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The Village – Past and Present
West Littleton is a small village located north west of Marshfield in South
Gloucestershire, situated on the Cotswold escarpment in an Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty. It was given the protection of a Conservation
Area in 1992 following the realization that the village, common and lanes
had not materially changed in almost 400 years.

The area around West Littleton has been touched by history from Neolithic
times. West Littleton Down was traversed by an ancient trackway dating
from this period and evidence of activity in the form of flint tools and arrow
heads has been found here. Evidence dating from the Bronze Age came to
light following a pipe line excavation across West Littleton Down which
uncovered two skeletons from this period.
A camp road or ridgeway ran between the “Fosse” and the “Portway” from
Castle Combe to Dyrham connecting the two roads and the Ebdown and
Dyrham Camps. It is thought that Ceawlin the ruler of Wessex used this
route when he attacked the Dyrham Camp and subsequently defeated the
English at Dyrham in AD 577.
Domesday mentions a small Hundred known as “Edredestaine Hundred”
containing the modern parishes of Marshfield, Old Sodbury, Chipping
Sodbury, Dodington, Tormarton and West Littleton. It was later absorbed
into the “Hundred of Grimboldstow” or “ Grumbolds Ash”.
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Agriculture has taken place from pre-history onward, but it was not until
the ninth century that the system of open-field farming became
dominant and, linked to this development settlements, began to appear
often grouped around a village green. It is likely that West Littleton
developed from a small hamlet to the village we have today following
the adoption of open-field farming. By the seventeenth century West
Littleton had three separate open-field systems Southwest field,
Northwest field and the East field. These fields in common with other
areas of the Cotswolds maintained fertility by adopting a “sheep–corn“
system, the wool trade reached its peak during the fourteenth century.
Parts of the church of St James; the great part of the central gable
containing the chancel arch and surmounted by the bell turret date from
the 13th century.

An estate map dated from 1637 shows that William of Cavendish, Duke
of Newcastle was Lord of the Manor of Tormarton, West Littleton, and
Acton Turville. He was a grandson of Bess of Hardwick who was
reputed to be the richest woman in England after Queen Elizabeth 1.
William was a favoured courtier of Charles 1 and also an extremely
wealthy man, although he lost a lot of his fortune supporting the King
during the English Civil War. He subsequently sold the land to the
families of Francombe (aka Frankcom), Fisher and Osborne. There is
evidence in the church and churchyard of these families, please see page
16 for more information.
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West Littleton has a number of typical characteristics of Cotswold
villages with many buildings and walls built of Cotswold stone,
and stone tiled roofs. One of the most striking is the Old Manor
House thought to have been built by John Baldwin around 1500
and is of limestone rubble with a stone tiled roof. In some parts the
walls are two foot thick.
Other buildings of interest include Manor Farm, Home Farm (now
Littleton House), Upper Farm (now Old Farmhouse) and Church
Farm and its associated buildings. The barn of Home Farm, apart
from its new slate roof, is a traditional barn once used for
winnowing grain. An interesting feature of the barn to the rear of
Home Farm is the keyhole shaped loading door under the eaves.
Up to 40 years ago grain was handled in large two bushel (2.25
cwt) ‘West of England’ sacks, the size of which required a larger
door when carried on the back of the farm labourer. Upper Farm is
thought to be the oldest farm in the village.
The population of West Littleton has not changed much over the
last 350 years. In 1776, 44 people lived in the village, in 1891 it
was 100 and today there are around 70 residents.
The village has a farming heritage, which is still maintained to this
day, by its several working farms which are a focus of village
activity. However in the past the village, in addition to agriculture
activity, supported a smithy, wheelwright/carpenter/coffin
workshop, a malt house, a poultry farm and a school.
Remains of the railway tracks used to move the chicken grain
around on the poultry farm, the engine house and a concrete block
where the packing cases of eggs were collected can still be seen
today.
The old school building, at the top of Camp Lane, dates from 1825
and the original sign can still be seen. By 1897 we know that the
children of West Littleton attended the school in Marshfield.
Education had become mandatory in 1880.
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Only 50 years ago the village green would look very different from
how it looks today when you’d have seen a village hall and a pond.
The timber framed village hall was used for dances, musical events
and whist drives up to the late 1960’s. Marshfield football club
reassembled the hall as a club house on the recreation field. The
pond was filled in around the same time.
If you look closely, you can still see the remains of the stocks that
were also on the village green. There were many crimes that could
be covered by the punishment of the stocks, including some related
to agricultural practices. A Statute introduced during the reign of
Henry VIII for example, made it law for children from 5-14 to be
put to husbandry (farm work) and those who refused to work could
be whipped. Anyone refusing to implement the punishment was set
in the stocks for 2 days and fed only on bread and water.

Just along from the village green, next to the village notice board is
the village pound which was a feature of most British Medieval
villages. It served several purposes; the most common was to hold
stray sheep, pigs and cattle until they were claimed by their
owners, usually for the payment of a fund or levy.
Further along still, at the junction with Furlongs Lane there is a
small building with a pyramid shaped roof and a large door way
that has now been filled in. The present use of this building is as a
garage to the bungalow, but it was originally a chapel and used
until around the time of the First World War. It was used as a first
aid centre in the Second World War.
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The parish boundary between Marshfield and West Littleton runs
along Slait Lane and is physically defined by the stone walls and
stone boundary markers spaced along the boundary. It was
customary for villagers to walk the boundary once a year, moving
along the boundary from stone marker to stone marker.
Britain in 1800 was a rural country, dominated by agriculture.
Many people did not travel farther than the village they were born
in – London may have seemed like another country. In fact, Bristol
clocks ran ten minutes behind London time! Life was slow;
daylight and the seasons ruled the countryside.
When Queen Victoria ascended the throne in 1837, agriculture was
slowly being pushed aside for manufacturing jobs. By the end of
the 1800's, 80 percent of England's population lived in cities.
Although much of the population did leave the countryside to reap
the benefits of industrialization, farming was still very much a part
of life in Victorian Britain.
Tractors, which were initially hired from the Ministry of
Agriculture, first began to be used at Home Farm during the First
World war. The wheels were made of iron and couldn’t be used to
pull the wagons on the road so horses were still necessary.
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Water and electricity did not come to West Littleton until around 1950
so if there was insufficient water in your own well, the people from
both West Littleton and Marshfield would take a water cart to
Washbrook, which is situated in the lane between the two villages.
The lane widens to enable the water carts to turn around. However,
beer was considered to be safer to drink than water and many farms
brewed their own which farm workers received as part of their wages.
Tracks for moving the barrels around remain at West Farm.
In more recent times gas pipes were laid in 1968 on West Littleton
Down and two skeletons dating back to the Bronze Age were
unearthed. One had received a spear thrust in his pelvis, the other was
found with the remains of the spearhead in his spine and indication of
a severe blow to the head.
The Beaufort Hunt regularly uses the village green as the meeting
point for their hunts.

The village and it’s church are not only a source of great pride to the
villagers but also give much pleasure to visitors to the area who enjoy
country walks along the well posted and maintained footpaths. There
is a footpath through the churchyard which allows passers-by to spend
a few moments of quiet contemplation inside the beautiful little
church, and comments in the visitor’s book show what a pleasure this
brings.
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St James’s Church
The present church dates from 1855 when it was largely rebuilt
following damage by fire. Thomas Henry Wyatt, architect of
Salisbury diocese was responsible for the rebuilding which included
the addition of the South porch and Vestry.
Of the church before the fire it appears that the great part of the central
gable containing the Chancel arch and surmounted by the bell turret
are 13th century work. In 1800 Bigland wrote:
“The benefice is annexed as a Chapelry to Tormarton, in the deanery
of Hawkesbury. The church is a small structure in the style of the
middle centuries, consisting of a Nave only, with a low octagonal
turret. There are no benefactions to the poor.”
It is not known how much of the earlier church building survived the
fire. The Chancel is slightly offset from the Nave. The barrel
vaulting of the Chancel roof suggests an earlier style of architecture.
Tiles on the Chancel floor were fashionable at the time that the church
was rebuilt and may be from the Minton factory who began producing
glazed tiles from medieval patterns from 1830.

The earliest marble
monument on the
North wall of the
Chancel
commemorates
Rev. William
Alsop and his wife
Mary, 1750.
The oldest recorded
member of the
Alsop family was
born in 1596 and
was interred in one
of the chest tombs
in the churchyard.
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The Nave
Just in front of the Chancel are flat stones which may have been
the memorials recorded by Bigland as belonging to Robert and
Elizabeth Hale.

A photograph of
the church taken
earlier this
century shows
that there were
once paintings
either side of the
Chancel arch.
These were the
Creed and The
Lord’s Prayer.

The windows,
although not
matching, are all
the same
perpendicular
style.

The church was then lit by oil lamps and holes may be seen in the
choir pews and front nave pews where the oil lamps were housed.
Where the table now stands near the door a chimney (removed at
some stage) suggested that the church may have been heated by a
Tortoise stove or similar – also a hearth was built in the Vestry to
keep the Curate warm!
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South Porch
Above the door is what Arthur Mee in ‘The Kings England’
(Gloucestershire) describes as West Littleton’s most precious
heritage; a lovely canopied niche with very worn figures of Mary
and Jesus and three tiny faces below. They are probably 600 years
old. A fretted and pinnacled style of niche is in the style of the
13th century
and it has been
suggested that
the figures
may have been
mutilated
during the
reign of Henry
VIII when the
King
denounced the
Catholic faith
and declared
himself leader
of the Church
of England.
Below - Above the church door is a much worn Victorian Royal
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The Turret and Bellcote
The 13th century turret is of stone and typical Cotswold design. Other
local examples include those at Leigh Delamere, Old Dilton,
Biddestone and the sanctus bellcote at Castle Combe. Of these, West
Littleton is proportionately the biggest and finest; there are others in
Gloucestershire. In 1989 the turret was restored and strengthened with
stainless steel tie rods and additional strengthening provided by the
galvanised rolled steel joist from which the bell hangs. A new weather
vane was then provided. The finial cross of wrought iron dates from
1855.
The Bell
The bell is one of mid 13th century date, perhaps coeval with a turret
and second in age only to the ancient bell at Tytherton Kellaways in
the Bristol diocese. It is of local and national importance.

The bell is approximately 17
inches in diameter and weighs
about 1cwt. In 1993 the bell
was removed, returned to
Whitechapel Bell Foundry for
cleaning and to have the
wrought iron cast-in crown
staple removed before this
rusting pin threatened to
crack the bell. A new clapper
mechanism and a new
hardwood headstock were
fitted.

The bell retains its fine looped canons (the loops from which it is
suspended and which are integral parts of its casting) and its argent.
Externally the bell has a long waisted profile and is ornamented by two
moulding wires placed close together just beneath the shoulder, and
two more similarly arranged just below the sound box curve and above
the lip. The features of the bell testify to its great antiquity.
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Maintaining the Church
Some major repairs have taken place over the last 20 years. In
1993 the roof, guttering and down pipes were in need of urgent
attention. This involved stripping all the Cotswold stone roof tiles,
relining the roof, replacing the tiles, renewing all flashings and
repairing coping stones.
Whilst scaffolding was in place to repair the roof, the opportunity
was taken to rectify problems with the church bell which was in
danger of cracking. This was due to the rusting of the iron insert at
the crown of the bell. A new method of hanging the bell was
implemented, overseen by the Diocesan bells expert Rev. David
Cawley.
In 1996 another major piece of work was undertaken when it
became necessary to completely rewire the church after problems
with the overheating of the electricity supply and fears for the
safety of the installed system.
More minor tasks have included replacement of windows and repointing to exclude damp.
The most recent project took place in 2010 when a number of 18th
and 19th century tombs and memorials were preserved.
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The project, which cost nearly £50,000, was made possible thanks
to a grant of £16,500 from the Heritage Lottery Fund and support
from Ibstock Cory Environmental Trust and a number of other
organisations and trusts.
The work took two months to complete and during that time
around 60 children from Marshfield Primary School visited the
site. The School’s involvement with the Project has inspired the
children’s enthusiasm for the history of the surrounding area and
the importance of conserving its heritage.

During their visit, the children heard about the work from the
Nimbus Conservation team who explained the various techniques
used and demonstrated a range of conservation skills. Some of the
children even had the opportunity to try their hand at stone
masonry. The children also enjoyed following an historical village
and church trail created by village residents.
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The Tombs and Memorials
Walking around a church and reading the inscriptions on the
monuments, tombs and graves sets many people wondering about
the lives of those commemorated.
The group of villagers involved in the Tombs and Memorial
project felt the same and approached Ann Ballard, a local
genealogist, for help to find out more about some of the families.
The church contains four listed 18th and 19th century marble wall
monuments and nine chest tombs which flank the path to the
church door.

As you walk round the church and in the churchyard you notice
there are a number of memorials to the Frankcom, Osborne and
Hillier families. These families are linked together by marriage and
it is likely that they have lived in the village since the early 1700s.
The Osborne and Hillier families were linked when Sarah Osborne
married William Hillier in 1790. William and Sarah were first
cousins; marriage between cousins was quite common in the 18th
century. Their mothers, Alice and Edith Frankcom, were sisters.
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THE FRANKCOM FAMILY
In the centre of the North wall of the Nave there is a monument topped
by an urn in marble by Tyley of Colerne to Francis Frankcom who
died 1748 and Betty his wife who died in 1789. It also mentions Edith
Osborne 1782, Richard Frankcom 1787 and his wife Elizabeth 1800.
Research into the
Frankcom family
memorial pictured
here provided a great
deal of information on
how the families
described on this, and
the many other
memorials in the
church are linked.
Francis and Elizabeth
(known as Betty)
Frankcom had five
children. Richard was
their only son and
Edith was their eldest
daughter.
Richard married Elizabeth Tyler in 1766 at Marshfield. They had no
children but when Elizabeth died in 1805 she left a charity of the value
of £2/2/- yearly arising from one third of the net dividends of £210 2 ¾
% Consolidated Annuities, applied to the purchase of clothes,
distributed on St Thomas’ Day to poor men and women of West
Littleton, the remaining two thirds to be disbursed at Marshfield in like
manner. Elizabeth is buried in nearby Marshfield churchyard.
Edith was married to James Osborne and they had six children,
including Sarah who went onto marry her cousin William Hillier.
When Edith died James married her younger sister Frances.
One of Francis and Betty’s other daughters was Alice who married
William Hillier in 1768. They had just one child, William junior, who
was born in 1769, the same year as his mother died. It seems highly
likely that Alice died either giving birth, or soon afterwards. Pregnancy
and childbirth were dangerous times in a woman’s life and the most
common cause of death in young women right up to the 18th century.
17
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THE HILLIER FAMILY
The Hillier and Osborne families feature on a number of memorials in
the church. There are several generations featured on this large marble
memorial, by Tyley of Colerne, which dominates the South wall.

In marble relief upon black marble surround is the figure of Hope,
holding an anchor, derived from early Christian symbolism related to
Hebrew 6:19 “we have this hope as an anchor for the soul firm and
secure”. The draped female figure stands by an urn.
This was a popular style of memorial from the end of the 18th century
up to the Victorian period.
Sarah Hillier who died in 1829 aged 39 was the daughter of James and
Edith Osborne, as mentioned on page 17, Edith was from the
Frankcom family and when Edith died James married her younger
sister Frances.
Sarah married her cousin William Hillier who was the only son of
Edith’s sister Alice and her husband William Hillier.
Sarah and William had three children. The separate memorial
commemorates Sarah Ann Hillier, their only daughter, who died in
1819 aged 23 years.
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William rented a pew at the church; this was mentioned in his Will
when he died in 1836 aged 66, along with his estate and land in
West Littleton. He also held lands at Great Sherston (also known
as Sherston Magna) and in Marshfield.
Sarah and William’s other two children were William and Thomas.
It seems that although William was the executor of his father’s will
it was Thomas who remained as a farmer and landowner in West
Littleton.
Thomas Hillier was married to Dorothy Anne Holborow and they
had nine children. Two of them died young, Thomas and Emily
Anne and they are both named on this memorial along with their
aunt Sarah Ann and their grandmother – Sarah Hillier.
Thomas died in 1873 aged 73 and Dorothy died the following year.
Both are also mentioned on this memorial. On Dorothy’s death in
1894, the Old Farm, where she was living was sold at auction at
the Castle Hotel in Bath.
The other seven children were Sarah, Thomas, Laura, Edgar,
Clara, Helen Ann and Frances. By 1901, only Edgar was still
living in the village at Home Farm with George Blake and his
family.
It was the Blake family that erected the tablet on the inside of the
South wall to commemorate the two villagers killed in the 19141918 war.
Edgar Hillier died in 1919 and at the time of his death was living
with his sister Helen Anne and her family of eight children in
Bristol. Also living with them was their sister Sarah. Helen Anne
died in 1937 at the age of 90. One of her children, also called
Helen, has a memorial in the church.
“In memory of Helen wife of Kenneth Brown and youngest
daughter of Lewis Lawrence and Helen Anne Lansdowne (nee
Hillier) who died at Blegberry Hartland 18 May 1961.”
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Plan of the Graveyard

Tomb 1
Tomb 2
Tomb 3
Tomb 4
Tomb 5
Tomb 6
Tomb 7
Tomb 8
Tomb 9

Nathaniel Osborne
Unidentified
Alsop family
Snell family
Talbot family
Philip West
Baldwin and Snell families
Osborne families
Osborne families
21

22

THE OSBORNE FAMILY
As mentioned previously , the large memorial on the South wall is
also dedicated to Sarah who was the wife of William Hillier and
the daughter of James Osborne and his first wife Edith. James and
Edith had five other children, Edith, Francis and William,
Elizabeth and Mary.
Edith died in 1782 and is commemorated on the Frankcom
memorial on page 17. A year later James married Frances
Frankcom who was his wife’s sister. The three youngest children
were named in James and Frances’s will.

Tomb number 1 commemorates Nathaniel Osborne. Until the
tombs and memorials restoration project was completed, no details
were known about this tomb, as the side containing the inscription
had collapsed and was lying face down on the earth. Despite this it
had been very well preserved.
Nathaniel Osborne died in 1771, aged 73, no one else is named on
this tomb but it seems that Nathaniel had a wife called Mary.
However, in his will dated 10 August 1769, Nathaniel, described
as a ‘gentleman’ named his brother Charles as the sole executor
and beneficiary. But the will was challenged and at a hearing on
2nd March 1774, the case between a Mary Osborne (described as a
widow and relict of Nathaniel Osborne) and Charles Osborne
(brother of Nathaniel) was heard again but the decision went in
favour of the brother Charles.
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Tomb number 9 is sacred to the memory of William Shipp
Osborne who was born in 1741 and was the son of Charles
Osborne (mentioned previously) and Grace Shipp. William was a
gentleman in Badminton. Charles and Grace had ten children in
all and are buried at Wapley.

William Shipp Osborne married Mary Hatherall in 1763 and they
had five children, James, Mary, William, Charles and Ann. When
William died in 1815, aged 75 he left his property and land in
West Littleton to his children and grandchildren. His wife Mary
lived for another five years and died in 1820 aged 82.
One of William Shipp Osborne’s grandsons, also called William
(and who was the only son of Charles and Mary Wickham) is
buried in the churchyard.
In 1841 he married Eleanor Sarah Bayliffe in Seagry, Wiltshire
where she was born in 1817. Eleanor Sarah was the youngest
daughter of Henry and Betty, they had another three daughters and
four sons. Betty’s sister Sarah Ely also lived in the village.
William is described as a gentleman, like his father Charles, and
they lived in West Littleton with one farm servant.
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By 1851 William and Eleanor have six children. William is a
farmer of 135 acres at Manor Farm and has eight labourers.
William died in 1855 at the age of 47 leaving Eleanor a widow at
36. His death was investigated by the Coroner and the verdict was
‘Accidentally killed by a fall from a horse’. His occupation at the
time of his death was a farmer.
Eleanor continued to run the farm and the 1861 census records her
living with the four oldest children and her unmarried sister.
It is not known where the youngest two children were, both would
have been about 10 years old. However, at the next census in 1871,
these two younger children, Mary and Francis, were back living
with their mother.
Eleanor remained at Manor Farm until her death in 1906 at the age
of 87. Her unmarried youngest daughter Mary died a year later
aged 57.

The Tombs of
William and Eleanor Sarah Osborne and also of
Sarah daughter of Charles and Louisa Osborne
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Tomb 8 - William and Ann OSBORNE
Another Osborne family are commemorated in the churchyard.
William and Ann Osborne had six children, all of whom died
before their father. Tomb 8 is sacred to the memory (which means
it does not contain their bodies) of their daughter Ann who was six
and a half and Maria who was just two and a half when she died.
The tomb also
commemorates
two more of their
children, Thomas
and William and
William himself
who died in 1861
at the age of 86,
eight years after
the death of his
last son.

There is a small listed classical Georgian monument in the church
in marble is to the memory of Mrs Francis Osborne 1822.
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THE SHELLARD FAMILY
There are three memorials to the Shellard family, many of whom
have lived in the parish all their lives.
William Shellard a farmer of 180 acres in Dyrham married Ann
Ettell in the parish of Batheaston in Somerset, where she was born,
in 1841. Ann was the daughter of a market gardener.
William and Ann had six daughters. The memorial records the
death of their second child, Mary who died aged nine weeks. It
also records the death of their daughter Anne who died in 1871
aged 25 years.
In 1864 Ann died at the age of 57 leaving William in the care of
his remaining four daughters. By the 1881 census it seems that
three of his daughters are married and William, who is 70, is living
at Farm House with his elder daughter Jane aged 38.
When William died in 1887 aged 83, Jane moved to The White
Hart Inn in Cold Ashton to live with her younger sister Elizabeth
and brother-in-law Charles Cowley. The family subsequently
moved to Dyrham where Jane died in 1927 at the age of 84.
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PHILIP WEST
Tomb 6 is in memory of Philip West from Dyrham who died in
1770 aged 56 years. Philip was reputed to be the son of the master
mason involved in the building of Dyrham Park.

Nimbus Conservation, the company that undertook the tombs and
memorials conservation, were extremely surprised to discover a
beautifully preserved, near perfect panel dating from 1770 when
working on this tomb that was on the point of collapse.
The panel was facing inwards and sheltered from the elements; it’s
a mystery as to why it was placed that way but could possibly be
because it was slightly damaged and not considered good enough
for display. Plenty of photographs of the panel were taken before
it was put back in place, possibly to be rediscovered in another 250
years!!
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THE HALE FAMILY
Just in front of the Chancel are flat stones which may have been
the memorials recorded by Bigland as belonging to Robert and
Elizabeth Hale. One of the inscriptions was:
Here lyeth the Body of Robert Hale, of this Parifh, who
died 28 August, 1723 in the 97th year of his Age.
Also here lyeth the Body of Elizabeth Wife of John Fisher,
of this parish, Gent, and daughter of Robert Hale and
Elizabeth his wife, who died January 5 1736 in the 49th
year of her age.
Here also lyeth the body of Sarah, the wife of Edward
Thomas late of the parish of Dyrham, Gent. She died
October 17 1752.
Here lyeth the Body of Elizabeth (wife of Robert) who died
8 November 1722
Mary, daughter of Robert and Elizabeth who died in 1732
in her 49th year.
In 1725 Elizabeth, their daughter, applied to the Chancellor of the
Diocese of Gloucester for a faculty to have her own private pew.
An extract from the Chancellor’s reply is as follows:
“As owner and possessor of one of the most considerable estates in
the said Parish of West Littleton and is destitute of a decent and
convenient seat or Pew in the said church And therefore hath
request been made unto us to Grant and Confirme unto the said
Elizabeth Hale two old Pews situate on the North side of the said
church of West Littleton and are the uppermost save one in that
Range or Rove of Pews and doe containe in breadth six Foot and
Four Inches and in Length four Foot and ten Inches or thereabouts
soe that when she the said Elizabeth Hale shall have made and
converted the same old two Pews into one decent and convenient
Pew she and her successors Owners and Possessors of the Estate
she now enjoyeth and her and their families may have hold and
enjoy the said two Pews converted into one Pew as aforesaid and
stand sit and kneel and attend divine Service and Sermons therein
without the Intrusion Intromission or Interruption of any other
person or persons whomsoever.”
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