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Until its unification with Great Rollright in 1932 the tiny parish of Little Rollright covered only 

627 a.,1 and is probably best known for the prehistoric Rollright Stones, a group of three 

megalithic monuments comprising a burial chamber known as the Whispering Knights, the 

King’s Men stone circle, and the solitary King Stone. The medieval village developed in the 

stream valley below, but by the early 16th century was substantially depopulated following 

an expansion of sheep grazing, leaving only the manor and rectory houses, the small 

medieval church (partly remodelled in 1617), and a few estate cottages. The whole belonged 

to a single manor until the 20th century, owned in the Middle Ages by Eynsham abbey and 

later by a succession of intermittently resident lords, while the church remained independent 

 
1 OS Area Bk (1881); cf. Census, 1831–71, estimating 780 a. This account was written in 2020–1. 

The Whispering Knights, one of the prehistoric Rollright Stones. 
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until the benefice’s unification with Salford in 1930, being later incorporated into successively 

larger team ministries.2 

 

 

LANDSCAPE, SETTLEMENT, AND BUILDINGS 

 

Parish Boundaries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The parish’s boundaries derived presumably from those of a 5-hide Little Rollright estate 

created before the Norman Conquest,3 and remained unaltered in 2020 except on the east, 

following the unification with Great Rollright in 1932.4 The northern boundary with Long 

Compton (Warws.) follows the ancient ridgeway which runs south-west past the Rollright 

Stones, save for a triangular projection beyond it in the far south-west, bounded in part by a 

 
2 Below, landscape etc. (settlement); econ. hist.; relig. hist. 
3 Below, landownership. 
4 For boundaries: OHC, E321/M/1 (17th-cent. estate map); ibid. tithe map; OS Maps 6”, Oxon. XIV 
(1885 edn); 1:25000, sheets 45 and 191 (2005 and 2015 edns); above, Great Rollright, landscape 
etc. (boundaries). 

Little Rollright parish before its unification with Great Rollright in 1932. 
Source: K. Tiller and G. Darkes (eds), An Historical Atlas of Oxfordshire 
(ORS 67, 2010). 
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path which once continued towards Moreton-in-Marsh (Glos.).5 The south-western boundary 

with Salford follows field boundaries to a tributary of the river Evenlode, which separates 

Little Rollright from Over Norton, while the former north-eastern boundary with Great 

Rollright followed field boundaries and a stream past the Whispering Knights, continuing to 

the ridgeway. Regular indentations suggest that several stretches of boundary originally 

followed open-field furlongs. The ecclesiastical boundaries were altered in 1930, 1980, and 

2001–2.6 

 

Landscape 

 

The parish is hilly, falling unevenly south-eastwards from the ridgeway and the Cotswold 

uplands (highest point 248 m.) to the valley of the Evenlode tributary at 140–150 m. The 

parish church stands at 165 m., the landscape’s undulating character accentuated by spring 

valleys also running roughly south-eastwards.7 Most of the higher ground above the church 

and manor house lies on Chipping Norton Limestone or Sharp’s Hill Formation (part of the 

Great Oolite group), both of which were quarried for building stone. On the lower slopes the 

older Middle and Upper Lias clays comprise small pockets of Marlstone Rock and Dyrham 

Formation (occupied by the church and manor house), surrounded by Whitby Mudstone and 

Clypeus Grit, while a band of alluvium runs along the tributary valley.8 

 Several springs feed a stream called the ‘small brook’ in 1363, which flows south-

eastwards to the Evenlode tributary through the former village.9 The springs also watered a 

series of fishponds associated probably with Eynsham abbey’s medieval manor house, 

which was most likely moated.10 Three ponds remained in 1848 but were later filled in, 

replaced by the 1970s by an ornamental lake further west,11 while a millpond powering a 

water corn mill in the parish’s south-east corner was stopped up following the mill’s 

closure.12 Piped water was available by the 1940s, and a mains supply probably by the 

1960s, following its introduction at Great Rollright.13 

 The high ground along the ridgeway (marking the watershed between the Thames 

and Severn river basins) commands long views to north and south, and is the setting for the 

 
5 Below (communics). 
6 Below, relig. hist. (paroch. organizn). 
7 OS Maps 1:25000, sheets 45 and 191 (2005 and 2015 edns). 
8 Geol. Surv. Map 1:50000 (solid and drift), sheet 218 (2007 edn); for quarrying, below, econ. hist. 
(non-agric.). 
9 OS Maps 1:2500, Oxon. XIV.2 and XIV.6 (1886 and 1881 edns); Eynsham Cart. II, pp. 57–8, 60–1. 
10 HER, PRN 5419; 5508; below (settlement); landownership (manor ho.). 
11 OHC, tithe map; OS Maps 1:2500, Oxon. XIV.2 (1886–1922 edns); 1:2500, SP 2930 (1974 edn). 
Cf. OHC, E321/M/1, showing them slightly further N in the 17th cent. 
12 Below, econ. hist. (milling). 
13 TNA, MAF 32/913/88, no. 7; above, Great Rollright, landscape etc. (settlement). 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Little Rollright (August 2021) • Settlement etc. • p. 4 

Rollright Stones. Windmills existed there in the 16th–17th centuries,14 and in the late 20th a 

telecommunications mast was erected in the parish’s north-west corner.15 The parish’s 

stonebrash soils favoured sheep-and-corn farming, and apart from hedgerow trees there 

was very little documented woodland, although medieval field names incorporating elements 

such as ‘byxe’ (meaning ‘box tree’), ‘wīðig’ (‘willow’), and ‘lēah’ (‘clearing’ or ‘wood pasture’) 

suggest that there may once have been more. By the 17th century arable was largely 

restricted to the parish’s north-western third above the spring line, below which field names 

containing watery elements such as ‘ēa’, ‘lete’, ‘mæd’, and ‘mōr’ reflected wetter ground 

better suited to pasture and meadow.16 

 

Communications 

 

 

 

 

 

The modern road running north-westwards past the village was probably the ‘broad way’ 

mentioned in 1363,17 and formed part of a route from Oxford to Stratford-upon-Avon. It was 

turnpiked from 1730 to 1878,18 with a toll house on the parish’s northern edge, although its 

 
14 Below (settlement); econ. hist. (milling). 
15 OS Maps 1:10000, SP 23 SE (1981 edn); 1:25000, sheet 45 (1997 edn). 
16 OHC, E321/M/1 (17th-cent. estate map); PN Oxon. II, 373; below, econ. hist. (agric. landscape). 
17 Eynsham Cart. II, pp. 58, 60; cf. J. Ogilby, Britannia (1675), plate 2; OHC, E321/M/1. 
18 3 Geo. II, c. xxi; 40 & 41 Vic. c. lxiv; 41 & 42 Vic. c. lxii; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 102–3; Jefferys, Oxon. Map 
(1767); Davis, Oxon. Map (1797). 

Little Rollright in 1767, its roads and neighbouring settlements: 
detail from Thomas Jefferys’ map of Oxfordshire. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Little Rollright (August 2021) • Settlement etc. • p. 5 

importance was lessened in 1825 when an alternative turnpike route was built through Great 

Rollright.19 On the parish’s northern edge the road intersects the ancient ridgeway forming 

the parish and county boundary, which continues north-eastwards between the Rollright 

Stones, and survives as another minor metalled road.20 A lesser route formerly ran north-

westwards from Little Rollright church and manor house past Wheelbarrow Castle (in 

Barton-on-the-Heath, Warws.), joining the main Chipping Norton to Moreton-in-Marsh road. 

That survives only as disconnected footpaths, save for a short metalled stretch beyond the 

ridgeway.21 Its Little Rollright part was perhaps the ‘hollow way’ mentioned in 1363, although 

it was not shown on a 17th-century estate map, when access to the village was from the 

north and north-east.22 A minor bridge carrying the turnpike road over the mill stream was 

rebuilt by the county in 1854,23 though one over the nearby tributary of the Evenlode was 

judged to be the turnpike trust’s responsibility.24 Surviving public footpaths include part of the 

long-distance D’Arcy Dalton Way, passing south-westwards through the former village.25 

Letters were delivered through Chipping Norton from the 1840s,26 but no resident 

carriers are known. The nearest railway stations were at Chipping Norton and (from 1906) 

Great Rollright (a halt only).27 

 

Population 

 

By 1086 the parish contained at least 17 households (perhaps 70–80 people in all), rising to 

23 households by 1279.28 Including the abbot of Eynsham, 15 inhabitants or landholders 

were taxed in 1306, a fall to 12 in 1316 and 10 in 1327 perhaps reflecting the national 

agrarian crisis rather than actual population decline.29 Nonetheless the collection in 1325 of 

18d. in Peter’s pence implies only 18 contributing households,30 and plague further reduced 

the population by 1363, when 7 yardlands were untenanted and only 4 yardlanders and a 

single cottager paid 41s. 6d. in rents, a fall of 42 per cent since 1325.31 By the 1380s some 

 
19 Above, Great Rollright, landscape etc. (roads); below (settlement). 
20 In 2019 controversial plans were made to widen it: www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-oxfordshire-
50391077 (accessed July 2021). 
21 Jefferys, Oxon. Map (1767); OHC, tithe map; OS Maps 6”, Oxon. XIV.NW (1900 edn); 1:25000, 
sheet 45 (2005 edn). 
22 Eynsham Cart. II, p. 59; OHC, E321/M/1; ibid. tithe map. 
23 Oxon. Bridges Repaired at Expense of County (1869), p. 6: copy in Bodl. 
24 OHC, QSB/54; QSB/68. 
25 OS Map 1:25000, sheet 191 (2015 edn); www.ldwa.org.uk (accessed Mar. 2020). 
26 PO Dir. Oxon. (1847). 
27 Above, Great Rollright, landscape etc. (railway). 
28 DB, f. 155 (incl. 2 servi or slaves); Rot. Hund. II, 744 (incl. 1 yardland held by 2 people). 
29 TNA, E 179/161/8–10; below, econ. hist. (medieval). 
30 BL, Harl. Roll E27; below, relig. hist. (endowment). 
31 Eynsham Cart. II, pp. lxiv (mentioning 72s. rent in 1325), 61–2. A twelfth yardland was held by the 
rector. 
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tenants were moving away, and derelict buildings continued to be reported,32 although the 

parish still had at least 10 households in 1428.33 

 Forced depopulation was under way by 1496, when the abbot of Eynsham was 

accused of evicting 20 people from two farms covering 200 a., which were converted to 

sheep grazing. A further 16 people were evicted by the abbot’s lessees in 1505,34 and by 

1524 there were only 5 listed taxpayers, falling to 4 in 1543.35 Numbers remained small 

thereafter, comprising 6 households in 1662, an estimated 16 adults in 1676,36 3–4 houses 

in 1738, and two farms, ‘a few houses’, and a mill in 1781.37 By 1801 there were 29 

inhabitants occupying 5 houses, numbers fluctuating between 25 and 38 (in 5–7 houses) for 

the rest of the 19th century. A peak of 39 people in 8 houses in 1901 was followed by a fall 

to 10 (in 3 houses) by 1931, the last year in which separate figures were given.38 Nine 

dwellings remained in 2014.39 

 

Settlement 

 

Prehistoric, Roman, and Anglo-Saxon Settlement 

 

The Rollright Stones, occupying high ground on the ridgeway in the parish’s north-east 

corner, are considered the ‘most important surviving prehistoric complex in the county’.40 

The oldest of the monuments (dating from c.3800–3000 BC) is the Whispering Knights, a 

free-standing early Neolithic portal dolmen (a type of burial chamber) consisting of four large 

upright stones and a fallen capstone leaning at an angle between them. Together they 

enclosed a chamber c.2 m. square, in which the disarticulated bones of several individuals 

were probably interred. About ¼ mile west the King’s Men ceremonial stone circle, erected 

c.2750–2500 BC and c.30 m. in diameter, now consists of 73 stones of heavily weathered 

local oolitic limestone of varying size. Originally probably more stones were arranged to form 

a tight circle set in a slight bank, with a narrow entrance towards the south-east marked by 

two offset portal stones. To the north-east (across the road and the Warwickshire boundary) 

 
32 TNA, SC 2/197/14; below, social hist. 
33 Not listed amongst smaller places exempted from tax: Feudal Aids, IV, 201–2. The numbers paying 
poll tax in 1377 are unknown: Poll Taxes 1377–81, ed. Fenwick, II, 291. 
34 I.S. Leadam (ed.), Domesday of Inclosures 1517–18 (1897), I, 328, 372. 
35 TNA, E 179/161/198; E 179/162/227. 
36 Ibid. E 179/255/3; Compton Census, ed. Whiteman, 422. 
37 Secker’s Visit. 125; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. b 37, f. 169. 
38 Census, 1801–1931. 
39 Below (settlement). 
40 Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 403. For other accts: G. Lambrick, The Rollright Stones: Megaliths, 
Monuments, and Settlement in the Prehistoric Landscape (English Heritage Archaeol. Rep. 6, 1988); 
NHLE, no. 1018400; https://www.rollrightstones.co.uk/stones (accessed Apr. 2020). 
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the solitary King Stone, c.2.4 m. high, was set on a natural rise between 1880 and 1550 BC, 

and was most likely intended as a permanent marker to the nearby Bronze-Age burial cairn 

and barrows. 

 

 

 

 

 Occasional Mesolithic hunting expeditions may have preceded construction of the 

Stones,41 which in turn attracted later prehistoric activity. Pottery associated with the late 

Neolithic Beaker people was found about a mile west of the stone circle, in or near Barrow 

Ground,42 while human remains suggest re-use of the Whispering Knights during the Bronze 

Age.43 Early Iron-Age trackways and other linear features may indicate a pioneering 

enclosure of the surrounding landscape, culminating in the establishment of an Iron-Age 

farmstead c.150 m. north-east of the King Stone.44 The area continued in use during the 

Roman period,45 and the Stones were also associated with Anglo-Saxon burials of the 6th 

and 7th centuries.46 Settlement in the vicinity of the later village (by the stream) developed 

probably by the 9th or 10th century,47 and by the 11th was the focus of a 5-hide 

 
41 A. Morigi et al., The Archaeology of the Gravel Terraces of the Upper and Middle Thames: Early 
Prehistory to 1500 BC (Thames Valley Landscapes Monograph 32, 2011), 209–10, 214, 219, 241. 
42 H. Case, ‘Beaker Pottery from the Oxford Region: 1939–1955’, Oxoniensia 21 (1956), 2–3. 
43 Morigi et al., Early Prehistory to 1500 BC, 263. 
44 NHLE, no. 1018402; HER, PRN 12251; 12927; 15390; cf. SMA 30 (2000), 63. 
45 Historic England Research Recs, nos. 1023801, 1075331; HER, PRN 2252; 12254; SMA 32 
(2002), 52. 
46 H. Hamerow, ‘A Conversion-Period Burial in an Ancient Landscape: A High-Status Female Grave 
near the Rollright Stones, Oxfordshire/Warwickshire’, in A. Langlands and R. Lavelle (eds), The Land 
of the English Kin: Studies in Wessex and Anglo-Saxon England in Honour of Professor Barbara 
Yorke (2020), 231–44; HER, PRN 15402; Oxon. Atlas, pp. 18–19. 
47 For the suggestion of continuing Anglo-Saxon settlement by the Stones, S. Semple, ‘Locations of 
Assembly in Early Anglo-Saxon England’, in A. Pantos and S. Semple (eds), Assembly Places and 
Practices in Medieval Europe (2004), 148–9. 

The King’s Men stone circle. 
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ecclesiastical estate which had most likely been separated from a larger Rollright complex, 

and was worked by a resident population of agricultural tenants and labourers.48 

 

Medieval and Later Settlement 

 

The 13th-century village contained at least 23 households of mostly villein yardlanders and 

cottagers,49 their houses congregated presumably in the stream valley near the church. Its 

substantial depopulation by enclosing landlords in the 15th and 16th centuries has obscured 

its layout,50 although residual earthworks survive north and west of the church, including (on 

the west) a moated site which was probably the location of Eynsham abbey’s manor house, 

with a series of fishponds to its south fed by the stream.51 Several 13th- and 14th-century 

inhabitants were named from the locations of their houses (above or beneath the village, at 

the gate, at the well, at the churchyard), suggesting a largely nucleated settlement with some 

outlying buildings on its fringes.52 A watermill and mill cottage may have lain near the 

parish’s south-east boundary as later.53 

 

   

 

 

 

An undated 17th-century estate map shows twelve remaining buildings (including the 

church) at the former village site, although probably only the five marked with chimneys were 

 
48 Below, landownership; econ. hist. (medieval). 
49 Rot. Hund. II, 744; below, social hist. (Middle Ages). 
50 K.J. Allison, M.W. Beresford and J.G. Hurst, The Deserted Villages of Oxfordshire (1965), 42; 
Oxon. Atlas, 56–7; below, econ. hist. (medieval). 
51 HER, PRN 1083; 5419; 5508; below, landownership (manor ho.). For a freeholder’s ‘curia’ c.1213–
23, Eynsham Cart. I, p. 162. 
52 bovetun, binethetun, ad portam, atte welle, ad cimiterium: Rot. Hund. II, 744; TNA, E 179/161/8–10. 
53 Below, econ. hist. (milling). 

The village (left) and watermill (right): details from a 17th-century 
estate map (Oxfordshire History Centre, E321/M/1). 
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permanently inhabited, the rest presumably comprising agricultural buildings.54 The largest 

dwelling was most likely the manor house by the former moat (on the site of the present-day 

Manor Farm Cottages), followed by Manor Farm and the rectory house, while a sixth house 

(assessed for hearth tax in 1662) was probably the isolated watermill and mill house. Other 

outliers included a windmill in the north-west and a probable field barn south of the village, 

both later demolished.55 

 Later settlement focused on Manor Farm (south-east of the church), the former 

manor house being downgraded and eventually rebuilt as labourers’ cottages, and its farm 

buildings removed.56 Manor Farm itself was extended, and additional outbuildings and farm 

workers’ accommodation provided, raising the number of inhabited houses from five in 1851 

to eight by 1901, when another house stood empty.57 The outlying Baker’s Hill Farm (north-

west of the village) and farm buildings at Rose’s Hill (to its north-east) were both established 

in the early 19th century, along with two cottages (one of them for the turnpike keeper) by 

the ridgeway on the parish’s north-west edge.58 At the manor’s sale in 1929 there were 10 

houses including Manor Farm and that at the watermill, and five sets of agricultural 

buildings.59 Rose’s Hill and the mill were later demolished,60 leaving Manor Farm, the former 

rectory house, five cottages, and the former toll cottage and its neighbour (both then 

separated from the estate) in 2014.61 

 

The Built Character 

 

Surviving buildings date chiefly from the 17th to 19th century, and are characteristic of the 

area, featuring local limestone rubble (some of it probably quarried in the parish), occasional 

ashlar dressings, and Stonesfield slate roofs, with thatch formerly more common particularly 

on outbuildings.62 Surviving datestones (though mostly reset) suggest extensive rebuilding 

by the Blowers and Dixons, resident lords in the 17th century: dated structures include a 

barn just north of the village (1616, rebuilt in 1801), the church tower (1617), the core of 

Manor Farm (1633), and the rectory house (1640), while a datestone at Manor Farm 

 
54 OHC, E321/M/1 (catalogued as c.1690, but perhaps more likely made for the resident Dixons 
before 1660). 
55 Ibid.; TNA, E 179/255/3; below (built character); landownership (manor ho.). 
56 OHC, tithe map; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XIV.2 (1886 edn); below, landownership (manor ho.). 
57 Census, 1851–1901; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XIV.2 (1886–1905 edns). 
58 OS Map 1”, sheet XLV (1833 edn); OHC, tithe map; TNA, HO 107/879; ibid. RG 10/1458. 
59 Sale Cat., Little Rollright Manor Estate (1927): copy in OHC, Marshall XVIII/i/6. 
60 Between 1955 and 1974: OS Maps 6”, SP 23 SE (1955 edn); 1:2500, SP 2930, SP 3029 (1974–5 
edn). 
61 OCC Register of Landowner Statements, no. 1784 (map) (accessed online); Oxf. Mail, 2 June 
2014. 
62 For quarries, below, econ. hist. (non-agric.); for thatch, e.g. Sale Cat., Little Rollright Manor Estate 
(1927); below, relig. hist. (rectory ho.). 
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Cottages may reflect a remodelling of the manor house in 1635, incorporating ovolo-

moulded stone mullions.63 That was most likely the house taxed on seven hearths in 1662, 

followed by Manor Farm with six and the rectory house with three, while three houses 

assessed on one or two hearths were presumably estate cottages and the watermill 

cottage.64 Surviving 19th-century structures include the barn rebuilt in 1801 (incorporating a 

five-bayed collar and tie-beam roof, later covered in corrugated asbestos),65 the remodelled 

Manor Farm Cottages (probably incorporating fragments of the manor house),66 and the 

former toll house and adjacent cottage by the ridgeway (both of coursed limestone rubble, 

and since remodelled and extended).67 No entirely 20th-century housing exists. 

 

 

 

 
63 NHLE, nos. 1251362–5, 1262812; below, landownership (manor ho.); relig. hist. (rectory ho.; 
church archit.). 
64 TNA, E 179/255/3; cf. OHC, E321/M/1 (17th-cent. estate map). 
65 NHLE, no. 1251362. 
66 Below, landownership (manor ho.). 
67 Above (settlement); for remodelling, WODC online planning docs, 10/1333/P/FP (Toll Ho.); 
Stratford-on-Avon District Council online planning docs, 19/02912/FUL (White Ho., since renamed 
Saffron Heights). 

An isolated stone barn dated 
1616 and 1801. 


