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1. Location 

 

 

Worlaby Parish is located in the Unitary Authority of North 

Lincolnshire, 6 miles south of the Humber Estuary and 5 miles 

north west of the nearest town, Brigg. The village is one of six 

‘Low Villages’ situated at base of the scarp slope of the North 

Lincolnshire Wolds where natural springs provide a source of 

fresh water.  The others are South Ferriby, Horkstow, 

Saxby All Saints, Bonby and Elsham.   

The Parish includes three distinct landscape areas; the 

chalk uplands of the Wolds  with gently rolling arable 

fields to the East, the flat ‘carrs’ of the artificially 

drained floodplain of the River Ancholme to the West 

and the narrow strip of land between these two in 

which the villages reside. This strip, nowhere more than 

1km wide and narrowing to the north, supports 

woodland, wetland and high quality agricultural land as 

well as providing fresh water and communication 

routes. 

The River Ancholme drains the land between Lincoln Edge 

and the Wolds, north of Bishopbridge and Market Rasen. 

Originally the river flowed south into the Wash but this was 

reversed by the effects of glaciation with the section north of 

Bishopbridge then flowing into the Humber. As a result the 

Ancholme valley is level both across its width and along its 

length, creating a tidal saltmarsh in the floodplain. The river 

was canalised in the mid 17th century but the valley was not 

properly drained until the late 18th century. 
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2. History           

 

The Romans occupied the whole of the Ancholme valley.  

Ermine Street, the Roman road from London to York, 

runs along the west side of the valley to reach the 

crossing point of the Humber at Winteringham and 

there were numerous Roman settlements in the area 

including a villa at Worlaby. However the existence 

of ridgeways that pre-date the Romans, the presence 

of a Romano-British settlement near Scunthorpe and 

the discovery of artefacts on the Wolds indicate that 

natural communication routes on both sides of the valley 

were in use in the Bronze Age.  

The current settlement pattern probably dates back to about 

500 AD when Worlaby was established by the Anglo Saxons 

who were attracted to the fertile land and the wildlife of the 

marsh.  Around 870 AD the area was invaded by Vikings who 

raided as far inland as York. It was at this time that the name 

Worlaby or its precursor was first used.  Horkstow and 

Elsham, however, retained their Anglo Saxon names despite 

being occupied.     

‘Uluricebi’ appears in the Domesday Book of 1086 as 

having 24 households, land for 7 ploughs and 40 acres of 

meadow;  quite a large settlement but smaller than 

Elsham and very much smaller than South Ferriby. 

Worlaby was owned by Healfdene (son of Topi) before 

being granted to the Bishop of Lincoln by William the 

Conqueror. The Lord of the Manor was Jocelyn son of 

Lambert who was also Lord of Elsham. 

 

Domesday Book entry for Worlaby 

Location of the Roman Villa Site NE of Worlaby church 
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For almost 800 years after this, the residents of Worlaby 

probably saw little change in their way of life. Landowners 

came and went, agricultural practices improved, the first 

steelworks at nearby Scunthorpe was built in 1864, the 

railway arrived in 1866, the village church was refurbished 

and the school built in 1874, but Worlaby in 1935 remained a 

village of agricultural workers living in tied or rented cottages 

with no electricity or mains water, working the land for 

someone else. 

Over the following 30 years facilities improved, with 

electricity (1950) and mains water (1958) being brought to 

the village but the population continued to fall as demand for 

agricultural labour diminished. Shops closed, churches fell 

into disuse, houses deteriorated and buildings of all kinds 

were demolished. In 1956 the Worlaby estate was put on the 

market, sold to a development company and split up. 

Agricultural land was purchased by farmers and houses by the 

occupiers.     

The advent of affordable motor cars in the 1960’s 

transformed the lives of the residents and the fortunes of the 

village. Slowly Worlaby became a commuter settlement with 

surges of growth throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s 

characterised by individual plots of land being developed by 

small builders, a pattern that is still prevalent today. Attempts 

to build larger blocks of houses met with resistance from 

residents and have largely failed. Hurds Farm, built in 2003, is 

the only example of large scale development in the village to 

date. 
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3. Population 

 

The population of Worlaby underwent a long 

period of growth in the 19th Century during 

which it trebled in the space of 80 years. In the 

1880’s the population began to decline and 

the decline continued until the mid 20th 

Century when the village had a population of 

less than 300 and was beginning to become 

derelict. This pattern of population change 

followed a decrease in profitability and 

changes in agricultural practice and is shared 

by villages throughout eastern England. 

Worlaby saw the sharpest decrease in 

population of all the Low Villages. 

The 1960’s and 70’s saw the rise of private car ownership and 

the possibility of residents working farther afield in a wider 

variety of employment. This arrested the fall in population 

and started a revitalisation that continues to this day.   

Today’s population of 538 (2011) is still below the highest 

figure of 582 in 1881. 

Of  538 residents in Worlaby  82 are aged 0-15 years  (15% of 

the population).  Bonby, with 561 residents, has 107 children 

aged 0-15 (19%).   Worlaby school, which takes pupils from 

Bonby as well as Worlaby, is therefore greatly affected by 

population changes in Bonby. 

Over 25% of Worlaby residents are of retirement age. This is 

higher than any other of the Low Villages except Elsham 27%).  

Bonby has the lowest proportion of retired people at 22%. 
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4. Landscape 

 

There are four distinct landscape areas within the Parish 

of Worlaby. 

The open rolling high farmland of the top of the Wolds 

has in the past supported livestock but is now largely 

arable, with large fields and limited hedgerows. The view 

here is dominated by a lack of vertical elements, wide 

uninterrupted views and expansive skies. Although 

somewhat unremarkable, it retains a tranquillity that 

encourages recreational use and allows it to support 

large flocks of wild birds. 

At the western edge of the Wolds the scarp 

slope forms a steep narrow band of chalk, 

almost everywhere covered by woodland 

supporting a wide variety of wild life. A 

spring line at the base of the chalk creates 

areas of wetland that add to the 

biodiversity of the area as well as having 

provided drinking water for the village over 

many centuries. 

West of the village, the flat valley of the River Ancholme 

is intensively farmed with large rectilinear fields between 

deep drainage dikes lined by sporadic tree cover. Blocks 

of dense woodland are scattered throughout the valley.  

Within the Parish this area, too, lacks vertical visual 

elements and is host to wetland wildlife and a significant 

range of predators. 
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Finally, the village itself sits on a ledge of sand and clay 

built up against the scarp slope raising the land above 

the level of the river floodplain. The sand and clay 

provide a rich, well drained loam ideal for intensive 

farming. Fields here are of  medium size and bounded by 

hedges except where they meet the wooded slope to the 

west.  

These landscape patterns extend along the Ancholme 

Valley and are generally shared by the other Low 

Villages. 
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5.  Local Economy 

 

For over a thousand years farming has been key to the 

prosperity of the parish. During the past 400 years the 

Worlaby estate has been owned and run by a succession 

of landowners with varying levels of  

investment and support for the community. The village 

went through at least two periods of decay and rebuilding 

reflecting changes in agricultural practice, before a final 

decline during the first half of the 20th century.  

Worlaby in 1871 was a hive of activity. In addition to 78 

farm labourers, there were: 10 live-in servants, 2 

foremen, 5 shepherds, 3 grooms, 3 gardeners, 1 horse 

breaker, 1 gamekeeper, 6 brickyard workers, 5 

carpenters, 2 butchers, 4 blacksmiths, 4 millers, 2 grocers, 

3 shoemakers, 3 carriers, 3 tailors, 1 farrier and 1 mason. 

The village was sufficiently affluent to support2 

cordwainers, who made shoes from new leather in 

contrast to cobblers and shoemakers who used recovered 

leather, also a vet, a police constable and a schoolmaster. 

In  the 1930s , whilst agriculture was still the main 

occupation, the trades had reduced. There was 1 

carpenter, 1 shoemaker, 1 tailor (who lived in Chapel 

House), 2 blacksmiths, 1 butcher and 4 shops. Bricklayers 

and joiners were employed in the maintenance of the 

estate properties.  

 

 By the 1960s all had disappeared except the blacksmiths 

and 2 shops. The shops were converted or demolished in 

the 1970s. The blacksmiths workshop, long disused, was 

demolished in 2003. 
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Worlaby Estate was sold to an investment company in 

1956 that broke it up, selling houses to occupants and 

land to farmers and builders.  At the same time basic 

utilities were brought to the village, electricity in 1950 and 

mains water in 1958, allowing properties to be brought up 

to 20th century standards. 

 

During the 1960s as a result of increasing affluence and 

the rise in car ownership, rural settlements became 

attractive to mobile individuals and their families who 

chose to live in the country but work in towns or to those 

wishing to retire to the countryside. 

This has been reflected in the growth of private housing 

since the 1960s. The influx of newcomers has radically 

changed the social composition of the village whilst at the 

same time saving it from further decline. For these new 

residents the fact that they live in a rural community 

surrounded by an attractive landscape remains a key 

factor in their quality of life. For them it is one of the 

reasons why Worlaby is a good place to live. 

The village economy is no longer land-based and most 

residents earn their income outside the parish or have 

retirement income. Whilst this has brought an income 

stream into the village, it has not led to any increase in 

business activity that would improve self-sufficiency and 

broaden the economic base. 

 

The recent introduction of high speed broadband opens 

the way for a wider variety of businesses to operate from 

rural premises, but it is far from certain that this will occur 

or will be supported.  
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The Built Environment. 

6.  Historical Development to 1960 

 

Human settlement in Worlaby has been recorded for well 

over a thousand years and whilst evidence of the 

settlement dates back to the 10th century, the oldest 

buildings that still remain in the parish date from the 17th 

century. In 1645 Lord John Belasyse was made Baron of 

Worlaby by Charles I whilst fighting in the Civil War. On his 

return he found his estate badly damaged.  Between 1661 

and 1672 he set about rebuilding the estate. The church was 

restored and the almshouses and the original Worlaby Hall 

was built. This was an elaborate affair set high on the Hill 

looking down over the village. Sadly it is no longer there, 

although the almshouses remain.  

There followed a long period of neglect until John Webb, who 

had inherited the Belasyse estate, built the current Worlaby 

Hall in 1807.  Terraces of houses were built on Top Road and 

Main Street. From 1830 to 1860  Worlaby House was built 

and the  village gained a  Wesleyan Sunday School, a small 

schoolroom, a Post Office, a Primitive Methodist chapel and 

a Wesleyan chapel and Chapel House. Several of these 

buildings still remain and the current layout of the village 

was established at this time.  

 In 1860 the estate was sold to Thomas George Corbett of 

Elsham Hall. The church was reported at this time to 

be ‘neglected and dilapidated’ but it is clear that the 

community was thriving, with a population twice that of 

1811. It was to grow further before reaching a peak in 1881.  
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John Dugdale Astley greatly expanded the village after 

1868 when he took over from Thomas Corbett, rebuilding 

the church, erecting the school and adding a blacksmiths’ 

shop and pairs of cottages each with a smallholding, pigsty 

and cowshed. The fountain, still a landmark in Worlaby, 

was built with stone remaining from the church 

restoration. This was the period of fastest development 

in Worlaby’s history but almost as soon as the new 

buildings were completed changes in agriculture meant 

that there was insufficient income from the estate to 

maintain the investment. 

The last estate house was built in 1900,   a gamekeeper’s 

cottage named ‘Ladysmith Cottage’ in celebration of the 

relief of that town in South Africa. 

 

Between 1900 and 1956 only 12 new houses were built 

in Worlaby, all of them council houses. During the same 

period many estate houses were left derelict and public 

buildings abandoned. By 1961 the population had fallen 

to half its peak in 1881. Kings College, Cambridge who 

had owned the estate through most of this period of 

decline, finally sold it to a developer in 1956.             

By 1959 Worlaby, never very affluent, had experienced 80 

years of declining population and employment. The housing 

stock consisted primarily of very old, generally large, 

farmhouses interspersed with dilapidated or derelict tied 

cottages. Successive estate owners had done little to improve 

the lot of the residents or fit the village for the 20th century. 

 
Derelict windmill and cottages     

on the Carrs  1970’s 
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The Built Environment 

7.  Development from 1960 to the present 

 

The event that changed the village, albeit slowly at first, was 

the sale of the  Worlaby estate in 1956 to County 

Estates, a company owned by businessman Ronald 

Estill who had purchased it with one intention – to sell 

it at a profit.  No one at that time wanted to buy an 

estate so he sold parts of it to anyone who was 

prepared to pay. Initially land was sold to farmers or 

speculators and houses to the residents.  

Tied cottages, often with smallholdings, were widely 

distributed throughout the estate providing an 

immense area of potential building land and 

opportunity for refurbishment. Small builders bought 

plots of land on which to build single dwellings and 

self-build was common, particularly on Top Road. In 

1964 a public house, ’The Wishing Well’ was built and 

Worlaby entered the modern age at last.  

From then many properties were refurbished by 

individuals buying them from their original occupants 

or by landowners who had bought the properties 

when purchasing land. A significant number of these 

are rented out.      

During the 1970s and 80s wholesale demolition of 

older properties and disused public buildings occurred. 

The village lost the original school, the dance hall, one 

of the chapels, a shop and the only remaining thatched 

cottage. This released land for development. 
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Eventually larger developers moved in, buying larger tracts of 

land and proposing ever more ambitious housing 

projects. Some of these saw the light of day, many did 

not. The most recent and largest of these is Hurds Farm 

completed in 2004.  

All the development from 1960 to the present day has 

been infill development. The village has not expanded 

beyond its original boundary. Indeed, it has not yet reached it. 
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The Built Environment 

8.  Worlaby today 

 

Worlaby village today comprises a range of styles and 

ages of buildings dating back to the 17th century.  

The Almshouses that sit above the village were built in 

1663 and nearby cottages dating from 1662 have 

recently been restored. 

There are several large farmhouses dotted around the 

village dating from the early 19th century. The Hollies 

(originally Mount Pleasant Farm), The Grange (which gives 

its name to nearby Grangefield) and The White House on 

Low Road are all now private dwellings. Only Worlaby Hall 

built in 1807 remains as a working farm.  Most recently 

from this period is Worlaby House with extensive landscaped 

gardens which was built as a private dwelling in 1830. 

Associated with these farmhouses were cottages, many of 

which have survived. Rows of terraced houses on Top 

Road, Main Street and Low Road were built around 1810. 

Individual cottages on Top Road may date from an earlier 

period. 

The Wesleyan Chapel and Chapel House on Main Street 

date from 1858.  

Thirteen pairs of ‘cow cottages’ scattered throughout the 

village, the School on Low Road, Castle Farm on Carr Lane 

and a model farm on Low Road remain from the building 

boom undertaken by Elsham Estates from 1872 to 1874.   

St Clement’s church was refurbished at this time to its present 

form and the Fountain on Top Road was constructed using 

stone from the church. 
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The last estate house, a large gamekeeper’s cottage lies on 

the outskirts of the village. Named Ladysmith Cottage, it was 

built in 1900. 

In 1939 the Local Authority began building houses on Top 

Road. Four pairs had been completed before the outbreak of 

WWII and a further two pairs were built in 1947.  It is 

interesting to note the change in design between these two 

phases, particularly the inclusion in the more recent homes of 

a garage, absent from the earlier ones. 

As a result of piecemeal infill and the absence of large scale 

development, Worlaby has a wide variety of home types and 

sizes, evidenced by an even distribution of Council Tax bands 

A-E, with only 5 premises in bands G and H.  

At the 2011 census almost half of all houses in Worlaby had 3 

bedrooms, a quarter had 4 bedrooms and only 7% had 5 or 

more bedrooms – a relatively low figure for the Low Villages.  

In 2011 over three quarters of houses were owner-occupied, 

the highest percentage in the Low Villages, whilst private 

rental accounts for 14% and social rental for 10%.  Recently, 

an increase in buy-to-rent activity may have changed this 

balance. 

Worlaby is a well balanced community with a mix of housing 

distributed throughout the settlement. With the significant 

exception of Hurds Farm, built in 2004, there are no areas of 

uniform building types or tenure contributing greatly to the 

strength of the community.   
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9. Roads, Paths and Access         

 

The Parish of Worlaby includes 4.5Km of highways, 9.5Km of 

unclassified roads, 1.25Km of residential access roads and 

6Km of public footpaths. 

Unclassified roads carry little vehicular traffic and are often 

used as much by walkers and cyclists as by cars, 

and residential roads generally have footways. If 

these are added to the footpaths, we can see that 

Worlaby is served by 16.75Km of access routes 

used largely by pedestrians and 4.5Km of primarily 

vehicular access routes.   In fact almost all the 

access routes in the Parish date back to at least the 

Middle Ages, many of them are much older. 

Middlegate is an ancient ridgeway that follows the contours 

along the length of the Lincolnshire Wolds. The Low Road that 

runs to the West of Worlaby also follows contours, most 

probably keeping just above the high tide mark of the salt 

water marsh that would have covered the Ancholme Valley 

before it was drained.  Both of these routes date from pre-

Roman times and would have been used by British, Roman, 

Anglo-Saxon and Viking settlers before they were 

first recorded by the Normans in the 11th century. 

It is highly likely that the minor tracks that link 

Middlegate and Low Road passing through Worlaby 

were also developed by use over the same period. 

Nothing much would have changed until the 

Turnpike roads were introduced in the 18th century.  

The B1026 was upgraded at this time and there is 

evidence that the Low Road was also improved.  

The footpath from Bonby Road to 

Fountain Corner was once a road 
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Subsequently some tracks have been metalled, most notably 

Middlegate and Carr Lane, and others have fallen into disuse 

and some have vanished.  

  All this confirms the totally rural nature of Worlaby and the 

absence of 20th century influence. Consequently the routes 

taken by today’s residents are much the same as those taken 

by settlers over past centuries and this can greatly aid the 

formation of a strong, well integrated community. 

 The developed area of Worlaby is built around 4 roads, 

Low Road, Top Road, Main Street and New Road 

forming a figure-of-eight centred on the junction of Top 

Road and Main Street which has been the natural focus 

of the village since at least the 18th century. The layout 

of Worlaby has been created by people who walked 

everywhere and it remains a series of naturally 

interconnected pedestrian routes encouraging people to 

walk and to interact as they would have done in years gone 

by.   The contrast to some town centres designed in the mid 

20th century could hardly be more clear. 

The roads and paths in Worlaby provide links to the 

surrounding countryside, connections to adjacent villages, 

access to the River Ancholme, vehicular routes to dwellings 

and a network of pedestrian routes both within and beyond 

the village. The character of Worlaby owes as much to its 

roads and paths as to the surrounding countryside. 
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10.  Recreation 

 

Two generations ago Worlaby hosted barn dances, 

arranged flower festivals, organised open days, held 

machinery exhibitions and boasted the best football 

pitch in the area and (almost) the best football team. 

Competition between villages was fierce and whole 

populations were involved. Residents who recall 

these days do so with nostalgia. 

The demise of the Worlaby Estate in the 1960s saw the 

decline of most of these activities as the shared heritage was 

diluted by an influx of residents with differing backgrounds 

and social aspirations.   

Since then the Parish Council has provided the lead in 

promoting community activities with the support of the Local 

Authority  ‘stronger communities’ policy in turn backed by the 

government.  

Thanks to the efforts of local volunteers Worlaby 

offers its residents a social club, indoor bowls, 

musical events, art and craft classes, keep fit and 

many others along with established groups such as 

the WI. The village hall hosts meetings from outside 

organisations and is a venue for wedding receptions 

and children’s parties. The annual downhill cart race 

which attracts national attention is now in its 5th 

year. A  Fun Day held in August and a May Day 

celebration are set to become annual events. 

 

 

Worlaby  Carnival  1979 
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Outdoor activities are catered for on the playing field, in a 

Multi use Games Area for football and basketball which can 

be switched to tennis in the summer. There is play equipment 

for younger children at two locations in the village.  

There are areas of open land with access close to the 

village, but perhaps the most significant recreational 

resource is the surrounding countryside itself with 

easy, safe access, wide views and the choice of circular 

routes leading back to the village. Many of these 

routes are also used by cyclists and horse riders. 

 More can be done. At present there are no allotments for 

residents and the village does not have a marked out football 

pitch or an organised football team. No doubt residents will 

call for further facilities and the village will need to set aside 

resources to meet the need.  
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11.   Historical Maps 
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