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The history of landownership in Britain has been extensively studied, but as Sir John Habakkuk, the great authority on the subject, has noted the intense complexity of the lives and interests of the major landowners has produced a lack of certainty about the course of change and continuity; and ironically, more knowledge has made the identification of the main lines of the development of the estates system more difficult.  He placed some faith in regional studies, but was also aware of the pitfalls.  His early research was mainly on Northamptonshire, where the structure of landownership in the eighteenth century was particularly stable, and this led him initially to underestimate the extent of changes in ownership more generally.  His later work is much more broad-based, but he still emphasised the need for more research and expressed the hope that his work would make it easier to test hypotheses in a more systematic fashion.

The subject is far too vast for us to be able to undertake a national study, so we have followed Habakkuk’s lead with a regional analysis; but we believe we are the first to have taken such a long period of time – 415 years – and to have attempted numerical consistency by examining every manor in Berkshire and 89 percent of the manors in Oxfordshire.  This enables us to present an almost comprehensive analysis of change and continuity.

The principal hypothesis about the general course of change in landownership is that the mobility of sales was very great in the period 1560 to 1699, but was far less after 1700.  Lawrence Stone in his study of the crisis of the aristocracy in the earlier period found that a national sample drawn from the Feet of Fines and the Close Rolls for 1560 to 1700 showed that in the period 1560 to 1620 the number of transactions more than doubled compared with the early sixteenth century, and that by 1700 they were back to the pre-1560 level.  R H Tawney also found that one third of the manors which he examined in seven counties were sold between 1560 and 1640, whereas Habakkuk found a fairly stable level after 1700.
  This is a hypothesis which we can test quite fully for Berkshire and Oxfordshire.

Habakkuk was also uncertain whether the buyers of manors were drawn mainly from those with new wealth, such as lawyers, merchants, courtiers etc, or whether they came from within the ranks of the older families, seeking to enlarge their estates or settle younger sons on the land etc.  This is also a subject on which we can shed some light for our region.

It is obviously not possible for us to cover adequately the whole complex history of landownership in Berkshire and Oxfordshire.  Instead we shall try to provide a broad outline of the trends and to concentrate on a few key aspects.  The first of these is to provide a measurement of the extent of changes in ownership, by distinguishing between those estates which remained in one family (though sometimes passing to heirs not in the direct line of male descent, such as husbands of the owners’ daughters, or nephews and cousins etc) and those estates which passed by purchase to new owners. In the case of new owners, we shall examine some examples to assess the social status of new owners, and where possible, the sources of their wealth.

The study is based on the ownership of 477 manors in Berkshire and Oxfordshire, derived from the Victoria County Histories of the two counties.  The 165 Berkshire manors cover the whole county at its pre-1974 boundaries, e.g. they include the Vale of the White Horse which was transferred to Oxfordshire in 1974.  The 312 manors in Oxfordshire cover the whole pre-1974 county except for 30 parishes in Chadlington Hundred in the northwest of the county, which has not yet been covered by the V.C.H.
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