THE OPEN FIELDS OF CHESHIRE
BY DOROTHY SYLVESTER, M.A., F.R.G.S.

HESHIRE has long lain in the no man’s land of early

cultivation systems. In a borderland zone, and with the
assembled information as to open arable lands limited to a
few examples, it has been widely believed that common arable
fields had little place in the development of Cheshire
agronomy. H. L. Gray came nearest to the truth when he
wrote in 1915 in English Field Systems that the vestiges of open
common field mentioned in Tudor surveys suggested that
earlier most hamlets in the county had had a certain amount
of open arable land. Yet he only named twelve places in which
it occurred. This opinion received little support from English
historians and in 1938, the late Dr. C. S. Orwin’s view was
summed up in these words: “In Cumberland, Westmorland
and Cheshire only a few scattered instances (i.e. of open
field) have been found, those in Cheshire being mostly in the
neighbourhood of Chester.”® Nor was Orwin alone in
assuming that it was correct to leave Cheshire almost a blank
on the distribution map of open field in England.

In the late 1940s a number of Manchester geographers began
work on rural Cheshire from various angles and not by any
means with the open-field question as their main concern. In
particular, Mrs. Vera Chapman made a study of the Dee and
Gowy valleys in Cheshire from which originated the paper
Open Fields in West Cheshire, published in TRANSACTIONS
Volume 104. Some time before this Leonard Wharfe had
revealed the extent to which this type of land system was
formerly prevalent in Wirral.'® Miss Pauline Kenworthy (now
Mrs. D. M. Brookes) produced some useful data for north-
eastern Cheshire, noting a number of examples but showing
the lesser importance of open arable in that part of the county.®
Mrs. Stella Davies in 1949 and 1953 described further cases

) C. S. and C. S. Orwin, The Open Field (1939), p. 6i.

) L. Wharfe, Rural Settlement in Wirral, unpublished B.A. thesis, Uni-
versity of Manchester (1947).

® Pauline Kenworthy, Rural Settlement in East Cheshire, unpublished M.A.
thesis, University of Manchester (1949).

@ C. Stella Davies, Agricultural Change in East Cheshire 1780-1830 and
Agricultural History of Cheshire 1750-1850, unpublished M.A. and Ph.D.
theses, Dept. of History, University of Manchester.
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2 THE OPEN FIELDS OF CHESHIRE

in eastern Cheshire, notably Macclesfield and Stockport, and
drew attention to the 1721 map of Witton on which its Town
Fields were marked. Meanwhile, the writer’s work indicating,
inter alia, evidence of former open fields in several parts of
Cheshire'® was extended and became part of a wider scheme
of study of the rural landscape of the Welsh Borderland,‘®
and it became increasingly evident that the Cheshire data were
not only of key interest but were also highly individual. With
the evidence now collected, a card index has been formed,
and from the information so far carded it has been possible
to map the distribution of open arable lands for the county
(fig. 3). The map shows over 250 examples, and in addition
to these there are over 40 “suspects” and several unidentified
places for which some indications of open field have been
noted.

The best known of the British systems is the two- and three-
field open arable system, which Gray distinguished as the
Midland type. He advanced evidence to prove that in the early
Middle Ages, and in some cases before that, it began as a
two-field system, with cropping and fallowing alternating on
each of the two small arable fields until, in suitable areas, a
third field was added, and fallowing resorted to in only one
year in three. He traced a relationship between a persistent
two-field system and land of poorer quality; and between a
three-, four-, and even multi-field system and areas of more
advanced agriculture. Sufficient to say that in extreme cases,
such as that of Oakley Reynes in Bedfordshire,” the arable
fields absorbed the greater part of the land. Nevertheless, the
stubble and the fallow land provided only limited grazing and
in most townships a proportion of the area had to be reserved
for hay and for pasture. If alluvial valley land was to be found,
water meadows were typically held in common, pegged out
in strips at hay harvest so that every man took a share from
his own dole, then thrown open so that each could put in a
prescribed number of cattle to feed on the aftermath. These
too were a form of open common field, and there was not
always a hard line drawn between the two types. The poorest
land of all was normally ‘“‘waste” or open common pasture,
heath, mountain land, or simply the land which had not been
colonized. As the population increased, this rough pasture
was reduced by assarting and it was either added to the common

%) ““Rural Settlement in Cheshire”, TRANSACTIONS (1949).

®) Volume now in preparation.

" G. Herbert Fowler, “The Strip Map of Oakley Reynes, 1795, Bedfords.
Hist. Record Soc., Vol. II, Pt. T (1928), and accompanying map.
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field area or enclosed in severalty holdings. Thus, numerous
factors were at work causing the land-holding and land-use
patterns to alter and, as time went on, the open-field system
became more complex, more irregular, or suffered attrition.
Gray maintains that the multiplication of fields in the Midland
system was the result of trying to reconcile it with advancing
agricultural practice.

Certain elements in a system of co-aration are likely to be
found elsewhere, but regional differences develop increasingly
with relative isolation, especially where there are distinctive
cultures and traditions. Hence, although various features of
the Midland system can be identified outside the great diagonal
belt which stretches from south-central England to south-east
Durham, details of the pattern and the associated tenurial
arrangements have long been recognized as differing appre-
ciably in other parts of Britain. Gray himself drew attention
to variations in form and practice which distinguished the
open fields of Northumberland, Cumberland, Lancashire,
Cheshire, Devon and Cornwall as well as Wales, Scotland and
Ireland. He also described differences in south-eastern England,
separating East Anglia and Kent from the Midland area in
which the two- and three-field system was characteristic, and
these broad regional differences have long been accepted.

In the Celtic areas where there are large acreages of barren
upland, the amount of land suitable for the plough is generally
restricted and the area of rough pasture almost equally un-
restricted. But the Celtic people, who practised cultivation
from an early period of their occupation of Britain, have long
had some form of co-operation in tillage, and there are many
indications that a primitive strip system was operated at the
latest by Early Iron Age C. In Wales, rules for co-aration were
formulated in the Laws of Hywel Dda which, although recorded
in the Middle Ages, were probably in operation at a much earlier
date. There is, indeed, no reason why the Celts of the lowland
zone should not have taken the practice of co-aration with
them when they moved into the hills and maintained a strip
system varying in character according, in part, to the per-
missive or prohibitive character of their land. The Anglo-
Saxon settlement was, on the whole, in regions where potential
ploughland was abundant. Thus, by the Middle Ages, the Celtic
areas were largely areas of difficult economy where pastora-
lism prevailed but a form of common cultivation persisted,
and the English lowlands, by contrast, saw the increase and
spread of cultivation the greater part of which was carried out
in common fields which grew in size as the population grew.
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It is generally assumed that the Anglo-Saxons brought with
them traditional cultivation systems and Gray was at pains to
trace the English open field system back to charters of the
tenth and eleventh centuries.’® Although the history of the
Expansion Phase is far from elucidated, it is clear that the
settlement of Cheshire was both late® and scanty. Little is
known of the character of this occupation, except in so far as
place-name evidence and certain surviving cultural and settle-
ment features throw light on it. But it is clear that relatively
small groups of English settlers established themselves among
the transhumant or semi-nomadic Celtic tribesmen of the
Cheshire lowlands and dominated them sufficiently to replace
the greater part of the old Celtic place-names with English
forms. Comparatively soon afterwards, Irish-Norse settled in
north Wirral and some Danish groups penetrated north along
the hill-foot zone of the Cheshire Pennines. Each left their
quota of place-names. The Norman influence on place-names
was less in this county than the importance of their adminis-
tration might seem to warrant, but there is no doubt as to their
far-reaching effects on forms of land tenure and on the ex-
tended colonization of the woodlands and heaths. Hence, by
the time of the earliest documentary references to open arable
fields, numerous peoples had mingled here and the settlement
picture is correspondingly complex.

I. CHESHIRE EVIDENCE FOR OPEN ARABLE LANDS

Cheshire open field evidence is not easily reconstructed, yet
in total it is modestly abundant. So many Cheshire townships
had fields which failed to conform to any accepted pattern,
that it is difficult to suppose that a true three-field system was
worked in the county. One-field, two-field and multi-field
cases are the commonest, but information as to their working
is scanty indeed. It is therefore essential to cast aside pre-
conceptions and be prepared to find peculiarities and irregu-
larities. The evidence is, however, overwhelming that the
custom of division into strips and of intermixed holdings was
widely practised, not only in the arable fields but in meadows
and on the peat mosses. Unfortunately, the evidence for

®) Op. cit., pp. 57-62. These principally concern places in the old kingdom
of Wessex, but three are in Gloucestershire and three in Worcestershire.

® Professor Kenneth Jackson in Language and History in Early Britain
(1953), pp. 210-11, discusses the date of the Cheshire settlement and suggests
that it may well have been some considerable time after the Battle of Chester.
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certain townships is inadequate and confirmation from maps
of pre-enclosure date is rare. Hence, in mapping the distribu-
tion of open fields for the county, certain “grades” have been
resorted to. The map key is arranged accordingly, and the
symbols so designed that they can be revised as and if new
evidence becomes available. For example, there is acceptable
evidence of former co-aration in a considerable number of
cases for which, as yet, information as to the existence of
fields named as such, is wanting. Should this be forthcoming,
the symbol can be altered. But in a Welsh Border area one
must be prepared to find that co-aration was not necessarily
associated with strip groups in compact fields, for Welsh
ploughing strips were liable to be scattered. In other instances,
the evidence is so thin as to label the place in question no more
than a “suspect”. These places have not been shown on the map,
but, on detective principles, the information is filed and may,
later, be sufficiently substantiated to justify their inclusion.
Admissible evidence is of several kinds. The early use of the
word field (or campus) was applicable only to land cultivated
or mowed in common in the Middle Ages. In Flintshire, it can
generally be assumed to apply to open fields until the latter
half of the eighteenth century, but in Cheshire its use was
extended to closes at the latest by the seventeenth century.?
Characteristic names indicating open strips in Cheshire were
shoot or shutt (e.g. Cockshutt headland in Townstead, Iddins-
hall®V; Long Shoot, Cuddington),*® butt (innumerable ex-
amples, for instance at Butley, Coddington, and Cledford), /and,
lawnd, loon, loont, loom and other variants (e.g. at Chester,
Claverton, Moreton, Greasby, Elton and Brinnington, head-
land (Great Caldy), rigg (Chester), dale (chiefly in Wirral
townships), dole (generally in meadow, but at Macclesfield in
an arable field), flatt, sometimes platt (very numerous, e.g. at
Acton near Nantwich, Adlington and Astbury), selion (the
usual term in Latin deeds and of very frequent occurrence),*®
pingle (unusual but it occurs at Great Caldy), sproth (also
unusual but occurs at Little Over), cultura (Appleton and

(10 Dorothy Sylvester, “The Settlement Pattern in Rural Flintshire”, Publi-
cations, Flintshire Hist. Soc., Vol. XV, 1954-5, and, ed. R. Stewart-Brown,
Cheshire Inquisitions Post Mortem, Vols. I-111, Lancs. and Ches. Record Soc.,
Vols. LXXXIV (1934), LXXXVI (1935) and LXXXXI (1938). Numerous
examples are to be found in these volumes of this use of the term field.

(0 Ed. Jas. Tait, Chartulary or Register of the Abbey of St. Werburgh,
Chester, Chetham Soc., Vols. LXXIX (1920) and LXXXII (1923). Vol. II,
no. 781 (post-1270).

12) Tithe Apportionment.

(13) There were, for example, 37 recorded at Newton in the thirteenth century.
Wm. Beamont, The Arley Charters, 1866, no. 1/53 (1292).
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Walgherton), and acre (never accepted without supporting
evidence because of its common use as a measurement and
consequent later application to closes). The term territory is
frequently used in mediaeval deeds in Cheshire and elsewhere to
indicate the whole arable field area of a township, e.g. “the
field called Rudifeld in the territory of Balderton.”** This
usage is so often and so specifically associated with common
arable that there seems no doubt as to its meaning. Sometimes
the term common field is employed,*® but this is comparatively
rare, and the field of . . . is the ordinary description, and where
there was only one field it generally had no other name.*®
Where there were two or more fields they bore individual
names, and many Cheshire fields were so small that furlongs
might be named."” Even strips bore individual names some-
times. 1%

The earliest documentary evidence concerning Cheshire’s
common arable fields dates back to the early Middle Ages.
Abundant reference is made to them in the Chester Chartulary
and in the collection of deeds and documents in the so-called
Middlewich Chartulary, published by the Chetham Society in
1941 and 1944. References to some Cheshire examples are also
made in the Great Register of Lichfield Cathedral, published by
the William Salt Archaeological Society in 1926, and the Chartu-
lary of Dieulacres Abbey. There are one or two relevant examples

in the Book of the Abbot of Combermere, Volume XXXI of the
publications of the Lancashire and Cheshire Record Society.
Several collections of estate documents contain important
material, and many have the further advantage that they
continue the story into the post-Reformation period.

II. EARLY OPEN FIELD TOWNSHIPS

Church Lawton may serve as the first example of the type
of information conveyed by these early mediaeval deeds. It is

14 Ed. Geo. Wrottesley, The Chartulary of Dieulacres Abbey, Staffs. Hist.
Coll., N.S., Vol. IX (1906).

(15) As, for example, “the common field of Manley”, Chester Chart., 1I,
no. 710 (c. 1265-91).

(18) The name “‘common field”” was also applied in and after the eighteenth
century to fields which had been enclosed from the common pasture or waste.
It is not therefore admissible evidence to assume that the late occurrence of
this name indicates former open arable field.

" ‘l"’ E.g. at Manley and Saighton in the thirteenth century, Chester Chart.,

ol. II.

18 E.¢. at Peover in the fourteenth century. Tabley House Collection,
Calendar of Charters and Deeds in the possession of Lt.-Col. J. L. B. Leicester-
Warren, T.D., J.P., Hist. MSS. Commission.
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situated at Lawton Gate where an important route enters
Cheshire from across the Midland Gap. Here the abbot of
Chester gathered tolls. Now a dispersed township with a
parish church, a hall and park, it was held for centuries wholly
or in part by the Lawtons. In the Middle Ages, Chester Abbey
held a moiety of the manor. Hence the group of deeds in the
Chester Chartulary which concern the open fields of Lawton
in the thirteenth century. A number of quitclaims each of some
unspecified date between 1265 and 1291 refer to ““an oxgang
which Richard the smith rented from William de Lawton . . .
and one half-selion lying in the field called Barwehedys,”
[Chester Chartulary, No. 790], “two half-lands in the territory
of Lawton”, and land in the fields called Quethull, Liveres-
leghnese, and Parva We(r)sthanl(ey) [No. 791], to “two selions
in the territory of Lawton of which one lies in the field called
Siwardeleg sive Brodelond and the other in le Ferfeld abutting
on Brodeleg™, [No. 792], to ““all his land in the field of Barwedes
to the lake near Church Ridding, except the assart which the
wife of T.L. held of him, and half a selion above the Midil-
farlong and two half-selions below the Church. . . .”” [No. 793b].
A grant to the abbot was made at about the same time of
“three acres and the fourth part of an acre of land in an assart
called le Diches, and half an acre above Threlowenhet and half
a selion with a house on it next to the road in front of the
door of the Lawton parson” [No. 805]. Another grant was
made at this time of “part of the moor near Lawton Church
containing 45 perches, to enclose and ditch” [No. 823]. Several
assarts are mentioned in these thirteenth century deeds, most
of them characteristically named riddings, e.g. Stanweyruding,
Everardisrudyng and Hawardisruding [Nos. 825, 796, 826].
Other open fields figured in these deeds and it is clear that
Lawton at this period operated a considerable number of
fields, but whether as an integrated system or not is obscure.
Assarts were being made to extend the open fields, and in
the case of le Diches, assarting was clearly the means of
creating either a new field or a new furlong attached to an
old field.

Palmer and Owen cited Mobberley as an example of a
parish with a town field, basing their evidence on an early
seventeenth-century map and the nineteenth-century tithe
map.'” The history of open arable in Mobberley can in fact

(19 E. Neobald Palmer and Edw. Owen, A History of Ancient Tenures of
Land in North Wales and the Marches, 2nd ed. (1910), pp. 16-17. Palmer
and Owen say that the common fields of Mobberley resembled those of Den-
bighshire rather than English open fields.
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be taken back to the fourteenth century through two documents
among the Legh of Booths Charters.*® The later of these docu-
ments, No. 200, dated 1334, lists “two selions of land on le
Nethercroftlondes; a moiety of a selion on le Mulnerudyng
between two butts which formerly belonged to William de
Modburlegh; . . . a selion called Gangkemonisacre in le Birchen-
feld; a selion in le Birchenfeld between (the land of two); the
moiety of a selion called le Stubbehallond in le Birchenfeld; a
selion in le Holdefeld between (the land of two); moiety of two
selions in Tattonstye; . . . moiety of Blakehurthe lying at the
end of le Dichelondes next to the land of E.; a selion in le
Holdencliff . . .; reversion of a selion on le Nethercroftlondes;
piece of a medue pleck in le Mulne Rudyngk,” efc. Here too
a multiple field system was worked together with common
meadow land and common turbary [No. 200] divided into
“moss rooms” [Nos. 207 (1605) and 210 (1608)]. In the four-
teenth century, Mobberley’s customary tenants also had rights
in the woods [No. 196 (late Edward I)]. A hedge bounded the
field of Holdencliff, and the name Dichelondes suggests that
that field was surrounded by a ditch which, as was so fre-
quently the case in the Middle Ages, served a double purpose.
By the seventeenth century, enclosure had not quite eliminated
the open fields for there is a reference to ‘“the closes and lands
in the vill and fields of Mobberley” in an Inquisition post
mortem.'*") By the nineteenth century there was only a single
town field.

The rather similar nineteenth-century field arrangements of
Wybunbury were described by the writer in TRANSACTIONS,
Volume 101. There too, a glimpse of earlier conditions is
afforded, in this case by thirteenth-century documents (numbers
539, 547 and 531) in the Great Register of Lichfield Cathedral.
In 1240, Pope Gregory authorized the bishop of Coventry and
Lichfield, in whose see Wybunbury then lay, to retain the
church of Wybunbury for his own use because he had alleged
“that around Stafford and Chester there are woody tracts
infested by ‘sons of perdition” who without the fear of God
molest travellers” and that, as the bishop had to pass that
way in the performance of his duties, he should therefore use
it as a safe resting place. As a result the bishop acquired land
there, becoming lord of the manor about this time (1240/1)
when was assigned to him “the whole lordship of the vill of

20 F, Taylor, “Handlist of the Legh of Booths Charters in the John Rylands
Library”, Bulletin Jn. Rylands Lib., Vol. XXXII (1949-50), nos. 199 and 200
(1333 and 1334).

(21 Cheshire Inq. P.M., Vol. 11, 94-11 (1619-20).
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Wibbenbury, given to him by Robert de Praers, lord of Baddiley
(via Richard of Wybunbury) . . . also two oxgangs of land in
the same vill . . . he also grants him three londes of land (londas
terre) in the same vill . . .” Among the few other documents
in these muniments, two others, both dated 1240/1, are of
interest in relation to open field. The first of these refers
ostensibly to the Hough, a neighbouring township lying to
the east of Wybunbury and within its parish. In one of these
deeds, Sir Adam de Praers sells to the bishop “the whole of
his meadow in the vill of Houth lying between Houth and
Wybunbury, either to close it throughout the year or to make
messuages thereon or for any other purpose: also his pool and
fishpond . . . also the stream and a site for building a mill
wherever he chooses within the vendor’s fief . . . and from his
wood and haye at Houth for the purposes of the meadow,
pool and mill; with free access to pool and mill and meadow;
also a piece of land in the field of Olenwrthug below the church
fence with all the commonage, liberties and easements of the
vill of Houth, for an annual rent of one penny. . ..” It is clear
from this deed that there was some sort of common meadow
in the Hough over which, however, the lord of the manor
could evidently exercise arbitrary rights—a fact suggestive of
its comparatively recent institution. The common field seems,
by contrast, to have been associated with all the rights of
ancient custom. The difficulty about this passage is that there
was no church in Hough, and if the field of Olenwrthug lay
“below the church fence” then it seems impossible that it
could have been in that township. Further, the only area in
Hough which, from the tithe map evidence, is likely to have
been former open arable is near the hamlet and some distance
from Wybunbury. The field of Olenwrthug can only have been
in or near the small valley which forms the boundary between
Wybunbury and the Hough townships. On the Hough side
this is the only likely site for the common meadow, hence
there is a fairly strong probability that Olenwrthug field lay in
Wybunbury itself, and that the men of Hough held strips there
“with all commonage, liberties and easements’ which had been
accorded to them. There is nothing in these thirteenth-century
documents to suggest that Wybunbury had more than one
arable field and perhaps a common meadow, and it is therefore
classed as a one-field township. But the tithe map, in addition
to the town field, shows a number of fields called riddings,
and it is possible that these represent assarts which constituted
or extended a second field.
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III. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF OPEN ARABLE
LAND IN CHESHIRE

Documentary evidence of this type is abundant in the
mediaeval records. For some townships it gives a reasonably
clear account of the open fields, naming them and giving at
least indicative information as to their character and mode of
division. For others it is tantalisingly incomplete, and for
some meagre in the extreme. The whole body of information,
however, leaves no doubt as to the wide distribution of common
arable lands in Cheshire or that new assarts were being actively
added to their acreage. This extension of the cultivated area
was part of the mediaeval colonization of woodland and waste,
rendered necessary by increasing pressure of population. It
was facilitated by the Carta Communis Cestrisirie, the* Magna
Carta of Cheshire’, in which Earl Ranulf III granted certain
liberties to his Cheshire barons in 1215/6 in response to their
petitions. Among these liberties was “‘the right to assart their
lands within the arable area of the forest and to grow crops
on lands formerly cultivated and free from wood without
payment.” 22 As a result the arable area was rapidly extended
in the thirteenth century and the early fourteenth century by
the greater landowners including the religious houses. Among
these last, the abbey of St. Werburgh was particularly active,
promoting the clearing and cultivation of new lands in their
numerous manors in Wirral, around Chester and in scattered
manors in other parts of the county as has, for example, been
described in the case of Church Lawton (see above pp. 6-7).
Several other religious houses owned land in Cheshire, but in
no other case were their possessions so extensive as those of
St. Werburgh. Next in importance as a landowner was the
abbey of Vale Royal. After its foundation in the latter part of
the thirteenth century, Vale Royal Abbey became the owner
and administrator of considerable estates, and extended the
cultivated area in the manors of Over, Darnhall and Weaver-
ham which had formerly belonged to the earldom of Chester.
Several other religious houses held Cheshire properties,**
for example the abbey of Dieulacres held land in the Dee
valley at Aldford, Pulford, Balderton, Eccleston, Churton,

(220 Chester Chart., nos. 101-9.

(230 Ed. John Brownbill, The Ledger Book of Vale Royal Abbey, Lancs. and
Ches. Record Soc., Vol. LXVIII (1914).

(24) See H. J. Hewitt, Mediaeval Cheshire, Chetham Soc., N.S., Vol.
LXXXVIII (1929), pp. 26-31 for fuller particulars regarding Cheshire’s
mediaeval estates.
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and in occasional other manors in several parts of the
county.

Among the lay estates, the manor of Frodsham remained in
the earldom of Chester throughout the Middle Ages, and its
town field was finally enclosed by act of Parliament in 1784.
The manor of Macclesfield which was in the earldom at Domes-
day, passed via Queen Isabella to the Black Prince and then
to his widow all in the course of the fourteenth century. The
Lacies held estates which became part eventually of the Duchy
of Lancaster. These included Halton, Runcorn, Moore,
Whitley, Congleton and Kelsall. Of the baronies of the early
Norman period, several were broken up or in the process of
break-up by that time—Nantwich, Malpas, Dunham Massey,
Shipbrook and Kinderton. But in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries some at least of these were actively associated with
the extension of cultivation, for example Kinderton in the
Middlewich area where there were numerous open-field town-
ships.?® In addition many small mediaeval estates consisted
of only one or two or a handful of manors. Many of these grew
and later outstripped the original baronies in importance, and in
a number of cases their records have been preserved and throw
important light on the distribution and character of early
arable fields, for example those of Arley, Tabley and the
Leghs. (2%

The effect of the Black Death on the growing but still small
population of the county must be largely conjectural, but
there is' considerable evidence that it caused many deaths,
many vacant tenancies and many economic changes.?” The
Black Death can hardly be invoked as the chief cause in the
decline of the open arable system in Cheshire, where so many
factors must have been contributory, but its incidence seems
to coincide with a sharp decrease in the deeds concerning
open field holdings, and it certainly hastened if it did not initiate
the break-up of community cultivation. In the Vale Royal
manors the system reached its height in the fourteenth century.
In other parts of the county, the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries provide the most abundant references, which is not
to suggest that an earlier period had not also witnessed the
spread and practice of the system here. Decline seems to have
set in earliest in the smaller communities, but the larger villages

(28) Middlewich Chart.

(28 The Arley Charters, 1866; Tabley House Coll.; Legh of Booths Charters.

27 Ed. R. Stewart-Brown, Accounts of the Chamberlains and other officers
of the County of Chester, 1301-60, Record Soc. of Lancs. and Cheshire, Vol.
LIX (1910), nos. 16, 17, 19 and 23. In Drakelowe alone 57 tenancies were
vacant by death in 1350-1. See also Hewitt, op. cit., pp. 148-9.
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and several of the towns such as Knutsford, Stockport and
Chester, which were true “country towns” until the industrial
period and which often had the largest open fields, retained
their fields and, despite enclosure within them and consequent
shrinkage, maintained at least one of them as such until dates
varying up to the eighteenth century. A further differen-
tiating factor was the degree and character of manorial
control.

Knutsford was a case in point. Here, near to the park and
hall of Norbury Booths, and in the adjacent township of
Knutsford Booths or Over Knutsford, the existence of open
field can be traced from the thirteenth century®® until the
nineteenth. In the fourteenth century, Nether Knutsford had
open fields called Oldefeld, Quitebruche (or Whitebruche), and
Walleclif; those of Over Knutsford were called Leprossefeld
and le Botheslade.®® One of the difficulties of following open
field history is that field names change from one period to
another. Hence identity is rendered uncertain. Eventually, but
at varying dates, most Cheshire open arable fields came to
be known as Town Fields.*® Knutsford provides a particu-
larly early example of the use of this name. Excerpts from a
deed of 1430V illustrate these and other points:

“a parcel of land in le Tounfyld (between the lands of two others);
which parcel is enclosed by a new ditch and stretches in breadth towards
the east and lengthwise to a road leading from the said vill (Knutsford)
to the manor of le Bothes (Norbury Booths); . . .”” two selions in le
leperosfyld, whereof one lies in the southern portion of the said field
and has one headland stretching as far as Ponstonesmere in the east and
the other as far as John de Oulegreave’s field in the west and lies in
breadth between the lands of William de Are and Robert de Cornell’
on the one side and le Rowlowfyld on the other, and the other lies in the
northern portion of le leperosfyld, namely in length as far as William
de Are’s croft in the west and the heath towards Ollerton in the east and
in breadth towards le Cleypittes on the heath in the north and as far as
the land of the said John . . . in the south”.

The rent for these parcels was six shillings per annum together
with all secular services “excepting suit of the said John’s
court of Knottesford, to his watermills and common there,
and autumn work such as the other burgesses are bound to
do, namely for each burgage one day in autumn”. In other
fifteenth-century deeds, further open field names are mentioned

(28) Tabley House Collection.

(29) T ech of Booths Charters, nos. 44 (1373), 45 (1382), 48 (1392).
30 See the discussion of this point on p. 32.

BV Legh of Booths Charters, no. 63 (1430).

[«
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TATTON

Fig. 2. NETHER KNUTSFORD—PART OF TITHE MAP, 1847
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for Nether Knutsford: le Overmast Domfyld, Slaynemonsfyld,
and perhaps le Kyrkefeld®? were in this township.

The Tabley Collection includes an indenture of 1450, which
refers to “‘a grant of a selion and garden . . . and an acre lying
between the common field of Knottesford and John Legh’s
field called le Soutfyld and a large selion lying in le Botheslade
and extending to the field called Appultreflatte.” The implied
difference between the common field of Knutsford and le
Soutfyld, in the Legh demesne presumably, is an interesting
indication of varying status and possibly of tenure. It seems
possible that the common field was the town field of the 1430
deed. Le Bothslade, Leprossefield, the Crossefield, Overtoun-
feld and probably others survived as open fields until 1512,%®
but after that date references to the open fields are few. In the
seventeenth century, a number of closes bore names which,
formerly, would have been appellatives only for open fields:
three Mylnefields (divided into six closes), Sanfield and Lilly-
cock hey.*® Presumably enclosure went on piecemeal for
several centuries in townships such as these, but by the time of
the tithe commission the process had still not been completed
for a few quillets survived among the strip-shaped closes
which continued to bear witness to the former area of the open
fields (fig. 2).

There was certainly no single period in which enclosure took
place throughout the county. It seems, rather, that fields in the
smaller places were replaced at the Black Death or quite soon
afterwards by severalty holdings. Many demesne fields may
have undergone this change. But elsewhere there was no purpose
served by enclosure, for a common plough team was
essential and boon work, a small rental, and perhaps certain
renders in kind were the only means the peasant could offer
in exchange for the use of oxen to plough his lands and ensure
his eventual share of the harvest. It is important to remind
ourselves at this stage that Cheshire, unlike the greater number
of English counties to the south and east, was neither a wool
nor a wheat producing area to any degree, but gained her
wealth rather from cattle, swine, timber and salt. The damp,
cool, northerly climate made wheat always a difficult crop,
and, in poor seasons, a hazardous one. Yet a minimum
amount had to be grown to feed the population in the self-
sufficient communities of the pre-industrial period. In these
conditions it is not to be expected that the arable land would

B2 Jpid., nos. 66 (1434), 84 (1472).
33) L egh of Booths Charters, nos. 95, 99 and 100 (all 1512).
B4 Jbid., no. 133 (1570).
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be the major concern and, apart from the phase of expansion
fostered by the monasteries and the mediaeval barons, there
seems to have been little enthusiasm for extending common
ploughlands. Individualism seems always to have been a
characteristic both of the county and its inhabitants and should
probably not be neglected as yet another factor in the growth
of severalty holding here. Just how early this became a signi-
ficant feature it is difficult indeed to say, and could we assess the
increase in severalty holdings at certain periods or in certain
parts of the region, we should have part at least of the answer
as to the relative importance of common and severalty cultiva-
tion in the Middle Ages.

The three volumes of the Cheshire Inquisitions Post Mortem
form one of the most useful sources of information about
agricultural holdings in the first half of the seventeenth century.
One finds them, however, very imprecise as a guide to common
fields. Many names suggest either that such fields were still in
existence, or that they had only recently been enclosed, for the
term field was now liberally applied to closes. Nevertheless,
covering as they do landowners all over the county, they
reveal information as to the survival of open field and common
meadow in many townships and even provide the earliest
indication of their existence so far known to the writer for
others. One example is Haslington, near Crewe (Vol. II, p. 31),
for which mention is made of ten acres of land called Leysur,
parcel of Winchurch Fields “to their use for ever.” Another
is Wettenhall (Vol. I, p. 63), for which three parcels of land
in the town fields were mentioned—town fields which are still
so named on the Two-and-a-half Inch Ordnance Survey
map.

Two exceptionally interesting Cheshire field plans have been
deposited in the Shropshire Record Office by Lord Brownlow
and are preserved in the Bridgwater Collection. One is a map
of Worleston of 1639, the other of Marbury cum Quoisley of
1651. Although the Chester Chartulary includes several deeds
which concern Worleston, they make no mention of common
fields. Yet in 1639 on a coloured map on parchment entitled
The Plot of Worleston Towne feilds surveyed by John Reeve
of Dudington in the County of Chester, free Mason, Anno 1639,
are depicted open strip fields called “Annesey feilds” and
“Annessey Meadow”. The name Annessey is not preserved on
the modern Ordnance Survey maps and the parchment plan
is inaccurately drawn. By comparison with scale maps, how-
ever, it would appear that Annessey meadow lay probably at
Beam Bridge, near to Reaseheath. If so, this ties up with a
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reference in Inquisitions Post Mortem (Vol. I, p. 86) to “a
portion of meadow in the Beame Bridge Meadow to the use
of Roger Wright and his heirs” in 1622. Annessey Field lies
adjacent to this and both are divided into open strips. Areas
of open strips are shown also in other parts of the township,
but there are considerable numbers of closes, evidently held in
severalty. The 1651 map of Great Marbury Heyes is by William
Fowler, but is torn and unfortunately the lower part is missing.
It shows an area of one-time open field evidently largely en-
closed and one presumes that the map was made about the
time of enclosure as a record of that process. There is an
accompanying schedule of field names and among the signi-
ficant names are Ry Feild, Long Feild, and Great and Little
Marbury Hay.

Open field enclosure acts for Cheshire are rare indeed, and
one is forced to assume that the common fields disappeared
piecemeal or were enclosed by private agreements which in
many cases were not even recorded. For example, Bunbury
township showed, at the time of the tithe commission a number
of open quillets still remaining in the area of the old open
fields.*® Barnston in Great Budworth shows the old pattern
very strikingly on the tithe map, and a 1781 map of Witton
in the Brunner Library, Northwich, depicts large portions of
the old town fields still open at that date. But by the time of
the General Enclosure Acts, Cheshire was one of the counties
for which the lowest amounts of remaining open field were
reported and it is probably because of this that later writers
have been of the opinion that it was never an open field area
of any note.

IV. THE ORGANIZATION OF THE COMMON ARABLE LANDS

From whatever angle one approaches the study of Cheshire
open fields their peculiarities are evident. There are only a few
examples of what may have been three-field townships to be
found in the county:—Aldford, Iddinshall, Handbridge,
Manley, Nether Peover, and Horton by Tilston, but none of
these can be confirmed as having in fact worked a three-field
system. It is difficult to introduce statistics into a study of this
type without seeming to be more precise than it is in fact
possible to be. But for what it is worth a count has been made
on the basis of information so far filed, including unidentified
places and suspects:

35 Dorothy Sylvester, TRANSACTIONS, Vol. CI, pp. 24 and 26, and fig. VIL.







