KIDLINGTON AND DISTRICT HISTORICAL SOCIETY NEWSLETTER

2nd Quarter 2022 – which now returns to the normal, pre-COVID days of a three monthly Bulletin.

Chairman: Henry Brougham.
Reporter: Norma Aubertin-Potter  (unfortunately due to illness I have not been able to attend meetings, and it would seem this will be the case for some time.  I am very grateful to Marjory for sending me a copy of her talk; and to Christine Howard who took notes for the Rationing and Purton talks.  Volunteers for the Recorder post are needed as I will have to resign at the AGM after 19 years). 

The Society meets on the last Tuesday of every month at the Baptist Church, High Street, Kidlington.

Meetings Start at 7.30pm with announcements by the Chairman.

26th April 2022.
Marjory Szurko,
Sweet Slices of History.
Marjory’s talk was greatly enjoyed – as well as the samples of the nine different sweets she  provided for members to taste.
Marjory said that from an early age she loved helping her Mother in the kitchen. After taking a English degree  Marjory trained as a librarian and was appointed librarian to Oriel College in 2002.  Amidst a large number of volumes which had been bequeathed to Oriel library, she discovered a small book entitled the Otterington Hall Recipe Book which had been over many years used in their country house in Yorkshire.  This book included recipes from the 14th to the 20th centuries – such as the 14th century Payn Ragoun;  16th century White Gingerbread; 18th century Chocolate Puffs (meringues with chocolate the size of a silver sixpence) and the 19th century Lemon Cheese Cakes (served at Christ Church, Oxford). 
Marjory  experimented by baking some of the sweets,  the result was named an 'Edible Exhibition', and held in Oriel Senior Common Room, this experiment was a great success, attended by the whole college community, and I was encouraged to hold more in the years that followed. 
The original recipes and their sources were presented on exhibition cards, while appropriate items from the Library collection were exhibited in the Library above, to accompany the feast.  Marjory decided to start with recipes from the fourteenth century, as that was when Oriel College was founded. She found instantly there were no lists of ingredients.  The measurements were basic; temperatures were not indicated; quantities were not often specified, and timing was vague. The first 14th century recipe she attempted to make was payn ragoun, a honey and pine-nut confection from the manuscript ‘Forme of Curye’ which means ‘Method of cooking’. On reading it over, Marjory saw that it involved heating sugar and honey together, but the only instructions relating to temperature were ‘…with esy fyre, and kepe it wel fro brynning…’ she took ‘esy fyre’ to mean ‘on a low heat’, so that she could keep the sugar and honey mixture from burning in the pan. The next part of the recipe encouraged Marjory, because it resembled instructions that her mother had given her when she was a young girl learning to make toffee. ‘And whan it hath yboiled a while, take vp a drope þerof wiþ þy fyngur and do it in a litel water, and loke if it hong togydre…  One of the things Marjory learned from this first experiment was that recipes we think are modern can have their roots in these old recipes of the past. 
Recipes have been important from the beginning of civilization, and many of the recipes passed down through families and recorded in earlier ages were medicinal. The word ‘receipt’ from which we take our modern word ‘recipe’, was first used in medieval English as a prescription for a medicinal preparation. appears on modern prescription forms.
When I started baking those early recipes myself, I found that it was one thing to translate them, but another thing entirely to make them work.   The first printed English recipe book was not made until 1500, so English cooks would still have been working from written manuscript copies of their recipes for everyday use, if indeed they needed written recipes at all.   For hundreds of years, had remained a highly prized and expensive ‘spice’ used only in the kitchens of royalty and nobility, but through the eighteenth century, the low price of sugar in Britain led to the food containing far more of it than ever before, and it was sometimes used in recipes to the exclusion of other spices. 

Marjory’s book Sweet Slices of History is the story of how she located and chose the recipes she did, from the fourteenth century court and the halls of Oxford to the country house kitchens of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all brought to life as sweet feasts on today’s table.  

31st May 2022.

“Life on the Home Front” – talk by Karen and Brett Wiles

Why was rationing necessary and how did it work?

There were lessons learnt from World War 1.  There had been extreme shortages of food, mainly because of the sinking of merchant vessels bringing in food.  For instance, in April 1916 there was only six weeks of wheat left.  After the war, food prices increased, there were riots because of the cost of living, malnutrition and diseases increased.

In 1939 a Census was undertaken and this was used to organise identity cards and ration books.  The Ministry of Food was re-formed that year and World War 2 was declared on 13 September 1939.  At that time, Britain imported 20m tons of food and Hitler wanted to starve us into surrender (by targeting this supply of food).  

Ration books were introduced and there were different colours for different groups.  These books had to be taken to the shops and stamped when items were purchased.  However, people could only buy in shops that they were registered with.  

On 8 January 1940 rationing began, firstly with meat, butter and sugar, to be followed by other items such as eggs, milk, tea, jam and sweets.  For instance, people were only allowed one egg per week.  Fruit and vegetables were not rationed, however, imported fruit was in short supply e.g. bananas and oranges.  Potatoes were in short supply.  The Government encouraged preserving and canning and this was something that the Women’s Institutes took up.  Fish was not rationed but it was limited because many fishing boats had been requisitioned for the war effort.  Sausages were available but they were of poor quality, with various substances being used to bulk them out e.g. sawdust on occasion!  Game was not rationed but obviously more available in the countryside.  However, you could send game through the post as long as it was labelled where it was going to!  You could still send game in the post until 1980. Offal was not rationed e.g. items like brains, trotters, tripe and brawn.  Bread was not rationed.  The Government introduced the National Loaf which contained vitamins and minerals but it had a gritty and stodgy consistency.  Samples of the loaf were available after the meeting for people to taste.  There was also an Emergency Loaf which did not have the vitamins and minerals like the National Loaf.  

Later on, a points system for food was introduced, similar to the ration book system with different foods for different points.  The Government could change the points according to the availability of items.  

Strange food became available with varying levels of success.  One of the less successful was whale meat.  Horse meat was prepared for human consumption and, of course, is still eaten in France today.  Snoek (Barracuda) was imported from South Africa but this was very unpopular.  Spam, introduced from the USA, was a success and is still eaten today

The Government publicised information about nutrition using cartoons and leaflets.  There were cookery classes and on the radio “The Kitchen Friend” programme had 18m listeners!

Eating out once a week was encouraged and places such as Lyons cafes were popular as was fish and chips, but it wasn’t always available.  In 1941 the British Restaurant was introduced.

In 1941 the Dig for Victory campaign began.  Gardens and public areas such as parks and golf courses were dug up to grow food.  Also ‘meat from your garden’ was encouraged so people kept rabbits, chickens and pigs.  They could be fed on scraps but anything else had to be provided from people’s rations.  Pig clubs developed – neighbours clubbed together to keep/feed the pigs and when they were killed the proceeds were divided between them, although half had to go to the Government.  Often piglets were hidden and kept in secret to get round this.  

Brett talked about his grandfather who worked in a factory in Bristol.  He set up a pig club and hid some on the golf course next door when there was a factory inspection.  Unfortunately, there was an air raid and many of the pigs were killed!  However, there was a lovely smell of roast pork and people came and collected some in prams!

 People could be fined for breaking the law on rations and also for wasting food.  They were encouraged to save fuel (because it could be used to run factories otherwise).  Haybox cookery was developed.  There was a film showing the six golden rules about food, one of which was the restorative nature of tea.  Foraging was encouraged but, of course, mushrooms could be a problem if they were poisonous.  Even snails were eaten.  

At the beginning of the war, the Government recommended killing pets and around 750,000 were culled.  If you kept pets they had to be fed from your own rations.  

Wartime recipes were developed e.g. Lord Woolton Pie.  Karen said this was very palatable and she still makes it today.  Another recipe was for Vinegar Cake and this was available to sample after the meeting.  People managed to fill themselves up with what was available, but recipes were very time-consuming.

For Christmas, rations were increased in December.  In 1941 people were encouraged to invite USA GIs to join them.  This was popular because they got three times more rations!  

Karen and Brett Wiles have produced a book entitled “A Week on Rations” and this was available to purchase after the meeting.  It is also available on Amazon, cost £5.00.  







28th June 2022.

Paul Burnett,

“For and Aft – the story of the Purton hulks”

Paul Barnett said that by 1999 he had been at sea for many years and on his return to the UK, he studied the site where he used to play – at Purton.  Purton is 16 miles south of Gloucester and ½ mile north of the port of Sharpness, on the banks of the River Severn.  Paul was horrified on his return because a lot of ships had been destroyed since his childhood by vandalism, arson and people salvaging the wood or other parts of the vessels.

Purton is the largest ships graveyard in Britain, and 77 vessels have been identified.  Just off shore from Purton there is a huge sandbar.  In the early 20th Century the river’s high tidal range was eroding the bank and in 1909 some barges were beached as an erosion barrier.  Over the years many more vessels were added.  They gradually fill with silt from the river and their remains sink into the ground.  

Paul showed photos of various hulks and talked about the processes he had used in order to identify them.  He had talked to many people including some who had served on the vessels and this helped his understanding of the site.  He had to use detective skills in order to identify features on the hulks e.g. on one of them he managed to identify the remains of a particular propeller and on another there was a particular rudder configuration.  He had also studied various photos of vessels – one was of the ‘Newark’ and an Aunt Maisie and her nephew were posed in front of it.  The Newark had had a doorway cut for young ladies to change before going into the sea but unfortunately on his return in 1999 much of the ship had disappeared and nowadays there is hardly anything left.  It was made of green oak which makes good firewood.  The mystery of where the wood had gone was solved when he spotted three small cottages behind the site!

There are eight concrete barges there that were constructed during the Second World War when steel was in short supply.  There were 273 barges built and they were used around the country.  The eight barges were of the ‘Stemhead design’ of which only 39 were made.  These formed the blueprint for the Mulberry Harbour used during the Allied invasion of Normandy in 1944.  Paul had spoken to one of the ex-Captains who said they were very difficult to steer.  He also met John Craven at Purton to look at the remains.

[image: Search in sidebar query]A range of different types of trow can also be found at Purton.  This includes the ‘Monarch of Gloucester’ (pictured) the largest trow built on the River Severn. 

Several years ago Paul received a telephone call from someone whose husband had died.  The man had changed his Will and left all his photographs to the Friends of Purton.  She asked Paul to collect them – she lived in Dorset.  Paul was astounded to discover there were 28,500 photos!  

Paul recounted a story when he had intercepted someone trying to salvage from the ‘Severn Collier’.  The man had come equipped with a bow saw.  Paul asked him to stop but there is no legal protection for the hulks.  

Paul has written a book about Purton – ‘The Purton Hulks, the story of the Purton ships graveyard’.  

Peter Webber, Additional notes to the talk by Dr Alexa Frost on the Blenheim Archives.

EXCURSIONS TO BLENHEIM & WOODSTOCK

Dr Alexa Frost’s splendid talk about the Blenheim Archives reminded me about a couple of very different outings to Blenheim by train (although the common factor may have been the adjacent Coronations). The first involved a dining-car special run on Saturday 10th August 1901 for 194 guests of the Duke of Marlborough: it left Bradford at 07.10, ran via Penistone, Sheffield and the brand-new link via Woodford Halse to Banbury, reversed direction at Kidlington, and reached Blenheim & Woodstock at 11.40. It left B & W at 17.50, went back the same way, and got to Bradford at 22.15. Breakfast on the way out, presumably lunch at Blenheim, dinner on the way back – no other way to travel! My guess is that this was for a gathering somehow related to Edward VII’s (hastily-rearranged) Coronation the previous day: I wonder whether the Blenheim Archives can cast any light on what was happening there? This was quite an event for B & W branch too – a change from its usual quieter life. Although this particular outing was presumably a one-off for the great and good of Yorkshire, the publicity-conscious Great Central Railway saw it as the precursor to many other long-distance and sometimes rather strenuous excursions from the North to e.g. Plymouth, running through Banbury, Kidlington, and Oxford en route.  

The other, far more modest excursion was on Thursday 13th May 1937 – George VI’s Coronation was the day before, so again I guess that there was a link – and (on the way out, at least…) involved “about 120” children from East Oxford Schools. I have the GWR’s staff instructions for this, which involved the B & W branch single coach being run on from Kidlington to Oxford, arriving at 12.04 and leaving again at 12.20 “preceding 10.50am Reading”, with “Oxford to strengthen 12.20 Oxford Special as necessary”, so some pretty marshalling of both train and children! Those who did get off by mistake at Kidlington or Shipton arrived at B & W at 12.46 and following their afternoon at Blenheim left for Oxford at 6.12pm, arriving there at 6.30pm. The extra coaches stayed at B & W until the return trip. As the school train also doubled as the branch service in each direction any local passengers may have had a more active trip than usual! Again, it would be interesting to know whether the Archives have any details of any Coronation events there for local schools.

The 1937 GWR instructions also contain details of a “half-day” (as in leaving Oxford at 11am and getting back at 2.26am) Oxford Mail Readers’ Party trip to Windsor, apparently by boat to Bourne End, thence to Paddington, apparently by boat to Windsor, and thence back to Oxford. That was also on 13th August, so it was all happening!

July = AGM.  No meeting in August.

27th September 2022
Chedworth Roman Villa
Dr Nick Humphris
Report by Norma Aubertin-Potter and Jenny Higgins.
Between 40 – 50 members listened to a fascinating talk by Dr Nick Humphris on Chedworth Roman Villa. The villa has belonged to the National Trust since 1924 after its discovery in 1864.  It is one of the  largest and most elaborate Roman villas so far found in Britain . And is situated overlooking the River Coln located just off the Fosse Way and eight miles north of the important Roman town of Circenster. It dates from the 2nd century  to the 5th century with a 4th century construction transforming it into an elite dwelling arranged around three sides of a courtyard.  Archaeologists have identified six different periods of construction.  In the 4th century a hated and furnished west wing was built continuing a dining room with a mosaic floor. 
The Villa is located next to a natural spring situated in the north west corner of the complex.  And it may have been built to house retired soldiers.  In the 3rd century a fire resulted in the south and west wings being rebuilt. Fifteen rooms have mosaics floors. The north west was extended in the 4th century by a dining room. 
Obviously owned originally by a wealthy Roman.  The mosaics are not as colourful as some in other countries because they used local stone which limited the colours.  i.e. terracotta, grey and cream. The owner and his guests would perhaps spend time hunting, return to the villa and then bath which would take the rest of the day.  Their bodies were oiled, then scraped followed by soaking in pools of varying temperatures ending in a cold plunge pool.  When all of this was finalised, they would dress and go and have a huge feast which the servants had spent the day preparing.  
Building work continued after the end of the Roman rule, mosaics were added in the walls of the east and west sides after 424. Coins dated from 564 to 585 show that intensive occupation continued after the end of the Roman period.
All the water needs were supplied by a Nymphaeam – a natural occurring frest water spring.  A pool is today still fed by the water.
Foundations of a Romano-British people have been excavated south-west of the villa buildings.
In 2012 a central approach road from the valley floor has been discovered. And in 2012 yet more unrecorded mosaics have been revealed.   
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