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The History of Horsley  

Horsley is surrounded by a rich tapestry of local history. People have lived in this 
district from time immemorial and there are Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age 
burial sites that testify to their presence. When the Romans conquered Britain they 
too must have relished the rich territories of the Cotswolds and a Roman villa has 
been excavated near Kingscote. Not to be outdone are the ancient burying 
places of the Anglo-Saxons found, for instance, at Chavenage. However, our more 
detailed knowledge of the Parish starts with the years leading up to the Norman 
Conquest…. 

The name Horsley, according to the Rev. Messing Rudkin’s ‘History of 
Horsley’ (1884) was originally ‘Hurstleigh’, meaning ‘wooded field’ from the Anglo-
Saxon ‘Hurst’ (wood) and ‘Leigh’ (field.)  According to the author, ‘our hill-sides 
were once clothed with woods of beech, interspersed with Scotch fir, oak and 
hazel nut. The narrow bottoms were swamps covered by dense thickets of alders 
and willows giving shelter to numerous red deer and beavers.’ Perhaps Horsley 
Woods give us an inkling of what he meant. 

According to the Domesday Book, Horsley was a Royal domain, which belonged 
to Goda, sister of Edward the Confessor. Nevertheless, Chavenage Green was also 
where Earl Godwin assembled an army against Edward in 1051. After the Norman 
Conquest, Horsley was given to Roger de Montgomery, who presented it to the 
Abbey of St Martin at Troam in Normandy. The parish comprised over 4000 acres 
and included weaving settlements at the Northern end, a settlement at Barton 
End to the east and at Chavenage to the south.  

300 years later, the ownership of the Manor of Horsley passed to Augustinians at 
Bruton in Somerset and, on the Dissolution of the Monasteries, into the hands of 
Henry VIII himself. Henry then granted it to Sir Thomas Seymour, brother of the king’s 
third wife, Jane Seymour. Sir Thomas, however, met an untimely end, being exe-
cuted at the Tower for treason and Horsley was sold to the Stephens family of 
Chavenage House.  

The main occupation of most of the Parish centred around farming, both sheep 
and arable. Some of the land was rented to smallholders but many worked for the 
landowning estates. The population of Horsley continued to grow and the Parish 
records testify to the rise in population. For instance, the record for 1592 gives 22 
Baptisms, 5 Weddings and 5 Burials. Two hundred years later in 1792, there were 43 
Christenings, 29 Weddings and 31 Burials. 

The dependence of Horsley on the cloth industry is well-illustrated by records from 
1811 which list in the Parish ‘19 clothiers, 172 weavers, 19 shearmen, 14 spinners, 4 
cloth-workers, 3 blue-dyers, 2 wool-pickers, 2 jenny-spinners, 2 millwrights, a shuttle-
maker and a yarn-maker.’ There was a mill in Horsley as far back as 1086 and three 



were recorded on Horsley stream in 1824. Farming traditions such as sheep-dipping 
in Washpool persisted well into the 20th Century. The population of the Parish 
reached a peak of 3,690 in 1831, but the decline of the cloth industry resulted in a 
rapid fall in numbers, many seeking work in the towns or emigrating to Australia. 
The present number of residents is about 800. 

The oldest buildings in the Parish that have survived are usually either farm houses 
or the homes of rich landowners. Among the former are Sugley Farm in Tick-
morend, Barton End Farmhouse and Nupend Farmhouse. Of the landowning es-
tates, Chavenage House has medieval origins but was rebuilt in Tudor times. Hors-
ley Court dates from the 17th Century and was reputedly where Judge Jeffreys sen-
tenced to death people involved in the Monmouth rebellion. The dining room 
doubled as the court room with a ceiling which could be raised, allowing specta-
tors to observe proceedings from above. The 17th Century Dovecot was used to 
supply the occupants with fresh meat in the winter. Barton End Hall was the home 
of the naval commander, Admiral James Young and his family and was possibly 
visited by Charles Darwin prior to his famous voyage aboard HMS Beagle.  

Horsley village itself developed around the cross roads of four of the routes running 
through it. These were the road from South Wales which zig-zagged up Frocester 
Hill and came into the village past Nupend; the route to Chavenage and Tetbury 
via Hay Lane; the road down Wormwood Hill to Avening and Cirencester and the 
road coming up from Nailsworth via Downend which is still Narrowcut Lane. The 
main toll-road from Nailsworth to Horsley was only constructed at the end of the 
18th Century.  

Tradition has it that this cross-roads was once the site of a market and the devel-
opment of this part of the village dates from the late 17th and early 18th Centuries.  
This includes the Boot Inn, which existed from 1799 to 1939 on what is now the cen-
tral Car Park. One of the houses opposite – it is not clear which – was, according to 
a deed of 1800, ‘known by the name or sign of The Starr’. Next door was Holm-
ridge, now the Post House, and nearby was the Bell and Castle. Pubs also existed 
at Nupend (the Yew Tree), Downend (the White Hart) and Barton End (Tipputs Inn). 
From the 18th Century, cottages started being built on Hay Lane and the lane 
leading to Washpool and the village grew westwards along the main street to Nu-
pend. Downend also grew eastwards during the 18th and early 19th centuries.  

The inhabitants of Horsley in the 18th Century, according to Rudkin, ‘were wicked 
and idle and addicted to vicious habits.’ This unsavoury reputation may perhaps 
have been the reason for the location of the prison, the Horsley House of Correc-
tion, which stood from 1791 to 1878 on the place now occupied by the Priory. It 
was one of four such institutions in the county and was mainly used for first time of-
fenders and young people. However, it was not then difficult to fall foul of the law 
for what may now seem very trivial offences. 

A church had been built at Horsley by 1105 and over the centuries many different 
vicars served the Parish, among the more notable being Dudley Fosbrooke, curate 
from 1794 to 1810. He was author of a history of the county and took an active in-



terest in the welfare of his parishioners, vaccinating over 600 people at his own ex-
pense. The present church, consecrated in 1839 and incorporating the west tower 
of the old building, was designed by Thomas Rickman and built with funds from 
public subscription.  

An unlicensed schoolmaster was recorded at Horsley in 1602 and a one-roomed 
school with bare walls and minimal furniture was started in Tickmorend in 1752. 
However, in 1824 a new school, known as Horsley Free School, was built on an un-
consecrated part of the churchyard and had soon attracted 120 pupils. The 
school was rebuilt in 1894, renamed Horsley C. of E. School and by 1910 it had 173 
pupils. Although this number had declined to 43 in 1972, the school is now thriving 
again with over 100 children on roll.  

In the 20th Century, two council estates were built, at Stevens Way and Priory Fields, 
as well as a number of other houses, including some ‘infill’ and properties west of 
the Priory. More recently, the village hall has been enlarged, a building for the 
football team and the community shop has been constructed (partly using volun-
tary labour), and the church converted to a 3-in-1 building for community, school 
and church. The Bell and Castle site has been completely redeveloped with three 
more houses and The Hog is thriving….  

With its celebrated community spirit, Horsley is adapting well to the challenges of 
change while striving to keep alive the traditions that sustain its unique environ-
ment.


