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There can be little doubt that the border warfare in which 
the people of Northumberland (and the English Marches 
against Scotland generally) were involved for four or more , 
centuries acted as a powerful brake or retarding factor on : 
agricultural and social progress. Change could be best 
effected from the medieval communal type of agricultural 
organisation, manifest in Northumberland by the frequent 
presence of large common and open arable fields, pastures 
and meadows,1 by the enfranchisement of the servile tenant 
from the customary and political services which he was • 
obliged to perform as a condition of tenancy. Change in 
tenurial status had to await the termination of warfare in ' 
the seventeenth century, but in spite of this limiting influence, ; 
enclosures and improvements of land were effected in the 
sixteenth century. This agricultural advancement was moti- ; 
vated by a variety of reasons, often differing from those 
which produced enclosures and improvement in the seven- • 
.teenth century, and varied regionally in its effects.

One method used in Northumberland to overcome the 
obvious deficiencies of common field husbandry was the ■ 
division of a township into halves, thirds, or quarters, with 
each tenant’s land re-allocated to one of these divisions. This 
method had the advantage of restricting the area over which 
each tenant’s holding was scattered, and thus overcoming 
the inconvenience of moving considerable distances to culti
vate the scattered strips, and similar attendant difficulties.

1R. A. Butlin, “ Northumberland Field Systems ”, Agricultural History 
Review, XII (1964), pp. 99-120.





There are a number of known instances of this type of 
division in Northumberland in the sixteenth century. One 
is the township of Long Houghton. The division of this 
township into two parts, the North end and the South end 
is described by Clarkson,2 who shows that the scattered 
distribution of parcels of land over a large area had become 
intolerable, and that the division was necessary to provide a 
partial remedy. The initial division, as frequently seems to 
have occurred in similar cases elsewhere, had not been to the 
satisfaction of all the tenants, for Clarkson’s 1567 survey was 
undertaken to adjust minor details. In the earlier division 
the tenants of the north side had been allocated the poorer 
quality land, and the boundary between the common pasture 
of the farms on the one side and the arable lands of the 
farms on the other was unsatisfactory.3 The common arable 
fields were divided and allocated in the following fashion: 
the southern parts, of the South field and East field com
prised one half of the division, and the northern parts of the 
South field and East field, together with the West field, the 
other. This division represents a definite improvement over 
the old system, but within the new divisions it appears that 
the copyhold tenants’ land was still held in scattered strips, 
father than being consolidated and held in severalty, and 
that the old system of communal cultivation was maintained.

A similar division took place at Chatton. In 1567, Clark
son records that although all the customary tenants paid the 
same rent—18s. per year—the holdings for which this rent 
was paid varied in quality, and seven of the tenants had a 
greater portion of the better land than twelve of the other 
tenants.4 The tenants, therefore, petitioned the Earl of 
Northumberland to have the land re-divided, by rigg and 
rigg according to the old order or division, except that the

2 G . C larkson , A description and survey of divers of the possessions of the 
Right HonWe the Earl of Northumberland in the County of Northumberland 
etc., 1566 (1567). M S .,  A ln w ick  Castle, M u n im en t R o o m , (hereafter— A ln w ick  
M ss.), A.I.l.e.

3 See: History of Northumberland, Newcastle upon T y n e /L o n d o n  (1893- 
1940), vol. ii., p. 369.

4 A ln w ick  M ss .  A .I. l.g.



bailiff’s land should lie together and be enclosed. Clarkson 
was appointed to make a division and for this purpose the 
township was divided into two parts, the east end and the 
1vest end, and the division, when made, was confirmed by 
order of the Earl’s commissioners.5 Many disputes arose 
over the fairness of the division, for the bailiff complained 
about the quality of the land which had been allocated to 
him, and the tenants of the west end complained, with 
justification, that the tenants of the east end had more land. 
After much contention, the division was finally accom
plished, and Clarkson recommended that a strong hedge be 
erected between the two halves.

At Rock, a division of the township was sought by both 
lord and tenants, the former wishing to consolidate the 
demesne lands which were still intermixed with those of 
copyhold and other tenants, the latter desiring to reduce 
the wide area over which their holdings were scattered. The 
two-fold division appears to have been realised in 1599, to 
the apparent satisfaction of all parties, and in such a way as 
to allow cultivation in each of the halves to continue on the 
basis of three units of arable, with the exception of the 
demesne land.6 At Lesbury, a division was proposed at the 
time when Long Houghton was divided, and the matter put 
jn Clarkson’s hands. He pronounced against division in 
this instance, partly because an equally good water supply 
could not be obtained for both parts, and partly on account 
of the great variety in soil quality in the township:

It wer not good that this towne wer devyded into thre 
(later on he says two) severall townes, althoughe yt ys a 
greate towne, many tenants and cottagers . . . having his 
land lyeinge rigge by rigge and not in flatts nor yet in par- 
cells of grounde by yt selfe, so that thereby the labor of the 
tenants and ther cattell is muche more, to the greate dystruc- 
tion of the said tenants.7

5 History of Northumberland, vol. xiv, p. 211.
6 Ibid., vol. ii, p. 129.
7 A ln w ick  Mss., A.I.l.d .



He maintains that a rational use of land and water supply 
in this instance could only be effected by maintaining the 
existing agrarian arrangement, though this in itself might 
operate to their advantage in the form of stronger mutual 
protection from attack: and dwellinge together they are 
more able to resyste ther Enemyes.

Division was also recommended for Shilbottle, but this 
was not in fact implemented until the seventeenth century. 
Thirston, according to Clarkson, had recently been divided, 
but no details of the division are given.8.

The examples of township division, cited above, seem to 
be representative of a stage of agrarian development inter
mediate between common field husbandry on the one hand, 
and agriculture based on complete enclosure and tenure in 
severalty on the other. It is possible to speculate that, had 
political circumstances been different, full enclosure might 
have taken place. But in an area where a holding means 
not only a piece of land that grows wheat and feeds sheep, 
but a horseman in harness, and the dropping out of a hold
ing, or its merging with that of someone else, results in the 
weakening of the force on which the peace of the border 
depends,9 enclosure was difficult to attain. There were, 
however, other factors operating in this context. One was 
the powerful force of custom and customary practice, which 
seems to have operated to retain the old systems of cultiva
tion even in situations where agrarian reform, in the form of 
division, indicated that these old systems were highly un
satisfactory. It is surprising, says one commentator, of the 
change at Long Houghton, that the tenants did not make a 
more radical change and, after calculating the total area of 
every man’s strips, assign to each his land in severalty . . . 
The causes, which prevented this change from taking place 
immediately, are scarcely intelligible to us, but the fact that 
it did not take place remains as a remarkable testimony to

8 Ibid., A.I.l.g.
9 R. H. Tawney. The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century, London 

( 1 9 1 2 ) ,  p . 1 9 0 .



the effect of custom upon human action.10 Yet another 
retarding factor was the difficulty, stemming perhaps from 
inadequate methods of land survey and valuation, of effect
ing an equitable division or consolidation of land in such a 
way as to give each tenant a reasonable share of land of 
different quality. This was a difficulty experienced at 
Lesbury, as described by Clarkson.

In contrast, there were other factors operating in a 
fashion more conducive to enclosure, albeit to a limited 
extent. In some senses the instability of border conditions 
partially achieved this end: the motive here was defensive, 
for hedges and ditches around the lands of a village were 
obstacles to the marauding Scots. Clarkson, in his survey, 
continually recommends that crofts and other land near the 
village should be enclosed in order to provide more adequate 
protection. Some of the ordinances made by certain Lieuten
ants and Wardens recommend the enclosure of lands; and an 
order made in 1552 states this clearly:

therefore, mynding the help as may be possible and consider
ing the same specially lyeth in strengthening the county with 
enclosure, hedges and ditches, whereby may ensue much wealth 
and commodity, and by strayting the passages. . . . Wherefore I 
shall heartily desire you, and by these authorize and command 
you in the King’s Highness name, that immediately upon sight 
hereof, ye take perfect view of all the grounds arable meadow 
pasture and commons and all the same advisedly weighing and con
sidering, to cause all such partitions thereof as be convenient for 
Tillage, Meadows or Grassings to be enclosed with ditches, five 
quarters in depth and to be double set with quickwood and. 
hedged above three quarters high.11

Commissioners for enclosure were appointed to imple
ment this order, but it is doubtful whether it was in fact 
implemented on a large scale. There were complaints of

10 History o f Northumberland, vol. ii, p. 384.
11 Extract from an order made by Lord Wharton, President of the Council 

of the North: “ Letters from my Lord Wharton, for inclosings and hedgings, 
within the limits and bounds of Northumberland” . Printed in: Nicolson, ed., 
Leges Marchiarum (1705), p. 326.



enclosure of this type, as will be seen later, but the apparent 
absence of reports by these Commissioners is apparently 
indicative of their lack of success.

Occasionally the desire for agricultural improvement and 
for greater security were combined. This is generally true 
of those townships for which Clarkson recommended divi
sion. A petition from the tenants of the township of High 
Buston for enclosure in the early part of the seventeenth 
century refers to the greater convenience of management of 
agriculture under a system of enclosure, and states the 
inclosure would greatly strengthen the said village, and your 
Lordship’s tenants, against the incursions of Scots and foreign 
riders, which other wyse, lying open, cannot be defended by 
number there, who are forced to watch generally together 
every night, to their great charge and ordurdble toil.12 .

Thus far, only division and enclosure seemingly effected 
by general desire, for social or political reasons, have been 
considered. In many instances, however, enclosure in a 
variety of forms was effected by an individual or a family. 
A relatively frequent occurrence in Northumberland at this 
time was for one person or a family to obtain a large part 
of the land in a township and then force enclosure upon the 
other tenants, often with consequence of eviction and de
population. This practice seems to have been most frequent 
in south-eastern Northumberland, and was largely the result 
of the efforts of one man, Robert Delaval, who began as an 
agent to the Earl of Northumberland, and owned a consider
able amount of property. In 1596 John Delaval, his cousin, 
described the actions of Robert Delaval in the township of 
Hartley, where he was lord of the manor: Since which time 
(16 Eliz.), he says that said Robert Delaval purchased all the 
freeholders lands and tenements, displaced the said tenants, 
defaced their tenements, converted their tillage to pasture, 
being 720 acres of arable ground or thereabouts, and made 
one demaine, whereon there is but three plows not kept by 
hinds or servants, besides the 720 acres. So that where there

12 History of Northumberland, vol. v., p. 212.



was then in Hartley 15 serviceable men furnished with 
sufficient horse and furniture [armour] there is not now any 
nor hath been these 20 years last past or thereabouts,13 
Tawney states that Hartley is a good example of the stages 
by which a large pasture farm was built u p : The freeholders 
are bought out; the other tenants are (it is to be inferred) evic
ted summarily; their houses are pulled down; the land is 
thrown into the demesne; the whole area is let down to pasture 
and managed by hired labourers, while the land-holding 
population is turned adrift.14 Delaval took similar action in 
Seaton Delaval, where he displaced seven of the ten tenants 
and converted 489 acres of arable to pasture.15 In 1596 John 
Delaval describes similar changes in the township of Seghill 
where Robert Mitfurth had, (since 12 Eliz.) displaced ten 
tenants and converted their arable land into pasture, and 
annexed the same to his demesne to the quantitie of 600 
acres at least,16

This process was not, however, confined to the south
east. At Tughall, in the northern part of the coastal plain, 
Clarkson describes in 1567 how the demesne lands had been 
let to a farmer who acted as the lord’s bailiff and collected 
the rents and services of the other tenants. He used his 
position to divide the township in order to get rid of the 
inter-mixed holdings and harassed the tenants with small
holdings so that they were soon reduced in number from 
twenty-three to eight: It ys to be noted in what order Rolande 
Bradforde and his children have in tyme and tyme obteained 
into hands the half and one full moytie of all ye manor and 
towne of Tughall thre half husbandlands and one cotage 
onely excepted . . . his Lordship hath been and y s  mooche 
troubled with controversie amongest them wherebie ye town 
ys now devided to ye great commodetie of ye Bradfordes. 
Ye Bradfordes yet not satisfyed troble ye said poor tenants

13 Ibid., vol. ix, p. 24.
14 R. H. Tawney, op. cit., p. 258.
15 History of Northumberland, vol. ix, p. 201.
16 Ibid., vol. ix, p. 69.



of intente to make them gyve over their fermeholdes.17
A 1561 survey of Ross indicates that the township was 

converted to pasture after 1556: there is in the same town 
no tower nor pile [pele], but there was 12 husbandlands, all 
which now within these 5 years be converted to pasture, and 
tenants put off, save one or two tenants.1*

General complaints of this type of enclosure were made 
at a muster of 1580, when men said that much ground had 
been turned into pasture, and in 1584 the commissioners 
complained of conversion of arable to pasture and of the 
taking of towns into demesne, although no figures are given.19 
It is difficult to estimate the amount of de-populating en
closure which took place in the county at this period,20 for 
in spite of the examples cited above and the more general 
complaints voiced from time to time by various persons, 
including the Dean of Durham (who claimed in 1597 that 
private men had dispeopled whole villages and could, and 
should, be made to repair them),21 little work has been carried 
out on the surveys which relate to de-populating enclosure 
in the county as a whole. It appears, therefore, that although 
this type of enclosure did take place, only a small proportion 
of the county was affected by it, at least in the sixteenth 
century. The main reasons for this fact appear to b e : first, 
the fact that the eviction of tenants would reduce the number 
of able-bodied men who could be called on to fight on the 
borders (eviction, in any case, was theoretically impossible 
while border tenure existed); secondly, the frequent absence 
of landlords, whose interest in their estates at this time was 
often exceeded by their interest in personal well-being. Thus 
it was that non-residence of nobles like the Earl of Northum
berland, who lived at Tynemouth while he held Nor ham, 
of gentry, who dwelt sixteen, twenty or forty miles from the

17 Alnwick Mss., A.I.l,f.
18 History of Northumberland, vol. i., p. 404.
19 L. W. Tough, The Last Years of a Frontier: A History of the Borders 

during the reign of Elizabeth, Oxford (1928), p. 178.
20 See M. W. Beresford, The Lost Villages of England, London (1954), 

p. 174 ff. and note 66, p. 425.
21 D. L. W. Tough, op. cit., p. 178.



borders, and even in London itself, was reported throughout 
the period.22

Enclosure did not always take place on a large scale, 
involving a whole township. Of equal interest, though 
possibly of less consequence, was the partial enclosure of 
arable, pasture and meadow land. The difficulties involved 
in enclosure of common arable land held by customary 
tenants were great, for this would involve not only the 
termination of the customary system of communal cultiva
tion with all its appurtenant services and rights but also, as 
seen above, the loss of military manpower. Ordinances 
were common which forbade enclosure of common arable: 
at Denwick, in 1618, it is recorded that It is not lawful for 
any of the said tenants to enclose any common fields or 
meadows without the licence of the Lord and consent of the 
tenants.22 At High Buston, in 1567, a freeholder was rebuked 
for enclosing part of the commonable area on the ground 
that the tenants be but poor men and not well horsed as they 
are bound by their copies. 24 It would appear that such 
ordinances prohibiting enclosure, operating within the frame
work of the limited rights of copyhold tenure, seem to have 
effectively prevented this type of enclosure from taking place, 
except in limited cases, and surveys and terriers of the early 
seventeenth century substantiate this fact. Far more com
mon, as might be expected, was enclosure of demesne land. 
The first move, in many instances, was to secure a separation 
of the demesne parcels from those of other tenants, followed 
by consolidation and enclosure. A good example of this 
procedure is the township of Rock, cited above, where the 
lord of the manor achieved separation, consolidation, and 
tenure in severalty of his demesne (in this case not only of 
the better quality land, but the demesne moor as well). A 
1586 survey of Hedley records that the demesne had been 
divided into several contiguous closes—Summerclose,

**lbidJ
23 Alnwick Mss., A.IV.
24 History of Northumberland, vol. v, p. 214.



Meadowfield, Westridden, Horseclose and Spywells—and 
leased to freeholders and tenants.25 At Alnwick, by the 
early seventeenth century, the main areas of enclosed fields 
lay to the south of the town, chiefly on boulder clay and on 
the sandstone, whinstone and limestone of Alnwick Ridge, 
and on the boulder clay and the sandy drift to the west of 
the town. The largest enclosures in fact were located in 
this area and comprised demesne lands and lands that had 
earlier belonged to Alnwick Abbey.26 Similar examples of 
the enclosure of demesne in the sixteenth century are found 
at Newham, S. Charlton, Guyzance, Old Thirston, Harlow, 
Newburn, and other places.

Perhaps more common than the enclosure of the better 
quality arable, meadow and pasture land in Northumberland 
at this time was the enclosure of parts of the common wastes, 
moors and forests, which, because of their great extent, could 
often be appropriated by individuals or by communities with
out causing inconvenience to others with rights over the 
waste. The area which experienced more enclosure and 
reclamation than any other in the county was Rothbury 
Forest: The lord hath there a very wyde and large ground 
called the forrest of Rothbury with all liberties, franchises 
and customs . . . the sayme is much barreyn and not very 
commodious for the lord, and now incremented by divers 
improvements.27 This 1586 survey lists the improvements 
made in that year, and shows that a considerable number of 
intakes and enclosures had been made from this waste land, 
and converted to arable, meadow, and pasture (a process 
which continued in the seventeenth century). Such intakes 
from common wastes were not restricted to the more exten
sive areas of common waste, such as Rothbury Forest. At 
Rennington, in 1586, it was complained that Robert and 
John Roddam have inclosed a certain parcell of ground,

25 Alnwick Mss., A .11.
26 M. R. G. Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland, A Study in Town Plan 

Analysis, London (1960). Institute of British Geographers, Publication No. 17 
p. 46.

27 Alnwick Mss., A.I.l.q.



par cell of the common of Rennington containing by estima
tion 6 acres to the loss of his lordship s inheritance and 
hindrance to his tenants there,28 Such intakes for supple
mentation of arable land were common, but in many cases 
took the form of an extension of the open and common 
arable, and subsequently allowed to revert to waste.29 -In 
townships where the size of the common waste or moor was 
small, and where these areas were often overstocked, in spite 
of stinting regulations, enclosure of such intakes was vigors 
ously opposed. For the larger areas of common waste, the 
lord was normally anxious to receive entrance fines to en
closures of land which was unproductive, as in the case of 
Rothbury forest, though illegal encroachment in such areas 
was a common problem.

In spite of the somewhat fragmented evidence for 
agrarian reform and enclosure in Northumberland in the 
sixteenth century, much of which is available only for the 
larger estates, a general picture emerges of frequent attempts 
being made, for a variety of reasons, to induce some degree 
of change into the old order. The attempted division of 
townships is of particular interest, for this is a feature of 
agrarian reform which seems to have been peculiar to North
umberland at this time. In general, it can be clearly seen 
from a consideration of changes in the organisation of 
agriculture and rural society in Northumberland, as 
attempted above, that the border conditions which existed 
acted, in large measure, to thwart or retard progress and 
change, largely through the medium of border tenure. It is 
not surprising, therefore, to note that when this “ brake was 
released, with the termination of border warfare (at least of 
an e< official55 variety) in the seventeenth century, agrarian 
change and enclosure proceeded at an unprecedented pace, 
to such an extent that most of the better quality land had 
been enclosed before the Hanoverian period of enclosure 
by statute began.

28 Ibid., A.II, fol. 74.
29 R. A. Butlin, op. cit., pp. 106-110.


