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11  SETTLEMENT 
 

 
Plate 8: Wooler 

 
Key Historic Landscape Characteristics 

 Historic landscape types: 20
th
 century settlement, late 19

th
 century settlement and pre-

1860 settlement 

 Mainly nucleated settlement pattern in the east and dispersed in the west with most 
settlement lying in the coastal plain 

 Many nucleated villages with medieval origins interspersed with 18
th
 and 19

th
 century 

farmsteads 

 Settlement form is a mix of towns, villages and farmsteads 

 
Northumberland is an essentially rural county and a sparsely populated one, with less than 
2% of the land area covered by settlement. HLC has plotted all current settlements over one 
hectare in size but does not include the remains of now abandoned settlements which are 
known through the archaeological record, for example deserted medieval villages and 
prehistoric settlement.  
 
There are no cities in the county but the largest urban areas are in the south-east of the 
county and include Blyth, Ashington and Cramlington; elsewhere a series of market towns 
serve the population of a wide rural area, with smaller villages and farmsteads between. Most 
settlement lies on the coastal plain and spreads inland along valleys and scarps to the edges 
of the uplands where there are isolated hill farms. The National Park contains virtually no 
settlement of sufficient size to have been mapped by HLC (over 1ha). 
 
The pattern of settlement in Northumberland can most easily be described against a 
physiographic model. Using this model, the distribution of settlement across the County can 
be split into three broad areas: the south-east coastal plain, including Wansbeck, Blyth Valley 
and the eastern part of Castle Morpeth, which is the most urban and contains most of the 
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County’s towns and 20
th
 century development; the remaining broad coastal plain, northern 

glacial plains, and river valleys which are characterised by smaller market towns, nucleated 
villages and farmsteads which have seen little change since the mid-19

th
 century (with the 

exception of towns such as Berwick and Alnwick); and the upper ground which has few 
villages and small isolated farmsteads. The exception to this pattern is the development of 
settlements along the Tyne valley, many of which lie on the fringe of the upper ground of the 
North Pennines (eg Hexham, Prudhoe, Haltwhistle). The distribution of settlement in this 
block of upper ground (UG9) contains several nucleated villages and farmsteads and is very 
different to that of the Cheviots (UG1-7), where there are virtually no recorded settlements in 
the HLC other than small farmsteads, most being too small to map (ie less than 1ha). Another 
exception is in the northern block of lower ground (LG2-4) which is largely the sandstone 
ridge that runs from Kyloe, through Whittingham, to the River Coquet west of Rothbury, where 
there are numerous small villages and scattered farmsteads, unlike the blocks of lower 
ground further south and west which are much more sparsely populated. 
 
Research into settlement patterns across England shows that most of Northumberland lies in 
a zone characterised by nucleated settlements, both surviving and deserted (Central 
Province: Wear and Tweed sub-province, Roberts and Wrathmell 2000, 45); the western 
upland part of the county has a different pattern and lies in a zone where, apart from a few 
specialist settlements connected with mining for example, settlement has normally been 
dispersed (North and West Province: Cheviots and the Pennines sub-province, Roberts and 
Wrathmell 2000, 52).  
 
A simple morphology has been used to record settlement form and comprises town, village 
and farm. These categories have been defined using the Ordnance Survey definition where a 
town normally has a built-up area greater than 2.5km

2
 and a village normally has a built-up 

area less than 2.5km
2
 (Ordnance Survey 2001); a farmstead is an isolated cluster of buildings 

away from any distinct settlement. The most numerous types of settlements in 
Northumberland are villages (43%) and farmsteads (42%) with towns making up just 15% 
although accounting for 45% of settlement land area. 
 
The settlement types identified by HLC are: 20

th
 century settlement, late 19

th
 century 

settlement, and pre-1860 settlement; they are based on date according to evidence on the 
first and second editions of the Ordnance Survey 6-inch map, and modern OS mapping. 
These types occupy a total area of 10,104ha (1.98% of the county) and comprise 1481 
polygons (9.5% of the total). 
 

 

 
 

Figure 31: Proportions of settlement HLC types. 
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Figure 32: Settlement HLC types with National Park boundary. 
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Figure 33: Settlement HLC types plotted against physiographic zones, with National Park boundary. 
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Settlement morphology by area   Settlement morphology by number 

 
 

Figure 34: Settlement form plotted against ancient parishes (after Burton et al 2004). 
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11.1  20th century settlement 

 
Key Features: 
 

 Greatest growth in south-east Northumberland 

 Most modern settlement has an older, historic 
core 

 Mainly towns and villages 

 Total area = 6327ha  

 % of County = 1.24% 

 Number of polygons = 542 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
The expansion of settlement over the 20

th
 

and early 21
st
 centuries is shown on the 

third edition and later Ordnance Survey 
maps and comprises two-thirds (66%) of all 
settlement in the county. The greatest 
change has taken place in the south-east of 
the county where the growth in urban areas 
has been influenced by a rise in industry, 
better communications and the growth of 
nearby Tyneside and the demand for 
dormitory settlements on its periphery, such 
as the planned suburb of Darras Hall on the 
edge of Ponteland. Most 20

th
 century 

settlement is the result of growth around the 
historic core of the county’s towns and 
villages, with a few new farmsteads 
established. Even Cramlington, which was 
created as a planned ‘new town’ in the 
1950s under the post-war policy of 
decentralisation and which is the largest 
town in the county, was planned around a 
small historic core (Crossley and Peacock 
2003, 151; Aalen 2006, 179). 
 
Settlement areas exclude areas of industry, 
which are classified elsewhere, but do 
include institutional and civic uses, eg 
schools and hospitals. 
 

Civic/Institutional 
This sub-type has been divided between 
civic areas and schools. The former includes 
public institutions like prisons, hospitals, and 
civic buildings, and the latter modern 
schools, including their playing fields, as 
depicted on current mapping. All but two 
examples of this type are 20

th
 century in 

date, the exceptions being the core area of 
St George’s Hospital in Morpeth and 
Netherton Park Children’s Home near 
Stannington, which are both present on the 
first edition Ordnance Survey map albeit in a 
much reduced form. 
 
The range of archaeological sites found in 
20

th
 century settlement type is dominated by 

post-medieval buildings and structures as 
well as former industries such as gasworks, 
brickworks and collieries, but most of these 
industries have now disappeared and the 
land built over. The number of modern 
records is quite small and they are mainly 
structures related to the World Wars, such 
as memorials and pill boxes. Remains from 
earlier periods are relatively evenly 
represented: medieval sites are nearly all 
settlement related, such as burgage plots, 
churches and chapels, tower houses and 
hospitals; early medieval remains are scarce 
with only four records present, at Wooler 
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(cross fragment), Falstone (possible chapel) 
and Hexham (settlement and cross). Slightly 
more Roman records are known although 
most are discoveries made at Corbridge as 
the village expanded outwards from its 

medieval core. Prehistoric remains are 
mainly finds either found in isolation or 
associated with burial cists, such as those 
found at Amble and near Prudhoe. 

 
Rarity: frequent 
Trajectory of change: new 
Susceptibility: low 
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11.2  Late 19th century settlement 

 
Key Features: 
 

 Mainly located in south east Northumberland 
and Tyne valley 

 Period of little settlement growth, but usually 
relates to better transport (railway) or new 
industry (coal) 

 Includes mainly towns and villages 

 Total area = 289ha  

 % of County = 0.05% 

 Number of polygons = 83 
 

 
 

 

 

 
Late 19

th
 century settlement is that which 

appears for the first time on the second 
edition 6-inch Ordnance Survey maps of the 
1890s. It accounts for only 3% of settlement 
in the county today and is largely 
concentrated in the south-east of the county 
and along the Tyne valley, with Berwick and 
Tweedmouth being the only northern 
outliers. Generally this seems to have been 
a period of little settlement growth in 
Northumberland, but most of what does 
occur is expansion of existing historic 
settlement cores which grew with the arrival 
of the railways, for example, Hexham, 
Prudhoe, Blyth and Berwick; only a few 
small settlements seem to appear for the 
first time, for example Redesmouth and 
Scots Gap. Other settlements, like 

Ashington, Pegswood and Choppington, 
emerged as coal mines were sunk and 
workers needed to be housed nearby. Only 
a handful of new farms were built at this 
time. 
 
The range of archaeological sites is quite 
restricted and the numbers low. The earliest 
sites are medieval and include church and 
settlement remains found on the western 
outskirts of Berwick and a handful of once 
deserted village sites. Most archaeological 
sites are post-medieval in date and include 
many late 19

th
 century buildings as well as 

areas of former industry. Modern structures 
are also present reflecting development in 
already built-up areas and are mainly war 
memorials. 

 
Rarity: very rare 
Trajectory of change: stable 
Susceptibility: high 
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11.3  Pre-1860s settlement 

 
Key Features: 
 

 Oldest surviving settlement, some with 
medieval origins 

 Includes towns, villages and farmsteads 

 Total area = 2914ha  

 % of County = 0.57% 

 Number of polygons = 808 

 

 
  
 
Settlement which appears on the first edition 
Ordnance Survey 6-inch maps of the 1860s 
represents some of the oldest surviving 
towns, villages and farmsteads in the 
county. Many of these settlements have 
their origins in the medieval period and 
towns and villages like Morpeth, Warkworth, 
Alnmouth and Alnwick retain a medieval 
layout of long thin burgage plots. The 
distribution of pre-1860s settlement is 
largely on the coastal plain and along 
valleys and scarps to the fringe of the 
uplands and mostly comprises farmsteads 
and villages. The largest settlements in the 
mid 19

th
 century were Alnwick (0.54km

2
), 

Berwick (0.50km
2
), Blyth (0.33km

2
), Morpeth 

(0.33km
2
), and Hexham (0.30km

2
). 

 
This HLC type contains more archaeological 
sites than almost any other type, with all 
periods represented. Post-medieval 
structures and buildings make up the 
majority of the records and represent the 
growth of towns and villages in the 18

th
 and 

19
th
 centuries and the building of new 

farmsteads alongside agricultural 

improvement of the time. Modern structures 
are also present reflecting continuing 
development in the core of historic towns 
and villages. There are also a high number 
of medieval records confirming that many 
places have medieval origins. They also 
contain buildings like tower houses, castles 
and churches, as well as traces of burgage 
plots, buried remains of middens, buildings, 
graveyards and finds, and documentary 
evidence of religious sites and hospitals. 
Most of the early medieval records are of 
churches and hint at even earlier settlement 
origins in some of the county’s villages and 
towns. Indeed, some settlements stand on 
the site of Roman occupation such as High 
Rochester for instance. Other settlements lie 
close to Roman remains and have reused 
altars and other carved stones in their 
buildings, eg at Corbridge and Halton 
Chesters. Most of the prehistoric records are 
of finds and features discovered during 
building works rather than upstanding 
monuments that survive today; they include 
sites from the Mesolithic to Iron Age. 

 
Rarity: occasional 
Trajectory of change: stable 
Susceptibility: medium 


