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1 Summary 
This report presents results of a Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC) assessment 

of the town of Seaton, East Devon, carried out in 2012 as part of the Devon Historic 

Coastal and Market Towns Survey (DHCMTS). DHCMTS is aimed at increasing 

understanding of 17 medieval towns within the county, prioritised because of their high 

historical significance and archaeological potential and the immediacy of development 

pressure. It was undertaken by the Projects team, Historic Environment, Cornwall 

Council, in partnership with Devon County Council. DHCMTS constitutes a deepening for 

these selected urban areas of Devon’s county-wide HLC project, completed in 2004. 

The urban survey identifies land attributed to various Historic Urban Character Types 

(HUCTs) sharing a similar historic character today as a result of similar development in 

the past. The assessment groups such units to show distinctive Historic Urban 

Character Areas (HUCAs) of the town, where different kinds of the shaping by street 

and boundary patterns or buildings captured by the HUCTs predominate. Aspects of 

these areas and their inter-relationships reflect in various ways the evolution of the 

urban landscape of Seaton today. 

Patterns in the urban landscape combine with scant documentary evidence to indicate 

settlement here in Saxon and possibly Roman times, expansion of this in the high 

Middle Ages when Seaton was a regionally important though smallish port town and 

market place and may have had a castle outside it, and later medieval urban decline 

associated with natural blocking and silting of the tidal haven on the Axe estuary. For 

the post-medieval period, historic maps and fuller records show a quiet fishing and 

market town, development as a genteel seaside resort in the railway age, and great 

residential expansion from the earlier 20th century. 

The essential maritime character of the settlement, evoked by its naming as Fleet 

(‘estuary’) and then Seaton (‘sea town’) in medieval times, can be experienced strongly 

in the town as a whole through the generally fan-shaped pattern of land 

communications still in use. The historic main roads running inland which form the ribs 

of the fan, folded out from an ancient route to the north respecting the lost tidal inlet, 

are mostly joined at the head of the beach formerly used as a landing place. The 21 

HUCAs capture a coastal settlement shifting, withdrawing, stagnating and changing 

status as well as expanding over time. Most large scale recent development has 

entailed growth from rather than in the historic core, so that the HUCAs and their 

relationships show historic character well, in differing ways. 

The siting of the church, on the edge of Seaton Marshes with their flat land legible as 

silt filling the inlet, gives some sense of the importance of the lost haven. The lack of 

surviving merchants’ houses, quayside, and the like, shows indirectly the decline of the 

medieval port, readily associated with the blocking of the estuary by a shingle bar now 

bearing the Esplanade. Other indicators of Saxon Fleet and medieval Seaton survive on 

the ground, so that the siting, scale and general form of these settlements, and their 

interrelationships and influence on the later town, can be perceived and modelled. 

Buildings with their settings and contexts - gardens, new roads, associations with 

distinctive localised topography or geology or with earlier road and field systems - 

generally survive well from the later 19th century onwards. Such complexes show the 

predominant character of Seaton today, that of a relatively small seaside resort, with 

substantial later growth, developed across and around a medieval framework. Housing 

developments vary in layout and style. They show both designed changes of scale and 

function, and adaptation to the inherited landscape. Schemes of the 1920s are field 

sized and fitted to the town for pedestrian access to shops and railway, while later 20th 

century suburbs snake along drives laid out across field systems yet still retain some 

stronger pre-existing landscape features. 

A summary of the evaluations of the 21 HUCAs identified at Seaton, discussed in the 

report, is provided in table form on the following page. 
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Summary table of Okehampton’s Historic Urban Character Area assessments 

HUCA 
no. 

Historic Urban Character Area Above ground 
heritage significance 

Below ground heritage 
significance 

1 Possible lost Saxon town Medium, or High if an 
early urban area 

Mostly Low (potentially 
High in parts if early town) 

2 Queen Street and lower Fore Street High High 

3 Underfleet High High 

4 Upper Fore Street High High 

5 Church and Cricket Field High High 

6 Sea Field High Medium/High 

7 Esplanade High Low (potentially High at 
site of fortification) 

8 Ryall’s Court and The Wessiters Medium Mostly Low (High in parts) 

9 Old Beer Road High High 

10 New Beer Road Low High 

11 Seaton Down Hill Low Mostly Low (High in parts) 

12 Honeyditches Medium High 

13 Eyewell Green and Newlands Park Medium Medium 

14 Mooracre Low Medium (potentially High 
at possible site of castle) 

15 Everest Drive and Elizabeth Road Medium Low (potentially High at 
possible site of barrows) 

16 Poplar Tree Corner Low Low (potentially High at 
possible site of castle) 

17 Colyford Road Low Low (High in parts) 

18 Marsh Lane Medium High 

19 Lower Marshes Medium High 

20 Upper Marshes High High 

21 Axe Estuary High High 
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2 Town context 

2.1 Location 

Seaton is situated on the south coast in East Devon, on the east side of the mouth of 

the River Axe, in the centre of the long arc of Seaton Bay (foldout Map 1). It lies 

roughly 12km and 9km respectively as the seagull flies from the coastal towns of 

Sidmouth to the west and Lyme Regis to the east, and is similarly far, at 10km and 

14km, from Axminster and Honiton inland. The area around Seaton, extending between 

these surrounding towns and also west beyond Sidmouth to Exmouth, forms the East 

Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). However, Seaton town and parish 

are excluded from this designation. The cliffs within, and running west from, the south-

west corner of the study area, and those east of the Axe, are included in the ‘Dorset 

and East Devon Coast’ World Heritage Site (WHS), also known as the Jurassic Coast 

WHS. 

The study area for the town assessment comprises the present urban extent with the 

marshland immediately adjoining this on the east, altogether covering over 300 

hectares (750 acres). 

2.2 Geology and topography 

The rocks underlying the Seaton area, combined with coastal erosion, have given it a 

varied landform. The town mostly slopes smoothly to the sea, but is flanked by cliffs of 

quite spectacular height, shape and colours (the following summary is adapted from 

accounts in Pulman 1875, French 1912, Edmonds et al 1975, and the Countryside 

Commission 1993). 

Seaton town itself lies mostly on the Triassic or New Red Sandstone, here forming 

sandstones, marls (lime-rich mudstones and clays) and gravels. These bedrocks show 

in the lower, red cliffs between Seaton Hole on the west of Seaton Beach and Marine 

Parade at the centre of the urban seafront. Being relatively soft, they have worn into 

gentle, east- and south-facing slopes, up which the modern town has spread quite 

easily from sea level to reach heights of around 100m OD. The Esplanade extending 

east from Marine Parade to below Haven Cliff stands on a broad bank of the 

homogenous hard egg-sized flint and chert pebbles that also form the beach.  This 

material has been piled by the sea across the estuary of the River Axe in historic times 

(Sections 3.1.1, 3.3.5). The low, flat eastern side of the town study area behind the 

Esplanade, only a couple of metres above sea level, is alluvial silt, deposited behind the 

shingle bar by the River Axe. The Axe is one of the region’s great rivers, with a course 

perhaps 40-50 miles long, ‘proverbial for its meanderings’ (Pulman 1875, 3). 

The prominent White Cliff west of Seaton Beach, with other tall cliffs running away 

behind it, front a higher coastal plateau. This consists of relatively resistant greensand 

rock, with chalk over the greensand forming eye-catching bright white vertical faces in 

the cliffs, and a capping of clay with flint and chert. At Haven Cliff to the east of the 

beach, across the Axe, and on to Lyme Regis in Dorset, the greensand and chalk lie 

over the softer red marl, causing instability. As a result, large areas of ground have 

broken away, leaving ragged giant steps or ‘undercliffs’ part shrouded by tree growth, 

together forming the most extensive stretch of these extraordinary features in England. 

With the softness of the red cliffs, the constant eastward drive of the sea, and the 

lowness and exposure to the tide of the arm of shingle on the south-east - besides 

wider shifts in climate - change has been characteristic of the coast at Seaton 

throughout the life of the town. The gradual processes of erosion and accumulation 

have been noted in some detail; ‘….during the last forty years the sea has advanced 

several feet upon Seaton beach’ and ‘….since the washing away of the pier at Axmouth, 

three or four years ago, a bar, or shoal has evidently begun to form off the mouth of 

the river, which itself is also undergoing change’ (Pulman 1875, 7, 9). 
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Sudden, dramatic episodes include floods brought by a great gale in November 1824, 

when waves flowed into the town, and ‘the river and sea met over the marshes and 

caused the loss of many cattle’ (Burnham 1912, 31). A vast landslip on the coast east 

of the Axe attracted many visitors to the town in the mid-19th century (Section 3.5.5). 

Shortly before this urban survey, more localised subsidence occurred within the study 

area, on the western cliffs by the old Beer Road. 

Several geological features of the wider landscape of Seaton have also influenced the 

development of the town. These include the outcropping of the distinctive white Beer 

stone just behind the coast, only two miles or so to the west. This ‘freestone’, readily 

worked for ornamental use in building, was extensively quarried and traded in the past. 

2.3 Previous archaeological work 

Major excavations have taken place at the Scheduled, multi-period site at 

Honeyditches, most of which lies outside the study area. Elsewhere in Seaton only 

limited archaeological recording has taken place. Archaeological ‘events’ (evaluations, 

watching briefs, excavations etc) recorded in the Devon HER include a geophysical 

survey and evaluation just outside the urban study area at Harepath Hill (HUCA 16); 

evaluations at Bramble Hill, Seaton Hill Down (HUCA 11), to the south of Court Lane 

(HUCA 4), and adjacent to Seaton Cemetery (HUCA 18); and small scale watching 

briefs at 18 Cross Street (HUCA 2), Scalwell Lane (HUCA 14), Harbour Road (HUCA 19) 

and Whitecross Farm (HUCA 17). A more substantial geoarchaeological survey of the 

Axe Estuary Wetlands (HUCAs 20 and 21) investigates aspects of the complex 

development of Seaton Marshes. 

A review of the archaeological and historical record of Seaton was carried out in 1995 

(by Dixon and Turton). A conservation area appraisal comments on a number of the 

buildings within that area (Fisher 1999), representing part only of historic Seaton (in 

HUCA 2, most of HUCA 6, and some of HUCAs 3, 6 and 7). An archaeological 

assessment of a site at the Underfleet (Currie 2000) includes some interpretation of the 

origins of the wider town. (See further Section 3.6.3 for notes on the previous 

evaluations of Seaton and its development presented in these sources.) 
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3 Historical development 
This Section presents a chronological account and model of the origins and 

development of Seaton, as understood through the urban characterisation. It is not 

intended as a detailed historical narrative. It is designed rather to support, and 

enhance the meaning of, the GIS project and of the ‘time slices’ generated from this 

forming foldout Maps 1-10, complementing the area-by-area characterisation of the 

present landscape in Section 4. It focuses on how the shaping of the town reflects the 

activities of the hundred or so generations of people who have lived here through the 

historic era, rather than on the stories of individual inhabitants or particular buildings. 

It also brings in evidence for aspects of past historic character now lost or reduced. A 

‘timeline’ table of extracts from documentary sources is provided as an Appendix.  

References are made to the Historic Urban Character Areas of Seaton today (as HUCA 

1, etc), in order to show as fully as possible how interpretations of the development of 

the landscape presented here have informed the definition and assessment of those 

areas and of the town as a whole. The references to HUCAs also allow easy consultation 

of Map 15 to see where places discussed are located. Historic Environment Record 

numbers (prefix MDV) have been included for cross reference with Devon County 

Council’s database of archaeological sites and historic buildings (where site-specific 

descriptions and bibliographical references can be accessed). 

3.1 Prehistoric, and Roman (AD43 – AD409) 

3.1.1 Foraging and farmsteads around the estuary 

Since prehistoric and Roman times, as noted in Margaret Parkinson’s authoritative 

study blending the human and natural history of Seaton Marshes, the Axe estuary has 

been changed profoundly (1985, 19, 20). The Seaton of today stands by the former 

west shore of, and partly on, an ancient tidal inlet. This estuary has been almost cut off 

from the sea by shingle (in HUCA 7) forming a barrier across most of its mouth (Fig 1), 

and filled with silt behind that bar (in HUCAs 19 and 20), in historic times. 

 

 

Fig 1 Seaton from above in 1928 showing the shingle bar across the estuary, with the 

silted-up ancient arm of the sea behind it, and the town on the gentle west side of 

the inlet, beyond ©English Heritage (Aerofilms collection, EPW023389) 
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Parkinson plots the approximate extent of the lost tidal waters. They once covered 

today’s flat marshland forming the east side of the study area, and swept on north from 

this, beyond Colyford and well into the valley of the River Coly and the vale of the Axe 

which meet at that point. A borehole survey on Seaton Marshes has shown a sequence 

of strata with the growth of terrestrial peats in the Middle Neolithic, the rise of salt 

marsh and the development of a marine embayment in the late prehistoric period, and 

renewed saltmarsh deposition in later medieval times (MDV 80984). 

The ancient estuary, some half a mile a wide, will have been a rich and varied store of 

foods and other resources, a complete barrier to passage on foot, a road for transport 

by boat, and a phenomenon of the region with its movements of waters, birds, sounds 

and light. People attracted to and awed by the inlet will have left varied traces, later 

buried, of their temporary or more lasting visits. The western, Seaton side may have 

been particularly attractive, more gently sloping and accessible than the surrounding 

coastal plateaux. Flints and other early remains were uncovered in the past, in the 

course of working the medieval strip-derived fields that stretched over most of the 

ground which is now Seaton, or in digging small quarries or marl pits in parts of these 

fields. Many others have been chanced upon, or recorded through archaeological 

interventions, more recently, during the extension and re-development of the town 

itself. A polished stone axe of Neolithic type was found in garden of Quantock, Harepath 

Road, at the northern edge of the town in HUCA 16, for example (MDV 81021). 

By the later prehistoric era, the study area, apart from the marshes on the east then 

lying in tidal mudflats, will have been farmed and settled. Settlements now levelled or 

built over are known through archaeological watching briefs at sites developed 

relatively recently, for example by Scalwell Lane (in HUCA 14). Around a hundred 

worked flints, generally of Late Neolithic or Earlier Bronze Age character, some burnt 

and so suggestive of cooking or other domestic activity, and two parallel ditches of 

Bronze Age date thought to show enclosure of the site, were recorded (MDV 80978, 

80982). Honeyditches, an area part ‘Scheduled’ or designated nationally important, lies 

on the slopes of Seaton Down to the north-west, straddling the edge of the town study 

area in HUCA 12. Here, excavations have shown settlement-related activity of many 

periods from the Mesolithic, including a gully and slot found in association with earlier 

Neolithic and Beaker pottery, and flints (MDV 14400, 14402). Honeyditches was the 

site of an unenclosed farming settlement of the third century BC, and was probably 

occupied continuously from the first century AD, when it had a roundhouse, into the 

Roman period (Silvester 1984, 25, 26). 

Also in later prehistoric times, hillforts stood around the inlet, on Hawkesdown and 

Musbury to the east (Map 1), and, on the rolling Seaton side, on the nearest height, 

that of Seaton Down north-west of the town. These were probably central places for 

meeting, mustering, exchange and display for the farming communities of wide areas. 

Their clustering around the Axe has been attributed to the role of the river as a tribal 

boundary between the Dumnonii of Devon and the Durotriges of Dorset (Parkinson 

1985, 20). It may, too, reflect the power of the estuary as a focus for trade and 

settlement, and for ceremonial or ritual activity inspired by the meeting place of land, 

great river, and sea. A chance discovery in 1989 showed the potential for ritual 

deposition in the waters of the Axe at Seaton. A bronze rapier, probably of Middle 

Bronze Age date, was brought up from the bed of the river at the estuary mouth during 

mechanical excavation of the site for construction of a new road bridge (MDV 37379). 

No upstanding traces of later prehistoric activity are recorded within the study area. 

Most of the ground here, above the eastern marshes which were tidal mudflats in that 

era, has been developed in more recent times, as well as modified by centuries of 

ploughing from the medieval period. The field names ‘Burrows Stores’, recorded in the 

1840 tithe apportionment for land by a road junction (later called Poplar Tree Corner)  

in HUCAs 15a and 16, are of interest in this respect. ‘Burrows’ may refer to barrows, 

the burial or ritual mounds of the Bronze Age, and some open ground (privately owned) 

survives here. However, the place name could be derived from a personal one. 
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3.1.2 Villa life in the hills 

The evidence for occupation of the Honeydiches area in and around HUCA 12 in the 

Roman period as well as the Iron Age, mentioned above, might suggest continuity of 

settlement essentially rural in character through the dawn of the historic era. In 

contrast, explorations at Honeyditches in 1868 uncovered a tessellated floor, and 

further phases of excavation have revealed other features very different from those of 

the roundhouse settlement. Notable among these are stone building ranges, and a free-

standing bath house with plastered masonry and window glass, likely to date from the 

second to the fourth centuries AD (Miles 1976). However, the character of ditches 

interpreted by the excavator of the bath house as traces of long timber buildings, and 

of a bank considered by another investigator (Pollard, in 1969) to be a substantial 

metalled road, has been questioned in a re-appraisal by Holbrook of 1987. 

The extent of the evidence for activity at Honeyditches in the early centuries AD is 

striking. The substantial and elaborate bath house, remarkable in a rural context in 

East Devon, may indicate a villa or farming estate (Miles 1976, 146-147), or perhaps a 

mansio or inn as suggested by Holbrook (1987, 72). Either interpretation would have 

implications of great interest in terms of the present survey. As noted by Silvester in an 

overview of the Roman finds from Honeyditches and elsewhere in Seaton, they may 

indicate, with their considerable extent, variety and date range, that the estuary of the 

Axe, and long-distance military roads converging on the river, attracted a Roman naval 

base and a civil settlement here, and encouraged settlement and economic exploitation 

of the region after the army units had moved away (1984, 26-28). This raises the 

possibility that the Honeyditches complex was a satellite of an important Roman centre, 

with great implications for the origins of settlement of urban character at Seaton. 

3.1.3 Moridunum 

The picture of Roman urban life somewhere at Seaton sketched by Silvester, above, 

brings in another line of evidence for an early precursor of the town, besides that of the 

Honeyditches villa or mansio complex. Antiquarians, archaeologists and historians, 

since the time of William Camden in the 16th century, have identified Seaton with a lost 

Roman station recorded in the early centuries AD, Moridunum. William Stukeley, for 

example, visited, described, drew (Fig 2) and enthused on Seaton ‘[which] Mr. Camden 

conjectures to have been the roman Moridunum, and with reason. It has been a great 

haven and excellent port, of which they still keep up the memory’ (1724, 151). 

 

 

Fig 2 View of c1724 by Stukeley (as displayed in Seaton Museum). Stukeley considered 

that a Roman port lay below the town of Seaton, marked as A, towards the open 

sea. Note also the rectangular salt pans on the marshes, B, and the Barrow, C 
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This line of evidence is itself made up of several strands. One, followed by Camden and 

Stukeley, and many writers since (though others have disagreed), is that the general 

location of Seaton fits with that implied for Moridunum in the Antonine Itinerary of 

journeys through Roman Britain in the late second or early third centuries AD. This lay 

between Dorchester (Roman Durnovaria) and Exeter (Isca Dumnonirum), closer to the 

latter (Holbrook 1987, 68). The meaning of the name Moridunum, ‘sea fort’, points to a 

place located near the shore of the district (Holbrook 1987, 67, referencing ALF Rivet 

and C Smith’s 1979 study of The Place-Names of Roman Britain, 421). The great lost 

tidal inlet of the Axe, still remembered in Stukeley’s day through local tradition 

strengthened by discoveries of ships’ remains in its silt (Section 3.3.4), remained 

unbarred, open to the sea, into the Middle Ages (Section 3.3.5). (It has been suggested 

that the Barrow towards the western, Seaton side of the estuary bar, in HUCA 7, was 

an islet behind which shingle had already accumulated before medieval times, but this 

is now thought unlikely, as noted in Section 3.4.4.) Several more recent writers have 

suggested that Roman military interest in Seaton as the pre-eminent beach landing 

place and natural harbour of its district is marked by fortification/s levelled by 

ploughing and covered in modern housing at two separate sites in the Couchill area 

west of Honeyditches, in HUCA 11, though this is not clear (Holbrook 1987, 65-67). 

Another strand of evidence for a Roman station at Seaton is provided by the early land 

communications of the area. The Axe Estuary lies on the direct alignment of the major 

Roman road running diagonally across south and midland Britain from north-east to 

south-west, known as the Fosse Way from its naming as Foss in Saxon charters 

(Section 3.2.1). The Fosse has been shown by a relatively recent appraisal to have 

originated as a military way providing a strategic communication route behind the 

dynamic early Roman frontier, rather than a frontier in itself (Maxfield 1986). Maxfield 

notes that the strategic roads of the Roman Empire, laid out as military highways soon 

after conquest, tend to link major military bases with one another and with ports and 

harbours. She finds that (while a Roman tile of the legion II Augusta recorded as MDV 

41933 - discovered at either the Honeyditches complex or one of the possible fort sites 

in the Couchill area - is now known to be second or third century in date) the possibility 

of an early military coastal base at Seaton cannot be dismissed; Axminster, seemingly 

at the end of the south-westerly strike of the Fosse, being itself an unlikely terminus. 

Further indications of the nature of the relationship of the Seaton area with the ancient 

estuary and the Fosse Way inland have emerged from the analysis of historic maps and 

landscape undertaken as part of the present project. As already shown by Parkinson 

(1985, 20, 22), the east-west route now forming the A3052 inland of modern Seaton, 

which has been interpreted as the Roman route between Dorchester and Exeter (it is 

named as a Roman way on the 1889 OS map), is more likely to be medieval in origin at 

least where it crosses the Axe, at Axe Bridge near Colyford (Section 3.2.1). The main 

Roman routes may be expected to have respected the presence of the estuary, which 

was at that time deep and swept strongly by the tides. 

The road leading north from Seaton Bay just west of the old estuary mouth, running 

through Seaton town, is known as Queen Street, and further on as Sidmouth Street 

(this part was re-named Harepath Road in more recent times). It can be seen from 

map evidence to have preceded the east-west way (now the A3052; the historic 

Harepath, as distinct from the Harepath Road of today), which dog-legs over it at the 

Stafford stream crossing just north of modern Seaton. This north route would therefore 

seem likely to be the early ‘main road’ serving the Seaton area, heading quite directly 

inland. It runs roughly parallel with the then tidal lower reaches of the Axe, so avoiding 

them, before crossing the Coly at Colyton, and passing on over the Axe to the great 

north-east strike of the Fosse Way at Axminster. (No records of buried traces of a 

Roman road on the suggested line are known at present; the possibility of such remains 

might be investigated in the future. A coin of Valens dated to AD 364-378, MDV 11111, 

was dug up in 1865 near the foot of the road behind the ancient beach, at the seaward, 

southern end of HUCA 2, but the archaeological context of this find is unknown.) 
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The map evidence for an early origin for the road running north from the beach tends 

to support the suggestion of a Roman port-related settlement at Seaton. Furthermore, 

it indicates where one might be expected to lie – on the course of this road, overlooking 

both beach head and estuary mouth, in the heart of the urban survey area. Of great 

interest here is an extensive site now covered in the terraced and detached housing of 

Sidmouth Street (now known as part of Harepath Road) and its flanking streets, 

forming HUCA 1. The feature is strongly indicated by historic maps, though less well 

defined on its eastern than on its western long side. It is particularly clear on the tithe 

map made in 1840 when the town lay to its south, barely touching it (Fig 3). 

This roughly rectangular feature in HUCA 1 has an internal area of some 21 acres, and 

measures around 340m by 270m across. The feature is edged by straight field 

boundaries, distinctive in this country of fields with gently curving sinuous edges 

(Section 3.2.3), potentially indicating the site of an enclosed settlement. It appears to 

be functionally related to the north road, being bisected longitudinally by it. Fields 

apparently medieval in origin (with narrow strip-like shapes and sinuous boundaries) 

respect it (filling and surrounding it), suggesting that it may have had a strong, 

rampart-bound perimeter, and that it pre-dates the medieval period. It may represent 

the beginnings of town life at Seaton, with its evidence for a regular outline and so for 

formal layout, and possible associations with harbour, main road, and the high status 

settlement at Honeyditches, suggesting some wealth and complexity through trade. 

The location of this possible site above the beach landing and navigable estuary and 

straddling the north road, its scale and shape, its ‘fixing’ through use as a framework 

for strip fields, and the position of Seaton Manor outside its south-east corner, 

apparently respecting it, are consistent with its having been a defended settlement in 

the Roman period. However, these characteristics would be equally compatible with a 

Saxon date, and there are indications that the site was an integral element of a 

landscape of medieval origin. It may possibly represent the lost settlement of Fleet, 

from which Seaton is known to have developed. It is therefore discussed more fully in 

the context of the evidence for the study area in early medieval times (Section 3.2.2). 

It could of course have been both Roman and Saxon, an old Roman station used still, 

or anew, during the threat of Danish invasions. 

Whether this was Moridunum, a Roman settlement above the sea, or whether such a 

site lies elsewhere at Seaton, remains unknown, and if there was such a place, the 

character of occupation is uncertain. It may have changed very markedly during the 

Roman centuries, perhaps from an early official foundation associated with a beach 

head and supply port, with or without a fort above it at Couchill, to a settlement 

diversified with fishing and shipping focussed on the estuary, possibly trading in the 

Beer stone quarried to the west. The Antonine Itinerary suggests that by the late 

second/early third centuries AD the Fosse Way had lost its importance as a through 

route, perhaps because the military value of the link to Exeter and Lincoln with their 

legionary fortresses which it had provided was lost with the demilitarisation of south 

and east Britain in the mid 70s AD, as the Roman forces were moved to Wales, 

northern England and Scotland (Maxfield 1986). It is clear, however, that there is 

potential for buried remains of the Roman period here in HUCA 1, as well as in the 

Honeyditches area (HUCA 12). 
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3.2 Early medieval (AD410 – 1065) 

3.2.1 Sea roads and war ways 

Through the early medieval period, the ancient tidal inlet of the Axe is thought to have 

remained open, and navigable well past even the modern extent of Seaton. Its use for 

shipping may be reflected in the place name Stedmouth occurring higher up the river 

on the ‘other’, east, side. This Saxon name means ‘the landing place near the valley’ 

(Parkinson 1985, 22). It is possible, though, that the estuary was already silted in parts 

of its upper reaches. A charter of 1005 for Fleet (as the Seaton area was known; see 

Section 3.2.2) may indicate mature, grassy saltmarsh with value for grazing or 

haymaking, on the Stafford Brook, north of the modern town. As Parkinson notes (ibid) 

this may be ‘the red mead’ through which the boundary of Fleet ran with the stream ‘to 

the River Axe and so along the Axe back to the sea’. Parkinson considers, though, that 

marsh growth was limited nearer the sea in the early medieval period, much of the low 

flat land on the east of the town today remaining tidal mudflats at that time. 

Maps and place names provide some evidence for the land communications of the area 

in the early medieval period. The Fosse Way appears in charters from the 8th century 

AD and was regarded as a major highway in early Norman if not in late Saxon times; it 

re-used the Roman road cutting diagonally across south and midland Britain from 

Axminister (Maxfield 1986, 2). As noted in Section 3.1.3, the Seaton area was probably 

linked to that great Roman way by the route running north from Seaton Beach. This 

route to the north is now known as Queen Street, and, beyond the latter, as Harepath 

Road (the Harepath part of it was formerly named Sidmouth Street). The east-west 

way now classed as the A3052, passing north of Seaton, a couple of kilometres from 

the coast, is early medieval in origin. This is indicated by the name Harepath, derived 

from the Saxon for ‘war road’ (Hooke 1994, 192), which applies to part of its route and 

to a farmstead alongside it. The historic Harepath (as opposed to the road now bearing 

that name - the former Sidmouth Street) meets the route from Seaton Beach at a 

staggered junction at Stafford Brook, just north of the study area (Map 1). 

There may have been a staggered crossroads here from Saxon times, with the 

Harepath carried along the older north-south road for a short distance to skirt a drop in 

the ground. If so, the Axe must already have been fordable east of the dogleg, at 

Colyford (near the later Axe Bridge). This would then indicate that the silting of the 

estuary, and resulting shifts in its routes and settlement, known to have occurred in 

medieval times, were under way much earlier. Alternatively, and perhaps more 

probably when other evidence placing the transformation of the estuary later in the 

medieval period is considered, the Stafford Brook junction could have developed in 

several phases. It may have been ‘J’ shaped, with the Saxon way from the west turning 

north to follow the Fosse Way of Roman origin to cross the river at Axminster. (In this 

scenario, the road from the junction to Colyford would be a later continuation of the 

east-west Saxon route.) Such a bend in the ‘war road’ could reflect the attraction of 

Seaton, or Fleet, as a regional centre, as well as the difficulty of crossing the tidal Axe. 

3.2.2 Fleet; the settlement by the estuary  

In 1005 King Aethelred granted lands to a thegn named Eadsig. These are traceable by 

their documented bounds to an area including Seaton parish and extending also a little 

beyond this. The place was named Fleet - Old English fleot, ‘sea, estuary’ - after the 

mouth of the River Axe, which was apparently still swept by the tides at that time 

(Hooke 1994, 193). Following the death of Eadsig, Fleet passed to the priory of Horton, 

Dorset, to which it was attached at the time of Domesday Book (Burnham 1912, 26). 

The main settlement of these lands in the 11th century, Fleet, was distinct from Seaton 

which succeeded or supplemented it from the 12th century. Davidson traces the first 

known record of the place name Seaton to a papal bull of 1146 (1885, 198). The bull 

distinguishes between the two places, granting to the abbot of Sherborne the church of 

Fleet, with a chapel [no doubt Beer, notes Davidson], and the towns of Fleet, Beer and 
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Seaton, with their salt-pits and fisheries (see further Section 3.2.3). The place name 

Fleet seems to disappear from the records after this time (ibid). 

Fleet has generally been thought to have stood beside the ancient tidal inlet (later 

marshes) on the east of Seaton town. This is because the name Fleet refers to the 

estuary, and because the medieval parish church still stands by the former shore (in 

HUCA 5), and since wider studies indicated that early towns lay well behind the coast 

(Hoskins 1954, 7). However, evidence for a Saxon town around the church at Seaton is 

lacking, and a formal waterside urban settlement may be considered unlikely in view of 

vulnerability to flooding and attack from the sea; though of course settlement-related 

activity would be expected on the old shore. Upstanding or excavated Saxon 

settlements are also lacking elsewhere in Seaton, apart from on the west where 

excavation at Honeyditches revealed two hearths with early medieval pottery, 

associated with re-occupation of the ruined Roman bath house (Miles 1976, 73). 

While not conclusive, historic map and landscape analysis points to a possible position 

for the Saxon town, between these estuarine and hill-side locations. This is a slight 

shelf in the ground, part sloping to the old waterfront and part fairly level, at the heart 

of modern Seaton (Map 10). The shelf is the site of an extensive, apparently primary, 

subrectangular feature, resembling an early enclosure, mentioned above in the 

discussion of possible Roman settlement (Section 3.1.3). The site lies under terraced 

housing on Sidmouth Street (now part of Harepath Road) in HUCA 1 (Fig 3). The large 

scale surveys of 1840 and 1889 show two aspects of the relationships between this site 

and other features, which indicate that it shaped the medieval landscape of Seaton, and 

so may suggest that it was occupied in the early medieval period – it may have been 

newly formed at that time, or continued from, or renewed after, Roman settlement. 

 

Fig 3 1840 survey with added suggested outline of primary, roughly rectangular 

feature, possibly the site of the early town of Fleet, in HUCA 1 

The central road is the early north way now called Harepath Road in this area. Within 

the rectangle, Seaton Down Road runs west, and Court Lane runs east. Just south of 

the rectangle, Stock Lane leads to the south-west, and Manor Road to the east 
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Firstly, the subrectangular site forms an early focus of the area’s road network. From it 

one could travel in six directions, including those leading towards the main roads and 

the other settlements of the district (Fig 3, Map 5). The primary road north from Seaton 

Beach to the old river crossing at Colyton – and on towards Axminster - runs 

longitudinally through its centre (see further Section 3.1.3). Within the rectangle, roads 

branch off this spine at right angles, one to either side. Court Lane leads east to the 

estuary below, with the later medieval church beside it (Section 3.3.1). Seaton Down 

Road leads to the north-west, and is a relatively early route in that direction, as can be 

seen where Marlpit Lane joins on to it. Roads splayed out, too, from the centre of the 

seaward, southern short side of the rectangle, through which point the spine road also 

passed. One, part surviving as Stock Lane, made south-west, presumably for Beer (Fig 

26). The 1840 survey shows this lane as a through way, but it was mostly lost east of 

Marlpit Lane before the 1889 mapping. Another way, now Manor Road, formerly 

Harner’s Lane, ran along the outside of the rectangle to the manor site below its south-

east corner (Section 3.2.3) with Marsh Lane, then a passage to the estuary, beyond. 

Secondly, the old roads which entered the subrectangular site at HUCA 1 have (or had 

at the time of the 1840 and 1889 surveys, which show such details clearly) kinks or 

changes in width where they met it, suggesting that it had a substantial perimeter 

boundary feature which they respected (Figs 3, 4; Maps 5, 6). In the case of the north 

way, this is very marked. The 1840 map shows the road immediately outside the north 

end of the rectangle swelling to an irregular crescentic shape some 250m long and 50m 

wide, with characteristics hinting at a once greater open area (encroached on by a 

post-medieval cottage and its enclosures), and with a well. This may have been an 

external market area with watering for livestock at the head of the town. To the south-

west of the rectangle, in contrast, the narrowing of the road from Beer as it approaches 

indicates that livestock were here herded in from the seaward pastures as through a 

funnel, to be housed, handled or sold. (See Section 3.3.4 for possible later evidence of 

a market function outside HUCA 1 on the south side also.) Interestingly, recent 

excavations have found several ditches running alongside the east boundary of the 

rectangle on a site south of Court Lane, but these were thought to be Bronze Age in 

date (MDV 80954; details unavailable at time of writing). 

 

 

Fig 4 Court Lane bends sharply as it enters the possible early town site from the west 
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A third clue to the location of Fleet is provided by the name Underfleet, used for the 

stream and path running along the base of the medieval strip-derived fields south of 

the church (between HUCAs 3 and 19). This may indicate that Fleet lay somewhere 

upslope. However, if so, the location referred to is not precisely defined by the naming, 

as HUCAs 1, 2, and 4 all lie above these linear features. 

Returning to the 1840 mapping of the rectilinear site in HUCA 1, this shows some 

potential signs of planning - in addition to the strong regular perimeter suggestive of 

defensive earthworks, spinal main road suggesting deliberate placing, and possible 

traces of market functions already noted. The lesser roads meeting the spine at right 

angles, one to each side, might be survivors of a rough grid layout. The fields within 

the site are sinuous and are thought to be derived from medieval strips. However, they 

are quite regular and aligned with the roads, and may have been fitted into a pre-

existing grid. The names of the internal fields in the 1840 tithe apportionment schedule 

do not indicate any possible early urban features, though. (The name Court Lane given 

on the 1889 OS map for the road running east between the fields from the spine road 

through the site is interesting, but may refer to a relatively late agricultural yard with 

sheds beside the lane, recorded as ‘linhays and court’ in the tithe apportionment). 

This leads to the question of the status of the site identified provisionally as Fleet. It is 

not included in the Old English documents known as the burghal hidage, listing burhs or 

fortified towns of the earlier 10th century. These sources name the burhs, recorded in a 

sequence progressing clockwise through Devon, as Exeter, Halwell (near Totnes), 

Lydford and Pilton (Barnstaple) (Hill 1969, 85-86). However, the siting of a burh type 

enclosed settlement above what was the outstanding natural harbour of East Devon 

(the open, tidal mouth of the Axe), on a site equidistant from its easy beach landing 

and the sheltered creek where the church now stands, yet (unlike the creekside) with 

some protection from sudden attack and flooding, would seem very likely in the context 

of the threat or reality of sea-borne raids. According to an account by Risdon of 1630 

there is early documentation of Danes landing at Seaton itself in 937, though doubt has 

been cast on this by later historians (Lysons and Lysons 1822, 435). 

3.2.3 Sheep and salt working 

The rare documents surviving from the early medieval period record some of the 

economic activity in the area which will have brought a market function to Fleet, 

supporting urban life. Domesday Book of 1086 records that Fleet, held by Horton 

Priory, Dorset, with 6 villeins, 19 bordars and 2 serfs, had a large number of salterns or 

salt making works (20 according to Davison 1885, 197; more recent versions such as 

Hooke 1994, 193 have 11 salterns), besides land for 6 ploughs, and sheep. 

The study area, extending as it does to the limits of Seaton today, captures a wide 

landscape of arable fields, with large meadows to seaward likely to be commons but not 

identifiable as such without documentary research. This represents the farmland of 

Fleet noted by Domesday Book, along with medieval expansion onto pasture, and other 

adaptation. The arable fields appear in the GIS project as the HUCT Sub-type 

‘Enclosures; strips’, their origin placed provisionally in the ‘Early Medieval’ time slice. 

They may be more accurately characterised today as ‘strip-derived fields’, and display 

complex internal chronology not captured by the HLC. These are relatively small, long, 

narrow fields, formed through re-organisation and enclosure, from later medieval 

times, of strip fields within a former ‘open field’ system. Some of the hedges of these 

‘strip-derived fields’ mark the lines of the sides of strips with no substantial, built 

boundaries in earlier medieval times, while others represent the early stock-proof 

boundaries of the wider ‘cropping units’ which the strips sub-divided (Herring 2006). 

Some strip-derived boundaries follow the ‘reversed J’ course of the lines sculpted 

between adjoining open strips by centuries of periodic ploughing, while others show 

zigs and zags where they incorporate the ends of strips or groups of strips (Map 5). 

These fields can be seen as an intrinsic part of the landscape of the medieval town, 

rather than simply as its surroundings. Crops and animals will have been brought in to 
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the town limits for sale in the market, or for processing. This may be reflected in the 

form of the lane running into HUCA 1 from the south-west mentioned in Section 3.2.2, 

funnel-like in plan and so suitable for herding animals; and perhaps in the name of the 

route, Stock Lane (Fig 5). A hexagonal enclosure just south of HUCA 1 by the west end 

of Manor Road, shown on the 1806 drawing (Map 4), could have been a pound for 

controlling stock grazing the western meadows beyond Stock Lane. 

 

 

Fig 5 Expanded end of Stock Lane bending away from HUCA 1, towards Beer, 

suggestive of use for herding animals to and from the town 

Salt may have been an important resource for Fleet, exploited over several centuries. 

The making of it, requiring the sun to dry seawater held in artificial ponds (Parkinson 

1985), will have been seasonal, but salt could be stored and traded, and used to 

preserve fish, all year round. ‘Salt-pits and other appurtenances’ of Bere and Seaton 

were referred to in the grant of the mid 12th century noted in Section 3.2.2 (Davidson 

1885, 198). Later medieval documentation is lacking, so the industry may have lapsed, 

despite the large demands of fish processing. A wider study of the South Devon coast 

in medieval times suggests that, if real, this lapse may reflect a shortage of fuel for the 

supplementary boiling required, and the ready availability of Bay of Biscay salt traded 

to Devon along with wine in the 13th and 14th centuries (Fox 2001, 74, 75). 

As Parkinson notes (1985, 40), the early saltings would not have lain with the much 

later, post-medieval ones on the marsh to the east side of the town study area, since 

the estuary itself, and possibly methods of manufacture, changed in the interim. Their 

site/s may perhaps be near the south-west corner of the medieval estuary, buried 

under shingle or alluvium in the west sides of HUCAs 7 or 19, though this is uncertain.  

The mid 12th century grant includes, besides the salterns, ‘the fisheries of Fleet, Beer 

and Seaton’ (Davidson 1885, 198). The positioning of the site identified as Fleet, on 

slightly higher ground giving some protection from freak tides and hostile ships, but 

close to both estuary and beach, and linked by roads to the landings on each (Sections 

3.1.3 and 3.2.1), would seem to reflect the economic as well as strategic importance of 

the coast. The fundamental importance of fishing and water-borne trade to the 

settlement, ultimately outweighing that of security from flooding and raiding, may be 

reflected also in its expansion seaward, most likely in the high Middle Ages, to Seaton. 
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3.3 Medieval (1066 – 1539) 

3.3.1 Possible Norman church and castle 

Before extension towards the sea, in the Norman period, the town of Fleet may have 

attracted other centres of activity and power, and routes providing links to and between 

these centres, which persist in diverse ways in the Seaton of today. 

The parish church stands in the middle of the east side of the modern town in HUCA 5. 

As far as can be seen without detailed building survey, it is mostly later medieval in 

style with much alteration, though the late 13th century style of a window indicates that 

some fabric remains from that period (Cherry and Pevsner 1989, 721). It is possible, 

however, that there was a Norman church on the site. Burnham, author of a very full 

guide to Seaton, enriched with historical detail, in the early 20th century, records that 

parts of the ‘tracery of a window and also a Norman head’ had just been found during 

ground disturbance in the Vicarage garden. He suggests plausibly that these stones 

came from the Church during some earlier restoration (1912, 19). 

The siting of the church on a small low rise by what was in medieval times the tidal 

mouth of the Axe, now marshland (Fig 6), would seem to show that the estuary had a 

powerful attraction for settlement or related activity, while the town itself was 

constrained by considerations of defensibility or avoidance of flooding to slightly raised 

ground above. The location may perhaps reflect some inheritance of, or reference to, 

the spiritual and territorial significance of the Axe in pre-Christian times. It could well 

reflect an early Christian foundation, a settlement rather than an isolated church, of the 

kind (referred to as a lann in Cornish place names) attracted to the creeks of the south 

coast of Cornwall for reasons of this kind, or to maintain contact with parent houses 

overseas or along the coast (Preston-Jones and Rose 1986, 156). However, no 

evidence for such an early origin is known for Seaton Church. 

 

 

Fig 6 Seaton churchyard in HUCA 5, looking towards the sea over the marshes beside it 

marking the lost tidal inlet in HUCAs 19 and 20 

North of the suggested Saxon town is the possible site of a castle, apparently 

undocumented (though the present survey does not include documentary research), 

but indicated through study of field names and analysis of the historic maps (Map 11). 
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The site appears on the 1840 tithe map as an irregular, rounded field, named Castle 

Close Orchard, and a possible large outer enclosure partly defined by a curving outer 

edge on its east, forming Castle Cross Orchard and Well Close. Field names in ‘castle’ 

often refer to prehistoric enclosures, rather than medieval castles. This site has strip-

derived fields attached to its edges and part absorbing its interior, which might indicate 

either a medieval or a prehistoric origin for it. However, it appears tied to the medieval 

landscape. Like the suggested location of Fleet to seaward (Section 3.2.2), it formed a 

focal point in the road network, where half a dozen roads met (Map 5). 

The ancient north-south way lay immediately east of the rounded ‘Castle’ field. This 

linked it with Colyton and Axminster inland, and, to seaward, with the possible site of 

Fleet, and the beach beyond. Other roads converging on the ‘Castle’ include that named 

Barnard’s Hill, branching off the earlier north way, which led to the north-west where it 

met the Saxon Harepath now the A3052 (Section 3.2.1). Homer Lane linked Barnard’s 

Hill to the western approach to the suggested site of Fleet. A road probably also ran 

east from the ‘Castle’ to the estuary harbour and church. This probably emerged down 

what became the lower end of Scalwell Lane, which has a sudden bend interpreted as 

marking the point beyond which it adopts part of the suggested castle’s east way, 

abandoned further west (the existing road west of this bend, Valley View, is modern). 

The ‘castle’ site lies near the centre of modern Seaton, north of the 19th century town, 

on the margins of HUCAs 14 and 16. It is not obviously derived from a castle, but 

potential traces of earthworks still affecting the landscape of today can be seen here. 

The rounded field, perhaps the core castle enclosure, forms a grassy space between 

roads. The possible outer enclosure across the road on its east is part built over, but 

part in playing fields. It has a strong break in slope below it, with a large old tree 

showing that the contrast in ground levels (though not the present, ‘landscaped’ form 

of the scarp) has its origins in the past, at least several centuries ago (Fig 7). 

 

 

Fig 7 Break in slope to front of possible outer enclosure, east of potential castle site in 

the angle between Barnards Hill Lane and Harepath Road, with ‘castle’ field names 

If Fleet did have a castle this may be attributed in part to the economic importance of 

the medieval fishery and port, as well as to the value of the surrounding farmland now 

lying under Seaton (see further Section 3.2.3). The site, lying above the natural 

harbour and possibly above Fleet, and apparently lacking written records, would seem 

most likely to relate to the early Norman period, when the haven had strategic value. 
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As Fleet was held by Horton Priory, Dorset, at the time of Domesday Book, 1086, 

passing with Horton to the Abbey of Sherborne, Dorset, in 1122 (Davidson 1885, 197, 

Burnham 1912, 31, Hooke 1994, 193), there may be an association with the priory. 

3.3.2 The settlement of Seaton 

The possible embanked rectilinear site of the Saxon town of Fleet visible on historic 

maps, in the Sidmouth Street area of the modern town (HUCA 1), if a town, was 

apparently abandoned as such within the medieval era. The 1840 tithe survey depicts 

fields of medieval type, strip-like and slightly curving, fitted within it, and a few such 

strips biting into or extending over the possible ramparts. The 1840 map shows only a 

small wedge of occupation just inside the south end of this potential early site, perhaps 

a post-medieval re-colonisation, beside the ancient spine road continuing in use. 

The published documentation of the area surviving from the later medieval period is 

less shadowy than that of the pre-Norman period, but still very insubstantial. As noted 

in Section 3.2.2, both ‘the towns of Fleet….and Seaton’ are named in a papal bull of the 

mid-12th century. After this Fleet seems to disappear from the records, while Seaton 

remains (Davidson 1885, 198). The naming of both towns together in the bull might 

suggest that the movement from Fleet to Seaton was at first an expansion, or 

reduplication, of the town, rather than a shift. The re-absorption of its old site into the 

field system may then have followed after the Seaton which sprang south from it had 

branched out in another direction, north-east (Section 3.4.1). 

The location, extent, and development of the Seaton of medieval times are not 

apparent in the buildings of the town today, rebuilt after a long decline (Section 3.3.5), 

but may be seen from a variety of other evidence. This includes some excavated 

remains, such as 14th century potsherds found in a medieval boundary at the rear of a 

property on Fore Street in HUCA 2 (MDV 62915). Of especial interest are hints on the 

larger scale maps made during the period from c1840 to the First World War, these 

being highly detailed, and, crucially, capturing the landscape as it was when the 

residential development now covering the study area was still very limited in extent. 

The evidence derived from these maps is essentially that of boundaries and their 

relationships. Besides this, the 1840 tithe apportionment records a property on the east 

of the early north street (now Harepath Road), on the third plot south of the Manor 

Road junction, as ‘Birdcage house’. Birdcage is used descriptively from later medieval 

times, and a phrase of 1663 specifically relates it to buildings, referring to a practice ‘fit 

for substantial structures, but not usual in Lime and Haire Birdcage-like-Buildings’ 

(Oxford English Dictionary, 1971 edition). The name might refer to a house here 

birdcage-like in its height to ground plan ratio and/or its timber framed construction, a 

survivor of later medieval or post-medieval houses of an urban type. It would then offer 

a glimpse of a built environment quite different in character to that of Seaton today 

(and that of the pre-resort town, described at the time as a ‘village’; Section 3.5.2). 

However, this is conjectural, and the Birdcage may have been one of the three-storey 

houses raised on spacious plots about the town around 1800 (Section 3.5.5), though on 

the tithe survey it differs from those in that it appears to be gable end on to the road 

rather than side on, and its gardens are smaller and not marked as ornamental (Fig 8). 

The new medieval town appears to have run between the suggested south side of Fleet 

and the shore, along the lower end of the earlier north road, now known in this area as 

Queen Street (in HUCA 2). The 1840 tithe survey shows remains of the slightly 

outward-bowing joint back boundaries of roadside premises here. These lines are 

discontinuous because part altered or broken through by that date. Straighter sub-

divisions define properties fronting onto the street within these bows. Boundaries of 

strip-derived fields attached to the outside of the bows indicate that the latter defined 

areas of medieval urban tenements (Fig 8). (The strip-derived boundaries behind the 

eastern backs of Queen Street are less clear on the 1840 map on first sight, but can be 

made out, apparently interrupted by Fore Street. This is thought to be because they 

were cut through by Fore Street in later medieval times; see further Section 3.3.3.) 
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Fig 8 HUCA 2 area on the 1840 map, with outlined suggested extent of its evidence for 

areas of tenements on the early north road (Queen Street/Harepath Road) in the 

form of bowed rear boundaries, with sinuous fields attached to their outer edges 

Some similar forms indicate medieval expansion on Fore Street. Also visible are the 

market place, part infilled, to the south; and the manor site on the north-east 

Several other likely elements of the plan of medieval Seaton appear on the 1840 map. 

Evidence for the market place - essential to medieval urban life - can be distinguished 

towards the south in HUCA 2 (Fig 8, and Section 3.3.4). This open market site appears 

to have shrunken greatly by 1840. The town centre was linked to its rural hinterland to 

the north-west by Marlpit Lane, connecting to the earlier Seaton Down Road which ran 

in a similar direction from the suggested site of Fleet. The town end of the coastal route 

leading west to Beer - that is, the part of it lying east of Marlpit Lane - appears to have 

been shifted south. Its original course (linking Beer to Fleet) can be seen on the 1840 

map in the form of Stock Lane and a boundary line between there and (later) Marlpit 

Lane. The existing historic west road, Beer Road (serving Seaton), appears to post-date 

the initial layout of the town of Seaton, since it seems to cut rear boundaries of plots. 

This suggested new urban site was unenclosed but in other ways similar to its possible 

predecessor in HUCA 1. Its outline was roughly rectangular, it flanked the ancient north 

way, and it reached a length of c300m, if it extended from Fleet to a beach landing in 

the Marine Parade area, including an open market place above the beach (Map 11). 

This similarity might mean it was a discrete shifted town. However the possible groups 

of tenements show variations in size, and in places one abuts another, indicating 

several successive areas of growth each relatively small, consistent with the scenario 

(put forward earlier in this Section) of town expansion into Seaton followed later by 

abandonment of Fleet. This time depth may mean that the Abbots of Sherbourne, who 

held it from 1122 through the mid-12th century ‘horizon’ when it appears in the 

documentary record and on to the Dissolution of c1540 (Burnham 1912, 26, 31), 

encouraged the growth of the new town in phases rather than in a single episode. 
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The economic base of the medieval town, its fishing and trade, and market, are 

discussed in Section 3.3.4. Pursuing first the story of its development, it would seem to 

have flourished on its new or extended site, for perhaps two to three hundred years. 

3.3.3 Seaton branches out 

Seaton appears to have been successful as a market town after its first appearance in 

documents in the mid-12th century. In the reign of Edward the First ‘[it] was of 

sufficient importance to be officially granted the privilege of a weekly market on 

Wednesday, and a yearly fair lasting three days’ (Burnham 1912, 29). Kowaleski gives 

the date for the market and fair here as 1276, and notes that such dates usually 

represent the first notice, rather than the actual date, of foundation, which could be 

decades, even centuries earlier (1995, 335, 364). She also records that the market at 

Seaton is known to have continued on in time from its first mention; and that the fair 

ran for the ‘vigil, feast and morrow’ (that is, the saint’s day and the days either side of 

it) of St George the Martyr, to whom Seaton church was originally dedicated. 

Evidence for the relative chronology of boundaries and streets visible on the 1840 map 

indicates that the market town expanded, probably still within the medieval period, 

forming the urban area on the east side of HUCA 2. As mentioned in Section 3.3.2, long 

narrow fields of a type derived from medieval strips, attached to the rounded rears of 

bundles of town tenements on the east of Queen Street, the early main road, are cut 

through by Fore Street (with its flanking tenements) to the east. Their boundaries can 

be seen to match up further east again, beyond Fore Street, with those of the 

Underfleet field system of which it seems they originally formed part, in HUCA 3 (Fig 8). 

Fore Street itself shows, on the 1840 map, plot groups of slightly varying sizes similar 

to those on Queen Street, some with bowed backs though these are not so clear here 

(perhaps fragmented as a result of greater later pressure for change). Such groups of 

plots flank Fore Street as far north as the manor site at the junction with Manor Road. 

The medieval town may then have grown substantially, so that it formed a V shape 

with an older stem on the early north way, and a new branch on the more easterly one, 

and had an area potentially roughly doubled in size if Fleet lay on its north-west and 

remained occupied (Maps 10 and 11). Growth along Fore Street was apparently 

followed by a rise in the status of that urban area relative to Queen Street. (The name 

Fore Street is traditionally given to the foremost street in the towns of the region, and 

the quality of the later, standing buildings here is higher.) If medieval in origin, this rise 

may be attributable to a shift in the wider pattern of communications, caused by 

gradual silting of the estuary which meant it could be crossed near the sea (Section 

3.3.5). The crossing over the Axe by Colyford, the Axe Bridge, was recorded in 1228 

(Henderson and Jervoise 1938, 77). The growth of the town may then have been 

directed north-east towards Axe Bridge from the early 13th century, leading to the 

development of Fore Street. This street (with Colyford Road continuing its line beyond 

the town) eclipsed the old north road via Colyton as the main way over the estuary. 

3.3.4 Port, fishing, and market town 

Returning to the economic life of medieval Seaton, trading by sea was probably 

important in the region from the 12th century (Hoskins 1954, 201). South Devon ports 

carried on significant trade with South-west France, and especially with Bayonne and 

Bordeaux. Seaton can be expected to have been a thriving small port, though there is 

little evidence for that before the 14th century when it is known to have had seagoing 

ships but was probably already restricted by gradual silting of the estuary (Section 

3.3.5). It is very likely that goods shipped out from Seaton included wool, cloth, and 

Beer stone. This fine and bright though soft white freestone was widely used in Devon 

churches, especially in the east, by the 15th century (Cherry and Pevsner 1989, 20). 

Evidence for shipping in the ancient inlet of the Axe was recorded by Stukeley in the 

early 18th century. Workers at the saltings on the marshes then covering the lost tidal 

inlet (in HUCAs 19 or 20; see Fig 2) reported discoveries made while digging salt pans. 
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They had found ‘innumerable keels and pieces of vessels, with nails, pitch, anchors, &c, 

six or eight foot deep, because it was formerly part of the haven’ (1724, 143-144). 

These remains, though not datable from Stukeley’s account, were presumably 

deposited before or during the barring and silting of the estuary. Those natural 

processes are not closely dated either, but may have been 14th century or earlier. 

Wrecks are visible today at low tides in the mouth of the Axe, in HUCA 21, though 

these may be post-medieval (Section 3.4.3). Images carved on walls at St Gregory’s 

Church may show ships and boats trading with Seaton, and detailed study of these 

could indicate the types and date ranges of vessels represented (Fig 9). 

 

 

Fig 9 One of many vessels carved on walls in Seaton Church (photo by Nick Cahill) 

The 1840 tithe apportionment schedule lists two adjoining valley bottom fields 

immediately north of the church and by the lost tidal inlet, in HUCA 17, as Merchants 

Roads (Great and Little). Unusually, the 1889 OS map also marks this field name. This 

would seem to reflect a strong local tradition referring to former use of an adjacent 

reach of the old estuary by trading vessels. Most likely there was a westward bend in 

the Axe here in medieval times, where ships could ride in shelter at most states of the 

tide and weather. This was a famously meandering river, as noted in Section 3.2. It 

was only forced to its relatively straight course on the east of the ancient inlet by the 

barring of its mouth and by silting and reclamation behind this (Sections 3.3.5, 3.4.5). 

This raises the possibility that there was a landing place for merchant vessels at or 

alongside the Merchants Roads fields, on the east of HUCA 17, perhaps with a quay. No 

clear evidence for this is known. It is interesting, though, that there may have been a 

road to this area from the possible castle site (Sections 3.2.2, 3.3.1), as well as other 

routes running past here from the suggested sites of Fleet and medieval Seaton (which 

routes, however, are not so readily related to Merchants Roads, as the nearby church 

also lies on their courses). A field (built over in the early 20th century) north of the kink 

in lower Scalwell Lane, where the road link to the castle may have run off, was named 

in the 1840 tithe apportionment schedule as Spittal. This name may refer to the site of 

a lazar house or isolation hospital associated with the port. Remains of boats are said to 

have been found in the vicinity during the laying of drains from Seaton football pitch in 

the early 2000s, but no exact location/s or other details are recorded (MDV 76181). 
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From the later medieval period some documentation survives to indicate the role of 

fishing in Seaton’s economy. Records of 1535 show that through the tithe of fish, an 

important item of ecclesiastical income in South Devon, Seaton yielded four pounds and 

ten shillings (Hoskins 1954, 212). Fish was apparently marketed for distribution 

through the countryside surrounding Seaton. A sixteenth-century surveyor at Colyford 

(just over one mile from Seaton Bay) found that the farmland was very profitable there 

because fish carriers ‘do stay….and eat the grasses….with their travelling horses’ (Fox 

2001, 95). 

As for the landings, moorings, slipways, ‘cellars’ (stores) and other structures required 

within the town for Seaton’s medieval fishing fleet, these are lost from sight. However, 

the two main streets, meeting above the beach, point to their general location, and 

buried remains of them may survive there below Marine Place and the beach itself. 

Stukeley recorded that ‘They say there were formerly many great foundations of 

houses visible nearer the sea than the present town, but now swallowed up’ (1724, 

143). These remains, though interpreted by Stukeley himself as the ‘Roman city’ of 

Moridunum (Section 3.1.3), may have been traces of the medieval fishery. 

It is possible that Seaton started with an outpost here, beside the beach below the later 

Marine Place, before urban settlement extended down towards this area from the 

suggested site of Fleet. Recent research has shown that in the high Middle Ages, say 

around the 13th century, fishing on the South Devon coast outside the port towns was 

carried on from ‘cellar settlements’ (Fox 2001, 12, 35). These were stations used by 

farmers who fished part-time or seasonally, and who remained based in settlements 

away from the shore with better security, and farmland. In the case of the present 

study area, any early cellars beside the beach would have been quite convenient to the 

town, despite being distinct from it. This is because Seaton apparently grew towards 

the beach from the adjacent early defensive site of Fleet, set back from the open sea 

but still remarkably close to it when the general distribution pattern of early towns in 

the region is considered. 

The probable location of the principal market place within medieval Seaton is a short 

distance from the beach. This may be because fish, perhaps fresh in summer and 

preserved in winter, was an important commodity in the weekly markets recorded in 

1276 (Section 3.3.3). The site is visible on the 1840 tithe map at the fork of the two 

main streets leading inland, Queen Street and Fore Street (on the south in Fig 8). It 

appears as a roughly kite-shaped area, or rather as a nest of two. The inner one of 

these is still an open space. The other, within which the open space lies, is thought to 

represent the originally larger open market, partially infilled. The original larger market 

place possibly spread further to the east before becoming contained on that side by the 

secondary Fore Street. It was partly built over before 1840, leaving the reduced open 

area on its seaward side, presumably retaining some market function, to form the 

square of today known as The Green. The infilled area can be distinguished on the tithe 

map by the discontinuation of the boundary forming the backs of tenements east of 

Queen Street at the top of the larger kite, and by the greater density of the buildings 

within the latter. Also, the 1806 drawing shows a very substantial building here, gone 

by 1840, possibly a market hall inheriting the role of the larger open place (Map 4). 

The 1840 tithe map shows some indications that the market place once extended over 

the whole triangle of ground between Queen Street, Fore Street and Cross Street (Fig 

8). The road from Beer emerges onto this triangle, and the shared line of the rear 

boundaries of the Queen Street and Fore Street tenements, north of the clearly infilled 

area at its apex, is straight so might seem relatively late. However, on balance, this 

does not seem to be the case. The Beer Road, as mentioned in Section 3.3.2, appears 

to cut through town tenements so seems to be rather later. The north-south boundary 

in the centre of the triangle of roads appears less straight on the 1889 map. This north-

south line can be seen as part of a longer bow shaped boundary backing tenements, 

with a straightish continuation to the north cut through by Cross Street, and a curving 

south end against the suggested greater, largely infilled, kite-shaped market place. 
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The highly detailed tithe map also shows other open areas in HUCA 2 likely to have 

been used for market or fair trading. They appear as broad sections of street, with pens 

in places within them marked by little fence symbols, obscured by later roadside 

development and roadway standardisation (again, see Fig 8). Wide sections of roadway 

ran along Queen Street to the north of the suggested infilled market place, and along 

Fore Street from just south of the (possibly secondary) Cross Street. The apparent 

provision for these in the plan of the streets suggests they are medieval in origin. Fence 

symbols occur either side of Queen Street on the early north way, just outside the point 

where this runs on into the potential extent of the Saxon town of Fleet in HUCA 1. This 

place beside the south end of the possible site of Fleet could represent some form of 

survival of an early external market associated with the latter (which might also have 

had a market area outside it to its north on the same road; see further Section 3.2.2). 

However the fences here do not clearly form pens projecting into the street, so may 

indicate railed front property boundaries. 

3.3.5 The shingle bar shuts 

The estuary, and the port and town of Seaton, were transformed in medieval times by 

the growth from the beach of the shingle bar in HUCA 7. The bar, now bearing the 

Esplanade, and absorbed into the town, reaches almost to the far side of the ancient 

sea inlet (Fig 10). The Axe like other, smaller estuaries of south-eastern Devon has 

evolved in this way through the natural action of slanting breakers on the beach driven 

by the prevailing westerly winds. ‘Sand and shingle, being obliquely wafted, tend to 

accumulate on the western side of these deltas, forcing the rivers to the hills on the 

east, where they escape by narrow channels to the sea’ (Pulman 1875, 8, quoting 

Hutchinson’s geology of Sidmouth). Behind the beach the mudflats were colonised by 

saltmarsh, perhaps spreading within a few generations to meet other marshes much 

longer established further up the estuary (Sections 3.1.1, 3.2.1), forming the flat 

eastern ground of Seaton today (Parkinson 1985, 27-28) in HUCAs 19 and 20. 

 

 

Fig 10 Outer end of the shingle bar at the river mouth in HUCA 7, under Haven Cliff 
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The shutting of the inlet by the deposition, growth, stabilisation and vegetation of 

shingle and silt may have progressed over a long period from around the 13th century. 

More sudden phases of change were probably triggered by coastal erosion of 

promontories altering tidal flow in very stormy or wet seasons. As noted in Section 

3.3.3, these natural processes appear to have already drawn the road crossing over the 

estuary down to Axe Bridge at Colyford, most likely shaping the town of Seaton as a 

result, in the earlier 13th century. Episodes of extraordinarily heavy seas and erosion 

were recorded in the district in the later medieval period, for example at Lyme Regis in 

1377. These events may well have caused landslip on White Cliff west of Seaton and so 

increased drift of pebbles into the mouth of the Axe (MDV 16660). Again, there may 

have been earlier, undocumented episodes of this kind. 

Hoskins notes that a fleet collected for campaigns of war in 1346 is recorded as 

drawing two ships and 25 men from Seaton, suggesting it was still a significant port, 

though a small one - the numbers given making it, with Teignmouth, the smallest 

contributing port of the 9 listed in Devon (1954, 201). The shingle bar and silting may 

have caused huge deterioration in the navigability of the estuary before 1450, when 

Bishop Lacy granted 40 days’ indulgence to contributors to the work ‘on the new 

harbour on the sea shore at Seaton’ (Parkinson 1985, 23-25, presenting evidence 

assembled by Pulman). This new work on the shore may have been a pier on the beach 

below Fore Street (on the west of HUCA 7), also destroyed in its turn by the sea. 

John Leland visiting around 1540 found the bar stretching to a narrow river mouth 

under White Cliff (Haven Cliff) below Axmouth, as it does today, and Seaton decayed 

from port to fishing town, despite efforts to restore the estuary haven. ‘The toun of 

Seton is now but a mene thing, inhabited by fisshar men. It hath been far larger when 

the haven was good….The men of Seton began of late dayes to stake and to make a 

mayne waulle within the haven, to have diverted the course of the Ax river, and ther, 

almost in the middle of the old haven, to have trenchid through the chisille [beach]…. 

But this purpose cam not to effect’ (quoted in Pulman 1875, 838). Fishing boats could 

and did take shelter in the greatly narrowed mouth of the river, where as Leland says 

‘ther cum in smaul fisschar boates for soccur’. However, the estuary haven was lost to 

larger shipping, and it proved impossible to replace it with a lasting harbour on the 

shore. 

The loss of harbour capacity may be reflected in the stunting of later medieval Seaton 

in two ways. On the one hand, the town’s extent, suggested above to have run down 

the early north road from Eyewell to the sea by Marine Parade by the early 13th century 

and possibly from around that time extended up Fore Street from Marine Parade to the 

area of the Manor, in HUCAs 1 and 2, may have shrunk. Its probable earliest stretch, in 

HUCA 1, on the north road, where there were only a few buildings on the 1806 OS 

drawing (Map 4), may have been abandoned at this time. This stretch was furthest 

from the sea shore to which maritime activity was now largely limited, and furthest also 

from the north-east, Colyford road which eclipsed in importance the earlier route 

leading north. On the other hand, the lack of elaboration of the street pattern, and the 

dearth of later medieval or post-medieval buildings of sufficient substance and status to 

survive in recognisable form in the town today, suggest a lack of internal growth or 

renewal. This is particularly marked when Seaton is considered in the context of the 

wider district. Other towns in South Devon show in their plans and buildings strong, 

complex economic development at the end of the fifteenth century and the beginning of 

the sixteenth encouraged by tin and cloth making, a general revival in English trade in 

the 1470s, and the beginning of population growth with increased demand for fish to 

feed the poor (Fox 2001, 154-158). 

Land routes to Seaton, as well as its approach and trade by sea, adapted as the estuary 

silted up. Leland on his travels in the district c1540 ‘passid from Seton at Ebbe over the 

Salt Marsches and the Ryver of Ax to Axmouth’, via a ford now disused (Parkinson 

1985, 29, 38, and fig 2). Parkinson maps the location of a former route to a ford, 

branching off from Colyford Road north of its junction with Scalwell Lane (in HUCA 17). 
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This seems most likely to be the route across the Axe used by Leland. It is sinuous, 

skirts on the upriver side the Merchants Roads where tides may have swept still in the 

16th century, lay opposite Axmouth, and appears on the earliest detailed map, the 1840 

tithe survey. (On her map Parkinson names the route as Merchants Lane, and in her 

text she mentions traces of the ford remaining until destroyed c1969 by sewage works. 

However, the route now known as Merchants Lane, crossing Merchants’ Roads south of 

the present football field, was relatively late. It was made after the 1840 tithe survey, 

appearing on the OS map of 1889 as the Seaton end of a track running on over the 

marshes by a straight drain. The sewage works, shown on the 1963-1996 OS map, lie 

by it.) 

Leland’s mention of his passage to Axmouth gives a glimpse of past activity in the 

upper marshes that had extended over the north-east quarter of the study area in 

HUCA 20 by the end of the medieval period, before they were embanked and drained 

(Section 3.4.5). Travellers like Leland, and local people on market or other business, 

splashed on foot, or on horseback if they could, through salt marsh between the 

weakened tides. The development of the crossing is of wider interest too for what it 

seems not to have done; it did not apparently attract sufficient commerce to counter 

effects of the stagnation of the town’s growth associated with the decline of the 

capacity of the natural harbour. There is no sign of it becoming a through route for the 

district, of inns or other outlying settlement beside it, or of Seaton expanding above 

two thirds of the way to it from the sea. 
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3.4 Post Medieval (1540 – 1699) 

3.4.1 The slow spread of Seaton 

A study of towns in Devon in the early modern period notes the striking continuity 

through this period of those with an established market function, the fundamental mark 

of urban status, most of those towns which failed doing so as a result of close proximity 

of a stronger rival (Barry 1999, 419, 421). Seaton seems to show this continuity, 

sustaining a steady pulse of urban life though growing little. Its market continued to 

trade, supplying food to the rural hinterland; in 1632 two husbandmen of Farway in 

East Devon rode five miles to Seaton only in order to purchase fish (Gray ed 1992, 

xxxiii). Its church continued to serve as a central place for the community of the town 

and parish, including Beer to the west, though this village had a medieval chapel (MDV 

60391). In the church on the north wall is a tablet recording that ‘this isle and gallery 

were built at the expense of lord and lady Rolle for the accommodation of their Beer 

tenants, 1817’ (Burnham 1912, 20). 

The network of roads and river crossings serving the town similarly developed little but 

was sustained from later medieval times. The main, ‘post’ road serving the district 

continued to be the Saxon way, now the A3052, running considerably north of old 

Seaton, as shown in Ogilby’s road atlas of 1675 (White 2005, 146). Ogilby also shows a 

bridge near Axmouth, well south of Colyford where the 13th century Axe Bridge lies. 

This seems quite likely to have been a small causewayed structure added to the ford on 

the later medieval way over the marshes between Seaton and Axmouth used by Leland 

in 1540 (Section 3.3.5). A timber bridge is known from estate records to have been 

made on such a route to maintain it when the salt marshes were reclaimed (Parkinson 

1985, 38), around the time of the making of Ogilby’s map. A ferry passage to the east 

across the mouth of the Axe may have been begun at this time, or earlier. The way 

from the centre of the town along the shingle bar to the later Axmouth Bridge, now 

Harbour Road on the north side of HUCA 7, is said to have been called Passageway in 

1702 (Gosling 1991, 15). This name would seem to refer to the ferry from the bar, 

marked on the OS drawing of 1806 (Map 4), a route of great local importance bringing 

people to Seaton market and fair. If so the passage would seem to have shifted, 

however, as the tithe survey for Axmouth marks the ferry to seaward of the later 

bridging point, closer to the end of the track which became the Esplanade, on the south 

side of HUCA 7, than to Harbour Road. 

Limited post-medieval expansion is apparent in the plan of the town, along the north-

east road to the Colyford river crossing, on upper Fore Street, this forming HUCA 4. The 

detailed 1840 and 1889 maps indicate non-continuous development here between the 

Manor Road junction and the church, with building plots showing straight lines of post-

medieval rather than medieval type. Maps also hint at localised development within the 

medieval town extent, in HUCA 2, possibly in this period rather than later. Cross Street, 

linking Queen Street and Fore Street, appears on Donn’s survey of 1765. It seems 

likely to be secondary, perhaps post-medieval, as it cuts across the boundary running 

NNE-SSW between the backs of those streets forming the original west side of the 

Underfleet strip fields, and since Fore Street itself appears to post-date Queen Street. 

Substantial if modest cob walled and thatched houses lining the two main streets 

appear in old photographs, and are mentioned by Pulman in 1875. These were largely 

removed or rebuilt after the coming of the railway. Some probably dated from the post-

medieval centuries; and from this period, for the first time, one or two such houses 

survive in the Seaton of today, though with later modifications (in HUCAs 2 and 4; Figs 

11, 29). 

3.4.2 Fish and lace 

Leland’s characterisation of Seaton early in this period as a ‘fisher town’ appears to be 

accurate. It was classed as a port, included in a list of those in Devon constituted in 

1565 to allow closer administrative control of foreign trade (Hoskins 1954, 201, 204). 
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This would seem to indicate that the town retained or regained from later medieval 

times some capacity for foreign trade, but such trade may have been limited in scale, 

involving landings on the beach or trans-shipment to smaller vessels using the estuary. 

Church records indicate that Seaton was engaged in the Atlantic fishery in post-

medieval times. This long distance, potentially lucrative trade required high levels of 

equipment, expertise and capital. An entry states that ‘It was adjudged in the year of 

our Lord 1700 that the sum of 3s 4d should be paid out of the several wages and gains 

of such persons of the parish as went yearly or in any year to Newfoundland, according 

to the ancient custom beyond the memory of man’ (Burnham 1912, 23). 

In the fabric of the town today, a sense of the continued importance of the sea fisheries 

and trades in post-medieval times can be gained mainly through its two main streets 

converging by the sea. The landing area on the beach which these roads served can be 

expected to have been provided with related infrastructure in this period, as it was in 

later times. Fish cellars and drying grounds, boat sheds and yards, net lofts and the like 

will have been required. This area has been greatly altered during the development of 

Seaton as a coastal resort. However, some remains of the infrastructure may survive 

below ground, and some traces of it may even persist in visible form, among the 

standing boundary walls behind the street frontage, for example. 

Lace making also sustained the town’s economy. A petition of 1699 against a 

threatened repeal of lace duties indicates that lace making, which had spread into all 

parishes in East Devon by that time, was of particular importance in Seaton (Hoskins 

1954, 141). The town had then more than 300 lace-workers, as did nearby Colyton and 

Beer, Sidbury and Sidmouth, so forming one of the most substantial bases of the 

industry outside its largest centres, Ottery-St-Mary (814 workers) and Honiton (1341). 

The work was undertaken by women and fitted around domestic life, requiring no 

specialised structures. Nevertheless income from it will have contributed to the 

development of Seaton’s solid post-medieval cottages, a few of which survive to the 

present day. The range known as 72 and 74 Fore Street (in HUCA 4), 16th century in 

style and imposing in its way with a large front chimney stack (MDV14045), may 

represent some of the more substantial lace entrepreneurs’ cottages (Fig 11). 

 

 

Fig 11 Cottages of post-medieval style, rare in Seaton, on upper Fore Street, HUCA 4 
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3.4.3 Harbours ruined by the sea 

Documentary evidence shows that attempts to recreate a harbour recurred at intervals 

throughout this period. These schemes attest to the importance of Seaton’s fishery and 

its potential for seaborne trade in post-medieval times, but also to the difficulty of 

realising this potential, once the shingle bar had barred the natural haven of the 

estuary to large ships, and forced its river channel to the Axmouth side. 

A recent overview of change in Devon from post-medieval times, considering how 

violent stormy seas with other natural disasters could bring sudden change, notes that 

in the early 16th century a new quay was being built at Seaton when a storm ‘as never 

in mind of men had been seen in that shore’ utterly destroyed it (Gray 2003, 178). 

Royal letters, or briefs, were issued by Henry VIII, and again by Queen Elizabeth in 

1576, for money to be collected throughout the kingdom for the repairs of Colyton 

Haven at Seaton, as the harbour was then called (Burnham 1912, 29). At the end of 

the 16th century an attempt was made to remake the harbour at the mouth of the Axe 

from the Axmouth side, but this failed (Hoskins 1954, 326). A writer in 1630 mentioned 

many futile attempts to repair the decayed harbour (Burnham 1912, 35). 

Any surviving traces of the failed coastal landing places may be slight and buried under 

deep shingle. Remains of some of the vessels that entered the estuary, however, lie in 

its silts, relatively undisturbed and preserved by waterlogging. The Devon HER records 

a wreck exposed recently in the mud at the outer edge of HUCA 21, found to be a 

carvel-built vessel (MDV 69888). Investigation of this site is continuing. English 

Heritage’s Pastscape website (Monument no. 1392650) notes details indicating that a 

coastal or river craft of late medieval or early post medieval date may lie here. 

3.4.4 Meadows on the marshes  

Throughout the post-medieval period, farming continued to contribute to the life of 

Seaton. Farming supported the surrounding population which used the town’s market, 

and directly shaped the greater part of the ground which became today’s town. Groups 

of open strips were enclosed probably from later medieval times as holdings were re-

organised, to form the fields prevailing across the area before the modern urban 

expansion. These fields are captured on the 1840 tithe survey. They still survive in a 

few places within Seaton, notably east of the town core in the Underfleet area HUCA 3, 

and south of Honeyditches in HUCA 2. Elsewhere in the town their trend is discernible 

in that of mid 20th century residential development (in parts of HUCAs 13, 15 and 16). 

Land on the north-east of the study area appears to have been re-organised to form 

enclosures of quite regular size and shape, of the type associated with barton farms 

(held ‘in hand’ by the landowner, and so more readily improved and rationalised.)  

An ambitious, extensive development, determining aspects of the present landscape of 

the east side of Seaton, began during the Civil War. The Willoughby family, who had by 

then held the manor for a century or so, planned to suspend the rights of common 

grazing on the salt marshes which included the eastern strip of the study area, to 

reclaim the land. Following the Restoration of the Monarchy, reclamation was carried 

out (though common rights persisted). Account books record the making, and repair, of 

a Dutch-style external embankment against the sea, and of a drainage system within 

this comprising drainage channels (locally termed trunks or gurts) and sluices 

(Parkinson 1985, 29-38). This created about 200 acres of meadows in HUCAs 19 and 

20, bounded to the east by a great bank still evident today, re-used for the railway. 

The land, still subject to inundation by the sea, was let profitably as pasture for cattle, 

sheep and horses. The 1840 tithe apportionment records the name Pound Close for 

what is now the cricket field by the church in HUCA 5, lying conveniently close to the 

meadows, and this field may have been used at this time, or even earlier when the 

marshes were common land, as a pound for the control of livestock turned out there. 

The reclaimed marsh land was also used later for salt works (Section 3.5.4) and some 

salt may have been made in post-medieval times, though this is not clear. The Seaton 

Manor survey of 1682 gives the name Salterne-way for a cluster of fields (Parkinson 
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1985, 39). These, assuming they are the same fields as those with similar names 

recorded in the tithe survey of 1840, lay by Seaton Down Hill on the western approach 

to the old town. There may then have been post-medieval salterns somewhere below 

that hill, either at Seaton or in Beer. Alternatively the field names may preserve an 

otherwise lost name for the Seaton Down Hill road itself, originating in medieval times, 

when salt working is known to have been important in the area (Section 3.2.3). 

3.4.5 Guns on the haven mouth 

Seaton retained some wider, strategic significance, and had earthworks and guns to 

defend the coast. These were presumably near the landing area which later became 

Marine Parade. Churchwardens’ accounts from the district mention a possible linear 

breastwork; ‘Not ye sett to ye bolwark of Seyton in ano dm 1558 afore Medsummer, a 

gathering to Seton’, and for 1568, ‘We payed for the bolwarke at Zeton’ (Burnham 

1912, 29). In 1627 the Deputy Lieutenants of Devon petitioned for fresh ordnance here 

to replace some which had become unserviceable; and the diary of Walter Yonge of 

Colyton for the same year notes that certain ‘hundreds’ [large sub-divisions of the 

shire, of Saxon origin] are instructed to send men to assist in the fortification of the 

place, the mound known as the Barrow being thrown up, at a cost of £24 (op cit, 30). 

The Barrow, a protuberance on the level HUCA 7, truncated during the development of 

the Esplanade, has been interpreted as an outcrop of the natural bedrock (Parkinson 

1985, 23-24, drawing on an account by Trevelyan in 1872). However the record of its 

being ‘thrown up’ in 1627, if accurately given by Burnham, suggests it was made then 

as a defensive earthwork. The OS drawing of 1806 (Map 4), and an aerial view of 1928 

when the site survived well behind the Esplanade (Fig 12), show it was quite regular, 

rounded or oval in plan and bowl-like in profile, and so is probably artificial. By the time 

of Stukeley’s visit it had on its summit ‘a modern ruin'd square pharos built of brick, 

they remember it 16 foot high, and two guns lye there’ (1724, 143). It had two thirty-

two pounder guns mounted during the Napoleonic Wars (Pulman 1875, 842). 

 

 

Fig 12 Seaton Beach from the air c1928, ©English Heritage (Aerofilms collection, 

EPW023884). The Barrow, centre foreground, covers the bar behind the Esplanade 

(HUCA 7). Other features include the Mansion House (left), and beach huts 
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3.5 Eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

3.5.1 A sea change 

In this period coastal towns show extraordinary change, particularly those of South 

Devon, the earliest to grow in the two western counties (Shaw et al 1999, 453; Travis 

1997, 9, 11). Exmouth and Teignmouth grew and adapted as fashionable society 

stayed to drink and bathe in seawater, forming the coastal equivalent of inland spas, as 

early as the mid-18th century. They may even have drawn many day visitors for sea-

bathing from among the wider citizenry of nearby Exeter. Their development was 

followed later in that century by that of Sidmouth, Dawlish and Teignmouth. 

Historians, looking at census returns and urban extent, have often considered Seaton 

to have continued relatively unaffected by such fashions until late in this period. 

Hoskins for example found it to be a late developer among South Devon’s seaside 

towns, with a population of barely 800 in the 1850s (1954, 473). However, changes 

both in the urban area of the time, and on the gentle slopes on its west, show that the 

character of Seaton adapted very significantly in the third quarter of this period (that is, 

the first half of the 19th century). Its career as a ‘watering-place’ or coastal resort, still 

progressing in altered form, can be seen to have begun at this time. 

This chapter looks first at the evidence for the persistence of the established, post-

medieval character of the town and its economy in the 18th and earlier 19th centuries, 

and the small scale and duration of industrial and trading activity (Sections 3.5.2-

3.5.4). It then follows the early growth of the coastal resort, and its subsequent 

development (Sections 3.5.5-3.5.7). 

3.5.2 ‘A remarkably neat village’ 

The historian of Devon the Rev Polwhele visiting at the end of the 18th century 

described Seaton as a ‘remarkably neat village in which every house has a finished air’ 

(as quoted in Gosling 1991, 20). The phrase suggests the town of that time showed 

limited physical and economic growth, and buildings of modest substance. 

The OS drawing made for the district including Seaton in 1806 provides the first clear 

map ‘horizon’ in the study of the town, showing details such as individual buildings or 

blocks of these, stylised field patterns, and variations in the widths and courses of its 

roads (Map 4). The evidence provided by this source tends to confirm that the extent 

and layout of the town developed in HUCAs 2 and 4 through post-medieval times 

generally prevailed into the 19th century. It shows the town buildings flanking, with 

some gaps, the two main streets from their meeting above the beach, as far out on the 

north way as the present junction with this of Highwell Road, and as far as the church 

on the north-east road, and lining also Cross Street which links these two routes. 

Principal centres of urban life indicated by the 1806 plan were those of the medieval 

period – the church, the market place (now shrunken), and the beach landing. The 

market may have been provided with a covered accommodation occupying much of its 

original open space for stalls. The 1806 drawing appears to show an outstandingly large 

rectangular building on its Fore Street side which may be a market hall later removed 

(Map 4). The Lysons account of 1822 mentions a new focus for the community, ‘….a 

small [meeting house] of the Methodists at Seaton’. The tithe survey records an 

Independent Chapel on the west of Fore Street north of the market infill (too small to 

capture using HLC and so not defined on the early 19th century phase map, Map 12). 

The principal road across the district remained that of medieval and post-medieval 

times, the present A3052 running over Axe Bridge north of Seaton. This was adopted 

as a ‘turnpike’ or toll road smoothed to carry coaches, as shown by the first OS map, 

published in 1809. The main route through Seaton in this age, when coaches and the 

slower local horse-drawn vans began to serve the town, is that marked on Benjamin 

Donn’s map of 1765. Donn’s route, linking Seaton to Beer and Colyford as well as to 

the turnpike, traversed the town centre via the (Old) Beer Road and then Cross Street, 
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the east-west cut between the two streets that meet at the sea, before following the 

more easterly of the latter, Fore Street. (Donn omitted from his map the fork of the 

main streets, seaward of Cross Street, because they lay off this route, not because they 

were not there – he marks the openings to them leading off Cross Street.) 

The influence of the internal through way can be seen in the positioning of Seaton’s 

commercial buildings as recorded in the 1840 tithe survey, and in the HLC for this 

phase (Map 12). Shops (see further below) and inns clustered by the Cross Street/Fore 

Street junction. The principal inns were the Red and Gold Lions, and the Pole Arms 

facing the pivotal point where the main route through the town swung from one street 

to the other. The Poles Inn as it was then called (MDV 59273) appears on the 1840 

map with large buildings and rear yards accommodating travellers and horses, and still 

has an imposing house fronting the street, now private premises. The Kings Arms, on 

the approach on upper Fore Street, continues as a public house today. 

Beyond the then extent of the town, still within the study area, other routes remained 

largely unimproved for wheeled transport. As noted by Pulman, pack-horses were used 

almost exclusively for the largely farm based traffic in the Devon part of the Axe 

district, even in the middle of the 18th century, when ‘within the memory of a deceased 

relation of my own….the first waggon was seen at Colyton' (1875, 39). In 1824-5 an 

Act of Parliament was obtained for a canal with 15 feet of water to take ships of 200 

tons from Beer to the Bristol Channel, ‘pass[ing] through a deep cutting along the 

upper or western side of Seaton’, but this did not proceed (Pulman 1975, 81). 

The general character of Seaton’s buildings in the 1800s is difficult to assess directly 

since few survived later 19th century rebuilding. However, they seem from visitors’ 

accounts to have been predominantly solid but small cob-built houses (Pulman 1875, 

837-838) with thatched roofs, well made and maintained (Gray 2003, 14). A range of 

cottages with shop premises at 27 and 31 Queen Street, in HUCA 2 (Fig 13), can be 

read as buildings of this kind with 19th century alterations (MDV 79575). 

 

 

Fig 13 Thatched cottages adapted as shops at 27 and 31 Queen Street, in HUCA 2 

The 1840 survey shows how the shops fronting some of the cottages, and also the rear 

linhays or courts used for workshops or stores for various trades, clustered around the 

Fore Street/Cross Street junction mentioned above as the focus of the leading inns. 
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These patterns of distribution show the attraction for trade of that location, central and 

lying beside the coach road through the town. Some storage for coal was provided 

here, while greater provision for this was made around the southern, seaward end of 

Fore Street. Other artisanal premises also lay beside lower Fore Street – a bakery east 

of the market place, too small to appear in the HLC - and a carpenter’s shop standing 

on the later site of the Royal Clarence Hotel. More space was available, or affordable, 

here in the lower town before the seafront became the focus of urban expansion and 

re-development; and the beach landing for coastal trading vessels was at hand. 

3.5.3 ‘None but fishing’ 

Fishing continued to support the town until the later 19th century. Documentary records 

provide some details of this vital industry for the period. The related infrastructure, 

along with that associated with the earlier fisheries, has been largely removed or 

buried, though the courses of the principal streets which formerly served the beach 

landing persist relatively unchanged. The vicar of Seaton wrote in 1756, in his response 

to the question ‘Are there any trades or manufactures in the Parish?’ in the Dean’s 

parochial survey of Devon, ‘none but fishing’. Church records of 1710-1756 note the 

tithes of fish due to the Vicar of Seaton and Beer from tucking, seining, and hook and 

line fisheries, and mention that the yield from tucking varied with the seasons and that 

the profits of seining had declined by that time (Burnham 1912, 22-23). 

Other documentary and landscape evidence, however, shows Seaton had a wider, 

though still traditional, economic base. An aspect of 18th and earlier 19th century Seaton 

remarkable from today’s perspective, though characteristic of the locality at the time, 

was its great provision of rows of apple trees. Seaton with neighbouring parishes was 

famous for making cider, customarily supplied as part of farm labourers’ earnings 

(Pulman 1985, 14, 788). The 1806 OS drawing depicts the whole of the Seaton of that 

time, the essentially medieval and post-medieval town at the heart of the present one, 

threaded through and fringed with orchards, in HUCAs 1, 3, 4, and 6 (Map 4). These 

are a striking feature of the 18th and 19th century ‘time slices’ of the HLC. (They are not 

distinguishable on Maps 12 and 13 for those periods, since ‘Orchard’ is a ‘Sub-type’ and 

the phase maps show only ‘Broad Type’.) Later surveys show orchards were maintained 

through the 19th century, most disappearing between the mapping of 1904 and that of 

1953-1969. Clusters of fruit trees still stand in places, east and west of the town 

centre, forming the patches of apple-green ‘Open space’ flanking HUCA 2 in Fig 26. 

In the 18th and 19th centuries the apple trees will have filtered views of the streets and 

buildings of the old town, and brought colour, smell and intensive bustle of harvesting 

and processing in season. Whole orchards and their related activities lingered in corners 

after World War Two and are remembered directly or through relative’s stories by some 

of today’s residents (Mrs Jean Hancock, pers comm). The orchards may also have had 

an indirect effect on the character of landscape persisting today. The long hedges of the 

medieval strip-derived fields prevailing when the fruit trees were planted provided good 

shelter and were retained for orchards. Later, when orchard trees were removed, the 

presence of the hedges with the old root mounds of the trees within probably deterred 

amalgamation of fields. The pattern of the enclosures, no doubt with related factors 

such as land ownership, then in turn affected the layout of residential development, for 

example in the area identified as the potential site of the ancient town, Fleet (HUCA 1). 

The grazing of the marshes extending over the east side of the study area in HUCAs 19 

and 20 was continued and intensified. The low, flat land here was part of the ancient 

inlet of the sea, silted up in the later medieval period and reclaimed from the tides from 

the time of the Civil War. The land was let in four separate holdings by 1840 when the 

tithe survey was made and into the 20th century. It was mostly used as pasture for 

dairy cattle, this being highly valued particularly following major overhaul of the 

drainage and sea defence works from the mid-19th century (Parkinson 1985, 50-53). 

The use and value of the eastern pasture is tangible through the naming of an earlier 

route leading to it from Fore Street, Marsh Lane, though this route was shifted after 
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1840 to a new line (MDV 55374); and also, for more recent times, in the survival of 

former dairy premises in Cross Street. A farmhouse and farmstead stood either side of 

Queen Street north of Beer Road and Cross Street in 1840. Their origins and siting 

need study; they could reflect relocation of some of the functions of the old Manor site 

(see Fig 26 for location of this) where a grand new house in urban style was built (Fig 

15). 

Another traditional occupation of the district was successfully renewed in the mid 19th 

century. A local account of 1853 records that ‘the lace trade has been carried on in 

Devonshire for more than two hundred years….the manufacture revived, until from 

employing only a scattered few it affords a good livelihood to the majority of the female 

labouring population in that part of Devon which may be enclosed by a line from Seaton 

to Exmouth, up the River Exe to Exeter, back the London road to Honiton, thence to 

Seaton, including many thousand hands. Within the last four years the demand has 

been enormous…As to the character of the lace-workers, as a body they dislike regular 

work….they have a great dislike to working anywhere where regular attendance at 

certain hours is required, preferring to work at home by the piece, so that they can 

begin or leave work as they please….For the last four years at least the earnings of an 

average lace-maker who worked a fair ten hours a day are above the wages of a farm-

labourer, 7 shillings; really good hands get much more’ (Gray 2003, 15). The revival of 

lace-making with its dispersed, domestic base may not have shaped the plan or form of 

the town directly, but will have contributed to the viability of its essential market 

function and perhaps to the substance of its houses. 

3.5.4 Marl pits, salt pans and harbours come and go 

While Seaton rested mainly on the old base of fishing, farming, and local market to 

mid-19th century, other industrial and trading activity, smaller in extent and 

chronological span, is recorded, and has left its mark on the town. 

At the lower end of the scale are pits worked for chalk, sand, gravel or marl (an earthy 

geological deposit of clay and lime, used as fertiliser). These are visible on the detailed 

maps from 1840 onwards and in some cases on the 1806 OS drawing. They are 

generally too small to appear in the HLC, but traces of them linger in parts of modern 

Seaton, mostly on the south-west and north-east. Street names refer to them, notably 

that of one of the main roads, Marlpit Lane, running inland from the west side of the 

town through HUCAs 8 and 11. Some areas of 20th century residential development 

incorporate the smoothed hollows of old pits, re-used as the sites of houses or gardens. 

More ambitious, but still sporadic, and relatively short-lived overall, was the salt 

making industry, revived at Seaton in 1704 and continued in several phases with mixed 

success until mid-18th century (Parkinson 1985, 40-48). Seaton Church offers a glimpse 

of the historic importance of the salt trade in this area, preserving two memorial tablets 

to salt officers of the 18th century on its walls (MDV 14035). 

The works used natural evaporation to harvest salt from seawater in rectangular 

saltpans, enclosed with banks. Pans typically measured 40 by 30 yards, and were dug 

2-4 feet deep into the estuarine clay. If located in reclaimed marsh such as that 

forming the east side of the study area, the pans would require feeding with salt water 

from the tidal inlet beyond. The seawater was supplied by channels from, and other 

modifications of, the marsh reclamation banks and sluices. Saltworks also had small 

boiling-houses where evaporation was completed in iron pans over a hearth. 

Stukely’s view of the estuary in c1724 shows salt pans located at intervals in Seaton 

Marshes, towards the Axe, roughly opposite Axmouth (Fig 2). This indicates that some 

at least lay in the upper marshes (now part pasture and part nature reserve) in HUCA 

20. Parkinson notes that documents of the period refer to two salt works at Seaton and 

locates these on a plan, placing both in the western part of the marshes, one below the 

church and the other below the present cemetery. She writes that two saltpans appear 

on the first edition OS of 1809. However, these are not apparent on that map as 
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reproduced in its early state by Harley and O’Donoghue (1977). An archaeological 

appraisal of Seaton states that the OS drawing of 1806 depicts the areas of saltworking 

and includes a photocopy of that drawing (Dixon and Turton 1995, 11, and fig 2). 

However the appraisal does not specify how the OS show the works. Marks on the 1806 

drawing within the area of the marsh, which may be the features referred to in 1995, 

can be seen on a colour copy of the original drawing at the British Library to be 

splodges of red ink or wash, visible also elsewhere on the drawing (Map 4). 

A review of the evidence for the siting and extent of the saltings, including the 

earthworks attributed to them by Parkinson, may be needed. It is clear, however, that 

the upper marshland in HUCA 20 is very likely to preserve buried remains of the 

industry, and may have earthworks related to this which survived the second major 

phase of drainage here in the mid-19th century already mentioned. 

Plans to renew the harbour for coastal trade - or rather to replace it on the Axmouth 

side, across the river from HUCA 21 - were made at intervals from the early to the later 

19th centuries. Burnham’s guide to Seaton, drawing on an account of 1838, says that a 

scheme to repair the haven was proposed in 1806, and that ‘subsequently’ [before 

1838] a harbour on the Axmouth side large enough for vessels of 150 tons burthen was 

completed for John Hallett, Lord of Axmouth (1912, 35-36). This would seem to have 

been after 1822. The Lysons, writing in that year, say ‘There is now no pier at Seaton, 

but coal and culme [coal dust mixed with clay] are landed by the aid of boats’. The 

Hallett harbour was ultimately destroyed by the sea, leaving huge stones and timber 

piles still visible at the time Burnham was writing, and a wharf road remaining today 

(Fig 14). It had continued in use with two vessels running regularly between Axmouth 

and London until the trade was lost to the railway from 1868, the decay and 

destruction of the pier following shortly after this (Hoskins 1954, 326). 

 

 

Fig 14 Site of Axmouth harbour across the mouth of the Axe from the outer end of the 

shingle bar in HUCA 21 

Of particular interest for Seaton is a reference in the Burnham guide to extensive coal, 

culm and timber yards mentioned in 1838. These lay on the Seaton as well as Axmouth 

sides of the harbour, so some were presumably in HUCA 21. None appear on the tithe 

maps, but they must have existed when these were made, only two years after the 

1838 account. The 1889 and 1904 maps show limited and apparently already decayed 

sites on the Seaton shore opposite Axmouth Harbour, very likely associated with early- 

mid 19th century commercial activity of the kind recorded in 1838. These were a square 

yard south of Axmouth Bridge, reduced between 1889 and 1904, and a site further out 

on the shingle labelled ‘Cord’s works’, with no structures shown. 
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The boatyard and marina on the Seaton side of the river mouth today retain some of 

the functions of the Axmouth Harbour, and have potential for buried remains of its 

western yards. Above Axmouth Bridge on the Seaton side, also in HUCA 21, is a corner 

of land reclaimed from the estuary with a slipway, open working area and standing 

structures associated with boatbuilding (Fig 63). 

The beach landing, at the bottom of the two main streets, continued in use, supplying 

fuel to the area, as indicated by the Lysons’ observation quoted above. Coal yards 

clustering by the beach are recorded on the 1840 tithe map. In 1840 coal yards lay, in 

fact, either side of Fore Street where this splays onto the coast, on plots later taken for 

the seafront development of Marine Place. A site in the centre of the open space by the 

beach, between these grimy depots, now the Marine Place roundabout at the west end 

of HUCA 7, may itself have previously accommodated one of the stores used by the 

fishery or coasting trade. By 1840, this site was used for very different features, 

indicating how a contrasting chapter of Seaton’s story had begun. 

3.5.5 A quiet watering place 

By 1840 the site referred to above, at the focal point of the old town where its two 

main streets reach the ancient sea landing (too small to appear on Map 12, but marked 

now by a roundabout by the beach) was used for a bath house and garden. This little 

‘island’ of recreational development on the shore, with coal yards and fishing boats 

nearby, illustrates how the genteel life of the watering place developed alongside and 

slowly permeated the traditional town in the first half of the 19th century. 

The reclamation of the salt marshes of HUCAs 19 and 20 in the later 17th century 

improved the health of the townspeople. In 1756 their vicar wrote that the place was 

‘mild, but was subject to agues which was called the Seaton sick but since the recovery 

of the marsh that complaint ceases’ (Parkinson 1985, 35). The shore was already 

explored in the later 18th century and more widely recognised from the early 19th 

century as a healthy place of resort for the genteel. A visitor to Seaton in 1791 

observed ‘many decent looking men going down the beach three or four times in as 

many hours, and drinking a pint of water each time’ (Dixon and Turton 1995, 7). A 

poem of 1835 pictures a languid stranger, enriched but weakened by service in India, 

enjoying fresh air and relaxation on Seaton Beach (Burnham 1912, 13, 14). The gentry 

no doubt promoted such attractions, along with that of the society of their own kind, by 

word of mouth, before these benefits were published in guidebooks like that written by 

Dr Bacot (retired Inspector of Naval and Military Hospitals) around 1880, 

recommending a stay here to the sick or convalescent in particular (ibid). 

The high sheer faced white and red cliffs running away from Seaton Bay (glimpsed in 

the cover photo, and Figs 44, 66) attracted aesthetes and students of sublime 

landscapes and geology. A sudden event caused the landscape  to appeal more widely, 

to those who could afford a day visit to the area. From around Christmas of 1839 the 

cliffs east of the Axe became famous for the dramatic falling away, to a new level far 

below, of some three-quarters of a mile of cliff ground below Dowlands Farm (see Map 

1 for location). Many paid sixpence a head to visit this ‘Great Landslip’, Queen Victoria 

observed it from her yacht, thousands watched the reaping of the wheat crop which 

had survived the drop into the chasm by ‘young ladies dressed as nymphs of Ceres’ in 

August 1840, and dried and mounted Landslip wheat stalks were sold by stationers. 

The attraction was long-lived, excursionists following guidebooks and taking tickets to 

the site well into the 20th century (as shown for example by the inclusion of a detailed 

description of it in Burnham 1912, 37-43, on which the above summary is based). 

Besides the bath house already mentioned, other urban features developed around 

1800 when the first OS drawing was made, or between then and the time of the tithe 

survey in 1840, reflect a gradual but clear adaptation and small seaward extension of 

old Seaton to accommodate genteel residents. Some of these survive in the town 

today, while others have left structural remains or other traces in its form. 
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Large houses in classical or ornamental style with gardens and stables appeared. Some 

were within the suggested medieval town extent in HUCA 2, such as The Grove east of 

the early market place, and a new residence by the old Manor site (Fig 15). Others 

were on the margins - Rose Cottage on the town side of HUCA 6, and two villas on the 

Colyford Road in HUCA 4, besides others near the shore in HUCAs 6 and 7 described 

further below. They were not grouped together, or necessarily by the sea. However, 

they occupied large, corner or otherwise prominent plots, beside the two main streets 

but with views opening to the south, so that their residents enjoyed associations with 

both the traditional market-based life of the town, and with the seafront.  

 

 

Fig 15 Fine urban house of around 1800 at the medieval Manor site by the junction of 

Fore Street with Manor Road, in the upper part of HUCA 2 

Similar developments in coastal towns elsewhere in the region are known to have been 

built for ships’ captains attracted by sea views, though these are typically by flourishing 

harbours. It is interesting that a prominent house known as the Birdcage, on Sidmouth 

Street/Harepath road near the top of HUCA 2 (mentioned in Section 3.3.2), was 

associated with a Captain Gush in 1866 (Devon Record Office DD.42023). However, a 

fair proportion of the finer houses within Seaton were homes of active or retired clergy, 

to judge by their titles listed in the tithe apportionment. These Reverend gentlemen are 

more likely to have been attracted by the marine spa than by the shipping lanes. As 

noted by Parkinson (1985, 51), one of these establishments relatively distant from the 

sea, the Manor House at the head of the medieval town, seems to have had a satellite 

on the shore, near the baths. The 1840 tithe survey records a small, presumably 

summertime dwelling on the top of the earlier Barrow mound, now part of the 

Esplanade in HUCA 7, leased by the Rev John Badcock who lived at the Manor. 

Either side of the Barrow and the baths were gentry houses on new sites by the shore, 

Cliff Castle and Washington on the west in HUCA 6, and to the east in HUCA 7 the 

Mansion House of the 1840 survey, later named Seaton Beach Hotel and White Cliff. 
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From the perspective of today these may be seen as the core of the continuous 

seafront development of Marine Parade and the Esplanade. It should be noted, though, 

that both show rather in their layout or architecture that they were designed to remain 

open to wide sea and cliff views (Fig 65). Also, as noted above, they formed part of a 

scatter of villas laid out in the town and on its inland side, as well as to seaward. (Their 

distribution pattern is recorded in the HLC database as this shows them as the Sub-

type ‘Large villa’, though it is not so apparent in the report Maps 12 and 13 for the 19th 

century, since the phase maps show them as part of the Broad Type ‘Residential’.) 

Further west were two new residences, Ryall’s Court and The Wessiters in HUCA 8, 

larger than the finest of the urban houses, and greatly distinguished from them by their 

settings. These lay on rising ground outside the Seaton of 1840 (though still close to 

the centre of the modern town), either side of Marlpit Lane. They enjoyed sea views 

and good road communications to Sidmouth and Exeter, and proximity to the growing 

genteel society of Seaton, without being integrated with the town, each standing in a 

naturalistic ‘landscape’ park. As noted by Cherry and Pevsner (1989, 722), Ryall’s Court 

shows the decorative style found also in the cottages ornées of Sidmouth (Fig 16). 

These residences at Seaton seem to have been formed one after the other around 

1840. The tithe map of that date depicts Ryall’s Court with its core laid out but with 

fenced strips by its perimeter where plantations stood by the 1889 mapping, and shows 

The Wessiters as fields with few boundaries so possibly being smoothed for parkland. 

 

 

Fig 16 Ryall’s Court refers to the diversified gothic style of early South Devon resorts 

3.5.6 Villa life by the sea 

Between the mid-19th century and the decade around the coming of the railway in 

1868, the development of genteel coastal residences already begun within the 

framework of the town was accelerated and took a new, specialised form, in the first 

major extension of the town since the Middle Ages. This was an arm of residential 

properties, almost entirely large, often elaborate ‘villas’, spread in different phases 

along the cliffs to the west to exploit their elevated, picturesque, secluded sites, 

forming HUCA 9. 
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This development includes work by well-known architects of the time. The Check 

House, with striking polychrome stone and brickwork, completed in 1866, was probably 

designed by Benjamin Woodward, and executed by Charles Edwards; the more 

conservative Seaforth Lodge was built by Henry Clutton in 1864-65 (MDV 79561 and 

79562, based on Cherry and Pevsner 1989, 722). As the 1889 map shows, these grand 

villas were sited to command sea views, and sizeable gardens planted with trees for 

shelter and ornamental effect (Fig 17). Records show they were occupied in the 

summer seasons by gentry prominent in Devon and national society. The Dowager Lady 

Ashburton entertained at her Seaforth Lodge many visitors, including the influential 

writer Thomas Carlyle and his wife Jane Welsh who were her guests in spring 1865, Mrs 

Carlyle writing of the beauty of the countryside, river and sea; the artist John Ruskin, 

and Florence Nightingale, may also have stayed (Burnham 1912, 25, 32). 

 

 

Fig 17 High balcony for catching the natural spectacle of the sea view, and gables, 

turret and pines for creating further drama, at Upcott on Old Beer Road in HUCA 9 

3.5.7 Resort on the railway 

The LSWR (London and South West Railway) main line between Yeovil Junction and 

Exeter, passing to the north, beyond Colyton, opened in 1860, with a station named 

‘Colyford for Seaton’ (Mitchell and Smith 1991) from which an omnibus took passengers 

on to ‘the little watering-place of Seaton’ (Anon 1865, 25). The Seaton Branch from the 

main line station was opened on a March day in 1868 when ‘delighted knots of rustics 

and youngsters assembled at different points to watch the iron horse and cheer 

whenever it passed’ (Burnham 1912, 31). The railway, as shown on the 1889 OS map 

(Map 6), ran straight down the east side of the town study area by the River Axe, 

through the marshes on the silted ancient estuary; it forms the east sides of HUCAs 19 

and 20. The engineers re-used for its embankment the 17th century Willoughby 

reclamation bank (Parkinson 1985, 54), and this is still used for most of the course of 

the tram line to Seaton which was introduced after the closure of the railway (Fig 61). 
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The branch railway contributed greatly to the growth of Seaton. The population, 

numbering barely 800 in the middle of the 19th century, was half as big again at just 

over 1,200 by 1881, and reached around 1,300 by the end of the century (Anon 1889, 

506, Hoskins 1954, 473). Pulman describes Seaton just seven years after the opening 

of its station as having been converted by this from one of the quietest sea-side 

villages into a modern resort ‘of some pretensions and yet, happily, not at the sacrifice 

of much of the original primitiveness which is its greatest charm. Comfortable lodging 

houses are numerous, hot and cold baths are obtainable, shops are yearly increasing, 

there is excellent hotel accommodation, the town is lighted with gas….’ (1875, 837). 

The scene on the sea-front in summer may have been rather livelier than this suggests. 

Seaton’s application to form a local government board with powers to make by-laws in 

1877 states as one of its principal reasons that ‘disgraceful and indecent scenes’ 

associated with mixed gender sea-bathing were ‘frequently occurring’, and this custom 

was reported again in 1896 at Seaton (amongst other resorts), and may have 

continued with little change (Travis 1997, 20, 24). 

The effect of the railway in promoting growth here may appear limited, though, when 

Seaton is compared to other South Devon seaside railway towns (Hoskins 1954, 119-

120, 473). Hoskins associates this limitation with the pebble fabric of the beach, 

relatively unattractive to families with children. Contemporary writers noted other 

attractions of Seaton Beach, though. Pulman for example describes how ‘The beach….at 

the very extremity of the valley of the Axe….being open and extensive, has hardly its 

equal along this far-famed and delightful coast. It commands magnificent views of the 

open valley for miles….’ (1985, 836). 

Other restraining factors connected with the ownership and management of the Manor 

of Seaton were involved. Parkinson says that the Trevelyans, lords of the Manor and 

leading landowners in the parish, lost control of some of their property there to the 

Charter family after double dealing by Thomas Charter, their steward and solicitor, 

regaining it only after a bill filed in 1827 was decided in their favour in 1846 (1985, 

49). According to the Lysons, writing in 1822, the Manor House was included in the 

[apparently unintended] transfer. The 1840 tithe apportionment schedule, though, has 

Trevelyan as landowner of the Manor including the Manor House, so these documents 

together hint at a complex story beyond the range of this urban survey, but of great 

potential interest for the story of the town. 

Sir WC Trevelyan inherited in 1846 and the family proceeded to mark their interest in 

the infrastructure and character of Seaton with landmark structures at prominent points 

on its limits. A school of 1860 was built on rising ground where Fore Street left the 

town, in HUCA 4 - another school had already been founded by a Captain Proby in 1840 

in a similar position on the old north road (Burnham 1912, 24). A clock tower was 

placed on the Sea Field in HUCA 6 (Fig 37). In HUCA 7 a remarkable memorial on the 

Barrow mound, now lost, identified Seaton as the Romans’ Moridunum (see Section 

3.6.3). However, a remark by Pulman that ‘there are proposals for building on the 

beach which have a most imposing effect – in lithograph’ (1875, 837) may suggest that 

further development was contemplated, but was not achieved, perhaps due to a lack of 

the landowners’ will or resources. Victorian panoramas displayed in the museum at 

Seaton show an arc of towering and elaborate buildings all around the bay, and a broad 

halo of villas beyond - a plan, or vision, for the town, which was never realised. 

Nevertheless, the railway soon attracted the only major expansion of Seaton’s road 

network since the medieval period (the others being streets opening new areas of fields 

for housing, and the recent route allowing retail development on the marshes). 

Communication with the Axmouth area to the east across the Axe, previously provided 

by a ferry over the river from the shingle bar, was transformed by the construction of 

the Axmouth Bridge, finished in 1877. This was designed by civil engineer Philip 

Brannon who advanced the use of mass concrete and reinforced concrete, especially in 

coastal protection, taking out several patents (Markwick 1988, 154). Concrete was also 

used for an innovative toll-house at the Seaton end of the bridge (Fig 18). 
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The route along the back of the bar from Seaton to the ferry was improved as Station 

Road, and the Esplanade was laid out along the front of the bar, opening up the beach 

to carriage traffic (in HUCA 7). A narrower promenade, the West Walk, was also 

extended along the shore to the west in HUCA 9, to the sheltered bathing spot of 

Seaton Hole. 

 

 

Fig 18 Extraordinary, early concrete toll house in HUCA 21 associated with the equally 

early concrete Axmouth Bridge (south of the modern road bridge, beyond the small 

lamp posts visible here to its right); both form part of the wider designed landscape 

of Haven View House (right of photo) 

Surviving buildings show accompanying ‘internal’ commercial growth dramatic in its 

effect (Map 13). Queen Street and lower Fore Street, with Marine Place as the street 

where these join by the sea was now named, were rebuilt to give continuous frontage 

of three storeys with shops and offices, still relatively unaltered, transforming these 

areas (Fig 30, and see further the discussion of HUCA 2). Previously less busy for trade 

than the Cross Street/Fore Street junction on the coach road through town (Section 

3.5.2), they were now the business centre, close to beach and railway approach. 

Great development in residential capacity can also be seen both in and to seaward of 

the old town. The entry for Seaton in the 1889 edition of ‘Kelly’s’ trades directory 

published two decades after the coming of the railway lists some fifty premises offering 

visitors’ accommodation. Four were hotels, two being the central inns of the coaching 

era, the Poles Arms and the Red Lion, while the others were large new establishments 

open to the sea towards the town end of the Esplanade in HUCA 7, the Royal Clarence, 

and the Seaton Beach Hotel at the site previously called the Mansion House. The 

facilities and status of the elegant Seaton Beach Hotel were enhanced by a hall in 

similar classical style adjoining it to landward, apparently an ‘assembly room’ or 

ballroom (Fig 65). 

Most of the accommodation offered in the 1889 directory was in lodging houses. These 

were typically new, three storey terraced houses. Several terraces offered three or four 

boarding houses – Major Terrace, one of the new blocks in old Seaton, towards the 

north side of HUCA 2, and Seafield Crescent (Fig 67) and West Cliff Terrace (Fig 42) by 

the Beer Road, non-continuous westward extensions of the town, in HUCAs 6 and 9. 

Together, the hotels and lodging houses show adaptation of the existing urban 

framework to accommodate the moderately well-to-do in larger numbers. The town 

was infilled or extended, at intervals along the shore, allowing wealthier visitors to 

enjoy each others’ society and greater provision of sea air and views. 
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3.6 Twentieth century to the present time 

3.6.1 Seaton before the end of the Great War; ‘yet to come to its own' 

The author of a detailed guide to the Seaton of the early 20th century states presciently 

that ‘Seaton has yet to come to its own, and it will undoubtedly do so in the near 

future’, visitors frequently returning, above all for its ‘health-giving influences’ 

(Burnham 1912, 33). This suggests that the town was considered to have unrealised 

potential as a resort and retirement place, but developed little, around the turn of the 

century. The close comparability of Seaton as it appears on the OS map made in 1889 

with the town as recorded in the OS revision of 1904 also indicates little structural 

change or growth (Maps 6 and 7). 

While expansion was limited at this time, guidebook and maps together record a flush 

of institutions recognising and sustaining the community which had grown greatly in 

two generations around the later 19th century (Burnham 1912, 18, 24). A large 

Congregational Chapel on Cross Street replaced an earlier one on Fore Street in 1895, 

and a mission church on Sidmouth Street opened in 1899. The Town Hall and Council 

Offices (Fig 19) were established on Fore Street at the east end of Cross Street in 

1904. This formalised town centre was sited in HUCA 2 by the Cross Street/Fore Street 

trading axis of the coaching era rather than reflecting the contemporary commercial 

focus on the seafront, perhaps to mark the area felt to be the historic core (Fig 26). 

 

 

Fig 19 Town Hall marking the Victorian commercial heart of HUCA 2, and contributing 

to local distinctiveness with its use of stone including the pale Beer freestone 

Burnham’s guide also records other, less tangible changes, notably the release of the 

Axmouth Bridge from tolls in 1907 largely at the cost of S. Saunders Stephens, Esq, 

Lord of Stedcombe Manor on the Axmouth side. This was celebrated as giving greater 

freedom of movement across the Axe, and the toll gate was burnt (1912, 34). 

3.6.2 1920s onwards 

The twentieth century was the great era of suburban growth in Seaton. Around a 

hundred new streets, mostly purely residential, were added on to the old core and its 

19th century coastal spreads, or set out in surrounding fields, or filled in between each 

other. This growth shaped the town of today, standing on the seashore like a bookend 

with sculpted outer curves over open countryside, and a straight inner edge against the 

Axe marshes on its east. 
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Hoskins notes Seaton as one of the Devon towns, nearly all on the south coast, 

showing a large increase in its population since the census year of 1931 (1954, 295). 

The OS map of 1936 shows housing already standing, or under construction, covering 

the ground north of the old town as far out as Mooracre near the centre of the study 

area, extending east from the core through part of the strip fields to the Underfleet, 

and running up and west from Seaton Down Hill (in HUCAs 1, 3, 11 and 13). A survey 

made at the Town Hall, displayed at the Museum, shows that Eyewell Green in HUCA 

13, near the then northern edge of the town, was planned in 1928. 

Residential development also encroached on the grounds of the two landscape parks 

conveniently close to the historic core, at Ryall’s Court and The Wessiters, lying either 

side of the south-eastern part of Marlpit Lane, in HUCA 8 (Fig 20). (Ryall’s Court was 

later used as a school, and then re-converted to a house; the parks were further infilled 

with housing around their inner grounds in the later 20th century.) The old parkland 

planting bestowed some of its ornamental character to the new housing; it appears as a 

roughly oval area of trees on the aerial photographs of the late 1920s such as that in 

Fig 1. 

 

 

Fig 20 Tudor style houses east of Marlpit Lane on the margin of Ryall’s Court park, their 

setting benefiting from some of the parkland trees 

A contrasting development also visible on the 1936 map was the holiday camp with a 

linear arrangement of timber buildings, established on the lower marshes by the station 

in HUCA 19 at the south-east corner of the Seaton study area. The camp was formed in 

response to new demand for relatively cheap accommodation accessible by railway on 

the Devon coast (Parkinson 1985, 57-58). A larger camp next to it was built in 1959 

(ibid). 

A study of coastal towns in Devon as a whole explores their varying responses to the 

increase in the access to motorised road transport for the working class between the 

First and Second World Wars (Morgan 1997). It shows that the resorts at this time 

generally adopted strategies intended either to stall or accelerate the potentially great 

shift of their provision from ‘the classes to the masses’ as it was expressed in a Torquay 

newspaper in 1923, and that these set the pattern for tourism in the county for the 

next 50 years. 
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At Seaton, visitors continued to come by rail rather than road until the railway closed in 

1966 – trains were increased in frequency in 1959, offering 15 weekday journeys, 3 

extra on Saturdays, and 10 on Sundays (Mitchell and Smith 1991). Nevertheless, the 

development of the holiday camp and the wider town here fits well with the general 

pattern noted by Morgan. The camp established the town as a working class holiday 

resort, and retained this character for more than half a century, closing only in 2000. 

Familiarity with this place and its fun may also have attracted working families to live 

permanently in Seaton, perhaps on their retirement. 

During the Second World War, like other places with good beach landings, both urban 

and rural, on the Channel coast, Seaton was provided with a variety of fortifications for 

its own defence and that of the wider region. Dams, pillboxes and gun emplacements 

protected the seafront and river mouth, and formed part of the wider ‘Taunton stop 

line’, a series of linear defences running from Bridgewater in Somerset to Axmouth 

(Devon HER, numerous entries including MDV 39420, 45244, 53277, and 72490). The 

holiday camp on the lower marshes in HUCA 19, then still relatively isolated yet 

convenient to the railway and offering a ready supply of concentrated accommodation 

in timber buildings, was used for internment of German nationals (MDV 53277). 

After the Second World War, separate, relatively small, outlying housing developments 

both with and without their own internal roadways were attached to the existing roads 

to the north of the town, in HUCA 15. Their scale may indicate that of the financial 

resourcing available, and their spacing may reflect factors such as patchy release of 

farmland for development, and wider access to motor transport. Since the period of the 

OS map revision of 1963-1996 the residential development has grown further and 

shows greater density and design for car access (HUCA 16). The suburbs have reached 

northwards almost to the A3052, the old turnpike and older highway which for most of 

the long life of the town passed a mile away from it. 

Parkinson in concluding her study of the estuarine marshland forming the eastern side 

of the urban survey area noted intensification of pressure for development there (1987, 

56, 59, 60). In 1989 a new road bridge was built across the Axe, in HUCA 21, just 

upstream of the historic concrete Axmouth Bridge (MDV 37379). In 1997 a new road 

was built out onto the marshes. These road links opened up land in the lower marshes 

(HUCA 19) and in the medieval fields by the Underfleet (HUCA 3) for development. 

They also facilitated access for traffic between Seaton and part of its hinterland, the 

high plateau east of the Axe, previously effectively more distant. Much of the field 

system in HUCA 3, the largest area within the limits of this study remaining open in the 

later 20th century (other than the marshland), was built over by the turn of that century 

(its extent is outlined in Currie 2000, fig 2). More recently the holiday camp site on the 

lower marshes has been levelled and its site part re-used for a large retail development 

(Fig 58). 

The recent development on the lower marshes represents a great and sudden change 

to the retail pattern of Seaton. The area covered by its building complex, car parking 

and access ways, added to those of previous, smaller scale but still substantial modern 

developments nearby, is comparable to that of the later medieval and 19th century 

commercial core of the town, and to that of the suggested site of the Saxon settlement 

of Fleet (Map 14). The historic core of the town itself shows a decline in the marketing 

which, transferred from open market places to shops, has been its formative function 

for perhaps a thousand years; many shops being shut down or having restricted 

opening hours, as observed by a young woman in a comment overheard during the 

fieldwork for this project, ‘I don’t get why they [the shops] are always closed’. 

Most of the upper marshland in HUCA 20 has been maintained as pasture in recent 

times. In its centre, and beyond the north-east corner of the study area, nature 

reserves have been established, with hides from which the enormity of the shift from 

sea to land in the ancient estuary, and the continuing change of the settlement that 

estuary attracted, can be contemplated, as well as the birds. 
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3.6.3 Some perceptions of the historic character of the town today 

The identification of Seaton with the Roman station of Moridunum proposed from the 

16th century ‘by some of the best informed antiquaries’, as the Lysons put it in 1822, 

was revived in the mid 19th century by discovery of buried Roman remains at 

Honeyditches. The idea of a Roman port in the area, capturing the interest of Sir Walter 

Trevelyan, Lord of the Manor, coloured the character of the modern town into the 20th 

century, as shown by Burnham’s guide to the town of 1912. 

Burnham himself found the association of Seaton with Moridunum - based on the 

evidence of place names and of the Antonine Itinerary (Section 3.1.3) – to be 

unconvincing. He noted, though, that ‘such an eminent antiquary as Sir Walter 

Trevelyan has so far satisfied himself upon the point as to have the name Moridunum 

inscribed in letters of black flint on the face of the Barrow….’ on a prominent wall 

(1912, 17, 27, 28). Residents and visitors walking by the Barrow, a curious, central and 

highly visible site on the Esplanade in HUCA 7 (Fig 66), may have gained from it a 

sense of deep time and change behind the modern town. Perceptions of the town’s 

deep past were promoted also by at least one of its shops. The grocers, ironmongers 

and china and glass dealers Follets offered amongst other stock ‘Models of Roman Urns, 

and Ancient Vases, in Ivory, Porcelain and China, suitable for presents or souvenirs of 

Seaton’ (advertisement in Burnham 1912, 19). 

By the mid 20th century historical guides to Seaton considered it comparatively 

uninteresting. Hoskins in his influential survey of Devon towns suggested that Axmouth 

was a more likely site for a Roman harbour, and found Seaton to be ‘mostly a town of 

commonplace late Victorian and Edwardian building….’ (1954, 36, 325, 473). Pevsner’s 

guide to the buildings of Devon, first published in 1952, identified several features of 

interest here, including streets and individual structures of the 18th to early 20th 

centuries, and noted that the sinuous line of Fore Street indicates that the resort 

originated from an earlier settlement. However, it characterised the town as a whole as 

being ‘now swamped by a sprawl of 20th century chalets and amusements at the east 

end of the town’ while ‘retain[ing] some of its character to the west’ (1989 edition, 

721). 

These unenthusiastic assessments probably derived in part from negative reactions to 

the ‘sprawl’ of the chalets on the marshes in HUCA 19, mentioned in the Pevsner guide. 

The holiday camp lay beside the usual approach to the old town at that time, the road 

from the station, and showed forms, materials and social functions which may have 

been unwelcome to searchers for merchant or gentry houses displaying the wealth and 

styles of the more distant past. 

The grudging perceptions of Seaton’s historic character in the mid to later 20th century 

also reflect a more general emphasis on architecture rather than landscape in the study 

of urban development. Landscape analysis was largely confined to small areas of the 

modern town, such as Honeyditches where archaeological excavations took place and 

where evidence for time depth in the field system incorporated in this part of the town 

was noted. ‘The presence of rough patches overlying Roman buildings, and possibly 

also the lines of the trackways connecting them, influenced the layout of the [medieval] 

strips in this area….The use of this area of Seaton Down at successive periods amply 

demonstrates the way in which present features of the landscape are conditioned by 

earlier features and activities’ (Miles 1976, 76). 

A conservation area at Seaton designated in 1991 includes most of the later medieval 

to 19th century core in HUCA 2 (excluding the manor site), and much of HUCA 6, but 

beyond this covers only small, inner parts of HUCAs 1, 3, 4 and 7. An appraisal of the 

conservation area re-evaluates the commercial centre thought to be commonplace by 

Hoskins (Fisher 1999). It notes the survival of earlier shopfronts and entrances 

interspersed with ‘some rather disappointing modern infill and bland shopfronts’ (Fig 

21). It also recognises the interest of buildings and their settings beyond it, in 

particular those of West Cliff Terrace and Check House on the Old Beer Road. 
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Fig 21 Openings of a shop on the west of Fore Street (HUCA 2) allow people in Seaton 

today to appreciate some of the experiences of the Edwardian resort town 

The Seaton conservation area appraisal also recognises the difficulties of an essentially 

architectural analysis, where documentary evidence points to medieval origins, but 

where the only standing medieval fabric recorded is that of the church in HUCA 5, and 

this is outside the core with its predominantly Victorian and later building styles. ‘The 

few statutorily listed buildings belie the considerable intrinsic worth of the historic town 

centre and early origins of the resort. The lack of an obvious focal point ….makes the 

town’s qualities difficult to pinpoint’ (Fisher 1999, 17). These difficulties have led some 

writers to question, uncertainly, whether there was a medieval town at Seaton; a 

recent assessment, for example, finding that ‘there is no concrete evidence to support 

the existence of a medieval town in the true sense. Rather than try to make excuses for 

this absence, it is suggested that the alternative ought to be considered. This is that no 

convincing evidence has been found because there may not be any’ (Currie 2000, 15). 

The DHCMTS, with its application across whole urban areas, brings an opportunity, and 

a requirement, to review the perceived lack of a medieval town at Seaton through 

analysis, characterisation and mapping of the shape of the place, and to use street 

patterns as well as buildings to determine character areas, following the principles 

identified by English Heritage in 2008 to guide HLC. Section 4 of this report aims to 

show how across Seaton as a whole, and in the HUCAS or distinctive areas within it, the 

patterns of streets, areas of plots, and field boundaries inherited from the pre-urban 

landscape, combine with those of standing buildings to support the model of the 

medieval origins and development of the town summarised in Section 3 – landscape 

and buildings often reflecting very different aspects of this historic character. 
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4 Historic Urban Character 
The essential maritime character of the settlement is evoked by its naming as Fleet 

(‘estuary’) and then Seaton (‘sea town’) in medieval times when it was a port sited 

unusually, dangerously, close to the mouth of the Axe to exploit both its beach landing, 

and its sheltered estuary. This can be experienced strongly in the town as a whole 

through the generally fan-shaped pattern of land communications still in use; the main 

roads running inland, forming the ribs of the fan folded out from an ancient route to the 

north respecting the lost tidal inlet, being mostly joined at the head of the beach. 

The 21 distinctive character areas or HUCAs (one comprising two parts) capture a 

coastal settlement shifting, withdrawing, stagnating and changing status as well as 

expanding over time. Most large scale recent development has entailed growth from 

rather than in the historic core, so that the HUCAs and their relationships show historic 

character well, in differing ways. The main exception to this is the area east of centre 

behind the seafront. Here legibility is reduced by the new B3127 road linking Manor 

Road (on the higher ground occupied by the historic core) to Station Road (now 

Harbour Road), and by associated development. This bisects the medieval fields of 

Underfleet, running across their trend; extends over much of the lower marshland; cuts 

the ancient shoreline between these areas; and also further obscures the back-slope of 

the shingle bar (bearing the Esplanade) which transformed the ancient haven to marsh. 

The standing buildings of Seaton reflect very little of the medieval port mentioned in 

early documents, or even of the better recorded fishery still pursued in Victorian times. 

The siting of the church, beside the marsh with its open flat land clearly formed by the 

silting of the estuary, gives some sense of the importance of the lost haven. The lack of 

surviving merchants’ houses, quayside, and the like, shows indirectly the decline of the 

medieval port. The decline is readily associated with the blocking of the inlet by the 

shingle bar, a process evident at the bar’s undeveloped eastern end. 

Many other indicators of Saxon Fleet and medieval Seaton - ancient ways, anomalies in 

the fan pattern of these early roads and changes in their levels, and urban edges, 

tenements and market sites shadowed by later streets or boundaries – survive on the 

ground. This means that the siting, scale and general form of these settlements, and 

their interrelationships and influence on the later town, can be modelled and perceived. 

Some of the character of their surroundings, hundreds of strip fields with several 

commons, also persists, most clearly in the Underfleet gardens, derived from the strips. 

Buildings with their contexts - gardens, new roads, associations with distinctive 

localised topography or geology or with earlier road and field systems - generally 

survive well from the later 19th century onwards. Such complexes show the 

predominant character of Seaton today, that of a relatively small seaside resort, with 

substantial later growth, developed across and around a medieval framework. 

In the centre and on the Esplanade, shops, lodging houses and hotels of the railway 

age prevail. The low density characteristic of coastal resort expansion (Brayshay 1999, 

433) is apparent in the seafront despite later filling and change, whilst in the old core, 

three storey frontage contributes to the sense of greater age conveyed by the steepish 

sinuous streets. Further west, the town shows successive responses from mid 19th 

century to the coast with its spa functions, seclusion and spectacle: two ornamental 

houses with parks now infilled; a clifftop belt of grand villas displaying more publically 

dramatic flourishes of architecture, planting, and siting; and an inner strip of relatively 

modest mid 20th century detached houses adopting the views from higher up. 

The housing developments reaching inland vary in layout and style, showing both 

designed changes of scale and function, and adaptation to the inherited landscape. 

Schemes of the 1920s are field sized and fitted to the town for pedestrian access to 

shops and railway, while later 20th century suburbs snake along drives laid out across 

field systems yet still retain some stronger pre-existing landscape features. 
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4.1 HUCA 1; Possible lost Saxon town 

4.1.1 Historic character 

A roughly rectangular area south of centre in modern Seaton, HUCA 1 extends along, 

and either side of, part of the early road leading north from the sea (here known as 

Sidmouth Street or more recently as part of Harepath Road) and its flanking streets. It 

covers a shelf on the lower slopes of the Axe Valley, not very clearly marked, but 

defined on the north by a slight dip and a stream, on the south by slopes running on 

down the old road to seaward (there named Queen Street), and to the east by a 

stronger break in slope over lower ground extending towards the flat marshland in the 

former tidal inlet of the Axe. Within the site the ground is mostly fairly level; on the 

north-west, it slopes up west of the bisecting road before rising more steeply at 

Townsend Avenue on the edge of the HUCA (Fig 22), and it appears hollowed where the 

early Seaton Down Road (formerly Hobb Lane) runs down to join the spine road. 

The HUCA has map evidence for a possible early settlement, ‘lost’ in the sense that the 

site reverted to fields before becoming absorbed in the modern growth of Seaton. The 

1840 survey records shared field boundaries indicating its outline, with fields of 

medieval strip-derived type attached to this, and shows the ancient north way and 

other roads apparently serving the site and respecting the perimeter. The form and size 

of the site, its location, association with the north road and its primary character 

relative to strip derived fields are consistent with it being an early settlement, laid out 

within defensive earthworks. This could be the Roman station of Moridunum recorded, 

but not closely located, by documentary evidence, associated perhaps with the 

development of outlying high status Roman settlement to the west now partly also in 

modern Seaton. Alternatively, or as well, it could be the recorded Saxon town of Fleet, 

indications of integration in the medieval landscape tending to suggest the latter. 

If this was an early town, it was probably still occupied after the establishment of 

Seaton to its south, but abandoned in later medieval times when the loss of the estuary 

haven caused Seaton to shrink away from it. In the mid 19th century the area remained 

beyond the town, apart from a Tudor style school and cottage row on its south. A linhay 

and then a lone roadside cottage stood just outside the area on the north. The cottage 

site was named Eyewell after an ancient well also adjoining the HUCA, allegedly a holy 

well with a reputation for curing eyes (MDV 14043). This derivation of the place name 

is not apparent from the 1840 tithe apportionment schedule, in which document the 

place is referred to as ‘Highwell’ in the names of half a dozen fields around the well site. 

Around the turn of the 20th century, several terraces were grouped around the central 

Sidmouth Street/Hobb Lane junction. These included a prominently sited row of estate 

type, Tudor style cottages in local stone, displaying the date 1901 and the landowner’s 

initials WJT (Trevelyan). Semi-detached houses in markedly grander but similar style 

and materials, featuring some tower-like bays as well as mullioned windows (MDV 

79577), were placed in generous plots along Manor Road (Fig 23). Tennis courts north 

of Court Lane, by the cricket field in HUCA 5, appear on a street map of 1912 

(Burnham). The greater part of the area, though, was still striped with medieval strip-

derived fields, used from before the time of the OS drawing of 1806 as orchards. 

After the Great War the area was among the first to attract residential expansion, with 

its gentle topography, proximity to the 19th century and earlier core of the town, and 

pre-existing road access. Most ground was developed for housing by the time of the OS 

map of 1936, which captures that on the new Meadow Road on the east in the course 

of construction. Some more recent infilling has occurred for example on the north-east 

where development may have been delayed by tricky drainage associated with the 

early Eye- or Highwell and its stream. The mid 20th century buildings share aspects of 

the character of those of the early part of the century, being generally similar to them 

in scale and in their provision of both terraced and detached housing. While their 

materials and style show standardisation, garden walling of rubble stone occurs along 

road frontages in places, spreading visual interest and local distinctiveness. 
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4.1.2 Above ground heritage significance  

Medium/High HUCA 1 can be seen as a fairly cohesive outer, residential urban zone of 

the earlier 20th century, of Medium significance. It shows extensive housing 

development mostly of that period, taking the form of continuous bands along streets 

running parallel or at right angles to each other. These bands reflect the general trends 

of earlier strip-derived fields and orchards, themselves mostly lost, though a cluster of 

apple trees is preserved just inside it on the south-west, apparently by design (Fig 24). 

The HUCA is distinct from the adjoining urban areas of its time, most clearly on the 

south and east against the historic core of Seaton (HUCA 2) and its post-medieval 

expansion (HUCA 4) with their predominantly 19th century buildings, and less clearly 

around the north and west against housing broadly contemporary with that of HUCA 1 

but made up of several discrete developments fitted into pre-existing fields (HUCA 13). 

The character of ‘turn of the century town limits, and suburb from between the wars’ is 

quite consistent within the HUCA. The area does show considerable variety in the 

density and design of buildings and in garden size. These variations contribute, though, 

to awareness of the narrative, functions and styles of development in modern times at 

Seaton, reflecting such factors as the greater attraction of frontage on the spine road 

(Sidmouth Street, now called Harepath Road) for social housing. The civic character 

and positioning (on the approach to the 19th century town in HUCA 2 on the south) of 

the relatively early buildings - the estate and council cottages on one side of this road, 

and the former school on the other side - mark the HUCA strongly as the new outer 

town of its day, as do the ‘Townsend’ street names of the area. The use of the Tudor 

features deliberately enhances aesthetic value, and the differences of scale and finish in 

the application of this style for social and private housing add further interest. 

However, HUCA 1 is provisionally assessed as having High significance because of its 

potential to contribute to understanding of early settlement and its influence on the 

present landscape in Seaton and in the surrounding district. The outline of the primary 

landscape feature mapped in the 19th century before the re-development of the site and 

interpreted as a possible early town is legible as such on the ground. Streets or paths 

on at least part of each of its sides allow its size and shape to be detected, old roads 

approaching it swerve or dip and then rise suggesting it was formerly enclosed by 

ramparts (Figs 4, 25), and much of the internal layout shows the influence of medieval 

fields and conceivably of earlier tenements. 

4.1.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Most ground in the HUCA has been disturbed, so has low archaeological potential, but 

where it is not, it is considered to have high archaeological potential in view of the 

evidence for early urban settlement. Buried remains of the Saxon period, and possibly 

of Roman times, could be present, and these would be of high complexity and 

importance. Survival of any such remains might be particularly likely in the generous 

gardens of the north-west quarter of the HUCA. This slopes and so has been developed 

less intensively. However, the slope is less likely to have been used for buildings in the 

past also. The largest area of ground in the HUCA remaining open, on the north-east, 

has been greatly altered in appearance by levelling associated with the tennis courts 

(Fig 4). The degree to which this open ground has been cut away is not clear and may 

vary, and so there is some potential for medieval and earlier remains here too. 

The model of early settlement of HUCA 1, with the growth of medieval Seaton to 

seaward of it, might be tested through further study, such as research into the 

character and contexts of finds of Saxon material in museum and other collections, 

review of aerial photographs, and geophysical survey. The story of the area could 

potentially contribute greatly to that of the whole town. It could also have wider 

importance for understanding of burh-type towns and urban development in Devon. It 

would seem to show the alignment on a spine road also serving the harbour and 

(further inland) major river crossings, characteristic of medieval towns in the county 

(Slater 1999, 408), yet seems to differ from these in its positioning near the open sea. 
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Fig 22 HUCA 1 from the west showing 

how it lies on a shelf above the church 

in HUCA 5 by the silted-up estuary 

Fig 23 Early 20th century Tudor style on 

Manor Road refers to earlier 19th 

century ‘Tudor’ on Harepath Road 

  

Fig 24 Apple trees on the south-west 

offer a glimpse of the orchards which 

covered the area in the 19th century 

Fig 25 The early route from the north, 

now Harepath Road, curves and rises 

at the possible edge of the early town 
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Fig 26 HUCA 2 today with component HUCTs (Broad Type). Street lines and bow-like 

backs to plot areas, with altered early manor and market sites, suggest medieval 

Seaton stood in this HUCA. Buildings are largely of the railway age, mostly shops, 

with churches, town hall and later post office by the town centre of the coaching era 
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4.2 HUCA 2; Queen Street and lower Fore Street 

4.2.1 Historic character 

This roughly shield shaped area tilting south towards the sea is Seaton’s post-medieval 

commercial core, with street frontage predominantly Victorian and Edwardian in 

character, and may also incorporate the medieval town (Figs 26, 27). Within the HUCA 

lies the wishbone junction above the sea of the two main historic routes leading inland, 

which are also the principal commercial streets, with Manor Street joining these along 

the top of the shield, Cross Street linking them further down, and a few side streets. 

 

 

Fig 27 Aerial view of Seaton c1928 from the ancient beach landing ©English Heritage 

(Aerofilms collection, EPW023886). The urban core, HUCA 2, lies on the forking 

routes leading inland, in the foreground and centre; with HUCA 1 marked by its 

straight parallel streets beyond, and the more open Sea Field, HUCA 6, to the west 

No standing fabric of medieval houses is known; though some may survive unrecorded 

among or behind the later buildings, and a medieval boundary in the centre of the 

shield shape, towards its top, is recorded (MDV 62915). Despite this, through the 

patterns and relationships of streets, recorded on historic maps and visible on the 

ground, HUCA 2 can be seen to contain an extension from the Saxon town of Fleet in 

HUCA 1 on its north. Both Fleet and Seaton are named in a mid-12th century document. 

The expansion may have acquired a new place name partly because it lay unusually 

close to open sea for a medieval urban area, and, though originally similar to its 

predecessor in some ways in terms of shape, was distinctive, unenclosed by ramparts. 

The HUCA can be seen also from its street pattern to have become the focus for further 

growth, reflecting gradual silting of the estuary and resulting shifting of the land route 

across it. These changes seem to have favoured the north-eastern rather than northern 

trend to development, along Fore Street, and the withdrawal of settlement from Fleet 

(before development returned to this area in the earlier 20th century). Seaton only is 

named in later records, the town surviving decline of its port function by around 1400. 
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Groups of tenements, defined by rear boundaries rounded at their outer corners, and 

showing variations in width between them, indicate medieval settlement established in 

several phases along the road to the north from the sea, and on its branch to the 

north-east. A plot on the north-east mapped in 1840, large and situated just outside 

the primary HUCA 1, on the early Manor Road leading to Colyford Road, can be 

understood as the medieval manorial centre, for which the road is named. This site was 

later redeveloped but is still marked by the urban, classical style Manor House of c1800 

(Fig 15). The layout of the roads, and the surviving open space named the Green, point 

to the location of the core of the core, Seaton’s market documented in 1276, at the 

base of the shield shaped HUCA. The irregular, ‘jostling’ arrangement of the later 

buildings on the north of the Green can be seen as infill of an originally much larger 

market place. Map analysis indicates that this infill included by around 1800 a large 

building, probably a market hall, which gave way to small dwellings, and later to 

commercial properties. The continuing use of one ‘fill’ building as a public house – the 

George Inn, recorded in the 19th century (MDV 79590) – projects something of the 

character of the market place as a busy place for meetings as well as trade (Fig 28). 

The extent and development of the medieval town between these manorial and market 

centres is tangible in the HUCA from the destinations, courses, and junctions of its 

streets. Much other evidence in the form of rear tenement boundaries and earlier field 

boundaries is lost or inaccessible due to more recent re-building and infilling. The town 

seems to have extended first along the ancient north route made up of the inner part of 

Sidmouth Street (now Harepath Road) and Queen Street; and to have branched 

possibly in medieval times along the north-east road, here lower Fore Street. Manor 

Road running between these streets on the broad north rim of the shield shape of the 

HUCA would have previously joined Sidmouth Street with Colyford Road, so respecting 

and serving HUCA 1, before Fore Street was cut through strip fields between the Manor 

and the sea to extend the line of the Colyford Road. Stock Lane branching off Sidmouth 

Street to the west of Manor Road seems to be similar to the latter in that it also 

respected and served the earlier town, HUCA 1. The early route to the west was 

replaced by Beer Road, possibly later medieval since it serves the centre of HUCA 2. 

The framework of medieval roads forming the HUCA is largely unaltered. Cross Street 

may be a post-medieval cut between the two main streets, extending the route from 

the west through the town centre. Eyre Court Road just behind the sea-front, made 

around 1900, reflects the demand for re-development to serve the seaside resort, 

highest near the beach, railway and other resort infrastructure, a pressure reflected 

also in the renaming of the lower end of Fore Street as Marine Place. 

The buildings standing today within this early framework reveal several aspects of the 

developments of the HUCA from medieval times. Notably, their character shows the rise 

in status of Fore Street to become the primary street (and the root of later growth in 

HUCA 4), perhaps related to the re-routing of the Axe Estuary road crossing to Axe 

Bridge at Colyford c1228 (the Fore Street route runs on towards this bridge, as 

Colyford Road). The shift of main road status from Queen Street to Fore Street may 

have favoured the survival in the older street of several of the smaller, solid houses 

evocative of a quite static but substantial post-medieval town, though the past strong 

character of these as a group, noted in the 19th century (Section 3.5.2), is lost. A few 

earlier cottages survive also on upper Fore Street in this HUCA (as well as in its outer 

part in HUCA 4), less attractive for 19th century rebuilding. Jasmine Cottage, 32 Fore 

Street (Fig 29), is thought to be 16th century, remodelled in the 18th century (MDV 

22226), and 33 Fore Street has been dated to the late 18th century (MDV 79570). 

The standing buildings of HUCA 2 also offer rich experiences and understanding of the 

more recent history of Seaton as a coastal resort and retirement place. Some sense can 

be gained of the early 19th century origins of the resort - of the individual grander 

houses on finer plots with sunny open aspects and sea views indicated by old maps - 

though this is reduced by the hemming in of the well-preserved Manor House by 

development in the adjoining HUCA 4, and by change to other sites such as The Grove. 
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The shops and houses of the resort town of the railway era are strongly represented, 

forming the predominant character of the HUCA today (Fig 26), despite some 

significant losses, notably Violet Terrace by Cross Street (right of centre, facing, in Fig 

27), demolished in the 1970s and now the site of Windsor Gardens (Gosling 1991, 29). 

Lower Fore Street has near continuous frontage of three storey Victorian and Edwardian 

buildings, with accommodation over commercial fronts at street level, some quite 

altered but many preserving original openings, and several former hotels or inns (Fig 

30). A group of shops on the Queen Street/Cross Street corner retains much original 

detail (MDV 79589). Businesses shifted within the HUCA towards beach and railway; 

while institutions founded c1900, a new chapel on Cross Street, a mission church on 

Sidmouth Street, and the Town Hall and Council Offices on Fore Street at the east end 

of Cross Street, cluster around the heart of the HUCA and of the town of their period. 

These buildings with the recent garden on the site of Violet Terrace form a modest, 

rather dispersed civic focus for the resort, anchored to the commercial core of the 

coaching age (Section 3.5.2), and separate from the only historic central public space, 

the small ‘Green’ left by the infilling of the early market (Fig 28). A more expansive, 

designed area for public and commemorative functions was provided outside the old 

town, at Sea Field in HUCA 6, rather than through the development of a square here. 

Two substantial later 19th century residential rows, Major Terrace with some original 

sash windows surviving, and Manor Terrace (MDV 79581, 79583), are placed towards 

the north side of the HUCA where pressure for trading premises was less intense. They 

are similar in extent, and may reflect the scale of ambitions or resources for such 

developments at the time. They are similar also in the orientation of their long axes 

with the seafront, but Manor Terrace faces north, while Major Terrace faces towards the 

sea, and shows strongly - with its first floor bay windows, lifted up as it were to the 

middle of its three storey façade to open the view to seaward - the different status and 

function associated with its southerly aspect, recorded in 1889 when it was one of the 

streets where boarding houses for visitors were concentrated (Section 3.5.7). 

4.2.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The heritage value of HUCA 2 is considered High both for its street pattern, largely 

undisturbed, and little altered in recent decades, indicating how Seaton developed in 

this area from medieval times; and for the survival of buildings showing the extent, 

style and function of the town centre in the railway age, very good on lower Fore Street 

in particular. The buildings have acquired a strong aesthetic as well as historical value 

as a group, with their three storey frontage on plots of earlier origin. Their architecture 

and design merits further study, particularly for the surviving houses of the watering 

place of the early 19th century. Beer stone used in the Town Hall (Fig 19), and rubble 

stones, some water-worn, in plot walls (Fig 31), contribute to local distinctiveness. 

The HUCA and its relationships with those adjoining it can be seen to show how 

medieval Seaton grew here from HUCA 1, and then grew towards post-medieval HUCA 

4, over pre-existing medieval strip fields of HUCA 3; and how this area also provided in 

the 19th century the commercial and residential centre for the lower density, high status 

seafront development in HUCAs 6 and 7. The evidence for the location and extent of 

medieval Seaton in this HUCA is of relevance for the study of town development on a 

regional scale. Medieval Seaton is an example of the type of substantial towns with a 

diversified non-agrarian base but lacking borough status identified in a recent wider 

study (Fox 1999, 406), and appears remarkable for its close proximity to the open sea. 

4.2.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Despite the 19th century rebuild, recent infill, and some redevelopment, the HUCA has 

high archaeological potential for buried medieval urban deposits, as shown by the 

discovery of medieval pottery behind 18 Cross Street (MDV 74099); and these may be 

highly complex. Early fabric may survive in rear plots, even in buildings, and there is 

great scope for recording and analysis of scarps and walls defining tenements (Fig 31). 
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Fig 28 The Green, where Fore Street 

meets Queen Street, legible as part of 

a medieval market place, mostly infilled 

Fig 29 Housing of the contrasting types 

prevailing before and after the resort 

was developed, at 32 Fore Street 

  

Fig 30 Fore Street with shops and hotel 

forming the core of the resort of the 

railway age, yet retaining a sinuous 

line indicative of a medieval origin 

Fig 31 Deeper ground (right) with 

potential for buried medieval remains 

east of Fore Street in plots fronting the 

market site (by the further building) 
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4.3 HUCA 3; Underfleet 

4.3.1 Historic character 

HUCA 3 is an east facing slope now mixed in use with modern retail and housing 

development, and associated open areas for car parking, interspersed with longer 

established gardens, but still showing its shaping from early medieval times as a strip 

field system bordering the ancient tidal inlet of the Axe. The name Underfleet was used 

for a stream or drain running along the base of the slope below the field system as 

recorded on the OS maps of 1889 and 1904. It was also given to a track beside the 

watercourse, at least by the mid-20th century, as shown by later OS mapping. The 

name is applied to this HUCA since the line followed by the stream and path, being the 

edge of the marshes filling the estuary, was also the edge of the strip field system. 

(See also Section 3.2.2 for comment on this name). 

The OS drawing of 1806 (Map 4) depicts the general layout of the strip fields, then very 

well preserved through almost universal re-use as orchards. On the detailed tithe 

survey of 1840 field boundaries following similar lines to those in this HUCA can be 

seen to the west beyond Fore Street (in HUCA 2), indicating that the field system 

extended west to the backs of the tenement plots lining the ancient north road (Queen 

Street and Sidmouth Street /Harepath Road) before Fore Street was laid out across it. 

The 1840 survey also shows, together with the 1889 and 1904 OS maps, that the 

strong secondary orchard character was progressively reduced through the 19th 

century. This was most likely because of pressure for other use associated with 

changing functions of the adjoining properties off Fore Street, such as the rebuilding of 

cottages there as commercial premises, or the pasturing of horses behind coaching inns 

or hotels and the stables of the gentry. 

The upper, western edge of the fields today (cut by Fore Street and its flanking 

tenements) is publically accessible only in places, and is obscured by development 

extending eastward from Fore Street in HUCA 2. However the continuing use of the 

Underfleet footpath means that part of the former shoreline followed by the lower, 

eastern edge of the field system is readily experienced and interpreted, and this lower 

edge is also marked by a boundary wall between a lane and a car park at the southern 

end of the HUCA. 

The historic pattern of the fields themselves can be detected both in the surviving open 

ground and in the trend of much of the development which reflects that of the fields. It 

is a pattern of narrow, relatively long, curving fields forming a ‘reversed J’ in plan. This 

is characteristic of land enclosed in later medieval times from ‘open’ strips designed to 

sub-divide equitably wider stock proof fields, and subsequently sculpted in those strip 

shapes by ploughing with teams of oxen. 

Opportunities to follow the field pattern on the ground remain, though these are limited 

particularly in southern and central parts of the HUCA. Car parks allow access here, and 

the curving Marsh Road, developed by the time of the 1933 mapping, is legible as being 

fitted into medieval fields. However, the more recent Manor Lane-Harbour Road link 

road, and associated substantial blocks of buildings such as Jubilee Mews, cut through 

the system and form a strong trend in the opposite direction to that of the strips. To 

the north, the post-medieval Marsh Lane, renamed Clapp Lane, runs across the HUCA 

on a straightened line, and is not closely representative of the line of the fields, but 

does mark their general direction, and their connection with the town core. The 

traditional use of the fields for orchards, which will have given the area its predominant 

character for generations of townspeople and travellers around 1800, is no longer easy 

to see but can be glimpsed in a few corners where apple trees still stand (Fig 32). 

4.3.2 Above ground heritage significance 

Though modified by recent development, HUCA 3 displays fairly well - much more 

extensively than any other area of the town today - traces of medieval strip-derived 
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fields (in open ground, in garden or car parking areas, against the back of HUCA 2 to 

the west). As shown by map analysis, such fields prevailed into the 20th century over 

almost the whole of the study area outside the historic urban core. This modified 

survival, in this position, is of High value due to its contribution to understanding of the 

landscape setting and context of Seaton, and its high sensitivity to change. The HUCA’s 

east edge against flat land formed in the silted ancient estuary, a strong line and break 

in slope mostly still clear of recent development and accessible along the Underfleet 

footpath, shows how the town lay close to, but respected, the lost tidal inlet then 

impassable on foot here in its lower reaches. 

Several other aspects of the HUCA contribute to the assessment of value. Its old apple 

trees are important as vulnerable survivors of the hundreds that once covered it and 

other areas close to the town core and were a distinctive feature of the landscape and 

traditional farm-based economy of the district. Though old fruit trees may be fewer 

even than those in HUCA 1, as far as could be ascertained in the very rapid ground 

survey carried out for this project, they have a landscape significance lost by the latter, 

since they stand in at least one site in a grassy enclosure still legible as an orchard 

derived from a strip field system, though now managed rather as a garden (Fig 32). 

 

 

Fig 32 Garden on the north in HUCA 3, with strip shape showing how this landscape 

evolved from medieval fields running down to the ancient tidal inlet, now level 

pasture; and with fruit trees surviving from orchards established here by c1800 

4.3.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Because of its position on a moderate sunny slope overlooking the ancient estuary with 

its varied natural resources and capacity for waterborne transport and trade, the HUCA 

(where not affected by ground-disturbing development) is also considered to have high 

archaeological potential for survival of significant buried remains. These could include 

features cut into the sub-soil, artefacts, or other deposits of the prehistoric to medieval 

eras. 
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4.4 HUCA 4; Upper Fore Street 

4.4.1 Historic character 

HUCA 4 lies on gently rising ground, its buildings flanking upper Fore Street as this runs 

away from the coastal core of Seaton to form Colyford Road. It lies to the north-east of 

the 19th century commercial centre and medieval town (in HUCA 2). It is quite clearly 

distinguished from HUCA 2 in the landscape by its topography and, despite more recent 

infill, by the lower density and generally lower height of its buildings. This area, as 

represented on the historic maps, also lacks evidence for the curving backs of areas of 

tenements indicative of the medieval core found in HUCA 2. The standing houses of 

varying periods and styles include some which may be survivors from the 16th century, 

mixed with old and more recent schools, two formerly well-spaced villas, an inn, and a 

Catholic church. Altogether the predominant character is that of post-medieval roadside 

expansion. 

The area has been shown in places, where not disturbed by buildings, to have buried 

medieval and earlier settlement-related remains, lying as it does on the shoulder of the 

ancient tidal inlet of the Axe (in HUCA 20). Excavations in advance of housing 

development south of Court Lane on the north-west of the HUCA revealed several 

ditches (already mentioned, in Section 3.2.2), a hearth, and local flint and chert cores 

and flakes indicating tool production. These were all thought likely, or shown by 

association with pot sherds, to be Bronze Age in date (MDV 80953, 80954, 80958, 

80959). It has been suggested on the basis of its proximity to the parish church (in 

HUCA 5 on its north) that this area was the location of Fleet, the town of Saxon times. 

However, the characteristics of the HUCA as presently understood through analysis of 

historic maps (outlined in the paragraph above) do not support this suggestion. 

Many boundaries of properties in the HUCA reflect something of its earlier landscape, 

one of sinuous fields derived from medieval strips and used as orchards by the time of 

the 1806 survey (Map 4). The tenements’ slightly curving side boundaries follow those 

of the amalgamated strips, while their squared backs cut across the latter, resulting, in 

combination, in the zigzagging of the eastern edge of the HUCA. The more regular west 

side of the HUCA follows the western edge of the field system. This straighter line is 

shown schematically on the 1806 drawing and in detail on the 1840 survey and 

subsequent large scale maps. It marks the east side of the rectilinear primary feature in 

HUCA 1, interpreted as the early medieval enclosed town of Fleet, to which the strip 

fields were attached. These patterns are difficult to perceive on the ground, though, as 

there is limited public access to the sides or backs of the properties. 

On the west of Fore Street, a range of possibly 16th century cottages with large front 

chimney stack (72 and 74 Fore Street, MDV 14045) show the substantial thatched 

housing noted as typical at Seaton in the 19th century. They also show the contrast 

between such housing and the tall terraces of the railway era, an outlying terrace being 

attached to the town side of the range (Fig 11). This juxtaposition is not evident 

elsewhere due to the 19th century development having replaced the earlier, or to later 

re-development, though it is visible also in HUCA 1 (Fig 29). The St Clare’s school of 

c1840 is altered and overlooked by a recent housing estate to its rear with access road 

curving round it. Despite this it is still legible, with its little tower (now truncated) and 

prominent position on a rise above the main road on the outskirts of the town of its 

time, as a civic improvement with an air of patronage, made for the Trevelyans, 

landowners and Lords of the Manor of Seaton. 

East of Fore Street several buildings, recorded on the 1840 tithe map and perhaps on 

the 1806 OS drawing, show how this route attracted a scattering of sites providing for 

commercial life and for genteel living from the later 18th century, before such activities 

were focussed on the seafront. The King’s Arms Inn is in use today, and two large 

residences, formerly with a sizeable garden each, survive with varying degrees of 

alteration and infill, the villa character of that named Manor Cottage remaining quite 

clear. 
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Also east of Fore Street, two adjoining developments of the mid 20th century show 

different styles of urban infill with a desire for improvement. Fortfield draws on the past 

with its row of verandahed semi-detached houses facing south and its enclosing walling 

featuring crenellated, round sectioned gateposts forming tiny towers. It may also evoke 

past grandeur through its name, that of an outstanding, early, balconied terrace in 

Sidmouth. At the same time, the breadth of the windows of the Fortfield houses gives 

them a markedly more modern feel. The Case Gardens estate has a strong sense of 

provision for its community. Its similar single storied houses stand in an arc like 

neighbours enjoying the sun around an open space. Shared pedestrian access from the 

road is emphasised by a bayed roadside wall, again with ‘castle’ gateposts (Fig 33). 

 

 

Fig 33 Entry to the low density, low rise housing of Case Gardens in HUCA 4 from Fore 

Street, with a spacious ‘edge of the old town’ feel and views to hills across the Axe 

4.4.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The landscape here has High significance for the story of Seaton. It retains few known 

earlier post-medieval buildings. However, it can be visualised as urban expansion of 

that period through the pattern of its development along the upper Fore Street/Colyford 

Road route. Its relatively small size and low complexity indicate the limited way in 

which the town grew as a market town in the post-medieval period, following what was 

then the main approach to its market from inland. The area also has wider interest for 

the region. It has been suggested that the early urban settlement was on the north of 

this place, beside the church (in HUCA 5), removed from the open sea. The map 

evidence for landscape development here indicates that Seaton does not conform to 

this pattern. Several buildings and building groups of the late 18th to 19th centuries, on 

either side of Fore Street, give a sense of the varying ways in which the townspeople 

and travellers of that period used this area on the outskirts of the urban core 

represented by HUCA 2. They also contribute greater time depth and aesthetic interest. 

4.4.3 Below ground heritage significance 

There is relatively little undisturbed ground, but such as there is has high potential for 

buried remains of prehistoric activity (as demonstrated in Section 4.4.1) as well as for 

traces of the medieval use of the area as fields and later re-use of these as orchards. 
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4.5 HUCA 5; Church and Cricket Field 

4.5.1 Historic character 

Two adjoining substantial areas of mostly open ground make up HUCA 5. They lie either 

side of Colyford Road, on the north-east of the 19th century and earlier town, still within 

the heart of modern Seaton. The HUCA occupies a small tongue of slightly higher 

ground above the west edge of the marsh in the silted up estuary of the Axe (Fig 6). 

On the east in the HUCA is the parish church of St Gregory (St George in medieval 

times) with surrounding graveyards. The church is an extensively altered and restored 

structure, known to have fabric of the 13th century. Norman stonework, possibly from 

an earlier church, is said to have been found in the old vicarage grounds nearby. Also in 

this east part of the HUCA is the site of an early parish school by the roadside on the 

west of the churchyard, recorded on the 1840 map, marked by several later houses. 

In and around the church a variety of post-medieval and later features and fittings 

show changing aesthetics and customs through deep time. These include remains of 

the embellished canopy of a 17th century large private pew of the Walrond family, 

removed from a commanding position in 19th century alterations. A gallery was 

provided by Lord and Lady Rolle for the use of their tenants at Beer, as recorded in a 

tablet of 1817. Remarkable faint carved outlines of ships with their riggings, perhaps 

made by boys being trained to their use, and 18th century memorial tablets to salt 

officers, evoke strongly aspects of Seaton’s seagoing and saltmaking past (Fig 9). 

This maritime character can be experienced too in the siting of the church by the lost 

shore, offering views over the marshes filling the old tidal inlet behind the shingle bar. 

The styles and inscriptions of some of the memorials in the churchyard commemorate 

maritime connections. A prominent sculpture of a cross wrapped in an anchor and chain 

is dedicated to two captains who were brothers, from the Gibbs family of Beer, both of 

whom died at Portsmouth in the first decade of the 20th century (Fig 34). 

The old vicarage just south of the HUCA is marked on Donn’s map of 1765. Its function 

was maintained until the 20th century when this was transferred to a new vicarage 

north of the church now absorbed in the residential development of HUCA 17. The old 

vicarage site is no longer readily legible as such. It retains its substantial house partly 

open to the church approach, but this is considerably altered, and is surrounded on the 

south and east by lower houses, and associated landscaped areas. These extend over 

the site of its ornamental garden and lawn recorded by the 1840 tithe survey, and part 

of the area of its carriage turning circle depicted on the OS mapping of 1889. 

The west side of the HUCA, recorded on the OS map of 1889 as the Cricket Field, 

continues to be used for sport. Earlier use of this sports area for a pound for restraining 

stray animals is suggested by the name of the field here listed in the 1840 tithe 

apportionment schedule, Pound Close. The plan of the enclosure, recorded in 1840, 

does not resemble those of known pounds elsewhere. Possibly this was an existing field 

adopted as a pound. Alternatively, the field may have incorporated the site of a 

purpose-built pound which does not survive as an upstanding feature. No earthworks of 

a pound are evident on the ground. Slight undulations are visible within the field, but 

these could be traces of the boundaries of medieval fields amalgamated to form a 

larger one, rather than remains of the pound. 

Both parts of the HUCA share a semi-natural quality contributing, in contrasting ways, 

to historic character and time depth rare in many other outer areas of the town away 

from the cliffs. The Cricket Field preserves an expanse of the grass once prevalent in 

the lower meadows by the Axe marshes. The churchyard contains a variety of trees, 

overgrown hedge banks, and memorials made of different types of local and other 

stones, showing traditional skills in their varying shaping and finishing, some marked 

with makers’ names, and bearing large lichens indicative of age (Fig 35). 
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4.5.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA forms a coherent whole, its two parts offering a strong sense of community 

use, wide public access, grassland and trees shaped by past and present activity, and 

open space and views flowing out over the undeveloped upper marshes on its east 

(HUCA 20). These characteristics have continued through the great growth of 

residential Seaton in the 20th century which respects it on the north (in HUCAs 14 and 

17) so that the HUCA demarcates clearly the extent of the post-medieval town along 

the Axe Valley (in HUCA 4). Along with the varied components and research potential of 

the HUCA, they contribute to a High overall heritage value. 

The Cricket Field is perhaps the best survivor within the town of the sites providing for 

the leisure and social activity of the residents and visitors of the genteel 19th century 

resort, other than the seafront walks with their more recent finish. Other historic 

infrastructure of this kind - the bath house, hunt kennels and more ephemeral seaside 

seats and bathing machines - has been lost. The field may also represent aspects of the 

farming economy of the post-medieval market town, with its old name suggesting use 

as a pound, and its proximity to the marshy pasture in the valley bottom. 

Further study of the positioning of the church on the lost shore of the tidal inlet, outside 

the areas where the HLC model suggests medieval settlement (HUCAs 1 and 2), could 

contribute much to understanding of Seaton’s history. The siting may reflect the 

economic and symbolic importance to the town of a former bend of the River Axe to the 

Seaton side, suggested by place-name evidence for HUCA 17 adjoining it on the north. 

It may also have been affected by pressure of space within the early town, itself sited 

back from the tidal limit for protection against flooding and raiding (above the level 

ground of the cricket field, beyond the churchyard, in Fig 36). 

Both the siting of the church by the estuary, and features in its interior and churchyard 

evoking the skill and familiarity with ships and saltings of townspeople and 

parishioners, indicate the role and importance of the sea in the origins and early growth 

of the town. These indications are of particular value since little is apparent in the town 

today of the infrastructure and influence of the medieval port and the medieval and 

later fisheries. 

The church as it stands today rather like the town it serves has been regarded as 

offering restricted historical interest compared to others of medieval origin, because of 

a lack of known early fabric and perceived integrity of plan. However, again like the 

town itself, it may rather be seen as having developed through great changes, while 

retaining potential for further recording and appreciation of its architecture and its 

contribution to Seaton’s story. The incorporation of a gallery for Beer folk, for example, 

reflects the town’s essential historic role as a marketplace for a coastal hinterland, 

visible also in the provision of a road to Beer from the suggested Saxon town of Fleet, 

in HUCA 1, and the apparent shift of this road to better serve medieval Seaton in HUCA 

2. Both church and graveyards have very high archaeological sensitivity as well as 

many, deep levels of meaning for people and for the community. 

4.5.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The Cricket Field is close to the ancient estuary, and lies between this and the 

suggested early town in HUCA 1, is relatively undisturbed, and has indications of low 

earthworks, possibly early in origin. It therefore has high archaeological potential for 

the survival below ground of significant remains of both the prehistoric and historic 

eras. This may be illustrated by a record of the discovery of a Roman gold coin of 

Domitian when the cricket field was made in Seaton in the early 1880s (MDV 37220). 
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Fig 34 Memorial by Seaton church to 

the Gibbs brothers, evoking their lives 

as sea captains 

Fig 35 Seaton churchyard, rich in semi-

natural and architectural interest as 

well as meaning for the community 

 

 

Fig 36 View west from the church tower 
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4.6 HUCA 6; Sea Field 

4.6.1 Historic character 

HUCA 6 is a wedge shaped area opening up southwards to the sea over a natural shelf 

and down a gentle gradient, between the higher (though still only moderately elevated) 

western coastal strip with its red cliffs, and the low-lying Esplanade on the shingle 

barring the ancient mouth of the Axe Estuary. At the time of the 1840 survey the 

greater, seaward part of the HUCA was almost entirely open meadow known as the Sea 

Field. This may have been common ground from early historic times as the medieval 

strip fields prevalent elsewhere in the study area seem to have barely encroached here. 

It may perhaps have been used as pasture during the three-day annual fair recorded at 

Seaton in 1276, since it lies close to the likely medieval urban core with its market 

place in HUCA 2. This project has not included searches for documentation of such 

uses, though. The narrower part of this HUCA inland of the Sea Field formerly lay in 

medieval strip derived fields, re-used as orchards by the time of the OS drawing of 

1806, like most of the land around the historic core of the town (Map 4). 

The orchard ground on the north of the HUCA is now a car park with modern surfacing 

and structures obscuring its former attraction as a sunny shelf open to the coast. The 

Sea Field however though substantially reduced in area survives as a grassy park with 

bowling and playground areas above the gentle coastal slope. Its presence, combined 

with the topography, and proximity to the town centre and seafront, can be seen to 

have determined the present layout and character of the streets of the HUCA. 

The seaward side of the HUCA, and also the top of its slope now screened by later 

buildings, feature grand, originally well spaced houses with grounds, exploiting the Sea 

Field’s uninterrupted views over the coast. The historic character of Rose Cottage, the 

earlier of these, at the top of Sea Field, is difficult to appreciate fully. It has lost both its 

gardens and its view, and has more recent development attached to its sides. Current 

restoration may make it easier to recognise its quality. The two grandest houses are 

those nearest the sea, Cliff Castle and Washington. They are clearly legible from their 

scale, style and aspect as town expansion of the later 18th and early 19th centuries 

associated with the early, genteel phase of its function as a coastal resort. These two 

houses dominate the view to the west from the square of Marine Parade at the heart of 

the seafront, their pale fronts catching the light like the chalk faces of White Cliff (cover 

photo). While they are similar in scale, one shows an extravagant mock castle front and 

the other a restrained classical façade, adding variety to their visual impact. 

From the later 19th century the perimeters of Sea Field behind Cliff Castle and 

Washington, and of the orchards and garden on old fields behind Rose Cottage, were 

developed with terraces facing in to these open spaces and where possible looking out 

across them to the sea beyond. The relative chronology and styles of these 

developments reflects their desirability associated with the availability or quality of sea 

views. Houses in Beer Road display decoration full of seaside character, with patterns 

made of round pebbles on exterior walls (MDV 79564, 79565). 

The sweeping (though not crescentic!) terrace of Seaview Crescent steals its view from 

the earlier Rose Cottage behind. Standing high over the open field and visually 

heightened by three storey bay projections it impresses with the spacious and refined 

yet sociable character of the better lodging houses of the railway age (Fig 67). A brick 

clock tower on the town edge of Sea Field above the coastal slope commemorates 

Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee of 1887. Built at the cost of the Lord of the Manor of 

Seaton, Sir Walter Trevelyan, it also marks his ownership of the town and identifies Sea 

Field as a genteel public space and focus for the resort (Fig 37). The houses on the 

Orchard and Havenview streets behind Sea Field, marked on the 1933 map, were given 

a more intimate character with features such as welcoming round arched doorways. 

They now have an air of benign neglect in places with crumbly concrete roadway and 

overgrown bushes, and cats and even chickens enjoying the lack of through traffic. 
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A few traces of the impact of World War II can also be seen. Walling below the Castle 

house displays features of the gun slits of a pillbox hidden behind it. The Jubilee 

gardens at Sea Field mark the site of a villa hit by German bombing (Gosling 1991, 18). 

4.6.2 Above ground heritage significance 

HUCA 6 has High heritage value. With its generally low density, high status 

development and strong coastal character it is readily experienced and understood as 

an area providing for the pleasure and recreation of the public as well as resort 

accommodation, with wide public access, both in the past and in the present. It has lost 

some of its characteristics inherited from the pre-resort landscape, notably through the 

conversion of the orchard on the north to a car park. However, its shaping from the 

open coastal pasture evoked by the name Sea Field can be appreciated. The early 

development of the resort landscape is difficult to visualise in places, where buildings 

within or beyond the HUCA have taken and modified the original sea views and gardens 

of earlier villas or boarding houses ones, but this process is itself of historical interest. 

The grand houses by the seafront, and Seaview Terrace above the coastal slope, form a 

group of particularly high value for Seaton. With their elevated sites, architectural and 

aesthetic interest and variety and good survival of their original settings and spacing, 

they are highly visible and significant markers of the elevated social level, and gradual 

pace, of the town’s shift from local market centre to quiet watering place (Fig 37). The 

association of the group with the resort’s commercial core on the east in HUCA 2 is 

clear. Its chronological relationship with the marine villas of HUCA 9 which extended 

the genteel residential development along the more secluded and scenic cliffs to the 

west is also apparent despite the intervening row of houses on the west of Castle Hill. 

 

 

Fig 37 Sea Field, HUCA 6, from the site of the baths on the seafront, showing front 

right the former Westleigh Hotel defining an edge against the town core, HUCA 1, 

and to the left the early group of grand houses, with the Trevelyan clock tower on 

the open field behind, and the upper storeys of Seaview Crescent overlooking this 

4.6.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has medium to high archaeological potential. Sea Field lies close to the 

ancient beach landing; if, as suggested, it was pasture in historic times, it will have 

lower potential for buried medieval settlement-related remains, but may have relatively 

undisturbed deposits of the prehistoric to Roman eras. 
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4.7 HUCA 7; Esplanade 

4.7.1 Historic character 

HUCA 7 comprises the pebble beach and the developed low ground on the sea shore to 

the east of the historic core of Seaton. The predominant character of the HUCA is that 

of seaside commerce and recreation. The area has a long, narrow, regularly splayed 

shape in plan, expanding smoothly outwards to the east. In section it is banked in front 

against the sea and sloping behind. This form reflects the origin of the place. It has 

developed on the back of an estuarine bar, created in historic times through the 

deposition of flinty shingle driven eastwards by the sea, across the former tidal inlet of 

the Axe. (The river was forced by the bar to run into the sea to the east, in HUCA 21.) 

The date of the formation of the shingle bar is not known at present but it is considered 

likely to be some time around 1400 AD (Section 3.3.5). The bar was described in about 

1540 when it had much the same form as it does today, as noted in the statement of 

significance for of HUCA 21 which contains its outer, undeveloped end. Early views such 

as Stukeley’s drawing of c1724, and the detailed historic mapping made prior to the OS 

survey of 1889, show a place with a very different character to that of the HUCA today. 

This was shingly waste ground or salty grassland, with a few structures of exceptional 

interest. Near its inner end, a battery stood on the Barrow mound, thought to have 

been thrown up for defensive purposes in the 17th century. Beyond it, at some time 

between 1806 and 1840, the ‘Mansion House’ (not to be confused with Seaton Manor 

House, in HUCA 2) was constructed on the bar. The character and origins of this 

building are rather obscure at present, but have great potential interest. It was as big 

as or bigger than any other house in Seaton at the time, and was remarkable for its 

location on what was then a rough open shore. By 1840 the Barrow was used for a 

small square structure, apparently a satellite of a clergyman’s establishment in the 

town (Section 3.5.5). If it was indeed a summer house this is significant in that it 

represents early, perhaps tentative, use of the HUCA for seaside, seasonal recreation.  

After the extension of the railway to Seaton in 1868 the town was linked by Station 

Road (now Harbour Road) along the back-slope of the bar to the station (in the south-

east corner of HUCA 19). Limited provision of buildings for summer visitors and 

residents was made here. Issues relating to the landowners, the Trevelyans, apparently 

restricted development, though they had a row of imposing estate style Arts and Crafts 

type houses, named after them, built across the east end of the bar facing Seaton, 

after the OS mapping of 1904. The 1889 OS map shows the Esplanade along the front, 

opened as a toll road (Parkinson 1985, 56), the Mansion House rebuilt as Seaton Beach 

Hotel and provided with a ball room, and another hotel on the west of the Esplanade. 

Despite the scarcity of buildings on it, the bar had a genteel seafront character in 

Seaton’s early railway age. The focal Seaton Beach Hotel, as it appears in a photograph 

dated to the late 19th century (Gosling 1991), had striking bands of white running 

across its long south façade and round its sides. The colours evoke those of geological 

strata in the cliffs, and the vibrant effect is reminiscent of that of the Trevelyans’ Check 

House on the coast to the west (in HUCA 9), though the building form here was more 

stately and restrained. Seats stood at intervals along the front, appearing on the 1889 

map, and photographs show that steamers brought visitors to the beach. 

The Barrow was enhanced as an ornamental feature of the bar. It had a shelter, and 

was chosen by Sir Walter Trevelyan, perhaps because he took it for an island in the 

ancient haven mouth, to have the name ‘Moridunum’ picked out in black flint in walling 

on its face. This was an unusual early initiative to link the character of the resort with 

that of its past as this was then perceived (see further Section 3.6.3). 

The bar remained largely open ground for several more decades. By the time of the 

1936 mapping most was covered in houses and holiday accommodation, apart from the 

back side of the Barrow mound (the front was cut to allow the Esplanade to be carried 

over it). Much of the eastern half of the bar was redeveloped in the later 20th century. 
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The character of the HUCA today shows some variety. It has retail use and holiday 

accommodation, some in high blocks, at the west end, and a fairly dense but low level 

residential area to the east. A bus station off Harbour Road (with brick cottages in 

HUCA 19) keeps alive some of the working atmosphere of the railway age. The 

Esplanade, the old toll road and promenade running all along its seafront, with the 

beach below essentially open to it though now lying under a sea defence wall, conveys 

throughout a strong sense of historic seaside commerce and recreation (Fig 38). 

The more recent re-development concentrated at the west end of the bar typically 

shows no adaptation of its style to its seaside setting other than a tendency to rise high 

to provide sea views, though some more recent blocks on the Esplanade have features 

such as raised balconies which from a distance evoke historic seafront design (Fig 39). 

The early to mid-20th century houses towards the east end of the HUCA have a settled 

seaside feel with their moderate size, broad windows, gabled fronts echoing those of 

the estate row in Trevelyan Road, and low front garden walls of local stone, some 

topped with rows of rounded pebbles from the beach (Fig 39). 

The great changes that created the bar from tidal mudflats and transformed it to an 

urban area have been obscured by the more recent development and re-development, 

but can still be experienced and understood in places. The once distinct edge between 

the ground in this HUCA and that in HUCA 19 to its north, where the back-slope of the 

bar met the marshes that formed on the alluvial silt accumulated behind it, is blurred 

by the general lack of differentiation in the density and character of the newer building 

here, either side of Harbour Road. The distinctive north-south profile of the HUCA, 

indicative of the origin of the bar, can still be seen, though, in the ramp-like character 

of the side roads connecting Harbour Road and the Esplanade. 

The Barrow has lost its historic ornamental character as well as its earlier defensive 

one. However, it still has a recreational aura, despite its casing in concrete and the 

insertion of public toilets in its base (Fig 66). A broad walkway over it attracts walkers 

to the vantage point on its top; and it is still known to at least some people locally as 

‘Moridunum’. 

The Seaton Beach Hotel, once the Mansion House and renamed more recently 

Whitecliff, and the adjacent ballroom, though showing some alteration, display the 

genteel status of the Esplanade in the 19th century. They also hint at the open quality 

of the area within that period, and at its change. The east front of the main building 

shows with its architectural detailing how this, as well as the ballroom, faced east, so 

exploiting the then open view to the east along the bar to Haven Cliff with its dramatic 

red and white colouring, as well as overlooking the sea (Fig 65). 

4.7.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA’s built character is mixed, and some of it is of very low value in terms of its 

contribution to the story of Seaton and its aesthetic interest. Overall, though, the 

heritage value of the area is assessed as high. The pattern of the Esplanade and other 

streets reflects the formation and functions of the area in the past. The low numbers of 

buildings older than the earlier 20th century can be attributed to the open character of 

the area before that time, rather than poor survival, and so contribute to understanding 

of historical development. In its lack of any continuous seafront building until after the 

First Word War, the development of Seaton may show significant contrasts with that of 

other coastal towns of South Devon. 

The HUCA has high potential for further work to draw out the stories and significance of 

several extraordinary features. These are the Barrow and the Mansion House, both 

surviving with varying degrees of alteration today. 

The Barrow is considered valuable both as a defensive earthwork fortified and armed in 

several phases from the 17th century, and as an ornamental or recreational site 

developed in varying ways from before the mid-19th century. It would seem to show 

aspects of the strategic maritime importance of Seaton not evident elsewhere in its 
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landscape since its medieval and post-medieval harbours are lost. With its story of an 

early summerhouse attached to the Manor inland, it can also be appreciated as an 

intermediary stage in the shift of Seaton’s development to the seafront. The mound, 

though truncated and resurfaced, may have potential also for careful management, 

guided by a historic environment specialist, to present the continuing, cumulatively 

huge and varied changes of Seaton’s seafront (see further Section 5). 

The origins of the Mansion House, later the Seaton Beach Hotel, a very prominent, 

isolated building complex on what was a wild site, are of great interest and their 

meanings should be explored through further study (again, see Section 5). The 

complex seems to include a ball room, potentially a focal building for the public (or 

rather for the polite society) of the early resort town which may have attracted gentry 

from a wider area over the open shingle bar and in the face of easterly winds. 

4.7.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Overall the HUCA is likely to have low archaeological potential for in-situ deposits. 

Ground levels have been widely altered by the development of the Esplanade, and are 

in any case largely formed on a base of natural shingle. There remains demonstrable 

general potential for stray artefacts such as a gold coin of the Dobunni tribe dated to 

circa 30BC found on the beach (MDV 61824). Any undisturbed fabric in the surviving 

part of the Barrow, though, has high potential for buried traces of its varied past use 

and character. 

 

  

Fig 38 Town end of Esplanade with 

pillar possibly at the site of a gateway 

controlling use of this former toll road 

Fig 39 New seafront style building, and 

20th century pebble topped walls, on the 

Esplanade 
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4.8 HUCA 8; Ryall’s Court and The Wessiters 

4.8.1 Historic character 

HUCA 8 lies on moderately sloping, fairly high ground on the New Red Sandstone shelf 

behind the coast of Seaton Bay. This is a relict ornamental landscape, altered by more 

recent housing, but still showing its shaping by two separate, near contemporary grand 

estates. The two residences were surrounded by landscape parks of similar sizes, the 

parks fronting each other across Marlpit Lane so that the HUCA resembles in plan an 

opened seashell with its halves hinged along the road. 

The north-eastern house, Ryall’s Court, appears on the 1840 tithe survey with its core 

grounds already established but with indications that its landscape park was still being 

developed. The Wessiters on the south-west was laid out after the time of the tithe 

survey, though it was possibly already in preparation at that time (Section 3.5.5). Each 

property had a curving approach drive from the road to its roughly central residence 

and inner grounds, and surrounding parkland. The parks were small in comparison to 

those of country seats in this period, but resembled these, with their extensive open 

‘lawn’ or naturalistic grassland scattered with trees and framed by plantation belts. 

The two residences with some of their associated service buildings and lawns have 

survived through various adaptations and re-use. They show contrasting building 

styles. The Wessiters is classical in style, while Ryalls Court is highly ornamental like a 

little Gothic castle. Their parks are obscured through mostly recent infilling by housing, 

particularly at the Wessiters where this closely surrounds the house and its coach house 

and leaves no open lawn. The extent of the parks and elements of their designs are still 

tangible in the present landscape, however. 

At The Wessiters surviving features of the park include the approach drive (adapted for 

other use), some planting and perimeter walling, remnants of wrought iron fencing, and 

a later lodge. Ryalls Court’s shrunken park includes a central, prominent, picturesque 

hillock bearing a tree clump. This knoll offers, unexpectedly, a line of sight over the 

country extending inland along the vale of the Axe, as well as a view to the striking 

profile of Haven Cliff and the sea beyond. These views may well have contributed to the 

choice of the site for the house (Fig 40). 

Besides the more recent infilling with housing estates, each park has been altered along 

its front on Marlpit Lane by residential development recorded on the 1936 OS map (in 

HUCA 11). Like that occurring elsewhere on the west side of Seaton at around the same 

time, this consisted of a roadside band of semi-detached or detached houses in 

generous gardens. Here this development has ornamental aspects to its character, 

partly inherited from the park. The larger trees on boundaries or in gardens may be 

survivors of those planted in the parkland, and some of the houses show Tudor styling 

(Fig 20). 

4.8.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The heritage value of the HUCA is assessed as Medium. Its past character of designed 

landscape with open park and trees surrounding grand residences and gardens has 

been altered by more recent suburban infilling. Despite this, the core buildings, and 

parts or features of the parks survive, and allow their former extents and lost elements 

to be visualised. The building groups, their architecture, and at Ryall’s Court the 

remnant park, have high aesthetic appeal. Designed landscape of this kind, with its 

great potential to tell parts of the social history of Seaton, is not represented elsewhere 

in the town, and some of its outer surviving ornamental elements may have high 

vulnerability to loss or change (Fig 41). 

The apparent selection for these early genteel residences of higher ground behind the 

coast, offering views over the country inland as well as to the sea, contrasts quite 

strongly with the later clustering of grand villas on the clifftops in the adjacent HUCA 9. 

It may indicate a distinct early stage in the development of the resorts of South Devon. 



Devon Historic Coastal and Market Towns Survey: Seaton 

 

 67 

The attachment of the parkland to Marlpit Lane is also likely to illustrate significant 

aspects of the ‘discovery’ of coastal spa resorts by the gentry of the region. The Lane 

gave easy access to the turnpike coach road (now the A3052), and via this to the early 

fashionable society resort of Sidmouth. The apparent mirroring of the park on one side 

of the road by that on the other, together with the contrasts in the architecture of the 

two residences, may reflect local diffusion of ideas of how styles of living should be 

provided for, and taste expressed, through the landscape. 

4.8.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Much of the ground has been stripped for modern residential infill so has low 

archaeological potential, but where it has not the HUCA has high archaeological 

potential. This was ‘Anciently Enclosed Land’, where buried remains of virtually all 

periods may occur. It has been preserved from recent plough disturbance by its 

conversion, on the laying out of the parks, to permanent pasture or ‘lawn’ as it was 

known at the time. The diverse environment and views of this area may have attracted 

people in prehistory, as in the 19th century, and today. 

 

  

Fig 40 Ornamental clump by Ryalls 

Court with views to the coast (visible 

here, with later intrusions) and to the 

Vale of the Axe 

Fig 41 Entrance of south approach to 

The Wessiters, with an ornamental pine 

and remains of wrought iron railing 

outside more recent residential infill 
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4.9 HUCA 9; Old Beer Road 

4.9.1 Historic character 

The long strip of HUCA 9 extends along the coast west of the heart of Seaton, 

comprising the clifftop, the cliffs and the beach at their feet. The clifftop is mostly 

elevated ground commanding Seaton Bay and more distant views east over the sea as 

far as Portland, lying as it does on the wave carved edge of the New Red Sandstone 

shelf on which Seaton lies. It is markedly lower, though, than the coastal plateau rising 

to the west (beyond the urban study area) with its high white chalk cliffs, and so is 

much more accessible and sheltered. The cliffs slope quite suddenly, showing some red 

eroded faces, and the beach like that all along Seaton Bay is made up of flinty pebbles. 

The HUCA reflects very strongly its development in piecemeal fashion from the mid-19th 

century as a high status residential area. It features marine villas, some almost 

mansion-sized and with grounds sheltered by mature trees (modified by limited 

infilling), and also the grand West Cliff Terrace (Fig 42). These are readily appreciated 

from the Cliff Field park on the east of the HUCA and from Old Beer Road running 

through the area, though the road was closed during this project due to a cliff fall. They 

show clearly their design to capture cliff and sea views, and to enhance the area’s 

beauty and exclusiveness in their turn. Buildings are typically tall and embellished with 

flourishes of architecture, bowed windows, balconies, turrets, and porches (Fig 17) and 

at the Trevelyans’ Check House, highly decorative stonework. 

Variety within the residential landscape adds much aesthetic and historic interest. 

White Cliff Glen on the west and West Cliff Terrace on the east show adaptation to 

exploit features of the coastal topography. The Glen stands on a platform by the mouth 

of Beer Brook which though lower than the rest of the HUCA faces east, opening up a 

view along the Bay. The Terrace overlooks the dramatically steep little valley, the Chine 

(Fig 42). West Cliff Terrace is also remarkable for grand bow windows on its rear as 

well as its front. These catch the evening sun, as noted by Cherry and Pevsner (1989, 

722), and may also reflect the Trevelyans’ desire for a fine show on the road which 

passes behind the Terrace to their property, the Check House. 

 

 

Fig 42 West Cliff Terrace, exploiting and enhancing the natural drama of the Chine 
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Below the villas and terraces, at the base of the cliffs, a pedestrian promenade links 

Marine Parade at the heart of Seaton’s seafront in HUCA 7 and the sheltered bathing 

cove of Seaton Hole on the west of the study area. This was laid in the period during 

which the clifftop houses were built, appearing as West Walk on the 1889 OS map and 

as Madeira Walk in Burnham’s 1912 Seaton guide book. Some associated infrastructure 

has gone, like the bathing machines at Seaton Hole (Gosling 1991, 125), but the walk 

remains in use. Though it has more recent surfacing, its historic recreational character 

is apparent in features such as a 1930s art deco style shelter at the foot of a path 

giving access to it from the Old Beer Road through the gully of the Chine. 

The Old Beer Road itself is referred to as the Beerway in the names of adjoining fields 

recorded in the tithe survey of 1840. Its historic character has been degraded in places, 

notably by chain link fencing on concrete posts built along its seaward side. Two 

parallel lines of this fencing filter the otherwise highly picturesque view to White Cliff. 

The road can still be experienced, though, as a carriage way serving the villas, 

particularly through its graded extension up Beer Brook on the west to a smooth turn 

onto the earlier Beer Road (in HUCA 10). The western continuation of Old Beer Road 

beyond Beer Brook, known as Beer Hill, is now a non-vehicular lane. Its precipitous rise 

and deep narrow bed like a tunnel with its roof lifted off shows exceptionally clearly its 

original character as a road to Seaton’s medieval market and port. 

Away from the old road the earlier landscape is most readily conjured on the east in 

Cliff Field. This is now a park and recreational area and so shares aspects of the 

ornamental character of the rest of the HUCA, encroached on only at its outer edge by 

the earlier 20th century housing along Castle Hill (in HUCA 6). It can also still be 

visualised as the large open coastal meadow whose name it carries, possibly common 

grazing in medieval times. Some of the enclosures defining the grounds of the villas, 

such as those of High Clyffe and Upcott near the centre of the HUCA, preserve the lines 

of boundaries of the medieval strip derived fields which covered most of the HUCA until 

the mid-19th century. The typical fields of that time, amalgamations of the earlier open 

strips, were clearly found to be a suitable size for the villas and their gardens. 

4.9.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has High heritage value for its coherent yet varied, often quite spectacular 

landscape of marine villas, and for the generally good survival of the cliff and sea views 

that attracted this. Its buildings and grounds are private, but are designed to look over 

the Old Beer Road and so can be readily accessed, experienced and understood from 

that road. They show very clearly Seaton’s Victorian expansion and change as a coastal 

resort. This legibility is particularly valuable as related changes elsewhere in the town 

are more obscured by recent development. (These aspects of Seaton’s transformation 

to a resort which are now less evident include the early to mid 19th century growth of 

gentry houses with gardens in or beside the pre-existing core of the town in HUCAs 2 

and 6, and the expansion of the resort infrastructure along the Esplanade in HUCA 7.) 

The villas include some buildings of outstanding architectural interest, as shown by 

their Listed Building status. They have great potential for aesthetic and historical 

appreciation as a group, for comparison with villas in other South Devon coastal towns 

and beyond, and for study in the context of unrealised plans (indicated by documentary 

sources) for more extensive development of similar character at Seaton. 

4.9.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The villa grounds were mostly enclosed from medieval strip-derived fields. The area 

was probably favoured in earlier prehistory as a relatively sheltered and accessible 

coastal shelf with access to varied natural resources and to water-borne trading routes. 

Undeveloped ground in the HUCA is therefore considered to retain high archaeological 

potential for buried prehistoric remains besides traces of medieval farming life. This is 

indicated for example by the record of Palaeolithic scrapers and cores during the 

building of the New Beer Road alongside the area, in HUCA 10 (below). 
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4.10 HUCA 10; New Beer Road 

4.10.1 Historic character 

HUCA 10 forms an irregular arc on the far west of the study area, running mostly 

parallel with the sea and a couple of hundred metres behind it. It includes the New Beer 

Road which follows the shoulder of the coastal slopes above the old, clifftop Beer Road 

in HUCA 9. It takes in also the upper part of the little valley dipping down to the sea at 

Beer Brook. This is a landscape of moderately low density earlier 20th century 

residential development designed for easy access by vehicle (Fig 43), with some open 

space, particularly on the west of the HUCA. 

Before it was absorbed in the expansion of Seaton, most of the HUCA was covered in 

medieval strip-derived fields. A large common, Clay Common, lay to the north, and the 

steep, north-east facing valley side to the west was largely pasture. Little of this 

medieval landscape is apparent on the ground today. Some pasture survives on the 

west, and there are other traces, such as the boundary of the HUCA against the north-

east edge of the grounds of High Clyffe in HUCA 9 preserving the reversed ‘J’ line of 

one of the medieval fields. 

A subrectangular feature on the higher ground towards the west of the HUCA has been 

recorded from aerial photographs as a possible prehistoric enclosure (MDV 140482). 

This site though possibly clipped by New Beer Road lies in one of the area’s remaining 

fields, and may be relatively undisturbed. However the feature is recorded as a sunken 

area on the 1889 OS map. This, with its general similarity in scale and shape to sand 

and marl pits marked and labelled on that map elsewhere in the vicinity, and with the 

name of the nearby Clay Common, suggests that it is a post-medieval extractive pit. It 

is therefore unlikely to be important as an indicator of archaeological potential. 

New Beer Road is not shown on the OS map of 1933. It appears on that of 1936, with 

half a dozen houses already beside it, and a branching cul-de-sac, Highcliffe Crescent, 

under construction. It may be seen as the new New Beer Road, since the outer part of 

the medieval route to Beer for wheeled traffic had already been switched to a new road 

along Beer Brook. The latter linked the foot of the very steep old Beer Hill with an 

earlier road, named (rather confusingly perhaps!) Beer Road, approaching Beer from 

inland (see further HUCA 9). The earlier re-routing, along Beer Brook, may help explain 

why an outlying villa named The Mount was built, by the time the 1904 map was made, 

at the south-west corner of the HUCA which was served by this road improvement. 

Most of the suburban growth in the HUCA consists of ribbon development of varied, 

detached housing in quite generous plots following the upper edge of New Beer Road 

and the lower edge of Beer Road, shown on the OS mapping of 1953-1969. These 

strips of the coastal slope offer wide views to the sea. The lower, less commanding side 

of New Beer Road has similar but later development, appearing on the OS mapping of 

1963-1996. By the time of that phase of mapping, the steep, inland-facing ground 

sloping from the west end of New Beer Road down to Beer Brook, far less attractive for 

development, was planted with conifers. 

4.10.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has some, Low heritage value as planned, early to mid 20th century linear 

development, relatively unaltered and retaining its sense of space, and its high level 

coastal views, qualities which may be vulnerable in places. This form of urban growth, 

essentially shaping the HUCA, is on a larger scale here than elsewhere in the great 

modern residential expansion of Seaton. Its occurrence provides comparisons and 

contrasts with earlier linear expansion of the town. Medieval and post-medieval Seaton 

in HUCAs 2 and 4 grew along streets serving sea landings and river crossings to exploit 

their trade. Here in HUCA 10, the town grew along the shoulder of its only elevated 

coastal ground to exploit at a remove the sea views enjoyed at close quarters by the 

grand villas of HUCA 9. 
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New Beer Road also has value for the story of Seaton as part of a sequence of roads 

between the town (or its predecessor Fleet) and Beer. The longevity of the road 

connection, maintained through the last millennium, indicates the historical importance 

of the links between the places. The changes to its route reflect the shift in the location 

of the core of the urban settlement, and later, adaptation to wheeled traffic (Figs 43, 

44). The urban survey indicates that a road to Beer extended from the southern, 

seaward end of the suggested site of Saxon Fleet (in HUCA 1), the route following a line 

partly marked by Stock Lane, and partly, west of Marlpit Lane, surviving as Old Beer 

Road. This road’s inner (east) part was shifted further towards the sea to serve 

medieval Seaton in HUCA 2. Old Beer Road was later diverted on the west side of the 

study area, in HUCA 9, to allow carriages to run up Beer Brook rather than Beer Hill 

(the precipitous slope of which is just visible to the right of the photo, Fig 44). The Beer 

Brook route was itself largely superseded by New Beer Road. 

4.10.3 Below ground heritage significance 

As noted in the context of the adjoining HUCA 9, this area is considered to have high 

archaeological potential for below-ground remains of prehistoric and medieval activity 

in the limited areas where ground remains undisturbed (though the subrectangular 

feature in a surviving field on the west may be industrial in origin). Palaeolithic chert 

scrapers and cores, representative of the Mousterian or Clacton III industry, were found 

during the construction of the New Beer Road (MDV 11109). 

 

  

Fig 43 Smooth curves on New Beer 

Road show design for motor vehicles 

Fig 44 View west to Beer Brook 

carriage road in HUCA 9 
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4.11 HUCA 11; Seaton Down Hill 

4.11.1 Historic character 

This is a large, roughly crescentic area, dominated now by 20th century suburban 

growth. It has an irregular outer edge on the western limit of the study area. Its east 

side runs along the curving Seaton Down Hill, and on by Seaton Down Road, as the 

inner part of this hill, below the junction with Marlpit Lane, is now known (formerly 

Hobb Lane). 

Crop marks visible on aerial photographs and evidence from excavations indicate that 

the higher ground of Couchill on the north-west in the HUCA was used for a prehistoric 

enclosure (EDV 5162, 5469). This is not reflected in the character of the landscape in 

the study area today, however, the site having been built over. 

The patterns of the old roads used as the framework for the residential development 

here can still be followed. These are significant guides to the medieval history of Seaton 

as presently understood. Seaton Down Road/Hill represents an early route, apparently 

linking the primary feature at its east end interpreted as the site of the Saxon town of 

Fleet, in HUCA 1, with the Saxon ‘harepath’ or war road on the line of the present 

A3052. Marlpit Lane leading off it appears secondary, extending that link to serve the 

later medieval urban core of Seaton, nearer the sea, in HUCA 2. The relationship 

between these roads can still be sensed at their junction in the HUCA through the 

hierarchy in the present road system. 

Bunts Road, joining Marlpit Lane from the south-west, would seem to be later than it. 

However it is aligned with old Homer Lane (preserved as a non-vehicular route, in 

HUCA 12) linking Seaton Down Road with the possible castle site in HUCA 16, so may 

have run on to Homer Lane before being truncated slightly by Marlpit Lane. Where it 

runs into the HUCA from the west, Bunts Road gives a strong sense of how early roads 

running over the hills to old Seaton, steep and deep between hedge banks with 

overhanging trees, were adapted to form its streets (Fig 45). 

Little else of the pre-urban landscape of medieval strip derived fields can be 

experienced here today (other than in views to the undeveloped countryside to the 

west). The outline of the outer edge of the HUCA, and of the town, follows or shadows 

the boundaries of fields. A couple of the minor medieval or post-medieval lanes serving 

the fields are reused as streets at Couchill. The Seaton Brick Works of the later 19th 

century has left its mark with pits, dumps and a row of estate-style cottages by Bunts 

Road. 

Residential development had covered much of the HUCA by the time of the OS mapping 

of 1936. Spaces left inside this, with the marginal, steeper western strip below Durley 

Road, and the higher ground at Couchill, named Churston Rise, were built up later in 

the 20th century. The built landscape varies but detached houses in generous gardens, 

now often infilled, on the pre-existing roads or on squared or curved linking service 

roads, predominate in the earlier development. These streets retain a spacious feeling 

often enhanced by long views to the sea. The later growth and infill is denser, and 

design for car access is particularly evident in the road engineering required for it on 

these more difficult slopes, and in the provision of turning circles, and prominent 

garages (Fig 46). 

4.11.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA as a whole has Low heritage value since the patterns and built character of 

its 20th century residential suburban growth do not contribute significantly to the wider 

story of Seaton. It should be noted though that it does incorporate as the framework of 

this growth parts of an older road network, which give time depth and show evidence of 

their own relative chronologies, pointers to the town’s early origins. 
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4.11.3 Below ground heritage significance 

As a result of the relatively recent development, much of it levelled into the significant 

natural slopes here, archaeological potential is generally low. 

However, the few but substantial remaining areas of open ground, several fields on the 

west of the HUCA, show derivation from medieval strip fields, very clearly visible in 

their forms as recorded on the 1840 tithe map, and still apparent in the curving lines of 

their boundaries today. These open areas share the high archaeological potential for 

buried remains of all periods common to land of this character. 

 

  

Fig 45 Narrow Bunts Road, developed 

from a medieval country lane, runs on 

as such beyond the town limits 

Fig 46 Suburban landscape designed 

for the car at Churston Rise in HUCA 

11, on the north-west of the study area 
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4.12 HUCA 12; Honeyditches 

4.12.1 Historic character 

The HUCA is a roughly triangular area of relatively high and mostly moderately sloping, 

east facing ground on Seaton Down Hill on the west side of the study area. The 

landscape here today is predominantly that of a residential suburb, distinguished from 

similar development to either side by several characteristics. 

The pattern of development in the HUCA reflects quite strongly that of the earlier 

landscape features. Its inner, south-eastern side follows the curving line of Homer 

Lane, part still in use in altered form, part preserved as a foot- or cycle-way. Homer 

Lane is secondary to Seaton Down Hill but still medieval in origin. It may have been 

made to serve a castle at its north end (in HUCA 16; see also Section 3.3.1). The HUCA 

incorporates as open recreational ground a pair of medieval strip derived fields above 

this road, readily legible as such with their long narrow sinuous shapes and tree 

covered hedge banks (Fig 47). Also, the upper, north-west part of the HUCA is shaped 

around Seaton Down House and Honeyditches, outlying detached houses of the earlier 

20th century with grounds now infilled by the modern housing. 

The upper corner of the HUCA and possibly also a wider area of it has some potential 

for survival of buried remains of the later prehistoric and Roman periods. This potential 

is most significant in the few remaining places where ground levels are relatively 

undisturbed. It is indicated by the proximity of an extensive settlement site, which has 

been investigated by geophysical survey and by excavation of parts of the complex. 

The excavations found evidence of occupation during the Iron Age and revealed 

remains of a high status villa or mansio (inn) (Section 3.1.2). The excavated Roman 

sites which remain undeveloped lie outside the HUCA (and the urban survey area), and 

may lack accessibility to the public. Some sense of their setting on this sunny slope 

with clear views over the ancient tidal inlet of the Axe can be gained from the modern 

streets on the edge of the HUCA here (Fig 48). 

The place name Honeyditches, derived from a Saxon name, Hanna Ditches, may reflect 

this potential if the ditches referred to were settlement-related earthworks, though its 

significance is rather obscure. Stukeley recorded an oblong ‘castle’ enclosure where 

squared stone had been dug up, possibly a Roman fortification, at Honeyditches (1724, 

144). The 1840 tithe apportionment schedule lists fields with this name immediately 

north of HUCA 12 (and of the present study area), but the location of Stukeley’s 

earthwork is not clear – it may have lain in the Couchill area (in HUCA 11). 

4.12.2 Above ground heritage significance 

HUCA 12 adjoins the Honeyditches settlement complex, a ‘Scheduled Monument’ (SM). 

Though just outside the urban area this monument contributes greatly to 

understanding of the early origins of Seaton, and has high potential to contribute more. 

The HUCA itself is considered to have Medium heritage value overall. As the immediate 

setting of the SM the HUCA has potential to allow aspects of the relationship of this with 

the estuary and medieval port to be experienced. The HUCA also preserves in its living 

landscape a cluster of the medieval strip derived fields once prevailing outside the 

historic town. These are less extensive and so less understandable as part of a holistic 

system than those of the Underfleet (in HUCA 3). They still have communal value, since 

they show relatively little modern alteration, and are accessible to the public (Fig 47). 

4.12.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has high archaeological potential for associated buried remains. This 

potential will be reduced or lost where more recent housing estates are levelled in to 

the steeper slopes. It may extend beyond the remaining undeveloped areas to the 

surviving or former grounds of the rather earlier detached housing, which may be 

significantly less disturbed. 
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Fig 47 Recreational land on the south 

side of HUCA 12, a remnant of 

medieval strip-derived fields partly 

determining the layout of, the relatively 

recent residential area upslope 

Fig 48 View over slopes used for high 

status Roman settlement to the Axe 

Valley where flood waters give a sense 

of the lost tidal haven that attracted 

the urban foundation 
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4.13 HUCA 13; Eyewell Green and Newlands Park 

4.13.1 Historic character 

HUCA 13 includes several close but separately planned residential developments of 

c1930 on the moderate slopes between Seaton Down Road and Harepath Road, with 

some later infilling. It has an angular plan, reflecting its fitting around HUCA 1 (where 

level or gentler ground, with proximity to the north-eastern edge of the 19th century 

town, attracted early expansion, re-colonising, it is suggested, a lost early urban area). 

Most of the HUCA was built up around the same time. Townsend Road is shown on the 

1933 OS map. Eyewell Green appears on a plan dated 1928 at Seaton Museum and 

under construction on the 1933 map. The road for Newlands Park was laid out by the 

time of the 1938 OS map. Each of these estates with its access road is fitted to a pre-

existing field and to the natural slope, so they share a distinctive character of small 

scale, discrete development (Fig 49). Some details such as prominent gables and round 

headed arches contribute interest to the buildings. The south-east corner of the HUCA 

is similar, though the HUCA is less clearly defined on the east, where its street pattern 

respects the earlier line of field boundaries defining HUCA 1 (marked by Townsend 

Avenue), but is linked to HUCA 1 by Townsend Road passing through that edge. 

 

 

Fig 49 Eyewell Green housing estate of c1930 shaped to a roughly triangular field, seen 

from the entry at the apex of the triangle to its loop of service road 

The 1840 tithe apportionment records the name Highwell Green for the field occupied 

by Eyewell Green, and similar names for other surrounding fields. The 1889 map shows 

the well itself, now in residential infill south of Eyewell Green. The mid-19th century 

forms of its name do not clearly support the identification of the site as a holy well 

reputed to cure eyes (MDV 14043); this needs further study. However, the siting of the 

well by the early north road (now called Harepath Road) at the entrance of this into the 

possible Saxon town site (HUCA 1) would seem to point to an association with that site. 

4.13.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has medium value as a landscape showing clearly the scale and style of the 

development of the 1930s, an early phase in the great modern expansion of Seaton. 

The outlines of the housing estates reflect the pattern of earlier, medieval derived 

fields, contributing to the chronological depth discernible in the town today. With its 

similarly sized developments the HUCA has potential for study of the resourcing of 

housing provision in the period. It is not thought to be highly vulnerable to change. 

4.13.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The area is built over but has medium potential for buried deposits, associated with 

the medieval farmland here, in its gardens. Eyewell is of interest for its potential 

association with the possible Saxon town in HUCA 1. Depending on its survival and 

condition its site may preserve buried deposits significant for study of the early town. 
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4.14 HUCA 14; Mooracre 

4.14.1 Historic character 

This is a large, roughly rectangular area, lying outside the northern suburbs of Seaton 

developed during the period between the great wars of the 20th century (in HUCAs 1 

and 13). Apart from a terrace on Harepath Road on its west, named Mooracre after a 

field there, the area remained mostly fields until the later 20th century, while outer 

areas were built up (in HUCA 15). Possibly drainage, land ownership or other issues 

delayed urban development here. Later in the 20th century the area therefore provided 

convenient, open sites for extensive civic infrastructure; a health centre, ambulance 

station, school, and recreation ground. More recently it has been infilled with housing, 

varying from the dark red brick estates such as Valley View near the centre to three 

storey blocks at Summersby Close on the south-west. It retains a civic aspect to its 

character since the health and other such complexes are large and occupy the most 

prominent sites along its gently curving vehicular access roads (Fig 50). 

 

 

Fig 50 Hospital grounds and residential Valley View flank the road through HUCA 14 

A recreation ground on the north-west captures part of an anomaly in the old field 

pattern visible on the 1840 map, a D shaped enclosure immediately east of a rounded 

field named ‘Castle’ (part of HUCA 16). The ‘D’ shape could represent an outer element 

of a medieval castle, formerly extending north but levelled there for Elizabeth Road (in 

HUCA 15b). Alternatively it may have been part of a prehistoric settlement enclosure. A 

strong scarp survives on its lower side. Ground levels here have been modified for a 

sports pitch and perhaps by extraction pits, but a very large mature oak on the scarp 

indicates that this is at least not wholly of modern origin. This corner of the HUCA may 

then show shaping by a substantial early earthwork, possibly related to a castle (Fig 7). 

4.14.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA as a whole has low heritage value, its significance for Seaton limited to its 

provision for some of the more extensive infrastructure needed for the expanded 

modern town. However, the ground in the north-west corner of the HUCA, bounded on 

the east by a scarp, has potential high significance and sensitivity. It appears to be a 

part, still discernible in the landscape, of the outer ‘Castle’ enclosure recorded in 1840. 

4.14.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Overall, with the playing field or other areas remaining undisturbed, the HUCA has 

medium archaeological potential for buried prehistoric to medieval remains related to 

its historic character as ‘Anciently Enclosed Land’. It must be noted though that the site 

at ‘Castle’ has potential for complex buried remains, if the name refers to a medieval 

castle or a prehistoric enclosed settlement. If part of a castle site, the place would be of 

particular interest for Seaton, since such the history of such a site would be related 

closely to that of the town. Further research is desirable to investigate this potential. 
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4.15 HUCA 15a and 15b; Everest Drive and Elizabeth Road 

4.15.1 Historic character 

HUCA 15 is made up of two separate but neighbouring parts with irregular, branching 

shapes. It represents residential development of the decades around the Second World 

War, laid out along the early north road, now named Harepath Road, and on Scalwell 

Lane branching off this at Poplar Tree Corner, and between these roads. Its two parts 

show variations of character within them, reflecting different phasing and aspirations in 

their planning, and adaptations to the inherited landscape. Overall they form a pattern 

in the landscape distinct from that surrounding them, that of the more recent 

development extending along ripples of curving access roads over a wide area around 

Poplar Tree Corner (HUCA 16). 

The historic maps show that the predominant character of the landscape here prior to 

the mid 20th century development was that of medieval strip-derived fields. Traces of 

this pattern persist in the shapes of some of the development, discussed further below. 

A roughly D shaped enclosure is visible on the 1840 tithe map immediately east of a 

rounded enclosure with a field name in ‘Castle’ (part of HUCA 16) and could represent 

an outer part of a medieval castle. However, while the south part of the ‘D’, lying in 

HUCA 14, survives in altered form on the ground, its north part, in this HUCA, appears 

to have been removed in the laying out of Elizabeth Road in HUCA 15b. 

The 1840 survey also records the name ‘Burrows Stores’ for fields by Poplar Tree 

Corner, on the east side of HUCA 15a. This name may perhaps refer to a Bronze Age 

barrow site, though other derivations of it are possible. If a barrows or barrows lay in 

the apex of the roads meeting at the Corner, associated remains could survive, as the 

ground here is undeveloped (it has not been examined for this survey). 

HUCA 15a spans the two earlier roads near their meeting at Poplar Tree Corner. In the 

centre of HUCA 15a is Thornfield, built after the OS mapping of 1938, a late villa style 

genteel residence (now a nursing home) with grounds in the apex of Harepath Road 

and Scalwell Lane. This development may have been attracted to its site by earlier 

ornamental planting, recorded with garden-like paths and the name Poplar Tree Corner 

on the 1889 map, perhaps designed to embellish for visitors what was then a quiet 

junction on the shoulder of a ridge on one of the main approaches to Seaton. 

The establishment of Thornfield may in turn have been a factor in the siting of the 

residential development to either side of it in HUCA 15a. On its west a neat block was 

fitted into one half of a pre-existing field, opening off Harepath Road. This was named 

Everest Drive after the famous climb to that summit in 1953, the year of the 

completion of the housing here by a self-build group formed at Seaton after the War 

(Gosling 1991, 87). In several ways the form of Everest Drive, as well as its name, 

reflects something of the period, hopes and plans of the community group that built it. 

It shows a general similarity in layout with the 1930s developments such as Newlands 

Park in HUCA 13 which its builders will have known, yet is smaller scale in comparison 

with those and with other speculative developments at Seaton of the early to mid 20th 

century; and it comprises regularly sized clusters of similar houses, perhaps arranged 

by co-operating families within the group. On the other, east side of Thornfield and 

HUCA 15a is a strip of detached housing along Scalwell Lane filling an earlier field. The 

gardens here are markedly larger than those in the more recent development in the 

surrounding HUCA 16, reflecting changing priorities in the provision of housing between 

the mid- and later 20th century. 

HUCA 15b has further strips of detached housing with relatively large gardens, similar 

to those in HUCA 15a. The northernmost is recorded on the OS map of 1938 and the 

remainder on the 1953-1969 mapping. Together these strips form a V shape of 

frontage along Scalwell Lane and along the Colyford Road at the foot of the lane. 

Elizabeth Road on the west in HUCA 15b links the diverging Harepath Road and Scalwell 

Lane, its shaping like that of Everest Drive reflecting that of the pre-existing farmland. 
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It runs across some earlier boundaries, but follows the general strip-like trend of the 

medieval derived fields. The development, again named it would seem for an event of 

national significance in the post-war era, the accession or coronation of the Queen in 

the mid-20th century, shows strongly the planning for a new era evoked by the naming. 

This street has a generous open sunny character. The broad road is bordered by lawn 

and scattered trees, giving lines of sight to the distinctive chain of hills across the Axe 

Valley. Footpaths provide access to the south facing houses (Fig 51). The arrangement 

of the houses shows close planning; they flank the open space in rows twice as long as 

those of Everest Drive, but varied with deliberate slight offsetting in their positions 

relative to the green space with the road in front. 

 

 

Fig 51 Elizabeth Road in HUCA 15b, looking north-east, showing its open plan with 

views to the hills beyond the Axe Valley 

4.15.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The built landscape of the HUCA is of Medium heritage value. It is non-continuous and 

shows differing character but these qualities themselves contribute to understanding of 

how Seaton grew inland around the mid-20th century. The widely spaced and varied 

developments here, grouped around the main road approaches to the town, contrast 

with the much denser and more regular residential expansion after the First World War 

beside the historic urban core (HUCAs 11, 13). 

4.15.3 Below ground heritage significance 

Most of the area is likely to have low archaeological potential in terms of survival of 

significant early buried remains. However the ground south of Poplar Tree Corner could 

conceivably have buried remains of Bronze Age barrow/s of high importance. There is 

also potential for study to increase understanding of the apparent mid-late 19th century 

ornamental character of Poplar Tree Corner. 
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4.16 HUCA 16; Poplar Tree Corner 

4.16.1 Historic character 

Of the 21 HUCAs identified at Seaton this is the largest, the most irregular in shape, 

and the furthest inland. These characteristics reflect its development as the main focus 

of the residential expansion of the later 20th and early 21st centuries. Its suburban 

landscape has absorbed and surrounded Poplar Tree Corner where Scalwell Lane meets 

the early route north now named Harepath Road, a junction named on the survey of 

1889 (Map 6) and at that time a landmark on the approach to the town. 

Today this is mostly a landscape of similar smoothly curving through-roads or cul-de-

sacs for access by private cars, carried over former field systems, lined by continuous 

series of dwellings with small gardens. In a few places in the HUCA, on the south-west, 

the outlines of discrete areas of housing follow those of pre-existing fields, themselves 

amalgamated from medieval strips. These patterns in development can be seen to be 

determined by constraints imposed by the presence of earlier, relatively small housing 

estates, allotment gardens and the like, rather than by design. Variety across the HUCA 

is evident mostly in the forms rather than the style or materials of buildings, detached 

and attached, houses and bungalows, and in shifting views to Axmouth on the east, or 

more distant vistas to the north (Fig 52). 

The east side of the HUCA, though, shows remains of 19th century industrial activity 

absorbed in the suburban landscape. Abandoned gravel pits can be seen in the shapes 

of gardens. A road probably made to serve the pits, Gravel Lane, survives as a non-

vehicular right of way, and a cottage row on Colyford Road may have housed workers 

in the industry (Fig 53). 

Less clear, but possibly highly significant for the town’s history, is evidence for a castle 

in the pattern of pre-existing roads preserved in the modern street plan, where half a 

dozen ways meet at an undeveloped ‘island’ in the HUCA (Fig 54). An enclosure on this 

site, roughly oval in plan, appears on the larger scale historic maps from the time of 

the 1806 OS drawing (Map 4). It is recorded in the tithe apportionment schedule of 

1840 with the field name ‘Castle’. Though no earthworks are evident in the ‘island’ this 

is conceivably the site of a medieval castle. If so it may have had an associated, larger 

outer enclosure, a roughly concentric boundary curving around its east side appearing 

on the 1840 map and discernible in the shaping of the ground there, in HUCA 14 (see 

further Section 3.3.1). 

4.16.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has some general historic interest in that the modern development here 

respects, and so preserves the lines and essential functions of, parts of pre-existing 

roads which when looked at in the wider landscape may have much to tell about the 

early development of Seaton (Section 3.1.3). Its heritage value is assessed as low 

overall, since its street pattern within this framework, and its built character, mostly 

show little of the history of the town, and have limited vulnerability to future change. 

However, the part of the possible medieval castle site in this HUCA is both accessible to 

the public, and is defined by roads, so can be visualised as a former enclosure. It could 

greatly enhance the heritage value of this part of the HUCA should it be found to be 

part of a castle, or indeed a prehistoric enclosed settlement. The site merits further 

evaluation through archaeological investigation and historical research. 

4.16.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The area is generally covered in low level but quite high intensity housing and so now 

has low archaeological potential. 

However, the possible medieval castle site, remaining open, may be relatively 

undisturbed, so should be regarded as having high potential for survival of buried 

deposits very significant in terms of the medieval landscape and status of Seaton. 
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Fig 52 Lydgate Road, with views inland up 

the broad vale of the Axe 

Fig 53 Rosedale Terrace gives a sense of 

time depth and localised industry 

 

 

Fig 54 Barnard’s Hill Lane (leading to the 

Saxon road now the A3052), left, 

meets the possible Roman route to the 

north, now called Harepath Road 

‘Castle’ field names could indicate a 

medieval castle by this junction 
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4.17 HUCA 17; Colyford Road 

4.17.1 Historic character 

This HUCA, a belt of slightly undulating low ground above the silted floor of the Axe 

Valley, was meadow when surveyed in 1840 and probably from medieval times. The 

names recorded in 1840 for the two meadows occupying most of it, Great and Little 

Merchants Roads, are of great interest. They may reflect the proximity in the high 

Middle Ages of a reach of the river used by shipping (Section 3.3.4). It should be noted, 

however, that Merchants Lane running through the HUCA, between these meadows, is 

a later feature. Another lane recorded in 1840, on the north of Great Merchants Roads, 

probably represents the Seaton end of a later medieval way to Axmouth via a ford on 

the Axe used by Leland c1540 (Section 3.3.5). This route survives in part as an estate 

access way opening from Colyford Road, though its historic character has been lost 

through alterations to its surfacing, boundaries and surroundings. 

Being fairly level, accessible, and near the church with the post-medieval expansion of 

Seaton to the south, the HUCA attracted suburban growth from the later 19th century, 

increasing in pace in the later 20th century. An outlying mid 19th century large villa, 

Hillymead, was followed by a football field by 1912, a new vicarage and low density 

roadside development by mid 20th century, and then a caravan park on the east. More 

recently, housing estates filled the villa grounds and the remaining meadows (Fig 55). 

 

 

Fig 55 The Saltings, Colyford Road, recent development on old meadows in HUCA 17 

4.17.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA as a whole has Low heritage value. Its vicarage and football field contribute 

to the story of how the town was shaped for community use, but their original settings 

are built over. The development of the HUCA overall has limited interest as a reflection 

of the more piecemeal processes of town growth. It is difficult to appreciate and lacks 

aesthetic and communal value with its series of cul-de-sacs opening off Colyford Road. 

The old lane to the ford relates to wider patterns of communication and settlement 

around the estuary and their change with the retreat of its tides, of great importance to 

the story of Seaton; but at its accessible west end it retains no clear historic character. 

4.17.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The developed north and south parts of the HUCA have low archaeological potential. In 

contrast, the football field, the caravan or trailer home site, and perhaps some gardens 

of houses on the south-east in the HUCA, have relatively undisturbed ground. Such 

ground has high potential for medieval or earlier buried remains, particularly for 

deposits associated with use of the haven of the Early and High Middle Ages. This can 

be seen from a record of a recent discovery of timbers thought to be from ships (not 

precisely located) during drainage works related to the football pitch (MDV 76181). 
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4.18 HUCA 18; Marsh Lane 

4.18.1 Historic character 

The HUCA comprises two continuous areas, lying by Marsh Lane, with the lane itself 

between them. The areas either side of the lane have both been substantially modified 

in recent times but remain essentially open. Both have traces still of their medieval 

shaping as arable and meadow respectively, these different uses reflecting variations in 

their settings – one on a well drained sunny slope, the other on low ground by the floor 

of the valley of the River Axe. 

Marsh Lane itself links the Axe Valley marshland traditionally used as seasonal grazing 

on the north of the urban study area with the medieval borough of Colyford further 

north. It is very probably medieval in origin, as can be seen in its narrow curving 

character today. The route now connects with footpaths giving access to parts of a 

large nature reserve on the marshland extending up the valley from the study area. In 

this way the association with the marshes evident from the name of the route continues 

to be experienced in a modern form (Fig 56). 

This lane curves around higher ground at the confluence of the Holyford Brook with the 

Axe, a spur likely to have been known as Fleet Hill as that name is recorded for a field 

on its western slope (outside the present study area). The spur may have been named 

Fleet because it is the only relatively prominent landform, on this western side of the 

Axe, close to the fleet or estuary. The flat marshland below is thought to have been 

part of the tidal, navigable mouth of the Axe until this silted up during the later 

medieval period, as discussed in Section 3.2.1. (The map and landscape evidence 

considered for this project indicates that the recorded early settlement of Fleet, also 

named for the ancient tidal inlet, lay north of old Seaton, in HUCA 1.) 

The field on the south of the spur forming the north part of the HUCA now contains 

Seaton’s cemetery, recorded on the OS mapping of 1963-1996 when it lay just beyond 

the outskirts of the expanded town. As such it marks the community of the mid 20th 

century and it can be expected to have historic character and interest as well as great 

personal and family meaning for Seaton people today. 

This land on the spur at the north end of the HUCA will have been cultivated in strips in 

medieval times. Its long east boundary, as recorded on historic mapping, shows the 

‘reversed J’ course typical of elements of strip derived field systems. This field’s straight 

north boundary, with other similar boundaries, plantation belts, and farmyard nearby, 

may point to post-medieval modification of the field system on Fleet Hill. The Devon 

HER shows a crop mark site there (outside the urban survey area) but records this as 

an earlier settlement, describing it as ‘deserted medieval village in Flete Meadow’ (MDV 

14046). 

The southern part of the HUCA is undulating pasture, shown on the tithe map as two 

meadows with a ditched boundary running between them, roughly parallel with the Axe 

Valley to the east and below. The outer field follows a gentle ridge over the valley floor, 

and this would seem to have potential for buried, even upstanding remains of 

prehistoric settlement or seasonal exploitation, offering a dry refuge above the upper 

reaches of the lost tidal inlet of the Axe Estuary, with its varied natural resources (Fig 

57). 

However, this low rise has been considerably altered by use for a sewage works serving 

Seaton. The OS map made in the period between 1953 and 1969 depicts a complex of 

buildings and enclosures here, quite large in extent, labelled ‘works’. The 1963-1996 

edition of the map records it with the more specific label ‘sewage works’. (The town’s 

active sewage works now lie to the south in HUCA 20.) On the south of the works site 

are some more recent sheds, possibly agricultural. These probably have no intrinsic 

significance as historic buildings, but they may be of interest as indicators of continuing 

use for grazing of the low meadows and lower marsh pastures for which Seaton was 

renowned until modern times. 
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4.18.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has Medium heritage value, for its urban cemetery continuing in use today 

and the moderately legible pre-urban landscape surrounding this, and for its 

archaeological potential, now partly reduced. 

It can be understood as a valley side landscape shaped both by farming use in 

medieval times, and by contrasting use of substantial areas for some of the civic 

functions of the modern town, typically located, as here, on the urban fringe. 

4.18.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The south facing slopes east of the cemetery, and lower ground around the works south 

of Marsh Lane, have high archaeological potential for buried remains of prehistoric to 

medieval settlement-related activity. Archaeological trench evaluations of the land 

adjacent to the cemetery, on the north-east of the HUCA (and of the urban study area) 

showed a variety of prehistoric features (MDV 80961, 80963, 80964, 80966). These 

included flints (among them a possible Mesolithic blade and flakes of Late Neolithic or 

Early Bronze Age date), Bronze Age ditches containing potsherds, and a post hole. 

 

  

Fig 56 Axe Valley from the north-west 

corner of HUCA 18, with wet marshy 

floor under a chain of hills bearing 

prehistoric enclosures 

Fig 57 Low ridge, above Axe Valley 

marshes (visible as yellowy rushes 

beyond the pasture), in south part of 

HUCA 18, seen from Colyford Road 
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4.19 HUCA 19; Lower Marshes 

4.19.1 Historic character 

The lower, south part of Seaton Marshes can still be seen, from aspects of its present 

character, to have been shaped by a combination of natural and human forces from the 

ancient tidal inlet of the River Axe. Such perceptions are reduced by modern buildings 

and road extending from the Esplanade and Underfleet, particularly a recent large scale 

retail development covering much of it east of centre (Fig 58). Elsewhere, though, its 

flat silty ground contrasts clearly with the sloping valley side to the west (in HUCA 3). 

Its position behind and below the shingle bar bearing the Esplanade which cut the inlet 

off from the tides (HUCA 7) can be sensed through the sounds and smell of the sea as 

well as the surviving views to the cliffs and the estuary mouth to the east of the bar 

(Figs 58, 59). 

The area is roughly rectangular in plan, with a straight side on the east against the tidal 

River Axe on the boundary of Seaton, and another to the north against the marshes 

further up the valley. The boundary line to the east is determined by the embankment 

of the tramway, previously a railway, formed from the Willoughby bank made for the 

landowning family of that name in the 17th century. The Willoughby bank is associated 

with the conversion of the area from salt marsh to freshwater marsh, and from 

common grazing to lucrative pastures. This bank’s historic relationship with the marsh 

is rather obscure on the ground in HUCA 19 (in contrast to HUCA 20). It was modified 

here to form Seaton’s railway station, later closed and inaccessible to the public at the 

time of the project fieldwork. (The seaward end of the bank beyond the railway, in 

HUCA 7, has also been modified.) The straight northern boundary of the HUCA follows 

the purpose-built part of the tramway, which branches off the former railway to a 

terminus near the town centre, crossing the marshes on the course of one of their 

main, east-west drains. 

The regular grid of drains, recorded on the 1889 map, was presumably intended to 

address poorer drainage in these lower marshes confined behind the inner end of the 

shingle bar (in HUCA 7). The mid-late 19th century grid superseded an earlier system of 

curving ditches, shown schematically on the 1806 drawing and in more detail on the 

1840 map. 

The earlier drains defined sizeable, slightly irregularly shaped pastures, resembling in 

plan the enclosures of post-medieval ‘bartons’ or home farms of the gentry. They may 

have given the marshes an air of improvement of particular interest for Seaton in view 

of documentary evidence for the persistence of customary rights including a town 

bowling green here (Parkinson 1985, 43; MDV 42589). This earlier layout may have 

been discernible on the ground through the later 19th century re-organisation, 

earthworks appearing on aerial photographs of the 1920s, but is no longer evident 

since the west side of the HUCA has been built over. 

The south front of the HUCA, on Harbour Road, retains several features showing how 

from the later 19th century it attracted dispersed activity of various kinds, related to the 

railway or to the provision of utilities at this convenient location, marginal but close to 

the town. They include a brick cottage row at Blue Waters Close, and the site of the gas 

works. This working character has been modified, though, by piecemeal commercial 

and residential infilling of low historic interest. 

Blocks of ground within the 19th century rectangular drainage grid, running across the 

centre of the HUCA, were used for an early holiday camp with timber buildings of the 

1930s, and for extensions of this from the 1950s. More recently the holiday camp site 

on the lower marshes has been levelled and its site re-used for the large retail 

development already mentioned, and for a correspondingly large flat topped 

rectangular mound nearly 2m high of imported sand designed to prevent flooding to the 

latter (Fig 59). 
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However, the Seaton tramway, established on the former railway branch line after its 

closure to trains in 1966, remains in use. Where it turns west away from the old railway 

towards its seaward end it runs around the former site of the camp. In this way it 

reflects something of the scale of the expanded camp and of the lively, recreational, 

seasonal character it brought to the HUCA for three generations or so. 

4.19.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The heritage value of the HUCA is assessed as Medium overall. The landscape history 

of the HUCA contributes greatly to that of Seaton as a whole. 

The area captures the inner marshland, and its significant boundaries with the Saxon 

fields sloping down from the medieval town (HUCA 3), the later medieval natural bar 

behind which the marshes formed (HUCA 7), and the salt marsh left unimproved 

outside the Willoughby bank (HUCA 21). Its holiday camp was coeval with the great 

20th century residential expansion of Seaton, and may have had a causal relationship 

with it. These strands of the story of Seaton can still be traced in the landscape of the 

HUCA today, though they are no longer easy to follow here, as a result of recent 

development which has entailed loss of components, and of legibility. 

4.19.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The HUCA retains on its east some undeveloped marshland. This can be expected to 

preserve beneath its surface rare palaeoenvironmental evidence, such as peat deposits 

laid down during the Mesolithic period of the kind shown by borehole sampling across 

the site of the former holiday camp (MDV 80970). The undisturbed ground also shares 

the high archaeological potential noted under HUCA 20 for survival in its silts of buried 

remains of medieval or earlier activity on the estuary. Elsewhere in the HUCA this 

archaeological potential has been reduced or lost through modern development. 

 

  

Fig 58 Development on the town side 

of HUCA 20 obscures the traditional 

management of the area as pasture 

and its later use as a holiday camp 

Fig 59 View east to the mouth of the 

Axe below Haven Cliff, over ground on 

the Lower Marshes recently raised to 

protect development from flooding 
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4.20 HUCA 20; Upper Marshes 

4.20.1 Historic character 

The HUCA comprises the upper, north part of Seaton Marshes, a broad belt of open 

ground, mostly pasture and wet marsh, running north to south on the north-east of the 

study area. The land is defined around its outer, north and east sides by the great sea 

bank made by the Willoughby family in the 17th century to enclose and convert it from 

salt to freshwater marsh. The bank was adapted to carry the Seaton branch railway of 

1868, and the railway embankment is itself re-used all along the east side of the HUCA 

for the Seaton tram service along the Axe Valley. In this way the tramway incidentally 

maintains, as vital as well as structural features in the landscape, both the Willoughbys’ 

work and the railway. 

From inside the bank there is specific evidence for buried remains of the ships or boats 

that once used this area. Stukeley recorded the discovery of many timbers, anchors 

and the like during the excavation of salt pans in the 18th century, and the salt works 

themselves can be expected to have left traces too. Examination of this very large area 

was not possible in the course of the urban survey project. However, a rapid look 

suggests much remains as it was when mapped in the 19th century, wet open grass 

pasture with drainage ditches relating to the 17th century reclamation and to later 

rationalisations of this. A central belt has modern sewage works and related ground 

disturbance. 

The Underfleet track runs along the west side of the marshes from HUCA 19 as far as 

the church. A modern footpath continues the line of the Underfleet route from the 

church to a nature reserve by the sewage works in the centre of the HUCA. Another 

path crosses this central reserve to a bird hide by the railway bank, and a third runs 

around the north end of the HUCA to a raised hide and further nature reserve beyond 

the study area. This accessibility, together with that provided by the tramway, means it 

is possible to pass along and through the HUCA, and to look over it from several 

vantage points, over the river to Axmouth, back to Seaton, up the Axe Valley and down 

to the bar on the sea. It is easy to appreciate, on the open, flat, low, wet, almost sea-

level ground of the area, its formation as alluvium filling the floor of the valley of the 

River Axe, as well as its striking semi-natural beauty (Fig 60). 

4.20.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has High heritage value. This open land is highly sensitive to change, and 

though situated outside the past and present urban limits can show us many aspects of 

the story of the town, and may reveal many more. The flatness of the HUCA and its 

position relative to the coast, the modern course of the River Axe, and the town on the 

ridge above is readily experienced from the Underfleet path (despite some visually 

intrusive modern fencing) and from the tramway (Fig 61). This landscape is eloquent of 

how the Axe Estuary before it silted up was both a barrier to movement by land and an 

outstanding haven, and of why the early port and market settlement was attracted to 

the gentle west Seaton side rather than the steep eastern hills. The clarity and 

accessibility here of these aspects of the story of Seaton are of greater value since the 

lower marshland and its boundary with the ancient shore of the estuary have been 

partly obscured by recent development (in HUCAs 3 and 19). 

4.20.3 Below ground heritage significance 

The discovery of a range of buried remains here in the early modern period is well 

documented, as noted above. Improvement of the ground for farming purposes 

through several phases of land drainage will have involved some direct disturbance and 

may have had a wider adverse effect on survival of organic material. On the other 

hand, recent ground disturbance has been limited. This means the HUCA retains high 

archaeological potential for remains of prehistoric to later medieval use of the estuary. 

Ships’ timbers and other early organic artefacts may be preserved by waterlogging. 
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There may be stratified deposits suitable for palaeoenvironmental sampling of the kind 

found through a recent borehole survey (MDV 80984). 

Such material can provide rare, complex evidence of the highest significance for 

understanding the landscape and life of the early town and port, its landscape and 

region. 

 

  

Fig 60 Pasture on the silted-up estuary 

of the River Axe, looking up the valley 

from south of Seaton Church 

Fig 61 Tram on the old railway on the 

17th century bank enclosing the 

marshes to improve the pasture 
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4.21 HUCA 21; Axe Estuary 

4.21.1 Historic character 

This area is a strip of low ground near sea level on the east edge of the study area. 

Most of it comprises salt marsh beside the soutthern, tidal reach of the River Axe. It 

also includes reclaimed land edged by mud banks at low tide around Axmouth Bridge, 

and the outer, largely undeveloped end of the shingle bar, behind the beach in HUCA 7. 

The narrowness of the salt marsh reflects indirectly the extent of reclamation and 

associated desalination of the broad expanse of marshland to its west in HUCAs 19 and 

20. These processes were begun during the later 17th century. The strip here in HUCA 

21 is the part left outside the area enclosed for improvement at that time by the 

Willoughby family. 

The south end of the HUCA, the outer end of the shingle bar formed in the later 

medieval period, perhaps around 1400 (Section 3.3.5), appears to have changed 

relatively little since the end of the medieval period. Leland described the bar as ‘a 

mighty rigge and barre of pible stones….the river Axe is dryven to the very est point of 

the haven, called Whitclif, and ther, at a very smaul gut, goith into the sea’ (quoted in 

Pulman 1875, 838). The back of the shingle ridge was used for a yard shown on the 

1889 map and a club house marked on later 20th century maps. These features were 

probably associated with the coasting trade and with recreational sailing, respectively. 

The area where they were developed is now part of a marina but this is relatively small 

in scale and the area is open to walkers. Crunching over the mass of flinty pebbles 

under Haven Cliff (either Leland erred in calling this White Cliff, or it changed its name 

when the harbour on the Axmouth side was used in the 19th century), it is easy to 

sense how the bar was gradually driven across the ancient inlet by natural forces. 

Along the west of the salt marsh are mouths of drains recorded on surveys dating from  

1806; and a row of boundary posts and at least one boundstone, plotted on the 1889 

map. The markers may be associated with the railway but are of greater interest as 

reminders of how the historic boundary of Seaton itself (anciently following lost bends 

of the Axe to the sea) was like the river fixed on a straight course by the 17th century 

Willoughby bank. The marina on the bar includes several 20th century sheds. 

The HUCA’s more substantial structures are clustered around the crossing over the 

River Axe at the back of the shingle bar. Here are two parallel, successive road bridges. 

These superseded an earlier ferry, whose passage lay a little to seaward (at least at the 

time of the tithe survey, when it was marked on the Axmouth tithe map of 1842). The 

older Axmouth Bridge of 1877 (MDV 11400) is designated a Scheduled Monument of 

national importance for its aesthetic and historical interest. It is thought to be the 

earliest surviving concrete bridge in England and possibly the third to have been built 

(Markwick 1988). Its design shows an intention to combine the new material of mass 

concrete with traditional style, which can be appreciated either through passing over its 

smoothly humped back, or in viewing it across the water with its arches and parapets 

shaped and incised to resemble masonry (Figs 62, 64). 

Bridge Cottage, of similar date to old Axmouth Bridge, is a Listed Building at Grade II 

(MDV 81713). This is the former toll house for the river crossing, and is readily 

understood as such. It addresses the approach to the bridge from the Seaton side, 

retains the opening for payment of tolls in the centre of its roadside façade, and shares 

aspects of the bridge’s design – the shuttered concrete construction, an associated 

curving profile, and the use of more traditional ornamental flourishes (Fig 18). 

The new bridge stands to the northern, inland side of the old one, and the sheds, 

laying-up areas and pontoons of the marina to seaward are relatively low and small-

scale. As a result the historic setting of the old bridge and toll house at the mouth of 

the Axe can be appreciated. Together with the wharfside road and buildings of Axmouth 

Harbour east of the study area, these structures form a group showing clearly ways in 
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which the mouth of the Axe has influenced patterns of communication and trade over 

several centuries (Fig 62), outlined as part of the assessment of value below. 

North of the old toll house a little tongue of reclaimed land, with shoring visible from 

the newer bridge, extends into the estuary (Fig 63). The 1889 and 1904 maps record 

this as rough ground with angles to its outline which suggest it was built up from or 

revetted against the estuary in several phases. The second of these surveys shows an 

earthwork running across its centre to a dogleg in the waterfront on its east, probably a 

slipway; a concrete slip is visible here today. An irregular row of boatsheds or similar 

buildings ran over the inner end of this by the time of the later 20th century mapping, 

and two such rows line the area today. Standing buildings accord with the maritime 

character of the HUCA, with simple, low, store- or workshop-like forms. One shed bears 

an ageing 20th century sign identifying it as the premises of HJ Mears, boatbuilders. 

4.21.2 Above ground heritage significance 

The HUCA has High heritage value. This stems from its estuarine maritime character 

and related demonstrable high potential for survival under silt of rare early waterlogged 

and other remains, and from the great significance of this historic character and 

archaeological resource for the story of the town as a whole. The shingle bar here, and 

the saltmarsh above it, offer striking views of the beauty, scale and dynamism of the 

Axe Estuary and Seaton Bay (seen from within the HUCA, from the tramway, and from 

the Axmouth Road east of the study area). The HUCA conveys clearly through contrasts 

and comparisons how people have used and developed, over time, adjoining areas 

shaped similarly by nature, making them very different places; the Esplanade  here and 

in HUCA 7, and the marshes here and in HUCAs 19 and 20. 

A variety of features mark this HUCA as a working seaside place - sea wall, slipway, 

disused boatbuilding infrastructure, old made ground, and proximity to and close views 

of the Axmouth wharfside, as well as boat storage. Though relatively recent, these 

features evoke the history of fishing town and port which is both critical to the 

development of Seaton, and difficult to see elsewhere in the town today (Fig 63). 

Besides the technological and aesthetic interest and rarity already mentioned, the old 

Axmouth Bridge and its toll house have wider meaning for the story of Seaton and its 

district. These structures, from their position and their decorative features, clearly form 

the western approach to, and focal elements of, a 19th century landscape park on the 

Axmouth side of the estuary, where sweeping lawn and framing plantations surround 

the prominent, white, Haven Cliff House (Fig 64). They can be seen as marking the 

front of that ornamental landscape against the Seaton Manor lands of the Trevelyan 

family, marked by Trevelyan Road at the outer end of the Esplanade (Fig 62). 

Furthermore, Axmouth Bridge is the lowest and latest (apart from the relief bridge 

beside it) of a sequence of historic crossings over the Axe in and beyond the present 

study area, some still used, others abandoned or reduced in status from main to minor 

ways. As such it is an integral part of a complex story of communications around the 

estuary closely linked to the urban foundation, growth, decline, stagnation and 

regrowth of Seaton itself – the early establishment of the town having been associated, 

this survey suggests, with that of a road running north to avoid the tidal reaches then 

impassable on foot, to a crossing over 3 miles (5km) inland. 

4.21.3 Below ground heritage significance 

There is high archaeological potential here. The salt marsh with its deep estuarine 

silts may contain buried remains of deposits or debris from the high Middle Ages or the 

prehistoric era when this strip was part of the wider estuary, and also from post-

medieval times when the river was confined here. The potential is shown by separate 

recent discoveries on the outer margin of the HUCA of a bronze sword and a carvel-

built ship (MDV 37379, 69888). The shingle bar may have within it foundations of the 

works on its spine named on the 1889 map, and possibly remains of others mentioned 

in earlier accounts, related to the 19th century harbour at Axmouth across the river. 
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Fig 62 South side of the traditionally 

styled but innovative concrete Axmouth 

Bridge, with marina below, and 

Trevelyan Road in HUCA 7 beyond 

Fig 63 Reclaimed land north of Bridge 

Cottage, legible as such through its flat 

top and revetted sides, with slipway 

and other distinctive maritime features 

 

 

Fig 64 Axmouth Bridge in HUCA 21 from 

the Seaton side, with the associated 

Haven Cliff House (outside the study 

area) beyond 

 

 



Devon Historic Coastal and Market Towns Survey: Seaton 

 

 92 

5 Suggestions for further research 
Aspects of Seaton’s historic landscape which would benefit from further research or 

consideration, identified in the course of the project, are brought together here. 

 Consideration of the DHCMTS assessment in future management is 

recommended, to allow the town to continue to develop while conserving and 

enhancing the landscape and building character which tells its long human story. 

 Strategies for recording and conservation of buildings or their features 

contributing significantly to historic character should be developed, particularly 

where these lie outside the Conservation Area and are not Listed. 

 Exploration of documentary archives and field names could greatly 

enhance understanding of developments such as the medieval settlement, the 

deep history of the fields and orchards covering most of the landscape inherited 

by modern Seaton, the role of the Trevelyans in the growth of the resort, the 

context of suburban growth, and the contribution of the holiday camp to this. 

 Earthwork survey of the eastern marshland could show how its complexity 

indicated by Parkinson’s historical study is evident in the landscape. 

 Geophysical survey, or other archaeological work could inform the future 

management and protection for specific sites or areas with potential for survival 

of highly significant earthworks and buried remains; the possible prehistoric 

barrow/s indicated by field names around Poplar Tree Corner, the potential 

Saxon town represented by HUCA 1 with the comparatively large area of 

undeveloped ground on the Cricket Field immediately outside in HUCA 5; and 

the ‘castle’ fields, perhaps a medieval castle, in HUCAs 14 and 16. 

 Recording of buildings and their social history (with owners’ support, as 

appropriate) to enhance understanding of the town is recommended, particularly 

for the church with its incised ships and other graffiti (HUCA 5), and for groups 

relating to the 19th century development of the town as a genteel coastal resort; 

the Mansion House in HUCA 2 (Fig 65), other large villas in HUCAs 2, 4 and 9, 

and the emparked residences in HUCAs 9 and 10. 

 Comparative study of Seaton with other Devon ports and resorts is needed. 

 Plans to enhance historic character with archaeological guidance, to add to 

understanding and enjoyment of Seaton, should be considered, for key places 

like the Barrow (Fig 66) and river mouth, and features, such as fencing. 

 Protection of character in areas with particular vulnerability, where infill 

or re-development could degrade historic landscape character of great 

significance for the story of Seaton, is strongly recommended. These areas are 

the medieval fields in HUCA 3, the Esplanade marking the shingle bar and early 

resort infrastructure, and the marshes on the silt behind this (HUCAs 7, 19), and 

the beach and reclaimed land in HUCA 21 preserving maritime character, 

evoking the origins of the town as a sea port and fishery. 

 Community participation in investigation of the historic town may be 

particularly rewarding as Seaton has grown and changed much within a few 

generations, so that people could contribute memories of a quite different place. 

 Presentation of historic character, features and development in the town 

could complement the existing rich collections of historic artefacts and images, 

and displays interpreting the natural environment, in the Seaton Museum. 

 Associations with the Jurassic Coast WHS could be enhanced using the 

urban survey, Seaton’s development reflecting the geological character and 

phenomena which have led to this designation of the surrounding district, with 

its shaping from medieval times by the shingle bar across the estuary, and the 

siting and naming of buildings for views to spectacular cliffs in the WHS. 
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Fig 65 Mansion House (later Seaton Beach Hotel, now White Cliff) and assembly room 

beyond, from the Esplanade in HUCA 7. These prominent buildings, originally set on 

the wild shingle bar, are among those with high potential for further study 

 

 

Fig 66 Barrow on the Esplanade in HUCA 7 (foreground) with view to White Cliff and 

Beer Head. The mound shows shaping for defence against sea-borne attack from 

post-medieval times, and for an early outlying summer house 

 

 

Fig 67 Seaview Crescent facing the bay across Sea Field in HUCA 6, showing how the 

development of the coastal resort exploited and adapted the pre-urban landscape 
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Appendix: Seaton Timeline 
The table below brings together a selection of the readily available written records for 

Seaton before the Second World War, providing glimpses of the development of the 

town, and showing the range of its documentation as currently understood. For the 

Early, High, and Later Medieval periods, the table also includes, in italics, entries for 

suggested key developments which are unrecorded, or undated, to show how these 

may fit with the sparse early history. 

 

Date Development Reference 

Early Medieval AD 410 - 1065 

937 According to Risdon writing in 1630 the Danes 

land at Seaton to raid the district 

Lysons and Lysons 1822, 

435 

1005 King Aethelred grants land at Fleet, later 

known as Seaton but possibly more extensive 

than the present parish, to a thegn, Eadsig 

Hooke 1994  

Fleet may lie on a defended site, possibly Roman in origin, on a route from the north 

1086 Domesday Book records that Fleet was held in 

this period by Horton Priory, Dorset, and had 

salterns (salt making works) 

Davidson 1885, 197   

Hooke 1994, 193 

High Medieval 1066 - 1299 

A castle may stand by the north road, and the church by the haven may be founded 

1122 The manor of Fleet passes with Horton Priory 

to the Abbey of Sherborne, Dorset 

Burnham 1912, 31 

Settlement possibly expanded from Fleet to Seaton in several phases in this period 

1145/6 A papal bull refers to the towns of Fleet, Beer 

and Seaton, with their salt ponds, and 

fisheries; from this time the place name 

Seaton appears in documents instead of Fleet 

Davidson 1885, 198, 

Parkinson 1985, 39 

1228 ‘Axebrig’ is noted in the Devon Feet of Fines Henderson and Jervoise 

1938, 77 

The road to Axe Bridge probably eclipses that heading north and attracts town growth 

1276 Seaton has a weekly market and an annual  

three-day fair 

Kowaleski 1995, 264  

1346 A fleet collected for war in France draws two 

ships and 25 men from Seaton 

Hoskins 1954, 204 

Later Medieval 1300 - 1539 

Shingle blocks the haven, Seaton declines and Fleet may be abandoned, perhaps c1400 

1450 Bishop Lacy grants forty days’ indulgence to 

contributors to repair of ‘the new harbour on 

the sea shore at Seaton’  

Parkinson 1985, 23-25 

1535 Tithes of fish from Seaton as from other 

places on the South Devon coast, especially 

around Tor Bay, are very significant in value  

Hoskins 1954, 212 

1537 A pier made at Beer is ruined by an 

extraordinary storm 

Leland 1540, 80-81 
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Date Development Reference 

c1540 John Leland finds that Seaton, cut off from the 

sea by a bar, tried recently to cut this but 

failed, and has shrunk from port to ‘mean’ 

fishing town; and that it is served by Axe 

Bridge except at high tides, and by a passage 

at low tide over the salt marshes to Axmouth 

Leland 1540, 80  

Post Medieval 1540 - 1699 

3yrs after 

dissolution 

Henry VIII grants the Manor of Seaton to John 

Frye 

Burnham 1912, 31 

1557 John Willoughby purchases the manor Parkinson 1985, 29 

1558, 

1568 

Churchwardens’ Accounts refer to works on 

‘the bulwark of Seaton’ 

Burnham 1912, 29 

1565 Seaton is among officially constituted Devon 

ports; Axmouth is not included in the list 

Hoskins 1954, 204 

1575 Funds are raised and works carried out to 

restore the harbour, but without success 

Parkinson 1985, 25 

c1600 Thomas Erle Esq of Bindon has repairs made 

to the haven on the Axmouth side, soon 

ruined 

Parkinson 1985, 26 

1619 Beer and Seaton are assessed as having 80 

seamen and 17 ships 

Gray 1990, xvii, xxi 

c1620 Sir Walter Erle makes another failed, costly 

attempt at improving the harbour 

Parkinson 1985, 26 

1627 Fresh ordnance is sought for Seaton, and men 

are sent to assist in its fortification 

Burnham 1912, 30 

1655 The Manor of Seaton is to pass to the 

Trevelyans after the death of John Willoughby, 

following a marriage to the Willoughby heiress 

Burnham 1912, 31 

Parkinson 1985, 30 

1661 The main, north-south Willoughby sea bank, 

and drainage works, enclosing and reclaiming 

the salt marshes as pasture, are completed 

Parkinson 1985, 34 

1669-

1672 

The sea bank on the marsh is raised and 

extended, and a further sluice made 

Parkinson 1985, 37 

Later 17th 

century 

The former salt marshes are becoming 

freshwater marshland, and are let as pastures 

Parkinson 1985, 38 

1700 Fishermen from the parish are said to have 

worked seasons in Newfoundland ‘beyond the 

memory of man’ 

Burnham 1912, 23 

18th century 

1704 Salt making is re-introduced and carried out in 

several phases over around half a century 

Parkinson 1985, 40-48 

1710-

1756 

Records of tithes due to the Vicar refer to both 

tucking and seine netting fisheries here 

Burnham 1912, 22-23 
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Date Development Reference 

1724 Stukeley notes Seaton has a ruined ‘modern’ 

tower and guns on the Barrow, ‘coggle’ bank 

near barring the haven mouth, marsh behind 

this with salt working and buried remains of 

ships, tales of a lost great port, and a mayor  

Stukeley 1724, 143-145  

1742 An Act of Parliament is passed for a harbour 

at Beer, but nothing is done to make this 

Lysons and Lysons 1822, 

435 

1756 The vicar identifies Seaton’s only trade as 

fishing, and records that it has been subject 

to a sickness from the marshes but that this 

has ceased since the saltmarsh was reclaimed 

Parkinson 1985, 35, 48 

1788 or 

1789 

The Manor or part of it passes from the 

Trevelyans to steward and solicitor Thomas 

Charter, Esq., in dubious circumstances 

Lysons and Lysons 1822, 

436; Parkinson 1985, 48-

49 

c1800 Polwhele finds Seaton ‘a remarkably neat 

village’ where ‘every house has a finished air’ 

Gosling 1991, 20 

1791 A visitor observes ‘many decent looking men 

going down the beach three or four times in 

as many hours, and drinking a pint of water 

each time’ 

Dixon and Turton 1995, 7 

1794 Swete describes Seaton as ‘a small village 

consisting chiefly of one little street….now 

beginning to have its share of company, 

chosen at first for cheapness and retirement’ 

Dixon and Turton 1995, 7 

Earlier 19th century 

1800 Seaton House, having been [allegedly] sold 

with the manor of Seaton around 1788 or 

1789 by Sir John Trevelyan, Bart, to the 

father of the owner in 1822, Thomas Malet 

Charter, Esq., is rebuilt and becomes the 

‘occasional’ residence of this TM Charter 

Lysons and Lysons 1822, 

436 

c1803 A pier is built below Axmouth and large freight 

yards are laid out both sides of the river 

Hoskins 1954, 326      

Burnham 1912, 35 

1822 A Methodist meeting house is noted at 

Seaton. There is now no pier; ships land their 

goods on the beach using boats 

Lysons and Lysons 1822, 

435 

1824 A great gale floods into the town and marshes Burnham 1912, 31 

1827 The Trevelyans file a bill against Thomas 

Malet Charter for a reconveyance of the 

Seaton property acquired by his father 

Parkinson 1985, 48-49 

1837 A poem captures an English officer from India 

enjoying rest in Seaton on medical advice 

Burnham 1912, 14 

1839 The Great Landslip at Dowlands Farm east of 

the Axe attracts thousands to visit the area 

Burnham 1912, 37-43 
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Date Development Reference 

1846 The House of Lords decide in favour of 

Trevelyan against Charter. In the same year, 

Walter Calverley Trevelyan inherits the title 

and property 

Parkinson 1985, 49 

c1850s The economy of the town is still based on 

fishing and it has barely 800 people 

Hoskins 1954, 120, 473 

c1850 Lace is in great demand and is made across a 

wide area of South Devon, including Seaton 

Gray 2003, 15 

Later 19th century 

c1853 Sir Walter Trevelyan has the marsh grazing 

extensively and thoroughly improved with 

ceramic drains, ditches and sluices 

Parkinson 1985, 53 

1860 ‘Colyton for Seaton’ station on the main 

railway line opens 

Parkinson 1985, 53 

1865 A guide notes an omnibus from Colyford 

Station to ‘the little watering-place of Seaton’ 

Anon 1865, 25 

1865 Thomas Carlyle stays with the Dowager Lady 

Ashburton at her Seaton summer residence, 

Seaforth Lodge 

Burnham 1912, 25, 32 

1868 The railway branch from Colyton Junction to 

Seaton opens in March 

Burnham 1912, 81 

c1868 Trevelyan has made a toll carriage road on 

the line of the Esplanade 

Parkinson 1985, 56 

1869 Axmouth pier is destroyed by a gale Burnham 1912, 36 

1872 A tariff for various uses of the beach, reserved 

to the Lord of the Manor, is advertised 

Parkinson 1985, 56 

1872 Sir Walter Trevelyan notes the Barrow, which 

he considers ‘a natural mound’, was lowered 

by several feet ‘a few years ago’ 

Parkinson 1985, 23-24 

1869 The Axmouth pier is partly destroyed by a 

gale 

Hoskins 1954, 326 

1877 The innovative concrete Axmouth Bridge, 

designed by Philip Brannon, is built 

Markwick 1988, 154 

1878 A Local Board is formed to govern the parish Anon 1889, 506 

1880 A guide to Seaton by a retired inspector of 

hospitals emphasises its role as a health 

resort 

Burnham 1912, 13 

1881 The population of the Seaton Local Board 

district [essentially that of the town] is 1,221 

Anon 1889, 506 

1889 ‘Seaton is much frequented by visitors during 

the summer months…and has greatly 

improved during the last few years, many 

buildings having been added and new streets 

opened….Honiton lace is made here….land in 

the neighbourhood is chiefly in pasture’ 

Anon 1889, 506 
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Date Development Reference 

1899 The mission church on Sidmouth Street opens Burnham 1912, 24 

c1899 By the end of the 19th century Seaton has 

around 1,300 people 

Hoskins 1954, 473 

Earlier 20th century 

1904 The Town Hall and Council office is built Burnham 1912, 13 

1907 The toll on Axmouth Bridge is removed, 

leading to an increase in traffic 

Parkinson 1985, 55 

1931-

present 

The population rises greatly at Seaton from 

around this time [a census year], as at other 

towns on the South coast of Devon 

Hoskins 1954, 295 

1934 A holiday camp is made on the lower marshes  Parkinson 1985, 57 

1938 Seaton Urban District Council buys part of the 

marshes from the Trevelyan family 

Parkinson 1985, 57 
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Map 1 Location of Seaton and the urban study area 
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Map 2 Map of the south part and centre of the study area, showing street names 
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Map 3 Map of the north part of the study area, showing street names 
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Map 4 1806 OS drawing, © British Library Board. Details include the Barrow battery, ferry crossing (bottom right), prolific orchards, and ‘castle’ site (centre top) 
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Map 5 1840 tithe survey (modern map layer for Axmouth). Note the possible rectangular outline of the Saxon town (centre), the Mansion House on the bar; and the strip derived form of the fields 
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Map 6 1889 OS 25 inch map, depicting the railway and the westward spread of housing, and showing many orchards (the tithe survey identifies these in the apportionment schedule rather than graphically) 
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Map 7 1904 OS 25 inch map. Close comparability with the survey made 15 years earlier (Map 6) indicates that landscape character changed relatively little around the turn of the 20th century 
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Map 8 OS 6 inch map, 1953-1969, capturing the town’s great residential expansion, and the establishment of the holiday camp on the marshes, dating from the period between the two World Wars 
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Map 9 OS 6 inch map, 1963-1996, recording dense suburban growth and infilling, extension of the holiday camp, and continuation around the camp of the tramway re-using the old railway line 
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Map 10 Seaton’s HLC, Early Medieval, with the Axe Estuary open to the sea, and ‘Residential’ areas representing the possible extent of the Saxon town of Fleet above this, and the Manor site just outside that 
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Map 11 Seaton’s HLC, High Medieval, showing potential urban extent, with growth on Queen Street and Fore Street perhaps preceding shrinkage away from Fleet, and possible castle site north of the town 
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Map 12 Seaton’s HLC, Early 19th century. Trade clusters by the Cross Street/Fore Street route; yards for coal from coasting ships flank the beach landing; residential expansion is mostly dispersed large villas 
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Map 13 Seaton’s HLC, Late 19th century. In the old town, commerce dominates by the sea and station approach; terraced lodging houses spread; outlying large villas increase especially on the western cliffs 
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Map 14 Seaton’s HLC, present day. Suburbs are extensive and dense; civic or recreational land marks old or new town edges; retail areas on the marshes compare in size to the railway age commercial core 
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Map 15 Seaton’s Historic Urban Character Areas (HUCAs), listed and assessed in Section 4 


