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General Area History 
Cambridge City has, for centuries, enjoyed international recognition for the stunning classical 
architecture of its University and Colleges, ‘Gown’.  ‘Town’ suburbs are less renowned and more modest 
in their history and character.  Approximately two miles from King’s College, Rock Road Library (RRL) 
sits in the heart of one such suburb but, nonetheless, there is an interesting history to explore. 

Natural Landscape: to the south are the gentle Gog Magog chalk hills with woodlands (beech, ash, field 
maple, cherry) drained by clear chalk streams; lower areas were once covered by scrubland and boggy 
marshes which were drained centuries ago. 
Ancient History: Hills Road, which follows the route of the Roman Via Devana connecting Colchester to 
the midlands in the first century.  Evidence of local settlement in the area has been traced back even 
further as archaeological digs1 on the site of Addenbrooke’s hospital have uncovered traces of Neolithic 
populations from the 4th millennium BC.  Other digs in the area have identified artefacts from 
subsequent Bronze Age, Iron Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon settlers.   

Medieval and Early Modern Eras: Farming was the dominant feature of the landscape.  Under the 
‘commons’ system, woodland and pastures were largely shared by the community.  Arable land was also 
collectively farmed under the medieval ‘open field’ system in which fields were divided into many, long, 
unfenced narrow strips distributed between different tenants under the jurisdiction of the local manor.  
The local manor was ‘Hinton Hall’, part of Cherry Hinton parish.  According to the Doomsday Book2 
(William the Conqueror’s 1086 record of English property) much of the land around Cherry Hinton 
belonged to King Harold II’s common-law wife, ‘Edith Swan-Neck’.   By the 14th century, the manor had 
been divided and, for generations, lands changed hands through a complicated path.  Some land passed 
into the ownership of colleges, some was confiscated by Henry VIII; his son, Edward VI, then gave some 
to London’s St Thomas’ Hospital.  These changes of ownership made little difference to the land use 
and, for a period spanning 14 centuries, the RRL area landscape remained largely rural – dominated by 
fields with few buildings or roads as shown on the map below published by Baker in 1830.  
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19th-Century: The medieval system of farming was inefficient and impeded the progress of farming 
methods.  From 1801, Enclosure Acts enabled the consolidation of scattered strips into larger parcels of 
land which were, controversially, allocated to private individuals.  This enabled more efficient, lucrative 
agriculture but forced small farmers off the land.   In areas located on the edge of expanding cities, 
enclosure resulted in the transition of landscapes from rural to urban.  Land was released for building in 
a gradual and piecemeal manner as individual owners chose to sell’3.  In the RRL area, progress was, 
slow and by 1830, there were still very few buildings as shown on the Baker map.   The map also shows 
field boundaries that were followed when the new streets were laid out later in the century. 



Development gathered pace in 1845 with the arrival of the railway.  According to local legend, 
Cambridge station was located a full mile from the city centre to protect vulnerable students from ‘routes 
to perdition’4 (London’s ‘bright lights).  Records provide evidence to the contrary - the site was chosen 
because options were limited and Jesus College was prepared to sell the land!  The railway was a major 
catalyst for growth, both in the city and for development in the vicinity of the station.  Six companies were 
in operation, building shunting yards, rail-sheds and depots which spread over the surrounding fields.  In 
1885, the city’s cattle market moved to the area from Pound Hill (near Castle Hill). This activity 
generated employment and a demand for housing. There was a new middle-class of railway office 
clerks, civil servants and skilled craftsmen.  In the 1880s, demand for larger homes was also created by 
a change in University regulations which permitted fellows to marry and live outside college – they had 
previously been expected to lead the life of a bachelor.   
Responding to this demand, around 1884, a group of 
speculators set up The Rock Freehold Land Society1	to 
develop ‘a splendid building estate’ in an area of 
farmland in Cherry Hinton parish5.  The ‘Society’ sold 
small plots of land to private individuals and building 
firms who built homes to live in or to sell for profit.  
Contrasting with the ‘slow organic growth which 
produced the typically irregular townscape of the 
historic core of the city’,6 the estate was developed to 
an overall plan - albeit one that followed the pre-
existing pattern of field paths and land ownership.  
Some of the streets, ‘Blinco’, ‘Marshall’ and 
‘Hartington’, were named after Rock Estate Board 
Members7.  Houses were erected piecemeal and there 
is little uniformity in the style of buildings – there are 
small terraces, semi-detached and detached houses.  
By 1892, of the 500 plots only 45 had been developed. 
Road access to the centre of Cambridge was also an 
important factor in the area’s growth.  In 18988, Cherry 
Hinton Road was paved, initially benefitting horse-
drawn vehicles and the newly, very  popular bicycles. 
The introduction of omnibuses further improved the 
journey to the city centre and, in 1904, a boundary 
review transferred the area from the jurisdiction of 
Cherry Hinton parish to the City of Cambridge.    	
Cherry Hinton Road Traffic:  
Pedestrians, Bicycles, Cars, Omnibus c. 1920  - 25 

 

Building in the RRL area continued throughout the 
20th century.  After WWI, ‘Homes for Heroes’ 
were built on vacant plots, in 1935 Rock Road 
Library was built on two of the vacant plots.  
Demand for housing was further stimulated In the 
1960s by the transfer of Addenbrooke’s Hospital 
from Trumpington Street to its Hills Road site, 
from the high-tech booms that began the 1970s 
and, most recently, by expansion of the 
pharmaceutical sectors.  The cattle market and 
railway’s importance diminished and much of the 
land they occupied has been redeveloped for 
housing, leisure and commerce.   

Friends of Rock Road Library have designed several walks starting from the Library to demonstrate that 
the area has retained its modest, convivial character and to provide unexpected insights into its history. 
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