
Chapter 1: Introduction 

By Tim Allen and Alan Crossley 

THE MOUNT HOUSE 

In the modern house which passes under this name, are still to be seen massive foundations, narrow 
windows, and remnants of arches, shewing that a larger edifice once stood upon the spot. The 
inequality of the ground in a circuit round it, and a high terrace extending for some distance on the top 
of a wall once embattled, shows that the place was of great strength, and it is supposed by sound 
antiquaries, to have been the palace or manor house of the bishops of Winchester. Little or nothing of 
its former grandeur still survives. 

The Revd J A Giles (1852, 39) 

This monograph report records the excavation of a 
manor house of the bishops of Winchester, comple­
tely lost to view during the last 100 years, which was 
formerly the centre and origin of the bustling town of 
Witney (Fig. 1.1). The buried remains of the Norman 
stone manor house were found beneath an unpre­
tentious garden just off the church green (centred 
National Grid Reference SP 3570 0928). Despite its 
physical disappearance, knowledge of the manor had 
been perpetuated in local histories because of its 
historical association with the bishops of Winchester. 
This chapter outlines the place of the manor house in 
a remarkably well-documented historical landscape, 
the circumstances of its re-discovery and the fraught 
process of ensuring its long-term protection. 

THE GEOLOGY AND ANCIENT AND 
MODERN TOPOGRAPHY OF THE AREA 

Witney lies on the west side of the river Windrush at 
the foot of the Cotswold dip-slope. At this point the 
river leaves its constricted upper valley, which is cut 
through the oolitic limestone of the Cotswolds, to 
enter a much broader, open vale on the Oxford Clay 
(Geological Survey Sheet 236). The town is situated 
to take advantage of two different geologies (Bond 
1978a, 4). The town centre stands on limestone 
cornbrash: the Geological Survey describes this as 
fine-grained shell-debris limestone with thinner marl 
and mudstone horizons, and evidence of consider­
able reworking and bioturbation. In the grounds of 
the Mount House this appeared as 'clay7 overlying 
compact limestone, into which the north ditch of the 
manor house had been cut. 

This limestone outcrop is an island, which was 
once completely surrounded by the river Windrush. 
The western arm of the river is now an abandoned 
meander, whose former course is perpetuated by a 

drain known as Emma's Dyke (Rodwell 1975, 179; 
Fig. 1.3). The limestone is, therefore, surrounded by 
alluvial clays on all sides. The topography of the 
town still strongly reflects the configuration of the 
old meander, and before the meadows established 
on the damp alluvial flats of this meander were 
drained, this boggy area gave the site a considerable 
degree of natural protection. The alluvial floodplains 
would also have been valuable economic resources 
to the Saxon and medieval community as both hay 
meadow and water-meadow. 

On the east side of the river Windrush a narrow 
tongue of Forest Marble projects into the alluvial 
floodplain (Fig. 1.2), forming a low spur on which 
Cogges church and manor house stand. This spur 
narrows the valley floor, making this a natural 
crossing point. The general alignment of an early 
east-west route can be traced from Cogges Church 
Lane to an early ford, continuing from it west along 
Crown Lane and Corn Street (Bond 1978a, 3). The 
development of Witney, therefore, was encouraged 
by natural defensibility, good communications and 
local resources. 

Until the late 19th century the church of St Mary, 
which lies across the end of the triangular Church 
Green, lay at the south end of the town. The Mount 
House occupies the south-east corner of the green 
east of the church (Fig. 1.1). A lane led from the green 
to a former mill on the river Windrush, commemo­
rated in the name Farm Mill Lane, and gave access to 
the manorial farm, which was still active (though no 
longer owned by the bishops of Winchester) until 
1899, when it was sold to the Marriott Family and 
became the Mount Mills blanket factory. To the south 
there were only open fields (served by a track which 
ran along a hollow-way between the church and the 
Mount House) until the development of the railway 
in 1861 (Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms Top Oxon. 
D.213, F.142). By the mid-19th century the track was 
called Pound Lane, and after 1861 Station Road; it is 
now Cokethorpe Road. 

The rectory lay west of the church in the south-west 
corner of the green. Both Beresford (1959) and Bond 
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Figure 1.1 Location map showing the site, the historic core of medieval Witney in relation to the modern town and 
principal ecclesiastical sites mentioned in the report. 

2 



Chapter One 

+ 5/6th - century burial * sceattas • Gravel 

o 5/6th - century settlement i 9/1 Oth - century minsters /churches ] Alluvium 

ffl 7/8th - century burial X 10/11th - century weapons • Limestone 

o 7/8th - century settlement • 10/11th-century coins, other finds • Clay 

* 7/8th - century barrow ? Possibly Saxon, but not proven 

— — \ Late Saxon estate Road possibly of Roman origin 

Figure 1.2 Historic topography and geology of the Windrush Valley including upstanding prehistoric monuments, 
Roman roads and Saxon sites. 
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(1978b, 11-13) recognised that the triangular green 
and the plots either side were the result of deliberate 
re-planning. The 'new town', which they dated to the 
start of the 13th century, had the manor, church and 
rectory in line at the foot of the large market-place 
which is now the green. The line of Church Green 
follows the central spine of the limestone island, and 
geology may have influenced the form taken by 
the newly planted town. The Mount House lay to­
wards the south-east edge of the limestone plateau, 
as the ground dips gently away to the east and south 
onto first gravel terrace deposits, and then onto the 
floodplain of the river Windrush. 

Since the late 19th century the medieval core of the 
town has been swallowed by development. The 
present Mount House was built c 1904 by mill owner 
Marriott, with a communicating doorway through 
the east terrace to the Mount Mills blanket factory 
beyond. The south-west corner of the Mount House 
had a separate house built against it in 1950, which 
was sold off by 1954. The decline of blanket weaving 
in the 1970s led to the abandonment of Mount Mills 
and the decision to sell the Mount House. This is the 
starting point of the investigation reported here. The 
site of the Mount Mills has since been redeveloped 
for commercial offices (Des Roches Square, named 
after an early bishop of Winchester) and for a super­
store and its car parking. 

THE GROWTH OF HUMAN SETTLEMENT 
IN THE LOWER WINDRUSH VALLEY 

A brief summary of the archaeology of the area 
around Witney is given below. On the accompany­
ing figure (Fig. 1.2) only upstanding prehistoric and 
Roman monuments are shown, whereas later dis­
coveries are treated more comprehensively. 

Apart from the excavations reported here, only 
one small investigation, close to the Butter Cross, has 
been carried out in historic Witney (Chambers 1980; 
Chambers 1982; Chambers and Gott 1983), and any 
conclusions, therefore, about its pre-medieval history 
(or the absence of any such past) are almost entirely 
speculative. It is instructive that the very first 
evaluation to be carried out since Chambers' work 
revealed Roman settlement features (see below), and 
it is likely that more pre-medieval activity remains to 
be discovered. The evaluation was located at the rear 
of Oakfield House, east of Church Green. 

Prehistoric, Romano-British and early 
to mid-saxon Settlement 

During the Neolithic and Bronze Age the major 
henge monument of the Devil's Quoits, east of the 
river Windrush at Stanton Harcourt, was surrounded 
by numerous barrow groups, and this suggests 
that the focus of early prehistoric settlement lay on 
the gravels downriver (Barclay et al. 1995), though 
Neolithic long barrows such as Hawk's Barrow east 
of Minster Lovell, and upstanding barrows north of 
the Windrush around Leafield and Asthall show that 

the area around Witney was also inhabited. Neolithic 
axes and pottery have been found at Witney and 
Ducklington respectively (Steane in Briggs et al. 1986, 
175, map 4), and a bronze sword of late Bronze Age 
date was recovered from the line of Emma's Dyke 
(see Fig. 1.3) about 500 m north-west of the Mount 
House (Oxfordshire Sites and Monuments Record, 
Public Record Number [PRN] 1496; Case 1957,106). 

A hillfort, Eynsham Hall Camp, 5 km to the east 
between the river Windrush and the Glyme (Hingley 
and Miles 1984, 56, Fig. 4.2; Allen and Robinson 
1993, 146-7), was probably constructed during the 
succeeding Iron Age, and this may have become the 
focus of Iron Age settlement in this area, though very 
little is known about it. A dense pattern of early and 
middle Iron Age settlements has been found and 
excavated on the gravel terraces lower down the 
Windrush (Harding 1972; Lambrick 1992), and 
recent excavations 2 km west of Witney at Deer 
Park Farm (Walker 1995) show that Iron Age settle­
ments also existed on the Kellaway clays. 

Late Iron Age settlements are even more common 
on the gravels, extending up the river Windrush 
from Standlake to Ducklington (Chambers 1976a; 
Chambers and Williams 1976), and pottery suggests 
another settlement near Spring Hill, Cogges, just 
above the Windrush floodplain (Bond 1978a, 6). The 
only other evidence near to Witney is a couple of 
Celtic coins (PRN 1504, 1505; Bond 1978a, 6). Just 
north of Eynsham Hall Camp, some 80 sq km was 
enclosed by the north Oxfordshire Grim's Ditch, a 
series of late Iron Age earthworks tentatively 
interpreted as defining a tribal territory (Copeland 
1988, Fig. 2, 280, 283-8). However, while one stretch 
of the Grim's Ditch circuit still marked the northern 
boundary of the estate of Eynsham Abbey in AD 
1005 (Copeland 1988, 277), the late Saxon estate of 
the Witney manor (Fig. 1.2) crossed one of the most 
conspicuous lengths, showing that there was no 
continuity of this land parcel into the historic period. 

Akeman Street was built soon after the Roman 
Conquest between a fort at Alchester (near Bicester) 
and another at Cirencester, while a small fort was 
also planted subsequently where Akeman Street 
crossed the river Windrush at Asthall (Booth 1998, 
10-11). Alchester became the major Roman town in 
this area. In Roman Oxfordshire there is a major 
divide between the settlements on the gravels of the 
Thames Valley, which are densely populated with 
low status native settlements (as in the Iron Age), and 
those on the Cotswolds and Corallian ridge, both of 
which are dominated by higher status villas, clus­
tered along the river valleys. Witney lies at the 
junction of these zones; there is only a single probable 
villa to the south (on the west bank of the Windrush 
at Ducklington (Booth 1998, 8, Fig. 4)), but several 
others to the north at Shakenoak Farm (only 5 km to 
the north-east of the Windrush) and at Widford and 
Worsham some 7 km upriver (Brodribb et al. 1978, 
Fig. 1). Below Ducklington native settlements are 
clustered around Stanton Harcourt and Standlake on 
the gravels of the Lower Windrush to the south-east 
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