

been bolted into place and all that remained was to fit the cross pieces or “rakers”, 

as they were known, which would give the whole construction rigidity.  To hold the 

tower in position until the rakers were fitted, each leg was supported by two "stays". 

These would be knocked away once the rakers were in position.24 

At about half past two they were ready to fit the rakers. On top of the masonry 

were Rogers, his cousin Isiah, Thomas Lee and John Burden, all men with 

experience of gantry construction. Edward Gaskins and Charles Hicks, the other 

members of the gang, were seated on the top most beam of the gantry preparing to 

transfer the pulley blocks from the nearby derrick to the west side of the tower. 

A raker had already been successfully fitted on the east side of the gantry 

when John Burden decided to go and fetch another sledge hammer to speed up the 

work.  While he was away, the others began to argue about which raker they should 

fit next. Henry Rogers started knocking away the temporary stays. When Burden 

returned, he found that the foreman was about to knock away the last of them. He 

called out to Rogers, "Hey, Harry, what are you doing? You will have this gantry 

down altogether."  Still swinging his sledgehammer, Rogers replied, "Oh, that will not 

hurt." Burden scrambled back onto the masonry, shaking his head doubtfully. 

Addressing anyone who might have been listening, he complained, "It looks like a 

very dickey lot, if it don't tumble altogether." 

On the south side of the pier James West was at work. He recalled,  

I was assisting take down a Scotch crane when I heard a noise above my head. I 

looked up and saw two men falling through the air with the gantry timbers. I ran to 

                                                           
24 Banbury Guardian, December 10, 1885. 
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Hicks and with the assistance placed him on the grass beneath the station. He was 

just alive, but could not speak. 

Gaskins fared no better. He lay amongst the wreckage of the fallen gantry, 

conscious and in great pain. James West helped to move him to a clear piece of 

ground and whilst they waited for a cart to take him to the Apothecary, the two men 

exchanged a few words. Gaskins died a minute later and was buried in the village 

Churchyard. His gravestone reads,  

Affectionate remembrance of Edward Emery Gaskins, killed by a fall from the 

viaducts, December 3rd 1885. Aged 28 years.  

Charles Hicks was placed on the cart brought for Gaskins and taken home. He was 

nursed by Annie Cox until he passed quietly away during the early hours of the 

following morning. He had not spoken since the accident. 

At the inquest charges of negligence against Rogers were dismissed and 

verdicts of accidental death were recorded on both men. 

 

It was on Wednesday, February 10th, 1875 that the first sods of the Banbury 

to Cheltenham Direct Railway were turned, bringing to an end the "Battle of the 

Railways" that had split Banbury for twenty years. The line was the brain child of 

Thomas Draper, a former Mayor of Banbury, who saw what great advantages it 

could bring. Schemes were put forward for bringing cheaper Welsh coal to the town 

in exchange for local ironstone, using a direct link across the Cotswolds. 

Unfortunately Draper died before his dream came to fruition. 

As early as 1855 when William Bliss brought the railway to Chipping Norton, 

plans to extend the line eastwards to Banbury were suggested, but these did not 

take shape until 1864. Gripped in argument, town talk that year centred on two rival 

schemes with alternative routes to the west. The groups were brought together in 

Banbury Town Hall, each determined to convince the people of Banbury that their 

route would benefit the town most.  William Bliss and the Great Western Railway 

supported a route through Chipping Norton.  Shrewd businessman that he was, Bliss 

saw what tremendous advantages it would bring to his Chipping Norton Tweed Mill.  

He made a special visit to Banbury to win support for the route but it was both costly 
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and complicated, needing two Parliamentary Bills to sanction its building. The 

Banburyians remained cool. 

The rival scheme went through Blockley and was favoured by the people of 

Banbury. It was both shorter and cheaper to build and needed only one piece of 

legislation to approve it. Mr Champion, agent for the scheme, reminded the people of 

Banbury, "You will have made greengages of yourselves with a vengeance if you 

support a line which ends in landing you in Chipping Norton and takes you nowhere 

else.” 

The day was won for Blockley, and Banbury accepted Champion's route by a 

considerable majority, but the "Battle of the Railways" was far from over. It was 

another nine years and five schemes later that Edward Wilson finally gained 

Parliamentary approval to build a railway westwards from Banbury, through Chipping 

Norton to Cheltenham. The route was almost identical to the one he had 

unsuccessfully proposed in 1864 and that had been so resoundingly rejected by the 

people of Banbury.25 

The building of the line was a disaster. Problems dogged the work from the 

beginning. After eighteen months the project was hopelessly behind schedule. The 

£600,000 raised to build the line had been spent and no part of the new workings 

was in a position to raise an income. Unable to meet the completion date the con-

tractor was sacked, his waggons broken up and burnt. The work came to a halt. 

It was not until 1884 that work on the Banbury to Chipping Norton section was 

restarted. The line had cost over a million pounds and was still incomplete, although 

the Cheltenham to Kingham section had been opened three years earlier and was 

producing an income to help ease the Company's critical financial situation. Much of 

the work between Banbury and Hook Norton had been done under the first contract 

and all that remained to complete the link to the west for Banbury's cheaper coal was 

the six miles to Chipping Norton. This was to prove the most expensive and difficult 

section of all. 

The sheer enormity of the engineering work at Hook Norton had been 

instrumental in bankrupting the first contractor and, instead of the massive cutting 

                                                           
25 “Battle of the Railways”, broadsheet, giving an account of the meeting at Banbury Town Hall on February 12, 
1864 (R.W.). 
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through South Hill, an alternative plan to build viaducts and a tunnel was adopted 

instead. 

It was no secret that difficulty had been experienced south of the station in 

getting the line across the valley. The work was only accomplished after a number of 

careless accidents cost the lives of navvies, like Hicks and Gaskins, along this 

stretch of the line. 

 

The Hook Norton south viaduct 
 

Often navvies were known just by their colourful nicknames, like Leicester 

Jim, who worked on the Hook Norton station embankment. Each dav he sent a lad to 

his cottage to fetch a whisky with a "drop of thick" - an egg - in it for his elevenses. 

When work later moved up to the tunnel, Leicester Jim decided to move on and look 

for a new job. All his possessions were wrapped in a small bundle which he carried 

over his shoulder.26 

Throughout its history, the running of passenger services was heavily 

subsidised by revenue from the ironstone quarries which appeared along the line 

between Banbury and Hook Norton. In 1951 the auto-car service27 affectionately 

known as "Chippy-Dick" ran for the last time, unable to pay its way after the closure 

of the quarries five years earlier. A Union Jack and wreath were hung on the engine 

to mark the end of the sixty-four year service. The first train had run in time for 

Queen Victoria's Jubilee and local people abandoned their bonfires to travel on the 

new service to join in Banbury's celebrations. 

More than ten years have passed since the permanent way was removed and 

the spans of the Hook Norton viaduct cut down by acetylene torches. Much of the 

                                                           
26 Oral tradition from George Dumbleton, recalling a story told him by his father. 
27 The auto-car comprised of a railway engine and coach. In one direction the train was driven from the engine 
and on the return journey from a compartment at the front of the coach. Also known as ‘push and pull’ (R.W.). 



19 
 

route has now been sold off to farmers whose land lies adjacent to the disused track. 

Several years ago a mile long stretch south of Hook Norton station, including an 

embankment, two cuttings and the tunnel was bought by the Berkshire,  

 

The auto-car leaving the Hook Norton viaducts. 

 

Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Naturalist Trust and is now listed as a site of 

special scientific interest. 

The unique geological structure of South Hill has always attracted scientists. 

A hundred years ago, Beesley wrote in the Geological Association magazine that he 

had found over a hundred different types of fossil exposed by the excavations at 

Hook Norton.28 

 The future preservation of the tunnel and cuttings is assured, but not the 

viaduct piers.  A move to have them demolished some years ago was resisted and 

they still stand, giant teeth-like monuments to Victorian engineering achievement and 

the men who struggled to complete the line.  It would have been appropriate if, in the 

European Architectural Heritage Year, the year of the line’s centenary, the viaduct 

pillars could have been placed under the protection of a preservation order and listed 

as a site of historical interest.  Still they stand and wait. 

 Who will be their champion?29 

  

                                                           
28 T. Beesley, Proceedings of the Geologists Association, vol. V (1876-78), pp. 165-185 (R.W.). 
29 In 2022, the Parish Council is working to have the viaduct pillars and the embankments officially listed. 
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Mr Clarke’s Golden Jubilee 

This year is the Golden Jubilee at the Brewery 

Mr Clarke’s fifty years at its Head. 

He has built up its great reputation 

All the pubs and clubs must be fed. 

This beer is well known in the Midlands 

Hooky Ale is the one they like best 

No need to advertise in the papers 

The drinkers will do all the rest. 

Mr Clarke is well known wherever he goes 

With that great big smile on his face 

No matter what the company is 

He is always in the right place. 

The Navy all know him when they come here 

They are some of the liveliest of men 

When they meet in the pub they are all good friends 

He joins in just like one of them. 

Good luck to this fine English Gentleman 

With pride he can stick out his chest 

He comes from a long line of Gentlemen 

And I know he is one of the Best. 

George H. Dumbleton  January 1978  
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Chapter 3 

Brewed in the Traditional Manner 

 

The sound of the "tink-a-tank" bell rang across a sleeping Hook Norton. From 

cottages around the village, men rushed to dress and make their way to the church 

to collect the old fire- engine. It was 4 a.m. on the morning of Saturday, August 10th, 

1895. 

Twenty minutes earlier George Matthews, cooper at the village brewery, had 

been awakened by his wife. She was agitated. Unable to sleep she had got up and 

seen flames rising from a rickyard belonging to the brewery. Matthews dressed 

quickly and went to raise the alarm. 

The brewery owner, John Henry Harris, affectionately known as "Boss Harry" 

by his employees, explained what happened on that Saturday morning: 

 

I was awakened at 3.45 a.m. by George Matthews knocking on my door. He 

explained that two of my hayricks were on fire. I dressed quickly and went with him to 

find out the extent of the damage. We were soon joined by my cousin, Alban Clarke, 

and George Phipps, one of the villagers. Two ricks about three yards apart were 

alight and flames at least seven feet high rose from around the sides.  While 

Matthews fetched some buckets and started to tackle the fire, I decided to send for 

the fire-engine.  

 

It was not until 7.30 p.m. that evening that the fire was eventually put out. Most 

informed villagers ruled out spontaneous combustion as the cause and it was 

generally believed that the blaze was the result of arson and a £10 reward was 

offered. While villagers were still damping down the smouldering ricks, Super-

intendent Sutton arrived from Chipping Norton to begin investigations. 

Four days later he found James Howse sitting in John Henry Harris's kitchen. 

Howse was formally charged by Sutton with "unlawfully, willfully and maliciously 

setting fire to three hayricks and a dutch bam (belonging to) Mr Harris." The charge 

was denied, but the young Howse was taken to Chipping Norton and remanded in 

custody until 21st August when his case came before the Justices at Chadlington 

Petty Sessions. 
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Amongst those who spoke in Howse’s defence at the hearing was his father. 

They must have been worrying days for the sixty-five year old Richard Howse, a 

loyal employee of the brewery for over thirty years and on the verge of retirement. 

No doubt to his relief, the Justices discharged James, considering there was 

insufficient evidence to warrant a remand or committal to further hearings. 

 For John Henry Harris there was also a satisfactory conclusion to the incident, 

being able to claim compensation from the “Hand in Hand” Insurance Company, with 

whom he had insured the hay. Harris was also one of the village "elders" who were 

dissatisfied with the fire protection Hook Norton possessed. As a result of the hayrick 

fires in 1895 it was decided that the old Newsham engine was outdated and a new 

and bigger machine was needed to be manned by a regular volunteer force. Two 

years earlier there had been a fire in two of John Godson's cottages next to the 

brewery. The old Newsham engine had lain in the Church immobile. Lack of care 

and maintenance had left it without any wheels. The Chipping Norton brigade were 

called in to deal with the blaze.  The Newsham engine was patched up, but it was 

not until August 1896 that the new £70 manual engine was eventually delivered. 

Nineteen men volunteered to become the first Hook Norton volunteer fire brigade, 

with John W. Harris (no relation to the brewing family) becoming its first captain. 

The Hook Norton brewery had been started by John Henry Harris's father, 

John Harris, in 1849. The family were farmers and lived in Chilson, near Charlbury in 

Oxfordshire. When John was twenty-four he began to look for a business in which he 

could establish himself. A meeting with a friend from Hempton provided the 

opportunity. 

His friend, John Parish, had a farm to let in Hook Norton and Harris agreed to 

take the tenancy.  The property had a long history of providing malt for the brewers 

of the area.  Whether it was this malting tradition that persuaded Harris to exchange 

his farming interests in Chilson for the property in Hook Norton is a matter for 

conjecture, but during 1849 Harris moved with his widowed mother and sister to the 

fifty-two acre farm on the western extremities of the village, known as Scotland End. 

In those distant days, brewing was a cottage industry – each man producing 

for his own needs, not so different from the do-it-yourself brewers of today. In order 
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to brew beer the farmer or innkeeper needed malt, which Harris produced in the malt 

house attached to the farmhouse, where he himself began his brewing business. 

The first evidence of John Harris's brewing activities are recorded in his 

brewing book for 1856. He had been in the village for seven years and had modified 

his farmhouse to house his expanding brewery. This expansion was reflected 

through the addition of new plant installed to cope with the extra output. In 1856 

there were three fermenting rounds, vessels used to ferment the sweet wort. By 

1862 a fourth had been added and on January 19th 1864 he had a fifth in service. 

Three years later John Harris added four more to bring the total number of Rounds 

used in his brewery up to nine. 

Averaging three brews a week to meet the thirsty demands for his beer, Harris 

obtained most of his raw materials locally. Only the hops had to be brought in from 

Kent growing fields. The malt, made from locally grown barley, came from his own 

maltings.  Now overshadowed by the greater production of beer, the maltings had 

increased output to meet the demands of the brewery and by 1865 proposals for the 

design of a new malt house were finalised. This was to be built on a site adjacent to 

the original farmhouse. His yeast was also obtained locally. On the 28th July 1858 

he purchased a quantity from the Bell Inn in Hook Norton, and on another occasion a 

consignment came from Chipping Norton. 

Brewing was not the precise science it is today. The old brewing books of 

John Harris do not show the great detail recorded in those of his successors, but 

they do tell us that he brewed with only natural malt sugars and hops, adding nothing 

else to the brew. Temperature control during fermentation was simple and in keeping 

with the equipment at his disposal. The cooling system probably consisted of a 

hosepipe draped inside the Round, through which cold water was passed. The fining 

of a clear beer was also less critical than it is today. As long as the beer was not 

sour, the customer was usually happy to drink the contents of his pewter mug 

without complaint. 

That John Harris was a very shrewd businessman with a considerable flair for 

brewing is apparent by the business he quickly built up. The backbone of his trade 

was built upon a network of agencies, often no more than a village shop, but an 

outlet through which Harris's beer could be sold. Exactly when Harris went into the 

private trade is not clear. However, in 1863 he took Richard Howse into his 
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employment to act as an "out-ride" for the company. It is in the role of "out-ride", a 

sort of travelling salesman, who went with his pony and trap to other villages 

collecting orders from likely customers, that Howse is best remembered. It was 

largely through his efforts that the foundations of the vast network of agencies that 

stretched from Solihull to Witney, Stow on the Wold to Kineton and Quennington to 

Byfield was laid. Some twenty years after Howse retired, the brewery was still relying 

on the private trade he had helped to establish for the majority of its business. 

John Harris built up the business cautiously by first securing steady markets 

for his beer and malt. By so doing he made large annual profits which were not re-

invested in the business immediately. In 1866 he made a profit of £6,000, whereas 

his Banbury rivals, Hunt Edmunds, showed a profit of only £233, for the same period, 

the balance having been re-invested in their brewery.  In 1869 Harris finally took the 

decision to enter the "tied house" system and invested some of his profits in 

purchasing five public houses, including the "Pear Tree" (which still stands) near his 

Scotland End Brewery. 

 

John Harris died in 1887 and left the business to his son John Henry and a 

nephew Alban Clarke, who had joined the brewery some years earlier to learn the 

brewing business. Under this new and dynamic management the brewery entered a 

boom period which culminated in a massive rebuilding programme involving new 

stables (1894), new offices (1896), and a new brewery (1899) designed by architect 

William Bradford of London. The final stage, the rebuilding of the brewery, presented 

many problems, the most formidable of which was the maintaining of full production 

while the building programme was completed. The solution was found by propping 

up all the floors carrying brewing equipment while the building work went on around 

them. In the three years it took to complete this work not a single day's production 

was lost.   

All the building materials were obtained locally. The structural ironstone came 

from the nearby villages of Sibford and Swerford, the cast iron girders from 

Samuelson's Iron Foundry in Banbury, the local red bricks from Banbury, and the 

timber from James Harris, the village timber merchant in Down End.  

"Boff" Marshall recalled helping fetch the ironstone from the quarries when he 

was a lad: 
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The Hook Norton Brewery before 191730 

 
I remember going with Perce Woodward during my holidays to the local stone 

quarries to fetch stone for the building of the brewery. We went on a cart pulled by 

two horses and I used to ride on one of 'em.31 

  

The pagoda-like architecture of the brewery is still unusual, but inside three men now 

produce 10,800 gallons (300 barrels) of Hooky beer a week. They still use the 

methods first employed at the turn of the century, where the skill and experienced 

eye of the brewer still counts for everything. 

Brewing, now [1978] four times a week, begins at 6.30 a.m. by mixing a mash 

of best-quality malt with liquor, the brewer’s name for water, drawn from a well 

beneath the engine room and heated before use. After standing for two hours the 

sweetened liquor is washed through to the copper where it is boiled for an hour and 

twenty minutes. This is done by steam coils, but traditionally until 1966 it was done 

by an open fire. At about 1.30 p.m. the hot wort is pumped by the 25hp Buxton-

Thornley steam engine, installed new in 1900 and still performing creditably, to the 

flat cooler at the top of the brewery. Every working day for the last seventy-eight 

years, this steam engine has produced the brewery's motive power and shows no 

                                                           
30 The flagpole was broken during a storm in 1917 and was replaced when the brewery was under the 
stewardship of David Clarke (R.W.). 
31 Oral Tradition: Recollections of Boff Marshall (R.W.). 
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sign of stopping. From the Flat Cooler, probably the only one left in production in 

England, the wort (pronounced ‘wert’) as the brewer calls it, falls by gravity over two 

giant refrigerators, which look like old fashioned milk coolers, to the fermenting ves-

sel. Here the live yeast is added and for seven days the temperature is checked 

every four hours. On the eighth day the brew is run off into casks and then stored in 

the cellar for a week. 

In the old days the beer would spend much longer in the cellars maturing. A 

brew made in November would not go out till January. But that was when beer was 

beer. The days when a man could down sixteen pints of "Hooky" ale with his 

ploughman's lunch, before returning to finish thatching a rick, have gone. | 

The craft of coopering is closely associated with the brewing trade. Old Hook 

Norton records name men like William Williams (1818), James Whyton (1821), John 

Powers (1837) and William Whyton (1844) as being coopers in the village. Sadly no 

records exist to verify that traditional oak casks, used to transport Hook Norton beers 

across the Midlands, were ever made at the brewery. However, at the turn of the 

century the brewery was dealing with two cooperages, one in Stratford on Avon and 

the other at Burton on Trent. They also employed a cooper to keep their barrels in 

good repair. The last serving coopers at the brewery were brothers, George and Bert 

Matthews. 

The Matthews were a coopering family from Chipping Norton, Iiving next door 

to the Chequers Public House. Mr Matthews senior had five sons, all of whom 

followed him into the coopering business. Bert, who was the youngest, began work 

in Chipping Norton, helping his father, but once he was married, he began travelling, 

doing contract work and completing consignments of up to a thousand barrels. Once 

the consignment was complete Bert moved onto the next job. His work took him all 

over the country.  He moved north to do work in Preston for Hall and Hayles, then to 

the cider makers of Hereford. While working in Liskeard, he heard that his elder 

brother, George, resident cooper in Hook Norton, had died. Bert decided his 

travelling days were over and returned to his native Oxfordshire to fill the vacancy 

caused by his brother’s death. For a while Bert and his family lived in Chipping 

Norton until their prospective new home near the brewery was completed. During 

this period Bert walked to and from work each day in all weathers. The journey took 
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him an hour which meant leaving at 5 a.m. each morning if he were to be at the 

brewery in time to start at six. 

The Great War came, and many of the younger men in the village 

volunteered. Eventually Bert Matthews was called up and served in Egypt. During his 

absence there was no cooper in Hook Norton to repair the casks, although there 

were several men at the brewery capable of "knocking a head out" if a cask needed 

cleaning.  After the war Bert returned but, as his son Leslie recalled, "Things had 

changed, nothing seemed the same again."  At the brewery the demands for 

coopering began to decline, but Bert remained at work until he retired, having 

completed fifty years of service with the company. He was not replaced. 

The First World War brought many changes to the Hook Norton Brewery. The 

malting of barley had been carried on in the village for many centuries, but finally 

came to a halt, by government order, in February 1915. The private trade, which 

Richard Howse had been instrumental in establishing, was another casualty. 

May 1917 was a black month for the brewery with the untimely death of Managing 

Director Alban Clarke. Being a keen fisherman he had arranged a Saturday 

afternoon's fishing at Traitor's Ford. He set off on a borrowed bicycle, but never 

arrived and was found lying in the road badly injured. Clarke was taken back to Hook 

Norton but died later the same evening from his injuries. 

The death of Alban Clarke came as a great shock to everyone. His son, Bill, 

not old enough to join the company remained at school in Burford, while Percy Flick, 

a Banbury businessman, who had joined the company some years earlier, became 

the new Managing Director.  With the collapse of the private trade, the brewery had a 

surplus of beer for which they had no market, so Percy Flick visited Birmingham in 

an attempt to find an outlet for the surplus beer.  The trip was a failure. However, the 

granting of a government licence in 1918 to supply the Coventry Working Men's 

Clubs provided a lifeline through which has developed a major part of the brewery's 

present trade, which stretches from Coventry in the north to Oxford in the south. The 

conditions of the government licence were tough. The beer could only be sold in the 

clubs and it had to be weaker than the beer sold in Hook Norton. 

After the war trade was bad, especially in the twenties. Throughout a time of 

great austerity in Hook Norton, brewing had to be reduced to three brews a fortnight 

to make the business pay. During this period Percy Flick advised Bill Clarke's mother 
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not to let her son join the company as the future looked bleak. For three years Bill 

went farming in Gloucestershire. By 1928 the business was on a firmer basis and Bill 

Clarke was able to join the family business. Under the instruction of Frank Beale, an 

old employee, who had himself been taught the brewing skills by Bill's father, Alban 

Clarke, some thirty years earlier, the young Bill learned the traditional arts and skills 

of the brewer. 

There were once 17,000 breweries in the towns and villages of Britain. The 

Hook Norton Brewery is one of the mere 150 survivors. Today it is run as a private 

family concern by Bill Clarke and his son, David, the third and fourth generations of 

the family to be concerned with the brewery. 

Bill Clarke's involvement in village life during the last fifty years has made him 

something of a Dan Archer figure in Hook Norton. For over thirty years he was a 

member of the Parish Council, rising to Vice Chairman. In 1928 he became captain 

of the village Fire Brigade, maintaining the family connection. Bill has also had a long 

association with the Parish Church of St Peter. For many years he was a sidesman 

before becoming Churchwarden in 1952. 

With beer drinkers taking an increased interest in the quality of modern beer, 

it is good to know that a small family brewery that can boast of 129 years brewing 

experience is prospering. It is reassuring to reflect on Bill Clarke's assessment of the 

future after the "ups arid downs" of previous times, "Today the business is firmly 

established and the future looks secure." With his grandson James tipped to be the 

next "guv'nor but one", the "spa waters” of Hook Norton should keep flowing for 

many years to come. 

So when you raise your next pint of Hooky Ale, remember the words of village poet 

George Dumbleton in 1963: 

Now all you good people who love a good beer 

Try a pint of old Hooky, it's certain to cheer. 

And when you have tasted, let this be your toast 

To Mr Bill Clarke, the Brewery Mine Host.32  

 

 

                                                           
32 George Dumbleton, "The Brewery”, January 1963 
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Bill Clarke casting the copper  

 

Mr Clarke’s Golden Jubilee 

This year is the Golden Jubilee at the Brewery 

Mr Clarke’s fifty years at its Head. 

He has built up its great reputation 

All the pubs and clubs must be fed. 

This beer is well known in the Midlands 

Hooky Ale is the one they like best 

No need to advertise in the papers 

The drinkers will do all the rest. 

Mr Clarke is well known wherever he goes 

With that great big smile on his face 

No matter what the company is 

He is always in the right place. 

The Navy all know him when they come here 

They are some of the liveliest of men 

When they meet in the pub they are all good friends 

He joins in just like one of them. 

Good luck to this fine English Gentleman 

With pride he can stick out his chest 

He comes from a long line of Gentlemen 

And I know he is one of the Best. 

 

George H. Dumbleton  January 1978 
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Chapter 4 

Still along that road to nowhere? 

 

Hidden away on the gentle rolling slopes of the Cotswolds, in some of Britain's 

most beautiful countryside, it would be easy for the outsider to think the world had 

passed Hook Norton by, for no main route passes through the village. Yet having 

none of the pretensions of more popular Cotswold centres, Hook Norton has 

preserved much of its working character by adapting to meet changing needs and 

absorbing into the community, newcomers, who have added their own vitality to 

village life. 

Newcomers have made quite an impact on Hook Norton, and their influence 

in the village during the last 130 years has been responsible for some of the most 

significant changes in the village's long history. Probably the most important arrival 

was John Harris who came to establish what we now know as Hook Norton Brewery. 

When Harris arrived in the village, Hook Norton still relied on a labour intensive 

agrarian economy, based on the "3 B's" of beer, bread and bacon. Most people 

worked in the village, but the coming of the railway in 1887 brought a different type of 

"newcomer" to the village – industry. Built to transport Welsh coal to Banbury in 

exchange for Oxfordshire ironstone, the railway placed Hook Norton at the centre of 

a thriving mining operation. Giant calcining kilns were erected by the Earl of Dudley's 

mining company and the Brymbo Steel Company, which provided alternative, if not 

regular, employment for men of the district. 

The hot summer of 1921 was particularly bad for Brymbo men who were laid 

off without warning. With no other work available to absorb the two hundred strong 

labour force, men from Hook Norton and the surrounding district were forced to walk 

to Chipping Norton to sign on for weekly dole money. There was no work that 

summer. The men lazed around on grassy banks in the High Street or under the 

railway viaducts, playing cards for matches. In those hard times, families left the 

village for good searching for more secure employment in the South East. It wasn't 

until the Second War that the Brymbo workings got back to full production in Hook 

Norton. 

Village poet George Dumbleton was a Brymbo worker during the war, earning 

about £4 a week for topping. George was a newcomer at the beginning of the 
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century when his family returned from the industrial Midlands to settle in the village. 

His father, a native of nearby Wigginton, left the area in 1893 to seek his fortune in 

the coal mines near Nuneaton. It was during this period that George was born. At the 

age of 62, he took the role of chronicler, recording the history, both past and present 

of the village he had lived in and loved most of his life. His poems, most yet 

unpublished, will represent valuable primary source material for future generations of 

historians.33   

With the coming of peace, Hook Norton had entered another phase in its 

history. The ironstone workings and railway were closed and the Brymbo Steel 

Company sold off its holding in the area, severing its links with the village. During 

nearly fifty years of mining in Hook Norton, the Company had been a generous 

benefactor concerned not only with the welfare of their employees, but also providing 

recreational facilities for the use of the whole village. 

Already by 1970 George Dumbleton was aware of how far Hooky had already 

changed, though its main features still survived: 

 

HOOKY 

Our Ancient Landmark the Holly Bush  

Is gone now except the root. 

Although it was always full of bloom,  

It never bore any fruit. 

T'was at this place we used to meet  

And processions started from. 

I expect the name will still be used  

When we are dead and gone.*  * [The large holly bush stood on the green at 

            the mouth of what is now Hollybush Road.] 

A road on the North of the Village  

Up Mobbs Lane off the main road track,  

The name today it is The Bourne,  

To us was along the back. 

Turn up to the North and you will find  

                                                           
33 See “ The Nostalgic Verse of George Dumbleton”, in the Total War and Anxious Peace section of this 
website. 
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It's plain for all to see  

No matter if it's green or bare  

It's an umbrella tree.  

 

Away in Southrop another Lane –  

Southrop is one of our halves –  

Its proper name is Bury Croft,  

Better known as Betty Craaves. 

A housing estate on the Banbury Road,  

Austins Way it is so called,  

And out of this field a long time ago  

Ironstone was first hauled. 

The Railway Hotel on the Banbury Road  

Tells you how it got its name.  

Now the railway has gone for ever 

But the pub’s there just the same.  [The Railway Hotel had closed by 1989.]   

Away up the Horse Fair and Sibford Road  

A pub you must pass by.  

Its proper name is The Gate Inn  

Better known as The Gate 'angs 'igh.  [Still open, 2022] 

 

The Bell is the sign of a pub  

Which hangs out over the street. 

T'is here on an evening you will find  

That old acquaintances meet.   [The Bell closed in 2014.] 

The Sun and the Lion in front of the Church,  

They stand side by side one another.   

If you don't like the beer in one,  

You can always go into the t’other.  [The Sun took over t’other in 1991.] 

A pub down in Scotland End  

At the end of the Brewery Lane,  

A tree is growing on its front wall  

Which gives the pub its name.   [The Pear Tree Inn is still open, 2022] 

The Blackbird and the Wheatsheaf gone,  [The Blackbird, on Chapel Street, closed by 1914]  

They both have closed their door.   [The Wheatsheaf, Brick Hill, by 1957] 

The beerhouse too has gone the same,  [The beer house stood in Down End, and is now 

They thrived when folks were poor.         a private house called the Old Malthouse.] 
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The old Church Tower majestic it stands  

And looks right down on the street.  

T'was here years ago you would have seen  

Most of us would turn our feet. 

The Church is the hub of the Village,  

That's what has always been said,  

If you don't go when you're living  

Most of us go when we are dead. 

 

The main road that runs through the Village  

It winds in and out like a brook,  

Round corners it goes, some sharp, some long,  

Straight as an arrow from crook to crook. 

Some houses are built quite close to the road  

And some down their own little track,  

And some you will find if you have a look round  

They've got the front at the back. 

They are built in and out, all shapes and sizes,  

Some straight, some rounded, some crooky.  

On the map you'll find Hook Norton's the name, 

Round the district it's referred to as 'HOOKY'. 

George H. Dumbleton, 23rd April 1970  

The self-supporting rural community was in decline as the effects of modern 

communications began to impose an essentially urban culture on Hook Norton and 

the surrounding area. Men began to leave the land and look for employment in the 

growing industrial areas of Banbury and Oxford. 

George Manley was one who found alternative employment in the village. For 

over twenty years he worked on the land, before joining his brother, Fred, on the 

village milk round. The Manley's came from Acton, West London, over forty years 

ago, when Hook Norton was a poor village and cottages were let for as little as l/6d 

(7p) a week and skimmed milk could be bought for a penny a jug from local farmers. 

Nowadays [1978], Hook Norton's milk comes from Uttoxeter and during the last 

decade as the village expanded, the demand for milk more than doubled. 
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An unusual and more recent newcomer to Hook Norton has been the Navy. It 

was in 1969 that teams of senior ratings from HMS SULTAN started to use the site 

behind the Sun Inn as a base camp from which they could explore the area and 

canoe the waters of the Thames and the Oxford Canal. 

The connection between the village and the men of HMS SULTAN came 

about almost by chance when villager, and at that time, Lieutenant on SULTAN, 

"Buster" Brown, suggested that Hook Norton would make a suitable location for the 

Navy to conduct their adventure training. "Buster" Brown has since retired from his 

naval duties, but the Navy-connection with Hook Norton still continues, and the 

Admiralty nave approved the flying of the White Ensign from St Peter's Church 

whenever HMS SULTAN visits Hook Norton. 

The warm hospitality shown by the villagers towards SULTAN has been 

repaid by the sailors in a number of ways. In 1970 they made and erected a set of 

weather vanes for St Peter's Church. During the village's first Open Weekend in 

June 1975, HMS Sultan provided a major attraction with rides on their Sentinel 

Steam lorry and more recently they have refurbished the Old Newsham fire engine 

which again stands in the church in full working order [1978]. 

A hundred and sixty years ago only the rich, like Matthew Robinson Boulton, 

son of the famous Birmingham industrialist, could afford to invest their fortunes in a 

country estate and leave the smoky, growing urban centres to live in villages like 

Great Tew. During the last ten years this trend has been extended and today the 

possibility of living and working in the country is open to everyone. 

Bob Player, a former sweet-firm representative from Birmingham and Russell 

Collins, once a teacher in North London, were newcomers to Hook Norton who took 

advantage of this opportunity and have established themselves in the village. Both 

now run thriving businesses. Player's DIY shop in Down Town proved to be an 

immediate success and now people travel from far and near to buy wallpaper, paint 

and other home-improvement materials.  

Hook Norton provided potter Russell Collins with the ideal premises to base 

his business, and it was not long before his pots were finding their way to London's 

fashionable West End Stores. Now the world is his market and work from his pottery 

is exported to the Common Market, Canada, Australia and the Far East. 
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Instrumental in the change in the pattern of village life has been the growth 

and new image adopted by the town of Banbury. In 1966 it was designated an 

"expanding town" and, through an agreement with Birmingham City Council, Bird's 

Custard (now part of General Foods) left their Bull Ring site for Banbury. Other firms 

followed and there were also overspill agreements with the GLC, which were to push 

the town's population up to 40,000.  By 1966, despite the twice weekly market, 

Banbury had adopted the air of an industrial town, 

A plan to expand the population to 70,000 was proposed. The idea was 

extensively debated before a decision was taken. The Council were evenly split and 

the Mayor, casting the deciding vote, quashed the plan to give Banbury a 70,000 

population by 1981.  The decision has not stopped development and Banbury is still 

(1978) a growing industrial centre. 

The changing scene has brought a new type of inhabitant to villages like Hook 

Norton – the commuter, whose daily work now takes him away from the village. With 

estate agents like Buckell and Ballard taking full-page advertisements in the Banbury 

Guardian announcing major village housing developments at the Manor Fields site34 

in Hook Norton and Strawberry Hill in Bloxham, villages are rapidly forming a 

commuter belt around Banbury's enlarging "city". 

Hook Norton has changed. It may have been by-passed by the through routes 

and overlooked by the motoring organisations, but the village has not staved off the 

twentieth century. The route along that road to nowhere has led consistently to a 

village adjusting to keep pace with the times. The days of the self-sufficient rural 

community and industrial village have gone, to be replaced by a more affluent 

society. 

According to Sunday Times journalist John Ballantine, whose Brick Hill 

cottage is a staging post in his travels between the major sporting events in this 

country and abroad, the nature of 'Hooky' remains the same [in 1978]:  

It's a real, down to earth English village, full of working people. When you meet them 

in the pubs and in social life, there's no attempt to put anything over on you. 

Everybody's serious and earning a living. I like that and I'd hate it to be otherwise. 

                                                           
34 Now Rectory Road. 


