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Introduction 
On 8th October 1989 a measured survey was made by members of the 
Wychwoods Local History Society of a pasture field immediately east of 
Bruern Grange in the modern civil parish of Bruern, West Oxfordshire (0.S. 
Parcel no. 7375; National Grid ref. centred SP 257188) . The primary purpose 
of this survey was to record and to gain a fuller understanding of the 
earthworks observed in the field. A secondary objective was to give society 
members further practical experience in earthwork survey using the 
technique of hachuring to portray breaks of slope, as a follow-up to a similar 
exercise carried out in May 1986 at Upper Milton in Milton under 
Wychwood. The survey method adopted was the 30m grid and offset system 
which has already been described in the report of the Upper Milton project. 
Information gleaned directly from the survey has received valuable 
amplification from the recollections of Mr R.Griffin, son of the former 
tenant farmer, and has been further supplemented by a limited examination 
of some of the more readily-accessible documentation. 

Discovery of Site 
Although the earthworks east of Bruern Grange were known locally and are 
depicted as an antiquity with the label Pond Bays' on the 1980 edition of 
the Ordnance Survey 1:2500, they were not distinguished on earlier maps. 
As a result the site was not registered in the County Sites and Monuments 
Record, operated by the Oxfordshire Museum Service at Woodstock, until 
1988. The existence of the earthworks was first reported to the Museum by 
Ian Burrow, then Director of the Oxford Archaeological Unit, following a 
visit to the site in December 1987, and it was subsequently indexed under 
the reference number PRN.13,968.c- Dr Burrow's intention of surveying the 
earthworks was thwarted by his departure for the United States, and 
responsibility for overseeing the survey was then inherited by the present 
writer. 

Description of Site 
The field surveyed is locally known as Cook's Meadow.3 The antiquity of this 
name and the identity of the individual commemorated are both unknown. 
It does not appear amongst the list of Bruern field-names supplied for the 
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English Place-Name Society's Oxfordshire volume by Mr W. Mason, nor can 
it be matched with any of the names published from the 1551-2 survey in the 
Public Record Office.4 The Valor Ecclesiastic-us , Henry VIII's great enquiry 
into monastic income and ecclesiastical benefices carried out to assess 
resources taxable under the Act of First Fruits and Tenths of 1535, lists 
amongst the possessions of Bruern Abbey in Bruern itself a meadow called 
Cokkysmore, but this was only two acres in extent, and an identity between 
Cokkysmore and the present Cook's Meadow, which is more than four times 
that size, therefore seems unlikely.' Unfortunately Bruern is not covered by 
a tithe or enclosure award: being a former Cistercian estate, it was not subject 
to tithe payments, and it was enclosed before the introduction of the 
procedure of enclosure by private Act of Parliament. Moreover, no earlier 
estate maps have been located; so the standard sources which might, have 
provided and located earlier field-names are simply not available.h The 
present name contributes nothing to the understanding of the site. 

The field is shaped like a rough parallelogram, 3.47ha (8.58 acres) in 
extent (fig.1) . A stream now flows along its northern side, rising from springs 
near Idbury and Fifield 3km to the west and draining eastwards to join the 
River Evenlode a little over 2.5km downstream at Shipton under Wychwood. 
Immediately east of Bruern Grange, at the point where it enters Cook's 
Meadow, the stream turns through two opposed right-angled bends (A-B on 
fig. 1). A steep bluff rises immediately beyond the stream along the margins 
of the next field to the north. The southern bank of the stream is lined by a 
hawthorn thicket, which has increased considerably in density within living 
memory. At the lowest point on the stream in the easternmost corner of the 
field is a modern footbridge (C), a successor to an earlier bridge a little 
further upstream. Mr Griffin remembered trout in the stream some 50-60 
years ago. 

The eastern boundary of Cook's Meadow, orientated from south-west to 
north-east, today forms part of the boundary between the civil parishes of 
Bruern and Milton under Wychwood (C-D). Just inside the field is a 
prominent dam, up to 1.5m high, aligned parallel with the parish boundary, 
some 65m long, its crest some 7-9m within the field (E-F-G). The profile of 
the dam is steep on its downstream side, with a slightly gentler gradient to 
the rear. At several points along the rear of the dam traces of stone revetting 
could be observed. The dam is cut through by the present stream at its 
extreme northern end (E) , and is also breached at a point some 45m to the 
south-west (F). A small area of obliquely-pitched stone revetting is also 
exposed on both sides of this second breach, which appears to be roughly 
in the lowest point in the cross-section of the valley. A spring seepage (H) 
immediately below the breach of the dam, feeding into the parish boundary 
ditch, probably represents a vestige of the original natural watercourse prior 
to human interference with the valley. The southwestern end of the dam is 
marked by a third high-level breach (G) , but this is only a gully cut through 
the top of the dam, not extending down to the valley floor. Prior to the 
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outbreak of myxomatosis in 1953 Mr Griffin recalled that the darn had been 
occupied by numerous rabbit burrows. 

Along the southern side of the field, linking with the darn, is a terrace which 
similarly rises abruptly some 1-1.5w above the valley floor (G-1). Its edge is 
defined by a sharp break of slope following a rather sinuous alignment, but 
roughly parallel with the field boundary hedge, which lies some 6-12m 
beyond. Between the hr eak of slope and the field boundary a shallow but 
distinct trough or channel can he traced for a length of some 60w along the 
top of the terrace (KW); it then curves around behind the darn, and descends 
to the level of the spring below the main breach. The source of this channel 
lies outside the field Sm-vcred, and, due to the ploughing of the adjoining 
field to the south, its course cannot now he traced on the ground. However. 
it appears to have originated from a now defunct spring in the adjoining 
field, some 80m due south of the house of Bruern Grange, Mr Griffin 
recalled that there was formerly a hollow below this spring roughly in line 
with the present head of the trough, but that this had been levelled by steam 
cultivation. The terrace continues westwards for a further 25m beyond the 
point where the trough enters the field (R-J). Its edge then turns abruptly 
southwards through an angle of 80 degrees. Along the western end of the 
terrace is a low but distinct bank which partly encloses a shallow depression 
on top of the terrace (M). This hollow appears to have had an outlet to the 
north through a gap in the bank, The southern field boundary itself is 
accompanied by a narrow, shallow ditch on its southern side, a feature which 
is of some antiquity, but is clearly subsequent to the trough along the top of 
the terrace, and is probably no more than a drain to carry oft surplus storm 
water (N-D). 

The western edge of the field presented special difficulties to survey and 
interpret. For about one-third of its length in the south-western corner the 
original form of . the boundary had been completely altered between the end 
of 1984 and March 1985, when the bounds of the garden of Bruern Grange 
were redefined in the form of a stone-revetted ha-ha (P-Q). The remaining 
undisturbed length is now densely overgrown and difficult of access, but it 
appears to incorporate the remains of a second darn (R-S) , breached at about 
the mid-point of its surviving length by the entry of the stream into (..:ook's 
Meadow. Mr Griffin recalled that before the ha-ha was made the clam 
continued south-westwards, with elms growing along the top, flanked on 
either side by ditches with willows. The construction of the halra intersected 
a large stone-lined culvert with well-made youssoirs, the date and alignment 
of which is unknown. 

The interior of the field is low-lying and generally flat, but some slight 
irregular mounds and hollows were recorded in the southern part; there is 
also a confused area of hollows in the south-western corner, below the leveil 
of the terrace. Other features recorded included a slight gully in the centre 
of the west end of the field, roughly in the old valley bottom, aligned from 
north-west to south-east, which was traced for some 25m (T-LT). Mr Griffin 
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recalled that, in addition to numerous anthills (usually a good indicator of 
old grassland) , there had formerly been an artificial mound roughly in the 
centre of the field, about 4-5m in diameter and a little over 0.5m high. This 
was levelled during the 1939-45 war, when the interior of the field was 
skim-ploughed and harrowed in preparation for ploughing for corn, though 
in the event cereal cultivation never actually took place. Small clumps of 
tufted hair-grass (Descharnpsia caespitosa) have begun to colonise the lower 
parts of the field in the recent past. 

The most recent significant change in the field occurred in 1980-82 when 
the Idbury-Shipton main sewer was cut through roughly parallel with its 
northern boundary, intersecting the dam at the east end. Unfortunately this 
operation was not watched archaeologically and so it yielded no new 
information on the nature of the valley floor or the structure of the dam. 
The profile of the dam was faithfully reinstated after the pipe trench was 
backfilled, and apart from a manhole in the north-western corner of the field 
and two parallel bands of parching within the north-east corner (V), the 
sewer trench has left remarkably little trace of its passing. 

Interpretation of Site: Date and Function 
The two dog-leg angles in the course of the stream at the point where it enters 
Cook's Meadow from the west, and the entrenched character of the stream 
along the north side of the field, both indicate beyond question that it has 
been diverted out of its natural course. The gradient across the floor of the 
valley was very slight, and time did not permit the taking of levelled profiles, 
but even by visual inspection the general trend of the valley bottom would 
appear to pass roughly through the long central axis of Cook's Meadow. The 
eastern darn was clearly intended to hold back the flow of water down the 
valley, converting the former valley bottom to a pond. The clam at the western 
end of Cook's Meadow would similarly have retained a second pond 
immediately upstream, occupying part of the present O.S. parcel no. 4700; 
a rapid inspection revealed a break of slope along the northern edge of this 
field which might have represented the edge of the pond, but again there 
was insufficient time available to include this within the survey. 

The valley floor is overlain by a thin layer of alluvium overlying the 
impermeable Lower Lias Clay.7 There would be no great difficulty in 
retaining water within a pond on this site, and probably little need for 
artificial devices such as puddling. 

No ponds have existed on this site within living memory. There is no direct 
evidence on the site for the absolute date of either their construction or 
abandonment. A relative date is provided by the fact that the southern 
boundary hedge of Cook's Meadow cuts across the former course of the 
channel from the spring to the south, and since this channel is clearly 
contemporary with the ponds, they must antedate the hedge. However, this 
does not immediately get us much further, in view of the lack of documentary 
information on the progress of enclosure in Bruern. 
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Botanical investigation may offer an alternative approach. No 
comprehensive examination of Bruern's hedges has yet been carried out, 
and until this is achieved firm conclusions would be premature. Nonetheless, 
the hedge in question contained an average of four shrub species per 30m 
length, based upon eight samples which individually contained from two to 
eight species. Common hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) occurred in every 
sample. Elder (Sambucus nigra), dogrose (Rosa caning) and oak ( Quereus sp.) 
were also well-represented, being present in six, five and four of the samples 
respectively. Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) appeared in three samples, one of the 
trees being perhaps a couple of hundred years old, and blackthorn (Prunus 
spinosa) appeared in two samples. Sycamore (Ater pseudoplatanu,$), field rose 
(Rosa arvensis), hazel (Coraus avellana) and midland thorn (Crataegus 
laevigata) were all present in one sample only.8 Species characteristic of the 
most ancient hedges in Oxfordshire, such as spindle, were absent. If we adopt 
Hooper's formula for dating hedgerows by their shrub species content — 
expressed as 'age of hedge = (110 x number of species) + 30 years, ,9 this 
suggests that the hedge in question may have been planted in the first half 
of the sixteenth century. Many reservations have been expressed about 
Hooper's theory, but in the absence of any other dating evidence it always 
warrants consideration; and it is of interest that its application here yields a 
date very near the period when the land was passing from monastic to secular 
hands, an historical context in which reorganisation of the enclosure pattern 
may have followed the abandonment of the monastic ponds. 

The cartographic evidence does not conflict with this view, but it adds no 
further information. No ponds are shown on the first edition of the 
Ordnance Survey 1:63,360 map of 1828, or on Richard Davis's county map 
of 1797 which, in the absence of any tithe, enclosure or estate plans, are the 
only cartographic sources available on a sufficiently large scale to stand any 
chance of portraying them, had they still then been in existence. 

The general implication is that the ponds have certainly not been 
maintained as water bodies since the eighteenth century, and very probably 
went out of use 280 years earlier; but to progress any further we are forced 
onto the less secure ground of association and analogy, and at this point a 
consideration of their likely purpose is necessary. 

Ponds on the scale of those represented at Bruern Grange are likely to be 
one of three things: ornamental lakes constructed as part of a landscaping 
scheme; ponds constructed for industrial purposes, particularly to provide 
power for water-mills; or ponds constructed for the storage of fish. The first 
option can probably be ruled out in the absence of any supporting 
documentation or any other obvious features relating to a local landscaping 
project. The apparent juxtaposition of two sizeable ponds in the valley 
bottom, one above the other, and the lack of any evidence for a mill 
structure, also seem to rule out the industrial interpretation. By a process of 
elimination, therefore, the most likely explanation of the earthworks is that 
they are the remains of former fishponds. Moreover, a very plausible context 
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for fishponds is offered by their location within the former estate of the 
medieval Cistercian abbey of Bruern and their proximity to a house which 
still bears the name 'Grange', perpetuating the special Cistercian usage of 
the term to mean a consolidated monastic estate farm (fig. 2). 

The Bruern Grange ponds do, indeed, display many of the standard 
features of medieval fishponds. The construction and management of 
medieval fishponds revolved around three basic principles: (i) the water level 
in each pond had to be controllable; in particular each pond had to he 
capable of being emptied when necessary; (ii) each pond had to be capable 
of being managed independently of any others in the system; (iii) there had 
to be some means of diverting flood waters, normally inherent in any natural 
stream regime, in order to avoid overtopping the dam.1() Considerable skills 
of site selection, surveying of levels, dam and sluice construction were 
involved. The stream was commonly diverted out of the valley bottom at the 
initial construction stage, in order to drain the valley floor and to permit the 
construction of the dam and, where necessary, puddling of the pond bed. 
Side leats were built to divert surplus water around the edge of the pond, 
and the shallow channel on top of the terrace south of the Cook's Meadow 
pond is a classic example of this. The inlet to the pond was normally 
controlled by a sluice. The bed of medieval ponds quite frequently included 
an island, the purpose of which is presumed to be to provide safe nesting-sites 
for wildfowl; though no longer extant, the mound in the centre of the 
meadow recalled by Mr Griffin might well have been the remains of such an 
island. The outflow from the pond may have been over a slotted sluice in the 
middle of the dam, on the site of the present central breach; but this was not 
normally the most favoured position, since the overflow tended to erode the 
dam and if the sluice ever failed it released a deluge of water downstream 
and drained the pond. The shallow breach at the southern end of the darn 
is perhaps a more likely position, discharging into the side leat. Although 
the relative levels of water in the pond and side leat would need to be 
carefully monitored, there would be less erosion and a sluice collapse would 
be less disastrous. However, on present evidence it does not look as if a sluice 
here would permit the pond to be drained completely. A third alternative 
would be an underground culvert beneath the dam from within the pond 
bed, but this solution does not seem to have been adopted until a 
comparatively late period. The slight irregularities in the bed of the pond, 
where they are not due to modern disturbances, possibly result from the 
quarrying of silt for spreading as a fertiliser after the final draining of the 
pond. 

The main outstanding problems in the interpretation of the earthworks 
concern the uncertainties over the location and form of the original inlet 
and outlet. The present stream course obviously post-dates the final draining 
of the ponds. However, although it must have supplied water to the lower 
pond, it is now difficult to determine the point of inlet or the arrangements 
for the diversion of surplus water from this source. The evidence may have 
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been destro\ ed in the disturbances in the south-Tester n corner of the field. 
'The lower pond was also dead\ supplied from the spring south of lit uern 
Grange, and here the diversion feat is clearly appal ent. 

Medieval Fishponds: Background 
Medieval fishponds as a class of at chaeologic.al monument NV(..ie first 
recognised and described by I Iadr ian Allc loft in 1908, • but the\ attlac ted 
little general interest before the late 1950s, when t het e W(14 a new awakening 
to the potential of field arc haeology to illuminate the middle ages. 1 he 
impoi tam contribution of aerial photograph\ was iemgnised in a volume 
first. published in 1958, in which Prokssors Maurice Beresford K,S. St 
Joseph illustrated and discussed the spectacular ponds of Harrington 
(Northants), along with several other examples in( luded incidentalh with 
other subjects. 1- In 1962 Dr C.F.Hickling published the first hook on fish 
culture to incorporate a description of eat lier fishpond management 
pi actices, l '1 Fi shpoi ids were introduced to the local historian in a short article 
of Dr Brian Roberts published in 1966, in which he discussed then place in 
the incI 

l 
lieval economy and landscape based upon his work in the Forest of 

Arden. The first attempt _to classify fishponds by four teas made b\ 
Christopher Tat lot in 1979. 1 ' The pace of investigation accelerated rapidh 
through the 1970s and 1980s, culminating in the publication of a two-\ ohmic 
collection of studies edited by Michael Aston in 1988,16 whic h contains 
extensive bibliographies. 

The first attempt to provide a 5\ ntliesi.s of the current state of knowledge 
of fishponds in OxfCrrdshire was drawn together in 1985 and was published 
in Aston's 1988 compilation_ This identified 148 ,sites in the (post-1974) 
corm tv.17 It was recognised, however, that this total was certainly incomplete, 
due to the difficulties of carrying out systematic field-work or documentary 
research on this type of site on a county-wide basis. Indeed, the Bruern 
Grange pond is one of set er al examples which have been disco\ ered 
subsequent to the 1988 publication. 

How does the Bittern pond compare with other examples? So far as 
typology is concerned, it falls into Tailor's Type B. being formed b‘ the 
construction of a darn across a steep-sided narrow valley, with the additional 
remo\ al of spoil to make the pond deeper and flat-bottomed; such ponds 

e char actet ised b\ steep artificial scarps along their sides where the natural 
slope of the valley has been steepened or c ut away. 1M The size of ponds 
created in this way varied enormoush, depending on the height of the dam 
and the con figuration of the natural topography. Examples previoush 
examined in Oxfor dshir e range from 0.2ha to 4ha in extent; the Cook's 
Meadow pond, therefore, is one of the largest of its c lass yet identified in the 
count\ though it pales into insignificance compared with the largest pond 
at Old Warden Abbey (Beds.), where a dam 5n1 high retained a pond of some 
10.5Ira, I) or the monster ponds of Boland Abbey at High Kilburn and Cams 
Head (N. Yolks), 20ha and 18ha in extent respectiyeh, the latter with a dam 
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nearly 400th long and nearly .9m high at its centre. 2(1 1± en the hugest known 
monastic ponds in thch min are 5111,111 compared with the great mei(' of 
Kenilworth ( whit h, following the raising,of the dam to a height of 4.5m 
some time prior to 1241, « .n ered some 1011,1. 

The Local Context: Bruern Abbey and its Estates 
It is well-established that the Cistet ( Ian abbe\ of Bi trent was founded on .a 
tract of open pastille or heath (the name is fiom the Latin Inuoia) 
Nicholas Bassett in 1 147, and that soon after 1170 the founder gave to the 
abbe\ the whole of his manors of Treton (the, Domesday Duntontl and 

«Nether ne, together with the chinch of 'Teton. — It appears likeh that the 
hounds of the eat R medieval manot of Tt eton were la' geh- cowl urinous with 
those of the present parish of Bittern (fig. 2), an area formed\ / egarded as 0
extra-pat ochial and fir st constituted as a chit palish in 1858. - rhe ponds 
therefor e la\ on Bruer ii Abbey pi ()pet tv from the late' twelfth cen tun. to the 
Dissolution. 

I. info' tunately no cartulan has still red 01 Bittern. although a number of 
deeds relating to its holdings are scattered 'around the Public Record Office, 
British LibrarY and Bodleian LibrarY.-1 Because of the paucity of 
documentation and structural remains, b\ «mnparison with many Cisterc ian 
monasteries, neither the abbey itself nor its estates halve been subjected to 
intenshe study. This deficicncv cannot be remedied licit'. However, sonic 
itnptession of the extent and nature of the abbey's holdings can be built up 
from standard sources su( h as the 1291 taxation of Pope Nicholas IV and 
the Pali Erdestastu its of 1535_ 2 ' Flom these and othei soul c es it is evident 
that. Bruern Abbey had built up a considerable block of propel ties in north 
and west Oxfoidshire and east Gloucestershire, with detached holdings .as 
Far afield as Pi idch and N1. est I lat price in Somerset. These properties were 
fairly N. al led in char ac tei , including arable land. pasture. meadow , turharies, 
rights to wood in WN chwood Forest, houses, dovecotes. cattle-sheds, 
sheepcotes and mills, appropliated churches and poi Lions of churches. 
Some of the land NN as held in demesne, othei parts leased out. A.significant 

proportion of the abbey's income was drawn from livestock farming, 
partic ularlv from wool production on the Cotswold pastin es, -and in the late 
this teenth and earh f0urteenth centuries the abbey was having dealings with 
merchants, not onh in Flanders, but as fat away as Florence, Lucca and 

Genoa."0
Some of the abbey's propel ties were or ganised in the foini of granges. 

consolidated blocks of demesne land worked more 01 less independeinly of 
the manorial system of communal aglic ulture and servile labour. Then 

fm-1( lion wets OfOld: (1) to pi (nide food and othei raw materials [or 
consumption within the abbe~ itself and (ii) to produce surpluses for sale 

for pi ofit. From the N. C 11' limited stud~ undertaken so far, eight gi anges can 

pr o\ isionallY be identified on the Bitici n estates in Oxfordshire and 
Gloucestershire (fig. 3). It seems probable that the present Br nein Grange 
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Figure 3 
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stands on or close to the site of the medieval Sandbrook Grange, which7 took 
its name from the very stream now passing through the fishponds.2 The 
former church of Treton seems to have been maintained as the chapel of 
Sandbrook Grange up to the Dissolution.28 Although there were fishponds 
at Bruern Abbey itself (fig. 2), we should not be surprised to find further 
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ponds at one of the nearest granges, as fishponds also frequently occur in 
association with monastic granges. The granges of Stoneleigh Abbey 
(Warwickshire), for example, display a large number and wide variety of 
ponds.— The most likely probability, therefore, is that the earthworks 
surveyed were part of a medieval fishpond complex attached to Bruern 
Abbey's grange of Sandbrook. 

As a postscript, it is of some interest to note that in 1480 the monks of 
Bruern petitioned for licence to eat meat in Lent, claiming that the abbey 
was so far distant from the sea and from rivers that a sufficiency of fish could 
not be obtained.30 In view of the evidence for fishponds at Bruern, it would 
be easy to dismiss this as yet another example of the cynical compromise of 
monastic ideals generally held to be characteristic of the later Middle Ages. 
However, recent work has thrown new emphasis upon the overwhelming 
importance of sea-fish rather than freshwater fish in the medieval diet. Chris 
Currie has emphasized the generally low yields of most medieval fishponds, 
while Chris Dyer has shown that because freshwater fish such as pike and 
bream were comparatively expensive, their consumption was largely 
restricted to aristocratic circles and reserved for feasts and special 
occasions.3' The monks of Bruern may have been justified in their professed 
inability to procure sufficient freshwater fish for their needs despite the 
extensive ponds on their own doorstep. However, their complaint about 
distance from the sea carries less conviction, in view of the fact that other 
monastic houses deep in the midlands found no difficulty in obtaining 
sufficient supplies of sea-fish. In the fourteenth century, for example, 
Bicester Priory (Oxon.) was purchasing fresh, salt and dried fish from local 
markets in Bicester, Oxford and Wantage and from Stourbridge Fair near 
Cambridge. Pershore Abbey (Worcs.) was acquiring fresh sea-fish from 
Bristol, Gloucester and even Coventry; while Halesowen Abbey (Worcs.) was 
buying sea-fish in bulk from fishmongers in Boston; all three abbeys had 
fishponds of their own, those of Halesowen being especially elaborate.32 The 
evidence of accounts is supported by archaeology; the excavation of the 
midden of the Austin Friars in Leicester, for example, revealed a total 
absence of freshwater fish despite the proximity of the River Soar, while 
salt-water species were represented in some quantity.33
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This photograph, probably taken in the 1930s, shows some of the 
workforce of Alfred Groves and Sons. Over the years faces have 
changed but the old skills have been handed on to their successors, 
who carry on the Cotswold building crafts to this day in the manner of 
their forefathers. 

How many men in this group can be identified, and can anyone 
remember the name of the dog? 
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