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POSSIBLE DESERTED MEDIEVAL VILLAGE ON THE KNEPP ESTATE? 

On the wall of the Knepp Estate Office is a map of 1754, executed by James Crow, which shows the 

area around the Norman castle ruins. The major building on the map is the castle, the park of which 

was first mentioned in 1210
1
, and which would have precluded the existence of houses to the west 

and north. The map is of interest in that it names each field and just to the north west of the ruins is 

a six acre field called “The Town Field”. Field names such as Town Field often mark the sites of 

deserted Medieval villages, although they may also refer to part of the common field nearest to the 

settlement. 

 

We know that there was a settlement of some sort sheltering under the protection of the castle 

because in 1214 at the height of King John’s crisis with the Barons and with his fate fast approaching, 
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 Pipe Roll. Rot 6d. Mem 1 Michaelmas, 12 John (1210) Compotus Ruelandi Bloet De Terris Que Fuerunt 

Willelmi De Braiosa in Sudsex. 
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he commanded Reuland Bloet, warden of Knepp, to “destroy altogether the houses at Knapp
2
” and 

to transfer all the stores to Bramber and to fortify Bramber as best he could.  

Apparently the destruction of the houses was not carried out as a further command was issued in 

1215, at a point when King John thought it politic to come to terms with the Barons and to restore 

Bramber & Knepp to the De Braose family, which instructed Roeland Bloet to “surrender Bramber to 

John of Monmouth and cause without delay to allow the same to have “full seizing of Cnappe, with 

its houses, and all its appurtenances, and of all lands and tenements
3
”. 

During some aerial photography of the estate in 2007, a few photos revealed possible evidence of 

ridge & furrow agriculture. Ridge & furrow is not always easy to see, but the photo below was taken 

in the late evening when the shadows were long and they happened to reveal themselves 

beautifully. 

 

 
 

Ridge and Furrow is a form of open-field cultivation which has left its mark on the landscape as 

wave-like undulations, typically every 11 yards, in what is now pasture but what was once 

ploughland
4
. 

 

Ridge-and-furrow comes naturally from the mechanics of driving an asymmetrical mouldboard 

plough, drawn by eight oxen, within the narrow limits of a half-acre strip. This tends to accumulate 
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 Rot. Pat. 16. John. P137,b. 

3
 Rot. Pat. 17. John p.157. 

4
 History of the Countryside. Oliver Rackham, 1994 
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soil in the middle of each selion, and also to nudge it towards the ends of the selions, building up a 

ridge at right-angles on the headland. With such awkward equipment it is difficult to plough in 

straight lines, so it is better to begin the turn well before reaching the headland. Hence the double 

curve  (“reversed-S”) typical of medieval ploughland, familiar in ridge-and-furrow and early maps.
5
 

 

The introduction of this kind of agricultural practice was one of the most drastic reorganisations that 

this country has seen, but it developed over a long period of time for documents record open-field 

not yet fully-developed right down to the 13th century. In its heyday, c1350, open-field cultivation 

covered nearly one-third of England. From then on, people began to aggregate strips into single 

ownerships and to privatise them. By 1720 about half the area so cultivated was gone, and by 1860, 

through a series of Enclosure Acts, completely abolished
6
. 

This type of cultivation came about when small farmers combined to contribute oxen to a communal 

plough-team and to share the fruits of their labours, and this was further reinforced by the 

partitioning of such land among children & grandchildren. Alternatively, peasants ploughed up 

common pasture and shared it in proportion to the labour invested or grazing-rights lost. 

Now, we do have a small problem here, it being parkland. Care in identification must be taken as 

ridge-and-furrow is not confined to the Middle Ages. For centuries afterwards it was the practice to 

divide private fields into strips called stretches, and to form ridge-and-furrow on them. This later 

form is typically narrower (5 yards or less), longer, set out in straight lines, and weak or 

inconspicuous. This does not usually occur in the main arable areas but often in parks, so we have to 

be very careful if ridge & furrow is identified on the Knepp estate. Much of it is traditionally ascribed 
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 Ancient Fields. H C Bowen. British Association for the Advancement of Science, 1963. 

6
 Ibid, Oliver Rackham. 
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to the great ploughing-up of the Napoleonic Wars, although some can be earlier, and some can also 

be later – The Land Army issued a handbook in World War II which told land-girls how to do this. 

Having said that, Ridge-and-furrow can also be produced by cart-runs, irrigation, peat-digging, and 

coprolite digging. In this instance, however, we have sufficient documentary evidence pointing 

towards the possible existence of a Medieval village, which is well worth further investigation. 

I am also intrigued by the series of ancient earthworks, (banks, ditches, etc.) surrounding this field, 

hidden by trees. This is the fossilised remnant of the headland ridge, or embankment caused by the 

build-up of soil as the plough was turned. This needs to be examined more closely as the trees could 

well be matured-out survivors of former medieval hedges. Almost every township had hedges 

around the paddocks and closes attached to the village, between the pasture and the precious 

meadow, along the parish boundary, and often bits of hedge among the open-field strips. Medieval 

England was a land of hedges. Many embankments would have been planted with saplings – oak, 

ash, maple, white thorn & black – which, when young, would have been “plashed” together to form 

an impenetrable hedge in order to keep animals out of the fields and away from the crops.  

 

Over time, and unattended, the plashed stems would have grown into massive trunks, all competing 

for the light becoming a tangle of matured out trees. If thinned out over the centuries – due to 

grubbing etc, then these trees would have grown to their majestic maturity as evidenced elsewhere 

on the estate. Some trees would have been coppiced or pollarded for withies etc., and as these trees 

later grew to unattended maturity, we would be left with a scene not unlike that which we have 

today. 
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This sinuous bank of earth was then put to secondary use when a causeway was required to link the 

Norman motte & bailey castle across marshy ground to the high-ground beyond, and at a point 

where this embankment lay at its closest to the castle mound, the earthwork was extended in a 

straight line from this point towards the castle to complete the construction. 

 

 


