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3.7 Types relating to agricultural enclosures 

 

3.7.0 Introduction 

The majority of Devon’s landscape is covered with fields, but categorising them into different 

historical types/periods based on their morphology alone is a task fraught with problems. On 

one hand, the present project maintains the more ‘objective’ methods introduced in the 

Somerset HLC, describing the historic field boundaries in terms of curviness/straightness and 

blocks of fields in terms of regularity/irregularity. The present project follows the approach 

outlined for Somerset (Aldred 2001), although it has introduced the ability to record the 

dominant internal boundary character (i.e. the proportion of curved to straight boundaries). 

From such information can be gleaned some useful interpretations about landscape character 

and to some extent about the history of the landscape. 

 

However, this approach used on its own risks excluding other important elements of historic 

landscape character, such as the more subtle differences between the many different types of 

enclosure that share sinuous field boundaries. These can be very hard to distinguish, and it is 

not clear that developments reflected in field and boundary morphology followed uniform 

paths in different parts of the county. Any categorisation based solely on morphology 

(particularly one undertaken as part of a large-scale study such as the Devon HLC) will 

therefore result in identifications that are approximate at best. 

 

This has meant a certain amount of standardisation has been necessary (at least until enclosure 

processes in different areas are better understood). In order to standardise the attributes 

attached in the project database to different blocks or ‘polygons’ of fields across the county, 

the guidelines below have been prepared. These should help to explain to the user the thinking 

behind the database entries attached to any individual polygon. It is important to bear in mind 

that this data does not represent a final statement on each polygon’s landscape history: on the 

contrary, the interpretation in the HLC provides only an initial interpretation based on the 

limited sources used (and by analogy with the Case Studies and other published examples). 

More detailed work with more sources (including fieldwork) will be required in the future in 

order to provide more confident interpretations about each area. 

 

In the meantime, some Case Studies with illustrations have been introduced to the text below. 

They are not characteristic of the HLC process itself but they provide examples that show how 

various HLC types have been arrived at for the purposes of this project. Though they are 

interspersed in the text between various HLC ‘types’, each Case Study may well include 

examples of several different ‘types’. 
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3.7.1. Prehistoric Fields 

 

Prehistoric fields in Devon include examples of regular/irregular aggregated and coaxial field 

systems as defined by the English Heritage Monuments Protection Programme Single 

Monument Class Descriptions. 

 

Particularly well-known examples survive on Dartmoor (Fleming 1988; 1994a), but are also 

known on Exmoor (Riley & Wilson-North 2001) and in ‘lowland’ Devon (Gallant et al. 1985; 

Fitzpatrick et al. 1999).  

 

Some of Devon’s medieval field systems appear to be prehistoric field systems overlain with 

medieval banks and ditches. This has been shown by archaeological investigation at some sites 

(Fleming & Ralph 1982) and in other areas is implied by similar boundary alignments across 

areas of medieval fields and adjacent areas of prehistoric fields (see e.g. Corndon Tor, 

Dartmoor: Gerrard 1997, fig. 76). It is possible that prehistoric fields formed the basis of 

medieval and later fields in other areas (away from Dartmoor). Such areas may be identified in 

a few cases by surviving earthworks or more commonly by alignments of boundaries believed  

to be indicative of prehistoric field systems. Where it seems likely that such systems exist, 

enclosures – prehistoric will be a previous historic character. 

 

Example of a typical database entry for a prehistoric field system: 

 

Historic character: enclosures  Period: prehistoric Confidence: probable 

Pattern: Regular    Boundary Characteristic: coaxiality 

Dominant boundary morphology: Sinuous      

% dominant: 1. >90%        

Secondary boundary morphology: - 

Previous historic character:   Period:   Confidence: 
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Fig 13. Rough ground HLC type with earlier remains (Shovel Down, Dartmoor) 

 

 
Fig 14.  Rough ground HLC type with earlier remains (prehistoric fields at Corndon Down. 

Photo: Frances Griffith, Devon County Council, 13th September 1994) 
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3.7.2 Medieval Fields 

 

It seems likely that the greater part of the farmed landscape of Devon and Cornwall was 

divided into strips during the medieval period (Herring, forthcoming). The enclosure of strips 

can leave distinctive ‘markers’ behind in field boundaries and field patterns, such as bundles of 

narrow strip-enclosures, so-called ‘reversed-s’ or ‘reversed-j’ curves, or dog-legs. Strip fields 

of different sorts underwent enclosure in Devon from the thirteenth century (and probably 

earlier) until the nineteenth century. The different boundary morphologies and shapes of the 

resulting fields can throw some light onto the processes and dates of enclosure. 

 

For the purposes of the Devon HLC, medieval field-types have been divided into five main 

categories: 

 

(a) Strip fields 

(b) Enclosures (strips) 

(c) Enclosures (with Previous Historic Character Strip Fields) 

(d) Enclosures 

(e) Watermeadow 

 

(a) Strip fields as a medieval ‘historic character’ type 

Medieval and early post-medieval strip field systems were often largely unenclosed (or at least 

not subdivided by field boundaries), particularly when held in common. However, it is not 

clear that all were, and many may have had long outer boundaries from a relatively early date 

(see Costen 1994: 100-2). They were also often held in common, with intermixed strips; 

however, some strip fields seem to have been held in large blocks of contiguous strips, 

particularly some demesne land and land of tenants in marginal areas (Alcock 1975; Brandon 

1979; Austin et al. 1980). Neither are strips necessarily diagnostic of intensively cultivated 

inland: periodically cultivated outfield was also divided into strips in medieval and post-

medieval Devon (e.g. at Kenton: Fox 1973; see below). 

 

The use of the strip fields historic character type does not therefore necessarily imply open 

strips held in common and forming the inland of a settlement. Nor does it imply open fields of 

the ‘Midland’ type with a two- or three-course rotation (in fact much longer rotations seem 

certain to have been the norm (Herring, forthcoming)). Nor can it be taken to imply anything 

about the frequency or type of cultivation, or the type of ownership of the land. 
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Typical database entry for strip fields: 

 

Historic character: strip fields  Period: medieval Confidence: probable 

Pattern: Regular   Boundary Characteristic: s curve, dog leg 

Dominant boundary morphology: Sinuous      

% dominant: 1. >90%        

Secondary boundary morphology: - 

Previous historic character:   Period:   Confidence: 

 

 

This would refer to an existing strip field system, (e.g. Braunton Great Field in north Devon, 

although this contains many apparently straight boundaries which have perhaps been 

regularised in recent times). 

 

 
Fig 15.  Strip fields HLC type (Braunton Great Field, Braunton) 
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A more common position for strip fields would be as an interpretation of previous historic 

character (Stratigraphic Position >=2), e.g.: 

 

Typical database entry for strip fields as a Previous historic character type: 

 

Historic character: enclosures (strips) Period: medieval Confidence: probable 

Pattern: Regular   Boundary Characteristic: s curve, dog leg 

Dominant boundary morphology: Sinuous      

% dominant: 1. >90%        

Secondary boundary morphology: - 

Previous historic character: strip fields Period: medieval Confidence: probable 

 

In this case, the existing field system (enclosed strips: see below for definition of enclosures 

(strips)) has been interpreted as probably based on a medieval system of strip fields. 

 

 

 

Fig 16.  Strip fields HLC type (Braunton Great Field, Braunton, North Devon. Photo: Frances 

Griffith, Devon County Council, 18th December 1985). 
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Case Study 1 : Medieval and Post-Medieval  Outfield Strips at Kenton 

 
Publication: 
Fox, H., 1973. ‘Outfield cultivation in Devon and Cornwall: a reinterpretation’ in M. Hav inden (ed.), 

Husbandry and Marketing in the South West, 1500-1800 (Exeter: Exeter Papers in Economic 
History 8), pp.19-38 

 

 
Fig 17. Outfield and other resources in Kenton (Fox 1973 fig. 1) 

 
Fox discusses outfield cultivation in Devon based on medieval and post-medieval documentary sources, 
with a specific case-study of Kenton, based on post-medieval documentary sources. 
 
Fox argues that: 
 
a. outfield in the South West was somewhat different from other parts of the country and that: 

i.  it was primarily pasture land 
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ii.  it was used very occasionally to supplement arab le infield, wh ich itself was part of a system of 
convertible husbandry 

iii.  it was part of a fully functioning integrated system of agriculture with the arable: it should not be 
considered a hang-over from ‘Celt ic’ practice, nor a necessity due to unfavourable south-
western conditions, nor a half-way point on an assumed road to developing a ‘Midland’ system 

 
b. Fox argues from the documentary evidence that the periods when outfield was most commonly used 

in the C13th-earlyC14th, the C16th, and the mid-C18th-C19th (and intermittently at other times, with 
as long as 30-50 year gaps). Outfield cu ltivation is therefore not the same as convertible husbandry 
of the infield, but rather the periodic cult ivation of specific areas of ‘waste’ 

 
c. Common outfields: outfield could be held in common (e.g. in Kenton manor the outfields known as 

Warborough, Cofford, Great Western Common and Hayon Common, where each strip was 
permanently allocated to a specific hold ing). 

 
d. Outfield in severalty: alternatively, outfield could be held in severalty (e.g. in Kenton the outfield 

known as Ash Heathfield and the lower slopes of Haldon, which according to Fox were ‘…within 
the ring fences of isolated farms …’ (p.25): outfield held in severalty was under much simpler 
management regimes than that held in common. 

 
e. C16th documents record that the common outfield were subdivided into long unenclosed strips, 

marked by ‘landmarkes’ and ‘ancient boundmarks’ (‘…probably baulks of earth…’, (p.25)). Of the 
former outfields in Kenton, parts were conifer plantation, parts woodland, parts enclosures on the 1st 
edition OS map. As this is the earliest source used in the Devon HLC, it would not have been 
possible to detect the outfield strips here as part of this project without reference to Fox’s work. 

 
On a map of 1783, the outfields stand out as areas of ‘open field’ surrounded by areas of enclosure. A 
comparable example can be found in East Portlemouth, where a strip field on cliff-top at Rickham 
Common is depicted on the Tithe Map. 
 
Rare surviving earthworks of an outfield div ided into strips can be seen at Tinhay Down, Lifton. 
 

 
 

 

Fig 18.  Earthwork remains of outfield strips (Tinhay Down, Lifton. Photo: Sam Turner) 

Case Study 2 : Medieval Fields and their Enclosure around Axminster 
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Publication: 
Fox, H., 1972. ‘Field systems of East and South Devon. Part 1: East Devon’ Transactions of the 

Devonshire Association 104, pp.81-135 
 

 
Fig 19. Enclosures from strip-fields near Axminster (Fox 1972, fig 3) 

 
 
Fox discussed a range of medieval enclosure processes in east Devon, with a specific case-study of 
Axminster, based on medieval and post-medieval documentary sources. 
 
 
a. Documentary sources suggest that enclosure of the subdivided strip-fields around Axminster 

began in the years after c.1250 and continued until it was almost complete in the later C14th 
(Fig 19). 

 
b. Documentary evidence suggests that enclosure of waste & woodland commenced in the later 

C13th and continued into the C16th. In particu lar, there is documentary evidence for enclosure 
in the later C16th from the area near the NW parish boundary, at Cox Wood (Fig 20), 
Faws moor, Symonds Down (e.g. farm at Payne’s Place); Whitcombe Wood was ‘half felled’ by 
1574, and completely enclosed ‘by uniform consent’ amongst tenants by 1630. 

 
c. Documentary sources suggest that enclosures were being made at the granges of Newenham 

Abbey in the parish at Beavor, Furzley and Breweshays from C13th-C14th. 
 
Documentary evidence suggests relatively late enclosure within existing medieval c loses (which were 
“…prev iously without internal subdivisions”) in the demesne of Newenham Abbey (founded 1246). 
[although this presumably does not mean they could not have been ploughed in strips?]. In C17th some 
of these former monastic enclosures became farms in their own right, e.g. Balles Close (c.1625) and 
Slymelakes Close c.1634) (Fig 21). 
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Fig 20.  1st ed OS map: Cox Wood, Axminster 

 

 
Fig 21.  Newenham Abbey, Axminster, and fields, (1st ed OS map, c.1890) 


