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Celebrating the 150th 

This year sees the 150th anniversary of the ‘Chipping Norton Incident’ that made ‘martyrs’ of 16 

women from Ascott, sent to prison for supporting agricultural workers in the village who were 

striking for a living wage. Today these women and their story is commemorated by the chestnut tree 

on the village green planted to mark the 100th anniversary. Their names are displayed and their story 

told, on the seats that surround it.  

To mark the 150th anniversary of the ‘Chipping Norton Incident’, the Trust is planning a variety of 
activities. Exhibitions in local libraries, and a programme of talks will bring the story to the attention 
of people across Oxfordshire. The People’s History Museum in Manchester are displaying, for the 
first time, the double-sided patchwork quilt made by Martyr, Martha Smith. The quilt will remain on 
display throughout the year as part of the Museum’s annual Banners exhibition.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more information visit 
https://phm.org.uk/exhibitions/2023-banner-
exhibition/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ascott will be the focus for events taking place over the weekends that fall either side of 20 June, the 
date in 1873 on which the village celebrated the safe return of the Martyrs and two babies from 
Oxford Prison, and saw each of the women presented with £5 (the equivalent of several months’ 
wages) collected by the Agricultural Labourer’s Union by public subscription. 
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A free family/local history afternoon with tea, cake, conversation and pictures of times past is 
taking place in the Tiddy Hall, Ascott-under-Wychwood on Saturday, 17 June. Learn more about the 
history of Ascott and the Wychwood villages.   If you think you may be related to a Martyr come and 
check out our extensive family trees. If you know you are, this might be an opportunity to discover 
relatives you didn’t know you had! Wherever your ancestors came from there will be experts on 
hand, including from the Oxfordshire Family History Society, to help you get started or offer some 
suggestions if you are already on a family journey into the past, but have hit a problem. 
 

 On the evening of Saturday 24 June we will celebrate with a words and music event with Three 
Acres and a Cow, with contributions by local musicians and singers including Mark Pidgeon and the 
Sea Green Singers. Part TED talk, part history lecture, part folk club sing-a-long, part story telling 
session….come and share in these tales as they have been shared for generations. Doors open at the 
Tiddy Hall, Ascott at 6pm and the event will finish by 10pm. Bar, Parking, and Raffle with all proceeds 
going to The Chippy Larder. Tickets can be booked at http://www.wegottickets.co/event/568374 
 

Sunday 25 June a cricket match (and BBQ) will see the ‘Martyrs’ pitted against the ‘Establishment’. 

The Martyrs team includes a number of descendants, but there’s no truth in the rumour that if they 

lose they will be spending time with hard labour in Oxford Prison.  If cricket isn’t your thing then why 

not follow one of our history trails around the village and learn more about the history of the village 

and the life of the Martyrs.                                                                                                                   

Visit the Church to view the commemorative textile created in 2018 

by a group of 21st century women. Using the needlework skills that 

were exhibited in the making of Martha Smith’s Quilt, and by those 

who earned a meagre income hand-stitching gloves, the women 

created a textile hanging that reflects the Martyrs’ story and the 

place in which they lived.  Tea and cake will be available. 

To discover more about the Martyrs’ story and life in Ascott in 

1873, follow us on Facebook where regular posts will introduce you 

to this amazing story. Check out the website ascottmartyrs.org.uk 

to learn more about the Martyrs and follow their story as it 

gradually unfolds via our blog.  

 

Although not expunged from the history books, the story of the Martyrs is not widely known.  After 
decades of research Beverley McCombs, a New Zealander whose Pratley ancestors hailed from 
Ascott,  published her book The Ascott Martyrs in 2016. This helped to stir renewed interest in the 
story which was taken up and promoted by the Ascott Martyrs Educational Trust, formed in 2018 
and tasked with making the story known to a wider audience.  Copies of Beverley’s book are 
available from the Ascott village shop or by emailing ascottmartyrsinfo@gmail.com. A colourfully 
illustrated booklet about the commemorative textile is available in the Church. 
 
International Women’s Day, 8th March sees the publication of ‘The Ascott Martyrs: Why did the rural 

establishment imprison 16 women and two babies in 1873 ?’ Edited by Keith Laybourn, the book 

explores aspects of the Chipping Norton Incident in the wider context of later 19th century politics 

and society. Copies are available on Amazon or from Jaffe & Neale in Chipping Norton. 
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