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Cover illustration: The lithograph was drawn by Oxford architect John S. Billing of Birmingham. Title of lithograph: ‘The Cross and Horse Fair, Banbury, Oxon.’
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR



BRIAN LITTLE has lived in Banbury for over 50 years. Born and educated in Southampton, he read Geography at Nottingham University and studied for his M.Ed. at Reading University. After a lifetime of teaching Geography, mainly in further Education, Brian diversified into local history and became recognised as an authority on the history of Banbury. His weekly ‘Look back with Little’ nostalgia column in the Banbury Guardian is widely read. Brian is also a guide for walks within the town and his infectious enthusiasm has encouraged many people to want to know more about the place where they live or are visiting. Currently he is a committee member of the Banbury Historical Society and tutors popular Local History courses.


Brian is the author of several books including titles in the ‘Changing Faces’ series and Banbury: A Century of Change published in association with the Banbury Guardian newspaper.




INTRODUCTION



Banbury is a Cherwell valley town in the north of Oxfordshire. It is about 23 miles to the north of the city of Oxford and close to the administrative boundaries of Northamptonshire and Warwickshire.


A bridge across the River Cherwell separates Banbury and Grimsbury, which existed as two separate hamlets in Saxon times. Recent archaeological investigations have revealed a late-Saxon manor house on the same site as Banbury Castle.


In the 12th century, Alexander, Bishop of Lincoln, laid out a planned new town that incorporated a Market Place and was protected by the second in a sequence of castles. His granting of a market charter launched Banbury on its history as a regional centre for the buying and selling of livestock and goods. This function remained unchallenged until the dramatic closure of the ‘Stockyard of Europe’ in 1998.


Recently a new shopping mall called Castle Quay has developed close to the Market Place and nearby Bridge Street. This has shifted the town’s commercial heart eastwards and away from the pattern of medieval streets which down the centuries have attracted people to a place of family businesses.
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1 Map of Roman roads and ancient trackways around Banbury.







One


EMERGENT BANBURY



Banbury lies at the heart of an informal region known locally as Banburyshire.1 This stretches from Edge Hill to Deddington and from Chipping Norton towards Brackley in Northamptonshire (see endpapers). Much of the area is characterised by red soils, warm brown stone buildings and a fair proportion of thatched roofs. These Redlands are Liassic territory of limestone and clays.2 The period of their formation was warm and wet, probably sub-tropical. Forests abounded near shallow seas and their fossilised remains are locked into rock strata, especially in the Wroxton area. The seas contained many animal organisms such as huge snails known as ammonites. Their shelly remains occur widely and especially in quarries and other excavations.3


Prehistoric finds and sites have not been abundant in Banburyshire. The Palaeolithic (Stone Age) and Mesolithic periods saw much greater human activity on the drier uplands further south and within the Thames river gravels. Neolithic times brought movement closer to our area but there have been few finds to match the 1991 discovery of a shafted blade saw on a site close to the Middleton Cheney bypass just to the east of Banbury.


Locally the Bronze Age is represented by discoveries such as a concentration of axes at the former Chipping Warden aerodrome. These were found when they passed through a potato-sorting machine. It is likely that they were left by itinerant smiths who we know entered southern Britain round about 1000 B.C. The Iron Age was altogether a busier time and this has been confirmed by the archaeology of hill-forts such as Madmarston near Swalcliffe.


A map of prehistoric and Roman trackways of the Banbury district reveals an intensive network that was conditioned by factors of geology, drainage, commodity movements and military operations. Prehistoric ways followed the dry uplands and avoided the wide and wet river valleys such as the Cherwell Valley where crossings were few. Typical of these routes were the Jurassic Way that connected Bath with Lincoln and the Port Way that intersected it on a north to south alignment.


In the broadest sense, the frame of the area is set by a great triangle of Roman roads comprising the Fosse Way, Watling Street and Akeman Street, but the Romans needed not only great military roads but also local roads for general communications, and some of these developed out of the ancient trackways such as the Port Way. Banburyshire is not short of Romano-British remains. Within the bounds of the parish, traces of a substantial Roman building at Wykham Park, lots of potsherds and finds of coins near Banbury Castle and in the gardens of houses in the town clearly demonstrate a wealth of activity. Yet there was no urban settlement.


An important ancient trackway is the road we now call Banbury Lane, which originated from near Northampton and entered the Banbury district close to Middleton Cheney. In the second half of the fifth century a Saxon incursion from East Anglia exploited this route. Danish invaders came by the same road in the year 913 and laid waste the land all the way westwards to Hook Norton. On a more constructive note, Banbury’s Market Place was shaped in the typical leg-of-mutton Danish style.
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2 Map of Roman Banburyshire.





Banbury itself grew up on the margins of the Cherwell valley. The original site of its castle was a knoll of well-drained gravels above the blue Lias clays. This was also a dry point for prehistoric man, as evidenced by discoveries of flint flakes and implements during archaeological investigations. Development had to wait until Saxon times, when it has been postulated Banesberie and Grimsberie were hamlets on either side of the River Cherwell. The latter name encompasses a pseudonym of Woden, the Nordic god, and this may be considered an indication that settlement at Grimsberie was earlier than that at Banesberie. However, despite phases of archaeology directed by Fasham, Rodwell and Litherland no clear evidence of Saxon settlement has come to light in either location. It seems highly likely that any Saxon habitation was destroyed by later periods of development. In any case, wattle and daub structures would have been ephemeral and no archaeological evidence has been found for a Saxon minster, which would have been built in stone.
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3 Thenford Way was an ancient route into Banburyshire.





A rescue dig in the late 1980s close to Hennef Way (link road to the M40) produced a small quantity of pottery from ditches beneath the ridge and furrow west of Grimsbury Green Road. This included St Neots ware and a few contemporary fabrics suggesting this may have been part of the late Saxon settlement mentioned in Domesday. Recently, further exploration in this area has focused on prehistoric activity but the results will not be known for some time.4


Banesberie could have been just west of the Cherwell bridging point. Here was the opportunity to be on the dry side of a river cliff. The only other feasible site is close by the Manor of Calthorpe near where the north-south and east-west roads cross. Trenches dug during archaeological investigations prior to the opening of the first Sainsbury’s store in Banbury revealed only medieval pottery.5


Previous histories of Banbury failed to address the issue of these hamlets. Both Beesley (1841) and Potts (1958) offer only general accounts of Saxon England. It was left to Dr E.R.C. Brinkworth, in a short popular history of the town written in the 1950s,6 to comment that ‘the origin of Banbury as of most old towns, is obscure’. However he did not have the benefit of later archaeological reports. Some indication of Saxon Banbury became apparent during Birmingham University 1998 field operations that took place in two locations, namely the Castle Precinct and the triangular area bounded by Bridge Street and Mill Lane, which was on the eastern fringe of the Market Place.
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4 Roman coins found in the Banbury area.
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5 Roman pottery and artefacts of Banburyshire.





The first phase of occupation in the Castle Precinct area has been dated late Saxon/Early Norman. It appears that a site was cleared for a timber castle. The earliest defensive remains of this consisted of a ditch aligned east to west and measuring ten metres in width and three metres in depth. This could have been part of a moated enclosure but evidence for a southerly return of this ditch was not conclusive. However beam slots for a timber rampart were apparent on the inner margin where material had been dumped to create more of a defensive obstacle.


The main late Saxon/early Norman feature within the Bridge Street/Mill Lane zone of investigation was again a ditch also orientated east to west. It is thought that this feature had a very different function from the castle mound ditch. The consensus of opinion was that it was an early field boundary linking a tributary stream known as the Cuttle Brook with the River Cherwell. It was found to contain Saxo-Norman pottery, but perhaps of greater significance was the alignment of Mill Lane with this ditch. The lane was a medieval development designed to link the 12th-century Market Place with the bishop’s mill to the east of the town.
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6 Roman pavements near Banbury.
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7 The castle knoll as seen from the Grimsbury side of the Oxford Canal.
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8 Zones of archaeological response (scale: 100m grid-squares).
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9 Table giving summary of archaeological evidence.
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