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Field-names: An
Underused Resource

Ruth Richardson

In issue 48 we reported that the Herefordshire Field-Name Survey Group
were the winners at the 1994 British Archaeological Awards of the Graham
Webster Laurels for their research, which covered 260 parishes and over
125,000 fields, and involved 118 people. Co-ordinator Ruth Richardson
explains why fields names are of importance both to local historians and

archarologists.

Q lthough place-names have
long been used in historical
studies field-names, in con-
trast, have tended to be neglected.
Often difficult to find, and certainly
difficult to evaluate, their signifi-
cance has usually been ignored.
Today, a farmer can keep in con-
tact with two-way radio. In the past
it was by no means so easy to locate
someone quickly on a farm. Field-
names were essential in recording
the pattern of cultivation on a land
holding. Indeed, successive crops
and animal use could be the more
easily remembered and even re-
corded. Rotation of the land could
be more systematic. The evidence
suggests that all used land acquired
names, though some have been lost
and others changed. Such names
employed an identifying factor for
each field. George Foxall in Shrop-
shire Field-Names gave 27 different
categories. Most names reflect the
quality of the soil, the flora or fauna,
the shape or topography of the field,
or farming practices. Size may be
preserved in names like “Ten Acres’
though it is noteworthy that only
some numbers are used and the
names could reflect an earlier system
of counting area. All such names are
of importance in landscape studies.
However, many field-names
record something of archaeological
or historical significance. This may
be to do with the landuse or with the
ownership or, the most difficult to
corroborate, a particular event. One
of the earliest documented field-
names is the meadow called
Runnymede (from OE runieg, coun-
cil/assembly island, Ekwall, English
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Place-Names) where Magna Carta
was signed in 1215. There are no
structural remains to prove its use
but firm documentary evidence is
available. However, where land has
been used for structures it is possi-
ble that archaeological remains will
be present.

Field-names are archaeological,
as well as historical, indicators. A
significant field-name provides a sta-
tistical probability of the existence of
a feature and means that the area is
worth further investigation.

Caution in interpretation is re-
quired. If a building or an event was
sited in a large field, subsequent field
division could easily result in the
name becoming applied to the
‘wrong’ part. So it is useful to exam-
ine a group of fields. Hedge dating,
perhaps supplemented by mollusc
analysis, can often support field-
names that indicate an original large
field. Research needs to be firmly
supported by fieldwalking, aerial
photography, geophysical surveying
and documentary evidence. Too of-
ten people have merely assumed that
a name has had a particular mean-
ing and this has brought such stud-
ies into disrepute. Field-names are
indicators pointing to further inves-
tigation. If you find such evidence
then please notify your county Sites
and Monuments Records.

The Herefordshire
Field-Name Survey.

Field-names are recorded on, for in-
stance, wills, estate maps, enclosure
awards, tithe maps and sale docu-
ments. The 1836 Tithe Commutation

Act required the registration of in-
dividual landowners and occupiers
so the amount of money relating to
each piece of land could be calcu-
lated. Land surveys were necessary.
Some counties already had enclosure
awards: Herefordshire’s were negli-
gible, necessitating an almost com-
plete county survey. As a result, Her-
efordshire is now fortunate in hav-
ing a full coverage of parish maps,
nearly all being tithe maps. Much of
Marcle Parish is of particular inter-
est as the tithe map covered Much
Marcle and Yatton, butdid leave an
area blank. However, this area was
covered by an Enclosure Award of
1797. Part of the parish is shown on
both maps and this gives an inter-
esting comparison of field-names.

The tithe maps give the fields and
names from 1838 to about 1846. Of
the 260 parishes and townships, only
a very few had to be collected or sup-
plemented from other sources such
as enclosure awards and the last
booklet covered the extra-parochial
areas. This means that the names
were all in use at the same time and
the fields to which they applied can
be directly compared countywide.
One unusual name in a parish may
not mean much to a researcher but
if it is found in other parishes it is
worth examining the fields to see if
there are similarities.

However, these tithe maps are
often huge — some could carpet the
average sitting-room! There is no
way more than two can be compared
and the original schedules, or
apportionments, that accompany
them have been rolled for so long
that, if both sides of the parchment
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