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Mony of our members travel the capitals of the
world visiting famous landmarks throughout
both hemispheres. As worldly as we are, we still like
to reminisce about our home villages and towns and
of course the good old UK. Most have interesting
stories to tell, and who knows, this may be just the
location others are looking to settle in. Vast amounts
of information are available on the web and indeed
the following article is an extract from the Vale and
Downland Museum, Wantage. If any of the members
would like to promote their local UK community
please let the editor know and | will do the research
and prepare the articles. | hope you find the article
different and interesting.

Town of Wantage, Oxfordshire England.

Lord Wantage
commissioned this
statue of
King Alfred by
Count Gleichen
which was erected

in 1877

After visiting Oxfordshire’s county town and exploring
the gently meandering Thames, many visitors are likely
to discover the town of Wantage, close to the
Ridgeway and in the middle of enchanting

countryside. Local people may be attracted to the
idea of keeping the town to themselves, but tourism
is increasingly important to the area and the tfown
has a fascinating cultural and industrial history.

The origins of Wantage are lost in the mist of pre-
history but pot sherds found by residents when digging
their gardens betray the importance of Wantage as
a Roman settlement. Nearby villa sites and burials
confirm the significance of this evidence and an
important Roman road ran south from Oxford
through Frilford to Wantage.

The next period of interest for the history of Wantage
is the reference to the town being the place of birth
of King Alfred. The ‘Life of King Alfred’, allegedly
written by Bishop Asser, offers this information and
gives his date of birth as 849. The validity of this has
been long disputed and the date is definitely one or
two years too late. The absolute truth cannot be
unravelled but at least King Alfred’s statue by Count
Gleichen graces the marketplace and his logo has
been valuable to both town council and local
businesses. In 990, King Ethelred came to Wantage
to hold a council which discussed tolls to be paid by
fishing boats at Billingsgate. Perhaps Wantage was

as far inland as he could go and therefore
dispassionate about this issue.

Wantage appears in the great Domesday survey of
1086. lis value was£61 and it was in the King's
ownership until Richard | passed it to the Earl of
Albemarle in 1190. The manor eventually passed
to the Fitzwaryn family. The town developed at a
slower rate than Abingdon, maintaining older fashions
of architecture for a longer period than its neighbour.
From the early 17th century, it became a large centre
for the processing of leather with all the pollution
and smells that this trade brought.

During the Civil War, records from 1644 mention
the King dining in the town. A note from 1645
describes the effects of plague. The church suffered
from Puritan attacks on its ‘idolatrous things’. By
the beginning of the 19th century, trade was reduced
and poverty hit the town.  Wantage had a reputation
for lawlessness causing historians to label it ‘Black
Wantage'.

There was once a second church within the parish
churchyard. The Norman chapel of St. Mary was a
place of worship well into the 16th century. In 1597,
however, it was converted for use as a Latin School
(grammar school). This is the present King Alfred’s
School, refounded in new premises two hundred and
fifty years later. It still retains an old Norman doorway
carved with birds’ heads and lozenges

It took some determined work to turn this situation
around and the efforts of the Reverend Butler gave
the fown a renewed respect for itself.  An iron foundry
gave work to many inhabitants and canal and
tramway links encouraged greater trade.

The twentieth century saw great expansion of the town,
the development of a bustling town centre and the
growth of its neighbour Grove. At the start of the
next millennium, new challenges present themselves
with further housing and shop development to ensure
that the town can sustain its role as a good place to
live in and visit. The fown’s museum presents its history
from earliest times to the present day and offers an
opportunity to enjoy learning about the Vale and
Downland area.
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