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The History of the Hurst Water Meadow 

1. Introduction ς location and geology 

The Hurst Water Meadow is an area of land of some 18 acres situated at SU 565 935 at 

Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire (see Figure 1). It is currently owned and managed by 

the Hurst Water Meadow Trust, a charitable organisation formed by members of the local 

community to buy the meadow in 1996. Part of the meadow lies within the Conservation 

Area of Overy, a hamlet to the east of Dorchester. The Trust owns only the upper part of the 

meadow, the southern portion being in the possession of Mr Morrison. However, 

throughout this report, the meadow will be considered in its entirety. The remains of fish-

Figure 1: Hurst Water Meadow and Old Bridge Meadow. 
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ponds in the gardens of Monks Close, Dorchester, formed part of the same medieval 

landscape as The Hurst (see Figure 1).  

 Buck Pool, in the eastern corner of the site, was traditionally part of the small Buck 

Mead, which underwent a different ownership history to that of the Hurst. In 1983 the 

Dorchester by-pass intersected this meadow, and Buck Pool and, later, Buck Pool Spinney ς 

what remains of the former Buck Mead on the western side of the by-pass ς came under the 

management of the Trust.  

 In 2009, the Trust purchased Old Bridge Meadow, a nearby 3.39-acre site to the south 

of the Henley Road, and the history of this site is also considered.  

The Hurst Water Meadow ς chronology of ownership 

¶ Late Saxon period ς 1086: Bishop of Lincoln or Britveca, Anglo-Saxon thegn 

¶ 1086ς1397?: Bishop of Lincoln 

¶ 1397?ς1536: Augustinian Abbey of Dorchester; farmed by tenants later in period 

¶ 1536ς1808: Edmund Ashfield of Ewelme and subsequently passing, through marriage, 

to the Fettiplace Family. Land probably tenanted by a combination of Davey, Gosford, 

and Cherrill families from late 16th century 

¶ 1808ς1831: William Davey  

¶ 1831ς 1857: George Davey 

¶ 1857ς1901: Robert Davey/Thomas Taylor (but probably let out to Queenford Farm, 

formerly known as Queensford Mill Farm, from late 1870s) 

¶ 1901ς1926: Richard Hatt, Queenford Farm 

¶ 1927ς1950s: Richard Hawken and family: Queenford Farm ς grazing and hay 

¶ 1950sς1980: Richard Whittle 

¶ 1980s: ARC later Hanson Trust  

¶ 1991ς1996: Dorchester Fisheries (1993 sold bottom 5 acres of meadow)  

¶ 1996 ς present: Hurst Water Meadow Trust  
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 The drift geology of the site is alluvium, overlying the Northmoor gravel terrace, the 

youngest of the four gravel terraces in the upper Thames valley, at roughly 3 m above the 

Figure 2: The underlying geology. 
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present river level.1 The underlying rock is Gault Clay, laid down in the lower Cretaceous 

period (see Figure 2).  

 As suggested by the alluvial geology of the site, the Hurst is now effectively an islet of 

the small river Thame (see Figure 2 and Figure 3). The Thame meanders in a roughly south-

westerly direction from its source near Quarendon, Aylesbury, passing through south 

Oxfordshire until its confluence with the River Thames just to the south of the present 

settlement of Dorchester-on-Thames. The site itself is criss-crossed by a number of palaeo-

channels, undoubtedly multi-phase, which will be discussed later in the context of medieval 

fisheries and mill management. In the eastern corner of the meadow is the Buck Pool and 

Spinney (see Figure 1); the mill-race, mill-pond, and channel form the southern boundary, 

whilst the river Thame, with its relict weirs, leats, and possible mill site, forms the northern 

boundary. The meadow is bisected by a public footpath situated on a causeway leading 

from the access to the meadow at the end of Manor Farm Road to Overy Mill (Figure 4). 

 The land is currently laid down to pasture with 3 hectares over-seeded with wild 

flowers.  

                                                      
1
 Powell (2005) p. 81. 

Figure 3: Aerial photograph of Dorchester Abbey with the Hurst in the background, taken in the 1950s. The by-pass and 
the Monks Close developments have yet to be built. From the Dorchester Museum archive. 
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2. Early history 

The land around Dorchester has been settled for millennia, and at least since the Neolithic 

period (c. 4000ς2200 BC). Because the Hurst is used as pasture and the gravel terrace is 

overlain by alluvial deposits from successive river flooding activity, no field-walking or gravel 

extraction has taken place. As a result little is known of the earliest occupation, unlike the 

large ritual sites to the north-west of the current settlement and, to a lesser extent, the Iron 

Age Oppidum in the south. It would have fallen outside the walls of the Roman walled 

settlement, and, whilst ample Romano-British artefacts have been recovered from all the 

surrounding arable fields, the Hurst has, so far, yielded no information about earlier 

occupation, as evidenced by the finds map provided by the Oxfordshire Historic 

Environment Record (see Appendix 1) 

 The name itself is generally considered to be ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ΨƘȅǊǎǘΩ.2 The 

meaning of hyrst is somewhat ambiguous, somewhere between a hillock and a wood, and is 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ΨǿƻƻŘŜŘ ƘƛƭƭΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƘȅǊǎǘΩ ǎǳŦŦƛȄ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƻƻŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

hilly counties such as Sussex and Surrey. As the Hurst is not sited on raised ground, certainly 

not in relation to the current settlement or even in relation to the known Anglo-Saxon 

                                                      
2
 Gelling & Cole (2000) p. 234ς5. 

Figure 4: Vertical aerial photograph of Hurst taken from the east after the intersection of Buck Mead by the Dorchester 
by-pass. Source: NMR. 
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habitations, it could be that the name is of a relatively late Saxon origin, i.e. not recognised 

by the earliest Anglo-Saxon migrants as land appropriate for arable farming.3 In Middle-

English, hurst ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ΨǎŀƴŘōŀƴƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀ ƻǊ ǊƛǾŜǊΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IǳǊǎǘ /ŀǎǘƭŜ ŀǘ 

Milford-on-Sea, Hampshire. The drift geology on the Hurst is alluvium but might overlay 

some sand and gravel deposits. Indeed Arthur Young in his 1813 report A General View of 

the Agriculture of Oxfordshire describes DaveȅΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 5ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ΨǎŀƴŘȅ ƭƻŀƳΩ.4 

Whatever its toponymic development, it would seem likely that the area had been cleared 

of some woodland for either pasture or meadow use by the late Saxon period.  

 It is worth noting that there was also a meadow called the Hurst in Drayton St Leonard, 

another of the .ƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴΩǎ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŀ ƳƛƭŜ ƻǊ ǎƻ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŀƳŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 7-acre meadow 

appears in the 1808 Fettiplace Great Sale catalogue and is described as being in the 

occupation of Vincent Cherrill.5 As we will see, the Cherrill family were closely linked with 

the Hurst in Dorchester. The Drayton St Leonard Hurst is also situated in an arc of the river 

Thame, close to a potential former mill site (see Figure 5). Part of this meadow was still 

                                                      
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Young (1813) p. 132. 

5
 DMA, G (1), Sale Catalogue, Lot XII. 

Figure 5: The Hurst meadow at Drayton St Leonard, Oxfordshire. 
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known as the Hurst in the 1841 Tithe Award,6 but the name appears to have passed out of 

use by the end of the 19th century.  

 A little further up the Thame we find the hurst name again, this time as a suffix in the 

place name Chippinghurst, a hamlet in Cuddesdon parish. The VCH gives the derivation of 

ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ Ƙƛƭƭ ƻŦ ŎƛōōŀΩ.7 There is a small hill here, but once again there are also 

meadows in arcs of the Thame, close to relict weirs and a possible mill site. Whilst it is not 

possible to develop this idea further within the context of this history, it seems that there is 

an argument for a more detailed study of hurst names along the river Thame, especially as 

hurst is a comparatively little-used suffix or place name in Oxfordshire.  

 In the mid-7th century, Birinus, a papal envoy sent by Pope Honorius I, succeeded in 

converting the pagan king of Wessex, Cynegils, who subsequently married the daughter of 

the Christian King of Northumbria. An Episcopal See was founded at Dorchester, the place of 

CynegƛƭǎΩ ōŀǇǘƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ .ƛǊƛƴǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ .ƛǎƘƻǇΦ hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŦŜǿ 

centuries, it appears that a number of other churches were built in Dorchester, and the site 

of the present settlement would have grown to support these foundations.8  

 In the Neolithic and Mesolithic periods settlement had been located to the north-west 

of the Hurst, shifting to the south and east during the Iron Age and Romano-British periods. 

However, the establishment of the conjectured first and subsequent Abbey buildings meant 

that the current meadowland moved closer to settlement foci.  

 The Episcopal See moved to Lincoln by 1070 and, in 1086, the Domesday Book records 

that the Bishop of Lincoln held Dorchester, which was divided into 100 hides9 less 10, and 

this included a mill worth 20s, a fisherman worth 30 sticks10 of eels, and meadowland worth 

40s. Bricteva ς a thegn ς apparently held 20.5 hides from Lincoln at Dorchester, with 

meadows and fisheries worth 22s 8d, 9 sticks of eels, and 4 mills worth 38s. A further 28.5 

hides were held by English Men and others, which included 50a of meadow.11 This seems to 

support the accepted thought that considerable meadowland was being cultivated by the 

late Saxon period, possibly providing a key impetus for nucleation of settlement.12 The 

locations of the five mills are not named but are likely to include Queensford Mill (most 

probably the mill named as being directly held by the Bishop of Lincoln as it remained part 

                                                      
6
 OHC, Par89/15/T1 & 2. 

7
 VCH V (accessed online at http://www.british -history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=101883#s10). 

8
 Leland, Toulmin Smith (ed.) (1906ς10) Vol 1, p. 117. 

9
 A hide was a widely recognised unit used to determine taxation and military service until the 12

th
 century. It 

related to the area of land that it would take to support a family rather than physical acreage (Penguin 
Dictionary of British History, p. 336). 
10

 ! ΨǎǘƛŎƪΩ ǿŀǎ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ нр ŜŜƭǎΦ 
11

 Domesday Book, Oxfordshire (1978 edition), 6,9. 
12

 Williamson (2003) pp. 66ς69. Williamson contends that haymaking was an incredibly labour-intensive 
activity, requiring large numbers of labourers working in tandem for periods of a time, and may have 
encouraged homestead kin groups and their overlords to move to nucleated settlements in order to share 
equipment and labour. 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=101883#s10
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of his holdings once the manor fragmented in the 12th century). The site of the present mill 

at Overy, with which much of the IǳǊǎǘΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘΣ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

mills under the control of Bricteva, along with any settlement that grew up around it. 

Archaeological survey has suggested that one of the mills may have been situated on an 

ΨƛǎƭŜǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IǳǊǎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ IǳǊǎǘ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ¢ƘŀƳŜ (see below). 

So far, the location of the other mills has not been established, but an examination of old 

cartographic evidence would indicate that there may have been another mill to the south of 

what is currently called Bridge End. Also, it is important to remember that these may not 

necessarily have been water mills or even, indeed, major structures and may have left little 

evidence in the landscape.  

3. Medieval history 

Although the See had been moved to Lincoln, in 1140 Bishop Alexander founded a new 

order of Augustinian Canons and transferred the nucleus of an estate to the Order, forming 

a new manor. The .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƻǳǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ 

of the settlement, whilst the new Abbey estate had a demesne farm adjacent to the Abbey 

precinct to the north. The Abbey also held widespread land outside the parish. 

 According to charters of 1146 and 1163, the land transferred to the Abbey included 

land once held by Hunfredus the Priest, i.e. Humfrey Mede, Brademera (meadow/pasture), 

Figure 6: The earliest known cartographic evidence for Hurst Meadow, the 1761 Davis map. Source: COS. 
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and a curtilage and croft once belonging to Hundredus (possibly the same person).13 The 

estate also included 100a of land and meadow bordering the river extending as far as 

Queensford Mill. Two mills were included in this grant and the meadow and pasture 

belonging to the mills. We can conjecture that these mills were Overy Mill (described as 

ΨǳƭǘǊŀ-ǇƻƴǘŜƳΩ ƻǊ ΨƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ Ƴƛƭƭ ǎƛǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Hurst. The first specific mention ƻŦ ¢ƘŜ IǳǊǎǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ мофтΥ άQuator acras tre 

ǾƻŎŀǘ ƭŜ ŎƻƴȅƴƎŜǊǊŜ ǾƛƎƛƴǘƛ Ŝǘ ǉǳŀǘƻǊ ŀŎǊŀǎ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜ ǾƻŎŀǘ ΨƭŜ IǳǊǎǘΩ et totam Piscarium ipsius 

epi in acquis Thamis et Thamestremeέ,14 or ά4 acres of land called Conyngerre [former rabbit 

warren?] aƴŘ нп ŀŎǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ[Ŝ IǳǊǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

Thames and Thamestremeέ. However, it should be remembered that grants of this nature 

were often retrospective, and the actual transfer could have taken place some considerable 

time earlier (see also Figure 6). 

The Overy mills 

The Hurst is crossed by a number of extant and relict channels, some of which undoubtedly 

relate to the two mills that operated on the Thame. Water corn mills are driven by an often 

complex water management system. A new channel has to be diverted from a river, either 

by digging a new channel or canalising an existing stream and placing a weir on the existing 

stream, forcing some of the flow down the new channel. A dam is then created above the 

mill, and water is forced down the mill-race and wheel, thereby operating the machinery in 

the mill alongside. In practice, mill-streams require relief leats or channels to take excess 

                                                      
13

 VCH VII, p. 46. 
14

 NA, Patent Roll 20 Ric 2 p2 m17 (1397). 

Figure 7: Overy Mill in 1907. From DMA. 


































































