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REPORT ON THE HISTORY OF BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD by Robin Stanes

SUMMARY
Braunton Great Field is a great rarity. It is one of only two working survivals, on any scale, of the old ‘open field’
mediaeval system of farming once prevalent in much of England. To walk on Braunton Great Field is like a journey
into the mediaeval past.
The main characteristics of this old system were that a farmer’s arable land lay in small unenclosed strips,
grouped in furlongs, in great unhedged arable fields hundreds of acres in size; that the farmer’s livestock was
grazed, along with those of his neighbours, on the village commons and on the arable after harvest, and that
some areas of wet meadow land were divided amongst all the farmers and set aside for hay. The farmhouses in
this old system were in the village not out in the fields.
Braunton in the past had all these characteristics. Braunton farmers had arable strips in the Great Field, some
small enclosed fields, and a right to common grazing for their animals on the downs and in the marshes. Braunton
farmhouses stood within the village. The present day cultivators of the Great Field are all descendants of tenant
or freehold farmers of the Great Field in the last and previous centuries.
The landscape of the Great Field is probably a thousand years old at least. Documents suggests that, in 1202,
when two manors were created in Braunton, the Great Field was already divided into strips and furlongs and that
this arrangement may date back to 855, when the Minster of St Brannoc (Brannoc’s town, Braunton) is first
recorded. In 1842 there were 448 strips in the 312 acres of the Great Field owned by 45 men. Over half of the
Great Field was in the hands of the three manors of Braunton Abbots, Braunton Gorges and Braunton Arundel
owned respectively by Lord Courtenay, Lord Rolle and Joseph Basset of Heanton. The lands of these and all the
other owners were completely mixed up together and divided into a myriad of strips of very small size. This
multiplicity of ownership and minute subdivision of the land may explain why the Great Field remained
unenclosed when almost all the rest of the open fields in England were enclosed. The difficulties of division and
reallocation would have been immense.
Much of the rest of Braunton had been enclosed in the past, despite this. Lands to the east of the village around
Park and on both sides of the Saunton road were enclosed and hedged at some date, but their strip shape form is
still very obvious on the map. In 1801 some of Braunton’s common grazing on Braunton Down was ploughed up
and divided into arable strips that survived until the 1940s. This was done probably because of the starvation
price of corn in that year. The rest of the common grazing of Braunton on the marshes was enclosed and divided
up in 1824, probably as the result of overstocking.
After this enclosure, all that was left of the old farming system was the still very much divided Great Field. The
manors ceased functioning in the late 19th century and the land of the Great Field was sold to the tenants. The
strips have been slowly amalgamated, so that there are now only six farmers of the Great Field.
Multiple ownership may help to explain the survival of the Great Field into the last century, more or less
untouched. There may be other reasons. Before 1813 there were no sea banks along the Taw and the Caen river
to protect the Great Field from flooding. The only protection was the Great Hedge around the Great Field which
lies exactly at the high water mark of Spring Tides. The Great Hedge was probably built initially and maintained by
Braunton villagers to protect their valuable arable land. Maintenance of the hedge probably required a large
labour force, provided when needed by the tenants of the Great Field. Enclosure and amalgamation of holdings
and a reduction in the labour force might have put the Great Field at risk. At Northam, in the same sort of way,
the Pebble Ridge which protects Northam Burrows is still theoretically maintained by the ‘pot wallopers’ – those
who have rights to the grazing - of that village.
Another factor that may have saved the Great Field was its famed fertility. From at least 1640 it had a great
reputation for growing continuous crops of barley without a break. It ‘teemed with incessant crops’, with no
fallows. Such incessant cropping was almost unknown in England until the arrival of fertilisers at the end of the

last century. It is not clear how the Field’s famed fertility was maintained, but to own and retain land of such
reliable fertility was obviously attractive to farmers and this may have contributed to the Field’s survival.
One last possible survival factor is a curiosity. In Braunton, until the last century, land was inherited by the custom
of ‘Cradle Land’ or ‘Borough English’. By this, land went to the youngest son - in the cradle - not, as was normal in
most of England, to the eldest. It is thought that this meant in practice that the land was divided and more than
one son would inherit and farm the land and that under this system men were kept on the land, whereas with
one son inheriting - primogeniture - and no division of the land, men were driven off it. It seems possible that the
division of the Great Field into strips of less than an acre and its survival, may have had something to do with old
Saxon custom.

Introduction
This report has drawn largely on the work of the Braunton Study Group. This came together as the result of an
Extra-Mural course held at Braunton in 1991/2, run by Robin Stanes on behalf of the Department of Continuing
and Adult Education at Exeter University. The group wishes to record its thanks to Braunton Parish Council for
continuous access to Braunton Tithe Map in the Council’s possession, and also to Braunton Museum for access to
the late Commander Gammon’s extensive and invaluable papers, collected over many years, which anticipate
many of this report’s conclusions. It should be emphasised that much work remains to be done before a clear
history of Braunton and its Great Field can be written. This report must be considered tentative and not for
publication. It is the intention of the Group to publish a full history in due course.
Members of the Group are Frances Deacon, Robin Stanes, Peter and Audrey Thorne and Frank and Jean Wheal.
Also associated with the group are Malcolm Davis, Ann Mandry, Curator of Braunton Museum, and Peter Wales.
Tony CoIlings of the Exeter Museums Archaeological Field Unit also provided invaluable assistance with
processing some of the Tithe data and locating documents.

The Antiquity of the Great Field
Braunton Great Field is a survival of great rarity. Up to the middle of the 18th century much of the countryside of
central, eastern and southern England would have presented the same open, unenclosed, hedgeless appearance
as the Great Field does today. That part of England was classic ‘open field’ country, in which the arable cropgrowing land lay in huge unenclosed fields several hundred acres in size. Though well away from this mainly
midland area, Braunton Great Field, improbably, preserves this ancient landscape.
Most visitors to the Great Field, until the middle of the last century, would have found this scene familiar - open
field farming survived widely until that time. Today it is almost entirely unfamiliar; only two places in England,
Braunton and Laxton in Nottinghamshire, preserve this ancient landscape and farming system, still operating on
any scale. Elsewhere, economic and political forces have pushed through the process of enclosure of the old open
fields into the English landscape so familiar today, with its chequerboard of much smaller fields enclosed by
hedge or bank or wall. At Braunton the old landscape survives in all its rarity and the field is still divided amongst
the descendants of the open field farmers of the last and previous centuries and farmed, despite the full use of
modern technology, in much the old way. Much of the character and many of the features of the old system
survive.

Braunton as an ‘Open Field’ Village
In its classic fully developed form - though there was great variety - the ‘open field’ village was a large ‘nucleated’
settlement with houses and farm buildings in a tight grouping, centred, more often than not, round the church.
The farmhouses of such a village stood within this central core along the village streets. Adjoining each farmhouse
were its buildings, its barns and shippons, but its arable lands lay dispersed in strips of varying sizes in great
hedgeless fields. These strips were classically an acre in size, ten times as long as they were broad, a narrow
rectangle. They were grouped into ‘furlongs’, each with a distinctive name, in which the strips all lay along the
same axis according to the lie of the land. A farmer would hold strips of land in each of these great fields, in a
number of the furlongs. On these he would grow crops, or, as custom dictated, the strips would lie fallow,
uncropped. In one fully developed form, the three fields around such a village grew winter corn in one field,
spring corn in the second and the third lay fallow to regain fertility, a three-field system.
A farmer’s livestock, cows, horses and sheep, would be grazed together with those of his neighbours on the
unenclosed village commons, or on the village meadow land, normally near a stream or river, after hay harvest.
Stock could also be grazed on one of the great arable fields when it lay fallow or after harvest, and also in small
closes of land near the village, of which the farmer had exclusive use. For the vital hay crop, the meadows, also
often divided into strips or doles, were cut in summer and then grazed.
All this was done "according to the custom of the Manor" or according to the decisions of the manor court. Every

farmer in the village was the tenant of a manor and had to obey its rules. These rules controlled the rotation of
crops, the times of hay and corn harvest, and the grazing of animals on the commons and elsewhere.
This was the classic open field system with its three ingredients, arable strips grazed after harvest, common land
for grazing, and meadow for haymaking and subsequent grazing. This system had evolved over centuries as the
result, probably, of pressure of population and the desire to make a more-or-Iess equitable division of resources
so that, in a largely self sufficient economy, all the village people might eat. The origins of these unenclosed fields
and of the open field system remain a matter for speculation and controversy amongst historians. In the past,
Braunton had a great many of these features and it still has some:
The houses of the village lay closely set along four principal streets meeting in a crossroads at Crosstree. The
farmhouses were to be found within the village and well away from any farmland; in 1841 there were 47
farmhouses in Braunton village. Local memory still recalls the difficulties when the cows of various farms met in
the village streets.
The lands of the Braunton farms, the arable land lay in unenclosed narrowly rectangular strips in open fields
around the village. This was once so, not only in the present Great Field lying to the south of the village, where
there were in 1841 448 strips of land divided amongst 62 occupiers, but also to the east of the village around Park
and on the boundary with Heanton Punchardon, and to the west of the village either side of the Saunton road.
This land was once, as the map reveals, in unenclosed arable strips, since hedged around, but preserving their
rectangular strip form (see maps 11 & 13). There is no evidence that any form of regulated three-course rotation
was practised on these arable lands.
The Great Field was divided into 21 major named furlongs, amongst which a farmer’s strips were divided (see map
8). The largest of these furlongs, Pitlands, contained 56 strips; Bowstring, the smallest, contained ten.
Braunton’s common grazing lay in two places. The first was on Braunton Down, on the higher land immediately to
the east of the village. This was 79 acres of open unenclosed common grazing land until 1801, ploughed up and
divided into unenclosed strips in that year and only enclosed into hedged fields as late as the 1940s (compare
maps 3 & 13). The second grazing area was on Braunton marshes, some 900 acres, also open and unenclosed,
until in this case, 1824 (see map 12). As was customary and common in ‘open field’ the stubbles of the Great Field
were once grazed after harvest until February 2nd by the stock of all those holding land in the Field. There were
also 13 acres at Vellator marshes and these may have provided meadow land for hay. Some meadow may have
lain in the narrow strips to be seen on old maps behind houses in the two village streets, North Street and East
Street/Church Street, that back onto the Caen river. There were other wet meadow areas, since drained, near
Swanpool and on the near side of the Burrows, and at Watermarsh east of the village.
So, remarkably, some of the essential features of the old classic open field village were preserved at Braunton. In
1798 the farms of the tenants of Lord Courtenay’s manor of Braunton Abbots fitted the agricultural pattern
outlined above precisely (see map 7). Ballamy’s tenement, for instance, consisted of a house and shippon in the
village, an orchard, ten widely scattered closes of land, of which the biggest was an acre, one unenclosed strip in
Watermarsh and four unenclosed strips of land in the Great Field of just under an acre each; in all 13 acres. The
tenant had, as well, the right to graze two horses, four bullocks and 40 sheep on the commons and marshes. All
the farming tenants had similar holdings and rights. As was usual in the old system, their closes and strips, often
very small, were widely separated from each other.
The unenclosed arable of the Great Field survives to this day, though much altered (see maps 2 & 3); the common
grazings and meadow can still easily be identified and were enclosed only in this and the last century; the old
Braunton village farms survive in part and others are still at least recognisable. The present day farmers of the
Great Field are all descended from past tenants and freeholders of the Field on the last and previous centuries.
This survival of the old system is all the more remarkable, since the surrounding countryside has had quite a
different agrarian history and is generally one of isolated farms well away from the villages, with squarish
irregular hedged sizeable fields in grass or arable, closely grouped round each farmstead. This is the characteristic
_resent day familiar Devonshire landscape. Braunton is both quite different and very rare. To step onto Braunton
Great Field and walk between Pitlands and Croftner Furlong, both of whose names are recorded in 1324, is a

journey into the mediaeval past.

Survival
Clearly an explanation must be sought for the survival of the Great Field until today and of the other features of
the open field system until the last century. The reasons may lie in part in the land ownership of Braunton in the
past.

The Manors of Braunton
Braunton Dean
In Domesday Book in 1086 Braunton Manor - the villages and the lands immediately surrounding it - was almost
entirely royal property. There were other smaller estates manors - on the hilly land to the north of the village such
as Lobb, Beer Charter, Saunton, Ash and Buckland. These are all part of Braunton parish, but not of the king’s
manor, and with the exception of one strip that belonged to the owner of Beer Charter, they had no manorial
land in the Great Field or in the village in 1842.
Only one part of what was probably the original manor Braunton was not the king’s in 1086, and that was the
manor of Braunton Dean lying mostly around Knowle, to the north and east of the church. This, in 1883, was an
estate of330 acres, probably the same estate as that held in 1086 by ‘Algar the priest’, and probably originally the
land of the priests of the ancient Minster of St Brannoc. This was given to the Dean of Exeter in 1216 and
remained intact as the Dean’s or his lessee’s property until 1883. It was eventually sold by the Church
Commissioners to the tenants in the late 19th century.
The Dean appointed the vicar of Braunton, held a Church Court, and took the great tithe of corn and wool on all
the land of Braunton. The 330 acres of Braunton Dean contained a home or barton farm, farmhouses and houses
in the village, two tithe barns, a mill at Knowle, a pound for straying cattle, and farmland to the north and east of
the church. It may be significant that the land of Braunton Dean, separated from the rest of Braunton probably
before 1086, lay in strips in much the same way as in the Great Field, and that these strips were mixed up with
strips belonging to other owners. Braunton Dean held no land in the Great Field however.
Braunton Gorges
The main Braunton manor, including the Great Field, was the king’s until 1202, when one third of the manor was
given to Robert de Sackville, the ancestor of the Gorges family, and thus became the manor of Braunton Gorges.
This remained a separate estate, and in 1842 belonged to Lord Rolle. There were then 16 tenants of this manor,
holding land in the Great Field and others with houses in the village. Some land to the east of the village also lay
within the manor. Manors traditionally had a manor house and a manor pound and a manor mill, where the
tenants were often obliged to grind their corn. Braunton Gorges manor house lay at Broadgate in Church Street
and there was a manor pound for straying cattle in Chapel Street and a mill probably also in Chapel Street.
Braunton Abbots and Cleeve Abbey
In 1229 the other two thirds of Braunton were granted by King Henry III to the Abbey of Cleeve in Somerset and
thus became the manor of Braunton Abbots. When the monasteries were dissolved in 1536, this manor passed
through various hands but by 1667 had become the property of the Courtenay family of Powderham, the Earls of
Devon. It was still their property in 1842, when they had 42 tenants in Braunton, of whom nine held land in the
Great Field and the rest were tenants of house property in the village, intermixed with the house property of the
other two manors. Braunton Abbots manor house was at Park and it too held land east of the village, outside the
present Great Field.
Braunton Arundel (Basset)
By 1842 there was another considerable landowner or ‘lord of the manor’ in the Great Field. This was Joseph
Basset of Heanton. He had 52 tenants in Braunton of whom 16 held land in the Great Field. The early history of
this manor is as yet uncertain, but it is probably an 18th-century creation out of the land of Braunton Gorges. In
1820 Josiah Basset held Braunton Arundel as a tenant of the manor of Braunton Gorges. Braunton Arundel is not
mentioned in a detailed Braunton document of 1516, the’ Customal’, which refers to the other three manors, so

its origins must be comparatively recent. In 1842 Josiah Basset owned more of the Great Field than either Lord
Courtenay or Lord Rolle.
There were thus by 1842 three lords of the manor, holding lands let to tenants in Braunton Great Field. There
were in all 42 tenants of the three manors in the Great Field, holding 241 strips of land between them. There
were a further 207 strips divided amongst 45 owners and these were freehold, held by men or women in their
own right. These folk may have been the actual farmers of the land and they may, as well, have held land in the
Field as tenants of the manors. Some tenants by this date certainly held land in more than one manor. The
existence of so many landholders, tenants and freeholders as well as the complications caused by the rights and
property of the three manors, may go some way to explaining why the Field remained unenclosed. Agreement to
rearrange and enclose amongst so many would have been difficult. But this problem was compounded by the way
the Field was divided.

The Division of Land in the Great Field
The Division of 1202
When Braunton Gorges was created in 1202 it was said to contain one third of the manor of Braunton. In 1229
the remaining two thirds became Braunton Abbots. It would seem logical to make, in 1202, a physical partition of
the land, to divide the land of Braunton into two clearly defined discrete separate parts with a boundary between
them. In this way each manor would have become a separate geographical entity.
This was the logical thing to do, but it was not done. It was not done, probably, because it was impractical to do.
The layout of the village and the lands of the farms were already fixed in such a way that any simple division of
the manor into two would have divided the already much sub-divided holdings of individual tenants yet further,
so that they became tenants of two manors. At this time tenants had a theoretical obligation to fight for their
manorial lord and they had other manorial obligations perhaps difficult to meet in two manors at once. It would
theoretically have been possible to rearrange the lands of the tenants to avoid this, but this would have entailed
an immense amount of reallocation of land, involving, almost certainly, argument and dispute.
The evidence for this original division of the lands comes firstly from the Tithe Map of 1842, but it is backed up by
a document of 1324, showing a similar division of the lands. The Tithe Map shows that the lands, the strips, of the
three manors, were completely intermingled in the Great Field (see map), strips belonging to Braunton Abbots
lying alongside and in between those of Braunton Gorges and Braunton Arundel (Basset). The average size of
these strips was in 1842 approximately ¾ of an acre. It is highly unlikely that this mixing up of the lands of the
manors took place after the division of 1202. It is much more likely and logical to suggest that the division of the
one original king’s manor was made by dividing the tenants into two groups. With the tenants went their existing
lands, and so the division took place without reallocation. This is to some extent supported by the fact that the
tenants’ farmhouses that went with the land holdings are also indiscriminately mingled in the village, each manor
having house property in all the village streets.
Eleanor de Gorges’ Dower 1324
The evidence of the Tithe Map is supported by good evidence of the existence of intermingled strips and furlongs
500 years earlier. In 1324, Ralph de Gorges, Lord of Braunton Gorges, died and left a widow Eleanor. To support
her in her widowhood an assignment of dower was given her. This consisted of 26½ acres of land in 19 separate
lots in 18 different named furlongs, of which six names survived in 1842. In fact Eleanor’s 26½ acres lay in 27
strips. Some of them lay outside the present Great Field to the north of the Saunton road ‘Underfairlinch’, and
some lay at ‘La cok’, which was to the east of Braunton village towards Park. Here is conclusive evidence that the
Great Field and other land to the west and east of the village were divided in 1324 into furlongs and into strips as
small as half and three quarters of an acre.
The implications of this are suggestive. If it was impractical to divide the lands into two discrete parts in 1202
because they already lay in scattered strips and furlongs, as they clearly were in 1324, this suggests that the
division into strips and furlongs was well-established and much older than the division of 1202, that the whole
layout of Braunton and the Great Field dates back to the 12th century at least, that it is in fact a landscape of very

great antiquity, at least 800 years old.

It may be older; Braunton Dean in 1842 was also divided into strips with its lands intermixed with other owners
though not in the Great Field. Braunton Dean was, as suggested above, the separate estate of Algar the priest in
1086 and was, arguably, the original estate of the Minster of St Brannoc, first recorded in 855. Its lands lay
intermingled with other owners in the same way as Braunton Abbots and Braunton Gorges were intermingled and
maybe for the same reason, that it was impractical to separate them when the first grant was made. That was
certainly before 1086 and may have been as early as 855. If this is accepted, then the Braunton landscape bears
traces of 1200 years of history.

Enclosure
By the time of the Tithe Survey in 1842, much of what had once been unenclosed arable had been enclosed.
‘Underfairlinch’ and ‘La coq’ (known by then as Cockacre) had been enclosed at some unknown date, though the
shapes of the fields clearly indicate their origins. Land east of the village and round the edges of the Great Field to
the west had been almost entirely enclosed. This must have been done by agreement between the lord of the
manor and his tenants and probably involved the amalgamation, exchange or sale of strips and their subsequent
hedging around. The manors ceased to function towards the end of the last century, and with the depression in
agricultural prices after 1870, there was not much incentive for landowners to retain intact estates so sub-divided
and dispersed. A sale of any of the manors as a whole would probably not have attracted much interest for the
same reason. The tenants of Braunton Dean were still, in 1833, ‘copyholders’ holding their land by the archaic
tenure of ‘copy of court roll’. From 1833 onwards the Church Commissioners ‘enfranchised’ the Dean tenants:
they sold them their holdings and houses, and they thus became freeholders and were at liberty to enclose or sell
or build on their lands unrestricted by the rule of any manorial court. No documentary evidence has as yet been
found of this process of enclosure, though it may exist in Tithe Deeds. It is said that the last piece of Braunton
Gorges was sold in 1910 to defray the costs of repairing after a disastrous flood. It is likely that the other manors
were dispersed in the same way.
In 1842 the Great Field itself still contained 448 strips of unenclosed arable (see map 8), and up on Braunton
Down the old grazing common was also divided into some 219 arable strips, ‘allotments’ of one third of an acre.
Each manor and freeholder had some of these ‘allotments’, cultivated by 66 different men.
It seems likely that the Rolles and the Courtenays and the Bassetts would have found it profitable to enclose their
strips in the Great Field into larger fields and let them at an increased rent or sell them freehold. This was what
landlords had been doing on a large scale in the rest of ‘Open Field’ England for the last century and a half. It was
possible to get a private Act of Parliament passed to effect this, provided the consent of the owners of at least
two thirds of the land could be obtained. There is no evidence that any such attempt was made for the Great
Field, perhaps because the three lords of the manor owned only 57% of its acreage in 1842.
That this idea may have been in the minds of the manorial lords is made quite clear by the decision on their part,
jointly, to enclose and divide the marshes. This was done in 1824 and the lands divided between the manorial
tenants and the freeholders, who held land in the Great Field. Dividing 900 acres of open undivided marsh into
enclosures amongst 62 claimants was probably not easy, but it was simple compared to the division of the 448
existing strips. There is evidence that the Courtenays may have been intent on selling Braunton Courtenay
(Abbots) in 1798 and, to that end, had a survey of the manor done and a map prepared. There is correspondence
to show that they attempted to come to an agreement with Mr Incledon of Buckland. It was suggested about
then by Lord Courtenay’s agent that the easiest way to dispose of the manor was to sell their holdings to the
tenants and this seems to have been attempted, clearly without total success, in 1805.
>

It is possible that the Dean of Exeter was also hoping to make some sort of new arrangement at Braunton Dean
around 1830, as two elaborate maps and surveys of the manor were prepared, but this too came to nothing,
perhaps because that manor was securely leased for lives to members of the Trelawney family, descendants of
Dean Trelawney of Exeter (c. 1730). If these were attempts to enclose, they came to nothing. They were more
probably unsuccessful attempts to sell the manors, as they were, as investments. Incledon offered a low and

unacceptable price for Braunton Abbots.
It seems likely that the difficulties of getting agreement from amongst all the land holders to divide, amalgamate
and enclose on a large scale were too great, or were thought to be too great, so that no attempt was made. It is
believed, though this has not been confirmed from documents, that when a site was being sought for an airfield
in 1939, an attempt was made to buy the Great Field for that purpose, but this was abandoned because of the
multiplicity of ownership. It is to the point that the Field still remains unenclosed, though there are now only four
principal landowners involved, with few obstacles to enclosure left.
This conclusion, that the fields were not enclosed because of multiple divided ownership, is however not entirely
satisfactory by itself. Almost certainly other tracts of ‘open field’ as large and as complex in their ownership were
successfully divided and enclosed between 1750 and 1850. Often one determined landlord was able to break with
the past and enclose complex open field villages by Act of Parliament with the consent of the larger freeholders.
At Braunton in 1842 there were three landlords who owned 57% of the Great Field and ten other owners of four
acres or more who owned another 24%, and 35 owners of even smaller acreages.
There were thus obvious obstacles to enclosure, but it seems desirable to look for further reasons for the survival
of the Great Field and the old farming arrangements into the 19th century when every other similar tract of
unenclosed arable in Devon had long since gone, and not much was left elsewhere in England. These reasons may
lie in the geography of the field, the farming practised on it and the inheritance customs of Braunton.

The Geography of the Great Field
Flooding
The boundary hedge at the south side of the Great Field, where it is nearest the Taw estuary, is 4.9m above the
level of ordinary tides, and exactly at the level of normal high springs. The mean height of the Field is c9m. It is
protected from the open sea to the west by the shifting dunes of Braunton Burrows and by the neck of land at
Crow Point. Before 1815 there were no sea banks and no protection against flooding on the north side of the Taw
or on either side of the Caen river. All that protected the Great Field from the sea in exceptional tides or tidal
surges was the ‘great hedge’, which defines the ends of the ancient furlongs and must be as old as they are.
Further east of the Burrows, between them and the Great Field, was a low lying area fed by streams from around
Saunton and Lobb. Significant names hereabouts are Swanpool and the Meres. These were clearly wet areas
liable to floods. The lower southeastern part of this stretch of marshes was known as the ‘salt marsh’ in
documents, and only well up the west side of the Great Field at Swanpool did it become ‘fresh marsh’. To the east
of the Great Field lay the Caen river, also only embanked after 1815 and still today occasionally liable to floods,
Such a flood breached some banks and caused serious damage in 1910. It seems that in early times the sea might
cause floods around the Great Field for perhaps half its circumference. At some unknown date a bank had been
built around the Great Field and beyond this bank lay the salt marshes, liable to floods but protected to some
extent by partly tidal reclaimed flats and marshes, and later, once the marshes were enclosed, by hedgebanks.
The building of the bank around the Great Field was almost certainly done by the community, the men of the two
manors as a whole, so that the acreage of the arable of the village could be increased, or so that what was already
arable could be protected from what would be disastrous saltwater flooding. As this bank was most likely built by
communal effort, perhaps under the direction of the manorial lords, it is also likely that it would be maintained in
the same way. No one farmer could be given the responsibility for any particular stretch of bank in view of the
scattered nature of the lands of all the tenants. It is likely that the burden of maintaining even a part of the bank
alone would have been too heavy for one man, and would have been inequitable, as it was the welfare of all the
farmers in the Great Field that was at risk. Hence it seems likely that the whole community was involved in
maintaining the banks and digging ditches. To maintain the bank a considerable labour force had to be available
at need and this could only be provided by the community as a whole. It was almost certainly a communal
decision to break up the Downs and allot them in 1801. It may be relevant that on the other side of the estuary
the Pebble Ridge, which protects the common land of Northam Burrows, is still maintained, at least in theory, by
the pot-wallopers of Northam acting together.
This may help to explain the survival of the Great Field; it could perhaps only be preserved by the work of all the

numerous tenants together. Any decision that involved reducing the numbers of tenants might in the past have
put too much burden on too few backs. In recent times, after 1815 and 1824, the building of sea walls has
probably minimised the need to maintain the Great Field bank in the old way.
The Great Field may in the distant past have been a gradual reclamation of saltings and marsh. It is highly
speculative, but may be significant that Braunton Dean, created perhaps in 855, held no land in the Great Field,
perhaps because in 855 the Great Field did not exist. Whatever the date, such reclaimed ‘polder’ land can be
immensely fertile and the Great Field was famed for its fertility. This in turn may help to explain its survival.

Farming on the Great Field
Lord Courtenay’s farming tenants at Braunton in 1798 all had some strips in the Great Field (see map 7), some
closes near the village, common grazing for cattle, sheep and horses on the Downs and on the marshes and in the
Great Field after harvest. Their hay was perhaps cut in their closes or in the marshes along the Caen river, or
perhaps as sown temporary fodder grass on their strips in the Great Field.
Thus they could grow corn, milk a few cows in their closes, and keep some sheep and a horse or so on the
commons. The dung from their shippons would help towards the fertility of their arable. There is some, not very
conclusive, evidence that sheep were folded on the Great Field and good evidence that after harvest, for four
months the Field was opened to ‘the common stock’ of all occupiers of land there for grazing. Such a holding
combined, as is clear from leases, with fishing or lime-burning or seafaring, provided a living.
In 1842 there were 62 occupiers of strips in the Great Field and apart from the three lords of the manor there
were 45 owners of land, holding 207 strips between them. Thirty of these owners were also occupiers, 15 rented
out their sometimes very small holdings to others. There were thus 77 individuals either owning or occupying
land in the 312 acres of the Great Field and the census of 1841 records 88 ‘farmers’ in Braunton village. The
population of the whole of the large parish of Braunton, with its other manors and hamlets, rose from 1296 in
1801 to 2364 in 1851. Although the figures for the three manors involved in the Great Field are not obtainable,
this is sufficient to suggest that there was considerable pressure on the land at the beginning of the last century
al1d that there were many folk eager for land on the Great Field if they could get it.
This seems to be supported by the enclosure of the Downs in 1801 into lots. That year, 1801, saw the price of
corn rising to starvation levels in this country and there were bread riots and serious disturbances in many Devon
towns. Ploughing up 79 acres of common grazing was surely a response to high corn prices, but it may have
created further problems. The area of common grazing was reduced and the existing numbers of stock,
sanctioned by lease, had to be accommodated on reduced grazing on the marshes. The 900 acres of marsh had, in
theory, to accommodate 124 horses, 248 cattle and 2480 sheep for the summer, until the Great Field was
available after harvest. The result was, according to one record, overstocking and ‘stampeding’ so that, in 1824,
the decision was taken to enclose the marshes and allot them to those holding land, landlord and tenant, in the
Great Field. In this way the original farming system of Braunton was disrupted, all the common grazings
disappeared and were replaced by ‘allotments’ and closes.
An essential part of this system was the Great Field. Here the corn, principally barley, was grown either for bread
or beer. The field had a great reputation for fertility. In 1640 Risdon wrote of Braunton, ‘a parish so fertile for soil,
that it is reputed for credit some fields are never uncultured, bearing barley with great increase, of which grain
there is abundant store.’ This can only refer to the Great Field and this is confirmed by the agricultural writer
Charles Vancouver in 1808, ‘The only common field to be noted in this place is Braunton great open field. Its soil
consists of a deep rich brown loam of a loose and friable texture and which, time immemorial, has been known to
teem with incessant crops. Latterly, with part of the Spring corn is sown a portion of clean red clover, which with
potatoes, turnips and vetches form a shift of green crops now the usual preparation for wheat, and which by the
majority of the occupiers is stated to answer infinitely better than the culture of wheat, barley and oats and wheat
again, which in unvaried succession formerly composed the husbandry of this highly favoured field ... The wheat
arrish or stubble is sometimes winter fallowed but it is more frequently untouched until Candlemas [February 2]
for the depasturing of sheep and the common stock of the parish... The quantity and quality of the crop is by some
of the farmers asserted to be inferior to what it amounted to under the former management of the field; others

however are of a widely different opinion. ‘
None of the above writers give much clue as to how this remarkable fertility was maintained, so that incessant
corn could be grown. The normal means of maintaining fertility at that date was to fallow the land, but the full
year fallow was unknown in Devon and clearly not practised at Braunton. The alternative to the fallow in the
South West was the long ley. With this the land was sown to grass and left under grass for many years, grazed by
cattle and sheep, and then ploughed. This was hardly possible in the hedgeless Great Field with the minute and
scattered holdings. It was said in 1938, when grassland was predominant in Devon and in the country generally,
that the field was never in grass. It is known that seaweed was used on the Field, and in Cornwall muddy sand
from the river banks and calcareous sand from the seashore was spread copiously on the land. There is a mid
18thcentury reference to sand being used and sheep folded in the Field. Lime was certainly burnt and used
locally. These and all the available dung from the shippons and the houses were all that was easily available, until
the appearance of fertilisers at the end of the last century. Use of these above manures was commonplace and
did not elsewhere produce incessant crops. The Great Field was and is inherently and naturally immensely fertile.
Continuous cultivation, as practised in Braunton, was virtually unknown in England before artificials. This reliable
fertility must have played an important party in the farming economy of Braunton, as it still does. Every Braunton
farmer would wish for a share in the Great Field and be unlikely to give up any share he already had. This may
have played a part in the Field’s history.

‘Borough English’ or ‘Cradle Land’
At Braunton, the old inheritance custom of ‘Borough English", or ‘Cradle Land’ as it was known locally, was the
rule. By this custom, if no will was made land passed on the death of a tenant of the three manors to the
youngest son, not to the eldest. Commonly, but by no means universally in England, the eldest son inherited by
‘primogeniture’. In Saxon times, in some parts of England, ‘Gavelkind’ or ‘partible inheritance’, where the land
was divided amongst all sons was common. It is believed by some historians that ‘Borough English’ was, in
practice, another form of Gavelkind, a way of dividing the land between more than one child at least. ‘Cradle land’
suggests that the youngest child inherited in the cradle, when too young to work the land. If the land was to be
kept in the family, an elder son or sons would be obliged to work it. It has been further suggested that ‘Borough
English’ kept men on the land, whereas primogeniture drove them off it. It seems possible that this curious and
ancient custom, which was still determining the inheritance of land at Braunton as late as 1822, played a part in
the division and sub-division of the Great Field into strips of less than an acre in size.

SOURCES
Primary Sources
(i) The principal source is the Tithe Map of 1842, which as well as mapping the whole of Braunton parish and the
Great Field in considerable detail, includes details of the ownership, occupation and the crop of each field. The
Great Field and the immediate surrounds of Braunton have been traced from this map and then reduced in size.
The ownership/occupation data has been fed into a computer.
(ii) A further considerable source is the collection of Commander Gammon’s papers in Braunton Museum. This is
a large collection made by Cdr Gammon from papers he had seen and copied. These seem to have been very
often the property of local people and Cdr Gammon gives few references. There is some very useful material
here.
(iii) The Devon Record Office in Exeter houses the Courtenay papers (1508M). These include material on Braunton
relating to the manor Braunton Abbot (Courtenay). Amongst these is a map and survey of 1798 and
correspondence about the manor, 1780-1805, and other manorial material. There is also some material relating
to Braunton Gorges, which belonged by the 18th century to Lord Rolle. The DRO also holds the Braunton Custumal
of 1516 (DRO Z17/1/4). This was drawn up at the instance of the Abbot of Cleeve and records in detail the legal

and administrative customs of the manors of Braunton Abbot, Gorges and Dean, but has virtually nothing to say
about the Great Field.
(iv) An important document is the Enclosure Award for Braunton marshes dated 1824, when the marshes were
divided and allocated. A further very useful source is the Deposited plan for the building of a ‘canal’ to divert and
embank the River Caen and to enclose with a sea wall the whole of Braunton marshes and to dig delphs and drain
them.
(v) There is other material in the NDRO at Barnstaple: a survey and rental of 1820 of Braunton Abbots NDRO
2309b M1/1 (Crosse and Wyot deposit). Leases, rentals, maps and sale particulars in the Pitts Tucker deposit
B170; lncledon Webber deposit 3704M and in the Chapter deposit, 1142B. Almost all of this is from the 19th
century.

(vi) The Public Record Office in London houses material relating to the Dissolution of the monasteries in 1536-39.
Braunton Abbot, the property of Cleeve Abbey, was first leased and then sold. There is the first lease to Hugh
Stucley of Affeton in 1539, but the rest of the material relating to Braunton is not very informative. There is a
grant of Braunton in 1557 to Sir John Cheake but the ‘particulars’, which often contain the most interesting detail,
are missing in this grant. There is probably more to be looked at in the PRO.
(vii) The British Library contains some early deeds, some 15th-century court rolls, and some 17th-century deeds
which relate to property in Marwood, once part of the manor of Braunton Abbot. The 15th-century deeds and
court rolls have only just been received on microfilm, not yet examined.
(viii) The Church of England Record Office in Bermondsey holds papers relating to the manor of Braunton Dean,
which passed to the Church Commissioners in 1847. These mostly relate to the sale of their holdings in this manor
to the tenants after 1833. Useful local detail of properties in Braunton Dean. It seems likely from this that the
other manors were disposed of in the same way.
(ix) The Cathedral Record Office in Exeter also contains material relating to Braunton Dean pre-1847. This includes
two detailed maps of the manor and accompanying surveys c. 1827 and 1835. There are also other documents
not yet examined. Braunton Dean did not have land in the Great Field, but its history is relevant.
(x) Somerset Record Office contains Cleeve Abbey material as might be expected, but nothing that relates to
Braunton.
There appear to be no other surviving deposits of Braunton material, but the search continues. It will be noted
that though there is plenty of early 19th-century material and some material from the 18th and 17th centuries,
mediaeval material is thin, but the Calendars of State Papers have not yet been fully searched.

Secondary Sources
Articles and References in Books etc
Tristram Risdon Survey of the County of Devon (1630). Remarks on the fertility of the Great Field.
Brief reference to the Great Field in the replies to a Questionnaire sent by Dean Milles c . 1750 to all parishes in
Devon. This is in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Top Dev. Milles MSS. refers to the use of sand and the folding of
sheep.
Charles Vancouver General View of the Agriculture of the County of Devon (1808). p. 169. Remarks on fertility and
rotations.
Sir John Phear - ‘Braunton Great Field’, Transactions of the Devonshire Association (1889). Describes the Great
Field, its furlongs, numbers of cultivators and manors etc.
H.L. Gray. English Field Systems (1915) pp 262-3. Attributes the origin of the Great Field to a mediaeval
reclamation from the estuary.

H.P.R. Finberg Article ‘The Open Field in Devon’ in Devonshire Studies (1952). This shows that as early as 1324 the
Great Field was already divided into strips and furlongs and remarks on the unenclosed strips still to be seen in
the 1940s on Braunton Dean (now enclosed).
A.H. Slee. Transactions of the Devonshire Association 1941, 1952, 1968. These described the manors of Braunton,
the Great Field in 1952, and the marshes.
Braunton Great Field and Marshes. Booklet produced in 1982 by Devon County Council, Planning Dept.
Braunton Great Field, a pamphlet published by Braunton Conservation Project seems to incorporate most of Cdr
Gammon’s findings.
Other References
Baker, A. & Butlin, R 1973 Studies of Field systems of the British Isles.
Dodgson, RA 1980 The Origins of British Field Systems.
Orwin, C.S. & C.S. 1954 The Open Fields p. 161-2
Rowley, T (ed.) 1981 The Origins of Open Fields.
Thirsk, J. 196L1. ‘The Common Fields’ in Past and Present.
The Agricultural History Review contains a number of articles on unenclosed arable fields not unlike Braunton. In
particular articles by Dorothy Sylvester on the Common Fields of the coastland of Gwent 1958, and by Margaret
Davies in 1956 on fields at Rhossili and Laugharne, some of which were still unenclosed and in different
ownership in the 1950s. The significance of Borough English is discussed by Rosamund Faith in AHR 1966 (pt 2).
Forrabury Common near Boscastle, still today in unenclosed strips and owned by the National Trust, is described
in the Journal of Environmental Management (1988) vol 26 by M. Brayshay and A. Keny.

PUBLIC RECORD OFFICE
Augmentation Book E 315 211 ff36. Braunton Abbots to Hugh Stucley 28 Feb 1539 letters and papers H VIII 1539 2
pages. This is a lease according to Youings’ in Devon Monastic Lands.
E318 Particulars for Grants. Box 43 2311. Farms in Braunton. Lord Cheney. Shelf No. 6/64. This is probably
Bampton.
E31O. particulars for leases? 11/27 Roll No. 1 No. 6 and 11/30/ Roll No. 4 No. 12.i.
Lands of Thomas Leigh in Brampton and Brampton Georges [sic] 20 Eliz and 35 Eliz. Shelf 6/71.
SC6 Bundle 828/6 Ministers Accounts Shelf 9/36
SC6 Henry VIII 3127 m 15 Shelf 41c
SC11 Roll 567 27 HVIII Valor. Cleeve Abbey. Shelf 9/34
Lands of dissolved religious houses. A-G M 15 Index Braunton 456 and 581 b 581 b refers to pension out of
Braunton to Maiden Bradley Priory
E315 vol 205 Valor of Braunton Particulars of Crown leases Som and Devon
Shelf 9/38 Ministers Accounts Cleeve 27 28 Hen VIII 3127
E321 Bundle 4 No. 35 Shelf 6/42 Proceedings of Court of Augmentations
Decrees of court of Aug shelf 6/46 p. 708 Philip Wyot surveyor and bailiff of Braunton Abbots
p 641 Roger and Richard Greenfield (Grenville?) office of steward of BA

E315 vol 52 171 17 Hen VIII 1526 Shelf 6/37/38 Thomas Lord Darcy to Richard Haydon of Woodbury farm of
Braunton
E315 piece 92 vol 2 25b Cleeve Abbey to John Wyndham office of steward In Devon and Cornwall surveyor of
Braunton rei to annuity out of lands (to Maiden Bradley?)
Inquisition Post Mortem of Hugh Stucley in 1560 (he had a lease of Braunton until 1556 only).

BRITISH MUSEUM
Additional Charters 57436-57444 (1625-1707)
These all relate to the manor of Braunton Abbots but only to property in Marwood and Challacombe, Kings
Heanton, Mudford and Kennacott. These were all in fact part of Braunton Abbots but in other parishes and so are
very largely irrelevant to the study of the Great Field.
The do refer however to the Reynell family as Lords of the Manor from 16254 to 1647 and that by 1667 the
manor had passed to Sir William Courtenay Bart. This establishes the beginning of the Courtenay ownership. They
were still lords of the manor in 1842 at least. The above deeds refer to a ‘writ of right close’. This legal term and
form is referred to also in the Braunton custumal of 1516 as the way property changed hands in Braunton. It may
have been peculiar to Braunton and if so is another feature in Braunton’s distinctive identity.
Add Ch 56772 Deed 1469
Add Ch 11163 Bond for rent to Cleeve Abbey 1322
Add Roll 65925 Court Roll for Braunton Gorges 1459-1460

CHURCH OF ENGLAND RECORD OFFICE
After 1846 the Dean of Exeter’s estates passed to the Church or Ecclesiastical Commissioners. So papers relating
to the manor of Braunton Dean after that date are kept at Bermondsey. The manor of Braunton Dean was leased
until 1883 to the Trelawney family who had acquired the lease in the early 18th century, when the Dean of Exeter
was a Trelawney. The lease was not renewed in 1883 and after that date the various properties were sold to the
tenants. The manor was in 1889 330 acres and there were 53 houses a mill and 34 copyholders. Also a manor
house, later a pub.
‘The land is held in small parcels and is much dispersed over the parish’. There are maps in the Diocesan Record
Office showing this dispersal intermixed with lands from other Braunton manors. This has certain implications.
There are 31 files of material on Braunton Dean at Bermondsey.

2. SURVIVING HISTORICAL FEATURES
2.1 STRIPS
There are 86 unenclosed ‘strips’ on Braunton Great Field. This means that 80% of the strips existing in 1842 have
since disappeared, and that 10% more have been lost since the Braunton Great Field and Marshes Study was
published in 1982. The decline in the number of strips on Braunton Great Field has been inexorable. As the
number of people owning land on Braunton Great Field has shrunk, so the process of consolidating strips and
removing landsherds has accelerated (as the following figures show):
1842
1889
1951
1975

448 Strips
491 strips
200 strips
140 strips

48 owners / 62 cultivators
56 cultivators
46 owners / 21 cultivators
c12 cultivators

1994

86 unenclosed strips

20 owners / 11/10 cultivators

Features will continue to disappear unless there is positive protection or an incentive to maintain them. Our
survey has shown that (perhaps surprisingly) there are still 24 different owners of land in the Braunton Great Field
study area. The size of their holdings varies enormously of course, and some of them only own 1or 2 strips. There
are also several cases where different members of the same family own strips individually. However, it is this
spread of ownership that continues to preserve the strips that we see on BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD today, and has
been one of the major factors in the survival of Braunton Great Field for more than 1000 years.
The remaining strips include some large blocks of consolidated land, but there are still a significant number of
strips that retain their Medieval dimensions relatively unchanged. There are still a few 1/4 acre strips (5-6m wide)
especially in Gallowell and Lane End, but 1/2 acre (11-12m wide) is the more common smallest unit. Farmers still
describe strips in terms of acres e.g. "a ½ acre land" or "an acre land".

2.2 LANDSHERDS
These are the turf balks, usually 20 - 30 cms wide, that are left unploughed to demarcate the strips or ‘lands’. (See
photos 1, 2 & 7) Often the last 3 metres of the landsherd has been ploughed out to allow tractors and machinery
to turn at the ends of a strip. The landsherds have usually been removed once two adjacent strips have been
acquired by the same owner. One exception to this is Reg Ashton who has chosen to leave the landsherd between
two ¼ acre lands in Pitlands. Removing the landsherds obviously makes cultivation easier and more efficient.
Another reason is that they can also harbour pests and weeds and spread them to the crops, and crop growth is
generally poorer next to the landsherds. (inf David Hartnoll). The landsherds might appear to be very insubstantial
as boundaries, but they have served this purpose for hundreds of years. Also, the nature of communal cultivation
in itself, and the absence of permanent boundaries seems to increase territorial awareness. Farmers such as Reg
Ashton, John Avery and John Hartnoll know every inch of Braunton Great Field, and every inch of cultivable land is
so valuable, that they are always very vigilant to make sure their neighbours are not ploughing too ‘hard’ to the
landsherds or the tracks. As a result, the landsherds have retained their positions with remarkable tenacity.
The Braunton Great Field system depends on cooperation between independent cultivators, and there is no
overall regulation or organisation of cultivation. This contrasts with Laxton Open Field (Beckett p32-33) where a
"court" made up of owners and tenants, under a steward appointed by Crown Estate Commissioners (the present
landlords), regulates most aspects of cultivation (including common boundaries). The court reinforces the Open
Field rules through fines. All land on Braunton Great Field is privately owned, in contrast to Laxton where the
majority of farmers are tenants.

2.3 FURLONGS
The furlong divisions shown on the Tithe Map (see Map 8) have survived essentially intact. They have only
disappeared where farmers have created block holdings in one area e.g. the boundary between Cooper Corner
and Hayditch; the boundary between Higher and Lower Cutaburrow; the E boundary of Venpit, and the W
boundary of Bowstring. There have been some changes in the furlong names over the centuries, but some of the
names still in use can be documented as far back as 1324. Those in use today and shown on the current 6" map
are essentially the same as shown on the Tithe Map, except that Masditch has become Marstage, Lower Longland
has become Little Longland, and Near Broadpath, on the N side of the main track, is now simply called Broadpath
like the furlong opposite on the S side.

2.4 TRACKS
The furlong boundaries have survived because they also acted as communal access tracks. A network of these
tracks survives on Braunton Great Field. In some cases they are also the remains of medieval headlands. The rest
of the headlands were absorbed into cultivation a long time ago as we can see from the 1842 Tithe Map, where
they have been split into blocks and even strips. The tracks that evolved still survive today because the cultivators
have always needed to have access to holdings in many different parts of Braunton Great Field. Again, the tracks

have disappeared where farmers have created block holdings in one area e.g. the track on the SE side of
Longlands near Marstage Farm (removed comparatively recently), and the N end of the track on the W side of
Lane End.
A similar network of pathways which provides common access also exists at Laxton. (Beckett p32) Here there is
also the tradition of "stintins" which are agreed margins for common access and working between two abutting
lands.

2.5 BONDSTONES
These are the large, grey rounded beach pebbles used as markers on Braunton Great Field. Their average size is
40 x 20 cms, and the largest (BS9) is 70 x 25 cms. They are important archaeological and historical relics for
Braunton Great Field, as it is assumed that their use dates back to the medieval period. Our survey has located 13
of these stones on Braunton Great Field, but, according to Reg Ashton, there are many more that have been
buried by ploughing. Many have disappeared since the introduction of more powerful tractor ploughing in the
1940’ s. The stones tended to deflect the lighter horse-drawn ploughs used before then. Their original function
and positioning is not completely clear. Sir John Phear in his Note on Braunton Great Field of 1889 states that:
"The line of demarcation between sections (furlongs) is commonly indicated by a ‘bond’ stone sunk in the ground
at the corners". It has also been stated that they were used to mark the ends of landsherds to define individual
strips. Reg Ashton says that they were also used to mark the lines of the access tracks. We found stones in
positions that could relate to all these functions. However, because they are so easily moved, it is impossible to
say if their present positions are the original ones. Although their original function has gone, they still retain a
symbolic importance for today’s farmers, so that when they are ploughed up now they are still treated with some
respect and moved beside a landsherd or placed at the one end. Because of their significance and their
vulnerability, some form of protection might be considered for them. This might mean moving them to
permanent positions, in which case some appropriate method of fixing them would have to be found. John
Hartnoll is very much in favour of this. It could be argued that this would be too artificial, but as they no longer
fulfil a definite function then this would not be the case. Another alternative would be to move them to tie in with
the routing of self-guided walks on Braunton Great Field. They could then be placed in significant or traditional
positions such as furlong corners. In this context they could provide an unobtrusive and appropriate form of
waymarking.
The use of stones (“mearstones”) as boundary markers is also documented in the 18th century at Laxton (Beckett
p33), but they have now been superseded by wooden stakes. They are used here to mark boundaries between
strips, the edges of access tracks and the edges of “sykes” (areas set aside for grazing).

2.6 CATALOGUE / DESCRIPTION OF BONDSTONES
BS1
BS2
BS3
BS4
BS5
BS6
BS7
BS8
BS9
BS10
BS11

Lying against S side of landsherd. 40 x 20 cms. (Photo 1)
On E side of track between Higher Thorn and Broadpath. Partially buried, visible part 35 x 12cms.
On E side of track at SW corner of Broadpath and Lower Cutabarrow. Partially buried, visible part 20 x 12
cms.
At W end of landsherd in Longhedglands. Some plough marking. 35 x 25 cms. (Photo 2).
Lying on bank by fence corner on W side of Longhedglands along with other smaller stones cleared from
cultivated area. 35 x 22 cms.
On N side of landsherd. Position corresponds to junction of Broadpath, Lower Cutabarrow and Higher
Cutabarrow. Partially buried upright on long axis. Some plough chipping. Visible end is 20 x 20 cms.
On N side of landsherd between Broadpath and Higher Cutabarrow. Partially buried, visible part 15 x 15
cms.
On a landsherd at present NW corner of Lane End. Some plough scratching. Partially buried, visible part
20 x 12 cms.
Lying on track corner that marks the old junction of Higher and Lower Croftner. 70 x 25 cms. (Photo 3).
One of two stones at W end of a landsherd in Longhedgelands. BS10 lies just off the landsherd partially
buried. Some plough marking. Visible part 17 x 12 cms.
Lying on the W end of the landsherd. Some plough marking. 40 x 15 cms.

BS12
BS13

Lying on the W side of landsherd just N of track between Higher and Middle Thorn. Heavily plough
marked. 45 x 20 cms. (Photos 4 & 5).
Set in track at S junction of Middle and Lower Thorn. Visible part is 15 x 10 cms.

3. PHYSICAL APPEARANCE OF BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD IN MID-19TH CENTURY
There are no actual descriptions of the physical appearance of Braunton Great Field in this period, but we do have
one from Charles Vancouver in 1808 and from Sir John Phear in 1889 (see below). The 1842 Tithe survey, and
particularly the accompanying Tithe Map, give us a mass of information from which we can obtain some idea of
how Braunton Great Field looked at the time.

3.1 CHARLES VANCOUVER’S SURVEY OF AGRICULTURE IN THE COUNTY OF DEVON 1808.
This described crop rotation on Braunton Great Field in great detail and also referred to its legendary fertility.

3.2 SIR JOHN PHEAR’S ‘NOTE ON BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD’ 1889.
He was the first observer to identify Braunton Great Field as a survival of the ‘Anglo-Saxon system of communal
cultivation’. He visited the Field and talked to local farmers, and gives an invaluable description of all the typical
features we can still see today. He describes how the whole Field was under arable and was divided into several
hundred small unenclosed plots, which were usually about ½ acre in size or multiples of this, and with only a very
few exceeding 2 acres. He describes the narrow unploughed balks that separated the strips. He describes how
the strips were often parceled into furlongs – 16 or 17 sections of land of unequal sizes with names often derived
from local features. He also notes how the orientation of strips varied between furlongs, and he describes how
the bondstones were used to demarcate the corners of the furlongs. He describes how individual holdings were
scattered over the whole field, and the big variation in the number of strips owned. He also notes the presence of
some larger strips and describes how these have been created through the consolidation by one owner of a
number of individual strips 0 the beginnings of the process that has accelerated ever since. His paper also
included a plan of Braunton Great Field derived from the Tithe Map.

3.3 1842 TITHE SURVEY (Map 8).
The density of strips shown on the map is the most striking difference to today. From the Apportionment and
Map we can discover that there was a total of 448 strips on Braunton Great Field covering an area of 312 acres.
Statistically this gives an average strip size of 0.697 acres. However, there was considerable variation around this
average, with 56 strips being less than 1/3 of an acre and 7 being more than 1 acre. There were 3 strips larger
than 3 acres which indicates that some consolidation of holdings had begun. The typical size of a strip was 580 x
50 feet (½ acre). The strips were divided between 25 furlongs of varying size. Pitland was easily the largest,
nearly twice the size of any other, and contained 56 strips divided amongst 34 tenements or holdings, worked by
30 different tenants. The arrangement of the furlongs and their names are the same as those in use today and
shown on the 6” map, and nearly all of the furlong divisions shown still survive on the ground. The different
orientation of the strips within the furlongs, originally hosen to optimize drainage, is very noticeable on the Tithe
Map. We can assume from the evidence of Sir John Phear that landsherds demarcated the strips and that
bondstones were in use to demarcate the furlongs. A number of areas on the Tithe Map are named ‘headland’
and these are the remnants of medieval plough headlands. We can see from the map that these originally
communal areas had been taken into cultivation by this time. We can also assume that there were communal
access tracks between the different furlongs such as we see today, although these are not shown as such on the
Map. There are substantial tracks clearly indicated on the Map which enter the Field at First Field Lane and
second Field Lanes. These survive largely unchanged as footpaths and rights of way today. The Tithe Survey gives
us detailed information on ownership. There were 48 owners and 62 occupiers of land on Braunton Great Field in
total. More than half the total of strips belonged to 3 owners. Josiah Bassett’s manor of Braunton Arundel owner
93 strips; Lord Rolle’s manor of Braunton Gorges owned 78; and the Earl of Devon’s manor of Braunton Abbots
owned 73. These strips were all cultivated by tenants. However, this still left 207 strips in the hands of 45 smaller

owners. Of these, 31 were cultivating their own strips, which meant that the other 21 occupiers were exclusively
tenants. The average number of strips held was 7, but 9 people held only 1 strip. The largest number of strips
cultivated by one person was the 29 worked by John Robbins. Edward Mock worked the largest area but with a
smaller number of strips (24). Many seemingly full-time farmers worked less than 12 strips on Braunton Great
Field, but presumably had the bulk of their holdings elsewhere in the parish. Some of the 1842 occupiers
combined agriculture with another occupation. John Bidder worked 7 strips scattered over 5 different furlongs
and was also a shopkeeper. William Gammon was a tailor in Braunton, and also worked 12 strips in 9 furlongs on
Braunton Great Field. There was little scope for the consolidation of strips to take place. Although there were 48
pairs of adjacent strips in the same ownership, they tended to be attached to different tenements and had
different occupiers. In only 9 cases were the owners and occupiers the same, giving the opportunity to
consolidate a larger block. The 48 owners in 1842 compares with 20 today. In 1842 there were 62 occupiers /
cultivators on Braunton Great Field, compared to the situation today where there are only 10, with 4 of these
cultivating almost the entire Field between them.

4. REPAIRING OR REINSTATING HISTORICAL FEATURES
4.1 1842 FURLONG BOUNDARIES
It might well be possible to reinstate all the 1842 furlong boundaries if this was considered to be a valid objective
(see plan). Fortunately a large proportion of these have survived. There might be some problem areas where
major consolidation has already taken place - e.g. Near Broadpath / Venpit boundary, the Higher & Lower
Cutabarrow boundary and the Longlands / Knightsland / Little Longlands boundaries.

4.2 LANE END
Lane End has been suggested by Reg Ashton and the Hartnoll family as a possible showpiece area for preservation
and even reinstatement. (Photo 6). There are still 7 strips here with 6 different owners, so the current divisions
are not under threat and are likely to remain. It has the advantage of being easily accessible from the town. It
might also be possible to rationalize the footpaths and tracks here to enable people to walk right around the
furlong (see 8.5). The drawback is that it is a peripheral area and it lacks the impressive atmosphere of the main
Field. Also the bungalows that have been built here are rather obtrusive.

4.3 BROADPATH
Broadpath still has a good number of strips (6 strips with 5 owners). It is also very near the main entry onto
Braunton Great Field at Second Field Lane. This makes it immediately accessible to visitors and also an important
area to preserve unchanged.

4.4 HAYDITCH
Hayditch is now a totally open area with no landsherds and therefore no character. It would be good to at least
reinstate the old furlong boundary here between Hayditch and Cooper Corner. The whole of this area is owned
by the Hartnoll family who are very sympathetic towards preservation.

4.5 VENPIT
The original W boundary of this distinctive furlong is preserved as a wide grass track, but only a single strip
remains of the 10 shown on the Tithe Map. The existence of the track will ensure its boundary survives, but it
would be preferable to restore the E boundary as well.

4.6 BOWSTRING / LONGHEDGELANDS

This area contains some very spectacular long curving landsherds with the classic S-shaped profiles characteristic
of medieval ploughing. (Photo 7). Many strips have disappeared here, but enough remain, strategically placed, to
still be impressive. It is very important that these are preserved.

4.7 GALLOWELL
Gallowell is still visually impressive in terms of strips. (Photo 8). It is also enclosed by a remnant of the old
Braunton Great Field boundary bank and hedge. Because it is close to Marsh Road it is important that its
character is preserved. Luckily it has mixed ownership – 8 strips with 5 owners, with 4 separate strips owned by
the Williams Estate – so it should retain this. Gallowell is another area that was suggested by the Hartnoll family
as a possible showpiece.

4.8 MARSTAGE FARM
The Dart / Perryman family has consolidated quite a lot of land around here (their home farm), resulting in the
loss of historical features. Large blocks of land without strips have been created, with a consequent loss of
character. It might be possible to reinstate the old furlong boundaries here with their cooperation. However, as
the area is very much away from normal public access, the value of doing this might be debatable.

4.9 LOWER CROFTNER
Lower Croftner is close to the road and therefore visually important. (Photo 9). It still has a good number of
strips in mixed ownership – 7 strips with 6 owners.

5. LAND OWNERSHIP ON BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD
5.1 LIST OF OWNERS
W. J. Avery (WA)
J. Hartnoll (JH)
C. Dart (CD)
R. Ashton (RAS)
Mrs J. Leary (JL)
Mrs J. Dart (JD)
Mrs M. Perryman (MP)
D. Hartnoll (DH)
J. S. Avery (JA)
M. J. Avery (MA)
R. W. Avery (RAV)
Mrs R. Owen (RO)
Williams Estate (W)
P. Welch (PW)
D.J. Knight (DK)
A.J. SummerfieId (AS)
Mrs D. Jenkins (DJ)
R. Watts (RW)
Mrs E. Comber (EC)
J. Perkins (JP)
N. Ryan (NR)
Mrs J.L. Grindley (JG)
Mrs M. Merriman (MM)
English Nature.

5.2 BRIEF HISTORIES OF HOLDINGS
We asked all the landowners to provide information on the history of their holdings, but we felt obliged to stress
that we did not expect them to give us this if they considered it to be confidential. Also, with the larger holdings
like John Avery’s for example, the history is so complex that it is a major undertaking for the owner to unravel it.
However, what information we did glean is summarised below.
John Hartnoll: Previously owned Town Farm in Braunton, which included some land on Braunton Great Field. In
1987 bought Broadlands Farm from Arthur Atkins, and the majority of the land he now owns on Braunton Great
Field came with this.
Chris Dart: Inherited land on Braunton Great Field from his grandfather Jack Ferryman, who owned Marstage
Farm.
Mrs Jill Dart: Chris Dart’s mother, and Jack Percyman’s daughter.
Mrs Margaret Perryman: Jack Perryman’s widow.
Reg Ashton: His grandfather, Thomas Ashton, bought Score Farm in Braunton c1900, with land on Braunton Great
Field. This was inherited by his father, William Ashton, and in turn by Reg and his brother William.
Mrs Jessie Leary: Cousin of Jack Ferryman, and daughter of Robert Perryman who owned Cross Farm, which she
inherited with associated land on Braunton Great Field "some years ago". Both are now rented from her by W.J.
Avery.
P. Welch: Land purchased at auction of the Gifford estate on death of Muriel Gifford c1990. There were no title
deeds to the properties.
Mrs E. Comber: Purchased land from Mr Perryman (Jack?) "about 17 years ago" i.e c1977.
Mrs D. Jenkins: Purchased land in 1937. Mrs Jenkins (nee Gammon) is the sister of the late Commander Gammon.
R. Watts: Land has been "owned by his family for over 50 years".
A.J. Summerfield: Purchased his single strip at auction of the Gifford estate c1990. He bought it because his father
had worked on Braunton Great Field for many years.

6. MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVES FOR HISTORICAL FEATURES
6.1 INTRODUCTION
The following objectives are based on the proposals made in section 4, and in particular that of reinstating the
1842 furlong boundaries. This would need to be examined as a policy. A general point to bear in mind is that as
landsherds are communal boundaries, they do not come within just one person’s holding, and there would have
to be a joint responsibility for maintaining them in any management scheme. As well as the specific management
objectives for each owner there might have to be a general code of practice within the management scheme to
preserve landsherds and all other existing historical features. The overall objective would be to prevent any
further loss and ensure that in particular those areas of importance highlighted in section 4 are preserved. It is
also difficult sometimes to assign bondstones to a particular owner. For the purposes of these objectives, their
current positions relative to the landsherds have defined ownership. However, BS10 and BS11 are at the end of a
landsherd which is at the junction of 3 differently owned strips, and BS2, BS3 and BS13 are all located on

communal tracks. Again, there may need to be a general code of practice to protect bondstones and a policy for
preserving and siting them once they have been uncovered, as more undoubtedly will be.

6.2 0BJECTIVES
To itemise the management objectives for the Field, it has been divided into four sections corresponding to the
four 1:1250 maps. The objectives have then been listed for each owner.
NE Quarter (SS 4836):
Mrs J Leary: Reinstate and maintain 1842 boundary between Lane End and Broadpath as grass track. [See 4.3 and
8.5(iii)]
W J Avery: Reinstate and maintain 1842 N/S division between Higher and Lower Cutabarrow as a landsherd.
J Hartnoll: (1) Ditto (Joint boundary). (2) BS8 (?)
R Ashton: BS6 and BS7
NW Quarter (SS 4736):
J Hartnoll: (1) Reinstate and maintain1842 N/S division between Hayditch and Cooper Corner as a landsherd. (2)
BS5
W J Avery: BS4
D Hartnoll: BS4
Mrs J Leary: Restore and maintain 1842 N(?) and E boundaries of Venpit as landsherds.
D Knight / Mrs J Leary: Preserve the only remaining landsherd in Venpit furlong.
R Ashton / W J Avery / R Watts / J Hartnoll: Preserve remaining landsherds in Bowstring and Longhedgelands
furlongs, particularly the one marking 1842 division between them.
SW Quarter (SS 4735):
R Ashton / D Hartnoll / W J Avery: Reinstate and maintain 1842 W boundary of Lonhedgelands furlong as a grass
track.
D Hartnoll (?): BS10 and BS11
R Ashton: BS12
C Dart: Reinstate and maintain 1842 division between Lower Croftner and Newton furlongs.
SE Quarter (SS 4835):
J Hartnoll: Reinstate and maintain 1842 N/S division between Higher and Lower Cutabarrow.
C Dart: (1) Reinstate and maintain 1842 SE boundary of Longlands as a grass track. (2) Reinstate and maintain
1842 boundaries between Little Longlands, Knightsland and Higher Croftner as landsherds. (3) BS9.

7.0 Present Interpretation of Braunton Great Field
7.1 Interpretation Displays
There are major displays at the Countryside Centre and Braunton Museum. We are unable to assess or comment
on these as they were both being redone for Easter reopening. The Countryside Centre display is the work of
North Devon Environmental Forum. The Centre will always be the main point for interpreting and promoting
Braunton Great Field because it is the main Tourist Information Point in Braunton. Tim Adkin (NDHCO) makes the
point that Braunton Great Field could also be promoted more by Barnstaple Museum and Tourist Information
Centre through displays and literature, and also more by Devon County. Even though it is a site of national
importance historically, it is still rather a well-kept secret and not visited that much.

7.2 Information Boards
The introduction of information boards for Braunton Great Field would be a basic improvement. Possible sites for
these are:

1) West Hill / The Beacon. This offers the best possible panoramic view of Braunton Great Field.
2) Second Field Lane, at the entry onto Braunton Great Field.
3) Velator Quay. This is an established landing and parking place and would therefore be seen by the public and
visitors. A more general information board would be suitable here covering the Quay, the Marshes, the Burrows,
Braunton Great Field and even RAF Chivenor.
4) The Round Linhay next to Marsh Road. This would make a very appropriate site for a permanent unmanned
interpretation display on Braunton Great Field and the Marshes.
2, 4 and possibly 3 could combine description, explanation and suggested routes for waymarked? walks.
PRINTED MATERIAL:
There is very little currently available on Braunton Great Field. "Braunton Great Field", the best general
description of Braunton Great Field and its historical and agricultural context was produced in 1984/5 by the
Braunton Conservation Project, but is now O/P. The same Community Programme Project produced a series of
booklets on aspects of natural history and walks around Braunton. This included one called the "Braunton Great
Field and Marshes Trail" which is still available. It describes a self-guided circular walk from Caen Street car park
across Braunton Great Field and back via Marsh Road and Velator. It uses material from the "Braunton Great
Field" booklet plus an equal amount of natural history material. There is also a simple leaflet (folded A4 sheet)
also originating from the Braunton Conservation Project that describes the various environments of Braunton
(including Braunton Great Field) using material and illustrations from the other booklets. The present lack of an
up to date accessible general account of Braunton Great Field is very serious. "Braunton Great Field" is a good
model but could be updated and improved. It should be considered whether it is best to produce a series of
leaflets / booklets on different aspects of history, natural history and walks (cf DNP leaflets) or bigger publications
that combine several of these elements.
EDUCATIONAL USE:
There is also no material on Braunton Great Field aimed at children or educational needs, which is also an obvious
gap. There would seem to be great potential for using Braunton Great Field as an educational resource. This could
be encouraged by NDEF and the Museum. NDEF already provide a guided walk service, and perhaps this could be
extended to schools or other groups. The Countryside Centre is quite spacious and could easily cater for school
groups. Braunton would also seem to be an ideal place for a residential study centre with the range of historical
and natural environments it has to offer (is there one??). There might also be potential for using Braunton Great
Field to demonstrate/recreate traditional farming practices on Braunton Great Field such as horse ploughing with
the support of a sympathetic landowner. This might also be an attraction for summer visitors.
GUIDED WALKS:
There seems to be tremendous scope for this form of interpretation at Braunton for Braunton Great Field as well
as the Marshes and Burrows. NDEF and presumably the North Devon Heritage Coast provide a service already,
and would be the agencies to develop it further and to cover Braunton Great Field. Tim Adkin (NDHCO) wants to
get away from traditional information board and leaflet interpretation to try and reach a wider public, and this
might be a means of doing this. There is also a fund of local knowledge and oral history within the local fanning
community, and perhaps they could be persuaded to participate here. Reg Ashton already talks to local
schoolchildren on Braunton Great Field. Oral history could also be incorporated into Braunton Great Field
interpretation generally.
SIGNPOSTING / WAYMARKING BRAUNTON GREAT FIELD:
Braunton Great Field is not specifically signposted from the town at present. This could be done, but it must be
considered that as it is a privately owned ‘working’ area, to what extent should the public be encouraged to visit
it. If self-guided walks are promoted on Braunton Great Field by means of leaflets, then there may be no need to
actually waymark them on the ground. Actual waymarks might be too intrusive on what is a living and working
landscape. However, one appropriate method of waymarking might be to utilise the bondstones, which would
have the additional benefit of preserving these vulnerable but historic survivals in fixed positions. In general,
leaflets should provide all the information and directions a visitor needs. Way marking might help to prevent
accidental trespass, but the network of tracks on Braunton Great Field is pretty obvious on the ground, and

farmers do not object if people use them. This does tie in with the urgent need for the official footpaths across
Braunton Great Field to be rationalised, and to improve the confusing situation that exists at the moment.
AGENCIES TO IMPLEMENT IMPROVED INTERPRETATION:
The obvious agencies to do this are:
1) North Devon Environmental Forum
2) North Devon Heritage Coast
3) Braunton Museum
Other bodies who submitted objections to the "Braunton bypass enquiry" and who might be interested in
Braunton Great Field are:
1) English Heritage
2) Devonshire Association
3) Devon History Society
4) University of Exeter Centre for SW Historical Studies
5) Devon Archaeological Society
6) North Devon Archaeological Society
7) British Agricultural History Society
8) Society for Medieval Archaeology
9) International Medieval Bibliography
Also the Countryside Commission who administer the Countryside Stewardship Scheme.

8. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING INTERPRETATION
8.1 PRINTED MATERIAL
The present lack of an up-to-date, accessible general account of Braunton Great Field is very unfortunate.
Braunton Great Field is an excellent model but it could be updated and improved. North Devon Heritage Coast are
in the process of reviewing their interpretation strategy, which would include printed material. Tim Adkin (North
Devon Heritage Coast Officer) is looking for ways to break away from the usual information board / leaflet
approach, but nonetheless says that his organisation would consider funding the production of a leaflet on
Braunton Great Field. The series of Braunton Walks booklets produced by the Braunton Conservation Project are
excellent, and have fulfilled a valuable function. However, they are now ten years old and some form of
replacement should now be seriously considered. The richness of the historical and natural environments around
Braunton offers tremendous scope for interpretative publications. It should be considered whether it would be
best to produce a series of leaflets / booklets on different aspects of history, natural history and walks (cf
Dartmoor National Park), or bigger publications that combine several of these elements. As mentioned above,
perhaps this project could be tied in with any North Devon Heritage Coast plans for printed material.

8.2 DISPLAYS
We are unable to comment on the major displays at the Countryside Centre and Braunton Museum as they were
both being redesigned for reopening this Easter. The display at the Centre will always be the primary site for the
interpretation and promotion of Braunton Great Field because it is also the main Tourist Information point in
Braunton. However, Tim Adkin makes the point that Braunton Great Field could also be promoted more by
Barnstaple Museum through displays and leaflets, and also by Devon County Council. Even though it is a site of
county and national importance historically, he feels it is still rather a well-kept secret and is still not visited very
much.

8.3 INFORMATION BOARDS

We feel that the introduction of information boards for Braunton Great Field would be a major improvement in
its interpretation and presentation. Possible sites for these would be:
(i)

West Hill / The Beacon. This offers the best possible panoramic view of Braunton Great Field, and allows
an appreciation of the layout which it is impossible to obtain on the ground. (Photo 11) It also shows
clearly the relationship of Braunton Great Field to the Marshes and the Burrows. The land belongs to the
Parish Council who should presumably be sympathetic to the placing of a board here. A general plan to
manage the area is being discussed at the moment, so the board would have to be tied in with this. The
view over Braunton Great Field is rather obscured by trees, and it would be useful if this could be
improved within the management plan for the woodland.

(ii)

Second Field Lane, at the entry onto Braunton Great Field. (Photo 12) This is where most people enter
Braunton Great Field, and is therefore an obvious site for a board. (See also Self-guided Walks 8.4)

(iii)

Velator Quay. This is an established landing and parking place, and would therefore be seen by current
users and visitors. It is on the route of the South West Coast Path and the Tarka Trail - two well-used long
distance footpaths. It is also at present the only good parking place along Marsh Road. The 1982 Devon
County Council Braunton Great Field and Marshes Countryside Study recommended that the Quay should
be upgraded and developed as an amenity and information point. A more general information board
would be appropriate here covering the Quay, the Marshes, the Burrows, RAF Chivenor(?) as well as
Braunton Great Field.

(iv)

The Round Linhay. (Photo 13) This is a very attractive and distinctive listed building close to the Marsh
Road which would be ideal for housing a permanent unmanned interpretative display on Braunton Great
Field and the Marshes. The building was originally renovated by the Braunton Conservation Project, but
has become dilapidated and we have been informed by Tim Adkin that it is about to be renovated and
rethatched again. It is owned by the Williams Estate who also own land on Braunton Great Field. Tim
Adkin is very keen to link the interpretation of Braunton Great Field and the Marshes together since they
are related and complementary landscapes. The Round linhay would be an ideal point to do this. NDDC
are not in agreement with this idea however, since they feel that it would be detrimental to the
Countryside Information Centre and that it would present problems with access and parking.

The information boards at (ii) (iv) and possibly (iii) could combine description, explanation and suggested routes
for walks.

8.4 SELF-GUIDED WALKS
There are great opportunities for self-guided walks around Braunton Great Field and the Marshes. The Braunton
Great Field and Marshes Trail [7.1(ii)] already describes one route. The Braunton Great Field and Marshes
Countryside Study proposes the same route with extensions around the W side of the Marshes and Horsey Island,
using the American Road and the Embankment. The original Marshes Embankment is also a footpath and could
also be utilised. (It is in fact now being used as part of the Tarka Trail).
For Braunton Great Field specifically, the two NE/SW footpaths (see 8.5) across the Field give excellent scope for a
self-guided walk out and back from Second Field Lane. It would enable walkers to see the most characteristic
parts of Braunton Great Field with the most surviving strips. A number of bondstones survive close to this route,
and the regular cross tracks between the main footpaths can give access to more or can provide opportunities to
cut the walk short. Although these are not official footpaths, farmers seem to have no objection to people using
them. There might also be the possibility of incorporating a route around the strips at Lane End (see 4.3 and 8.5).

8.5 FOOTPATHS
There is no doubt that the existing system of footpaths on Braunton Great Field would benefit from
rationalisation. This view is shared by walkers, farmers and planners, and recommendations for doing this were

made in the Braunton Great Field and Marshes Countryside Study. The network of tracks over Braunton Great
Field gives plenty of scope for diverting ‘paths so they no longer cross cultivated areas.
(i)

Broadpath. This is the main footpath running NE/SW across Braunton Great Field. It is a good path, well
made-up and relatively dry even in winter.

(ii)

Another footpath (Coopers Path) branches off of Broadpath to run E/W to Moor Lane near Swanpool
Bridge. The first part of this track is good, but the W end is very wet in winter. This end could be
rationalised to follow the existing field boundaries, with a footbridge over the drainage channel.

(iii)

A second footpath runs NE/SW across Braunton Great Field and exits at the Marsh Road S of Gallowell.
(Photo 14) This path could be rationalised at the E end to follow the track along the N edge of Pitlands to
join the footpath S of First Field Lane. This would then do away with the present diagonal footpath that
runs across cultivated ground to a stile at the cricket ground and is at present ploughed over. (Photo 15)
Tim Adkin informs us that this section of official footpath generates a lot of complaints from walkers.
None of the footpath is made-up and it is considerably wetter than Broadpath. (Photo 16) It might need
improving if it is to be promoted as part of a self-guided walk across Braunton Great Field. The section of
footpath that is a continuation of First Field Lane would be improved by the planting of some screening
along by the factory. Also at this E end of the footpath it might be possible to extend the existing path on
the W side of Lane End to meet the stile at the cricket ground. This would in effect be reinstating the
western boundary of the furlong. It would also enable the Lane End to be used as a showpiece (see 4.3).

(iv)

The footpath from First Field lane to Velator. This needs to be rationalised as well. The western of the two
existing official footpaths is obviously the better option. This right of way needs to be established and
enforced, as the footpath is at present (allegedly) often obstructed, and there is strong local feeling
against this.

(v)

The short length of footpath that runs diagonally W of the cricket ground to meet Broadpath could either
be scrapped or diverted around the field edge.

(vi)

The footpath up to West Hill is well established, and would provide good access from the town if it was to
be used as the site of an information board.

8.6 GUIDED WALKS
There seems to be opportunity for this form of interpretation of Braunton Great Field as well as for the Marshes
and Burrows. NDEF, and presumably also the North Devon Heritage Coast organisation, already provide a guided
walk service, and would be the agencies to develop it further to cover Braunton Great Field. Tim Adkin (NDHCO)
wants to get away from traditional information board and leaflet interpretation to try and reach a wider public,
and this would be one way of doing this. There is also a fund of local knowledge and oral history within the local
farming community, and perhaps some of them could be persuaded to participate here. Reg Ashton already gives
talks to local schoolchildren about Braunton Great Field. Oral history could also be incorporated generally into the
interpretation of Braunton Great Field.

8.7 SIGNPOSTING & WAYMARKING
Braunton Great Field is not specifically signposted from the town at present. This would be an obvious way to
promote Braunton Great Field more to the public. However, as with all of the proposals that are being put
forward here, very careful consideration must be given as to what extent the public should be encouraged to visit
Braunton Great Field, and the effect this would have on what is essentially privately owned ‘working’ farmland.
If self-guided walks are promoted on Braunton Great Field by means of leaflets and information boards, then
there might be no need to actually waymark them on the ground. WaY11mrks might be too intrusive in a working
landscape. However, as mentioned already, one appropriate method of waymarking might be to utilise the

bondstones, which would have the additional benefit of preserving these historical but vulnerable survivals in
fixed positions. In general, leaflets could provide all the necessary information and directions, but waymarking
might help to prevent accidental trespass. However, the network of tracks on Braunton Great Field is very obvious
on the ground, and farmers do not object to people using tracks even though they are not official footpaths. This
is also tied in with the need for the official footpaths across Braunton Great Field to be rationalised, in order to
improve the unsatisfactory and confusing situation that exists at the moment.

8.8 EDUCATIONAL USE
At present there is no printed material available on Braunton Great Field which is aimed at children or
educational needs. This is a significant gap, as there would seem to be great potential for using Braunton Great
Field as an educational resource. This could be encouraged by NDEF, Braunton Museum, and North Devon
Heritage Coast if they have the capability. NDEF already provide a guided walk service, and this could be extended
to schools or other groups. The Countryside Centre is quite spacious and could easily cater for small school
groups. Relevant groups within Devon County Council could combine the promotion of Braunton Great Field with
the exploitation of its educational potential. With the range of historical and natural environments that it has to
offer, Braunton would also seem to be an ideal place for a residential study centre if it does not have one already.

8.9 AGENCIES TO IMPLEMENT IMPROVED INTERPRETATION
The obvious agencies to do this are:
1) North Devon Environmental Forum
2) North Devon Heritage Coast Service
3) Braunton Museum
Other bodies that submitted objections to the 1993 Braunton bypass enquiry, and which might be able to
contribute are:
1) English Heritage
2) Devonshire Association
3) Devon History Society
4) University of Exeter Centre for Historical Studies
5) Devon Archaeological Society, which has produced information boards for other sites in Devon e.g. Woodbury
Castle and Bampton Castle.
6) North Devon Archaeological Society
7) British Agricultural History Society
8) Society for Medieval Archaeology
9) International Medieval Bibliography
10) The Braunton Study Group, under the leadership of Robin Stanes, which has done a great deal of research into
Braunton Great Field are also obvious potential contributors.

9. SUMMARY
Introduction
This study has been commissioned by North Devon District Council through its Heritage Officer (Strategic
Planning), in consultation with the Heritage Coast Officer for North Devon. It has been carried out by Exeter
Museums Archaeological Field Unit with the assistance of R.G.F. Stanes and members of the Braunton Study
Group.

The Field

Braunton Great Field is one of the very few surviving examples of a landscape which developed as a result of the
‘open-field’ or strip farming system once common in medieval England. It is regarded as the second bestpreserved example in the country after Laxton in Nottinghamshire. The Field contains about 142ha of agricultural
land lying between the village of Braunton on the east and the Taw / Torridge estuary on the west. It is still
actively farmed today and is not protected as a site of historic interest. The Field lies within the North Devon
Heritage Coast and is part of a Nature Conservation zone. It is also proposed to designate the area as a
Conservation Area and the Field will almost certainly be included in the Register of Historic Landscapes proposed
by English Heritage and Devon County Council.

History
The early history of the Great Field is still uncertain but it is probably true to say that the Field is at least a
thousand years old. There is surprisingly little surviving documentary material although the earliest cited
references date back to the 13th century. At the time of the Domesday Book there were two manors recorded
with the name Braunton; one belonged to the King and one to a priest called Algar. These manors were
effectively agricultural estates and their owners, through stewards and other officers, looked after the farming of
the land. In 1202 a new manor was created when one third of the King’s manor was given to Robert de Sackeville.
Later in 1229 the remaining parts were given by Henry III to the Abbey of Cleeve in Somerset. Thus there were
three manors: Braunton Dean (Algar the priest’s), Braunton Gorges (created in 1202) and Braunton Abbots
(Cleeve Abbey’s land). A fourth manor called Braunton Arundel appears to have been created in the 18th century.
Each of these manors held land within Braunton Great Field. The Field had never been divided up into neat
geographical areas, one for each manor. This is probably because the complicated system of intermingled
holdings and strips was already well-established by 1202. To break it up would have required extensive
reallocation of lands which would inevitably result in argument and dispute, and no doubt great expense. The
arable land in the Field was also noted for its great fertility; it had a reputation for producing crops of barley
without a break. It is likely that this was another incentive for retaining land.
The most important source for the study of the Field is probably the 1842 Tithe Map with its accompanying
schedule, the Apportionment. This is the only known detailed map of the Field and it is remarkable that many of
the medieval furlong names were still in use at this time. The Apportionment contains a list of landowners and
tenants for each individual strip and it is clear that the Field was still then being largely worked by the medieval
system, despite some consolidation. There were still some 448 strips in use at that time divided between 48
landowners and 62 tenants. Although the number of farmers working on the Field has seriously declined in the::
present century there are still some 20 separate owners of strips on Braunton Great Field. However, it is fair to
say that the majority of land is owned by a relatively small number of farmers and the communal aspects of
agricultural life are not so much in evidence.

Medieval Open Field Farming
Medieval open field farming produced a distinctive landscape both in terms of the character of the countryside
and the settlement types. It was very much a communal system with whole villages co-operating in the
agricultural management of the land. The arable land lay in huge hedgeless fields and was divided into narrow
strips, each classically an acre in size. The strips were grouped into furlongs which were given distinctive names
such as Pitland or Longland. Each farmer would cultivate a number of strips dispersed throughout the field and
furlongs. Grazing land was available on the village commons and, at times when they lay fallow, in the arable
fields themselves. The settlements associated with the open field were usually nucleated, often with farmhouses
grouped together around a church. This pattern is fairly untypical of Devon where dispersed farmsteads tend to
be the norm. The open field system relied on everyone obeying the laws and customs of the manor. This was
particularly important where a rotational system operated and it required the agreement and co-operation of
large numbers of tenants to work efficiently.
Braunton Great Field is a fine example of the landscape produced by this type of agricultural system and it is
remarkable that it has survived, even in its altered form. There are still a substantial number of strips within the

Field and the boundary divisions or landsherds look much the same as they would have in medieval times. The
form of the village of Braunton reflects the farming pattern; many of the 47 farmhouses recorded in the village in
1841 can still be recognised today.

The Study
The current study has been largely aimed at identifying the present condition of the Field and how it can be
managed in the future in a way that is sympathetic to both its current uses and the preservation of its historic
features. A certain amount of historical data has been collected primarily to show how the Field was worked in
the past. It must be stressed that this is not a documentary or historical study of the Field. There has not been any
detailed field surveying as this would be extremely time-consuming and would not provide a great deal of
information that was not already available.
As part of the study fieldworkers have visited the Field to locate and identify the surviving landsherds, trackways
and footpaths. This has been carried out using the modern OS maps and by reference to the earlier map sources,
especially the Tithe Map. Other visible features such as bondstones (boundary markers) have been identified and
mapped. The fieldworkers have also tried to establish as accurately as possible the present pattern of land
ownership and occupation on the Field, although this has proved to be a very complex and time-consuming task.
They have also consulted the farmers (both owners and occupiers) about how the Field is worked today and the
feasibility of schemes for management and preservation. Local knowledge has been extremely valuable in this
respect as some of the families have cultivated on the Field for at least three generations. However, the decline in
the number of farmers owning land on the Field has allowed many of the strips to be consolidated into more
manageable units.
The study has looked at ways in which the historic features could be repaired or reinstated so that parts of the
landscape could be protected without causing undue disturbance or intrusion to the users of the Field. Any such
schemes (just as with past farming practices) will need the support and agreement of the owners and occupiers of
the Field. Current ownership patterns are obviously very important in this respect. On the Field now there are
certain areas where significant landsherds survive (such as Bowstring and Longhedgelands) and which merit
preservation. Additionally there are other areas such as Lane End where preservation might be feasible on the
grounds of existing ownership patterns.
Allied to the preservation aspect of the management of the Field is its public presentation and interpretation.
There are obvious conflicts here in that the Field is very much part of a ‘working’ landscape and farming is a vital
part of the area’s economy. However, there is an existing network of footpaths around the Field; Braunton lies
within an area containing some outstanding visitor attractions (including the impressive coastal scenery); and the
Field is a nationally important historic feature which people will wish to visit. There is still much scope therefore
for presenting the Field and for providing an interpretation of its history and development without intruding
unduly on its continuing agricultural use. This can be achieved through printed material, indoor exhibitions and
displays, information boards within or in the vicinity of the Field itself and through walks or trails. The existing
footpath system is undoubtedly in need of rationalisation to make it more usable to walkers and less of a
hindrance to farmers. This could be considered in the light of the interpretation proposals described above.
There is an additional obvious educational potential for the interpretation material relating to the Field. This
might perhaps be expanded to accommodate different aspects of both the natural and historical environment.
There are numbers of sources in the Braunton area which could make a significant contribution to such studies.
A number of possible agencies for consultation on all the above aspects have been identified. These include local,
county, regional and national bodies and both voluntary and statutory organisations. They all have different skills,
knowledge and experience which can be drawn upon to achieve these aims.
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