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The Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Mercia  
and the origins and distribution  

of common fields*

by Susan Oosthuizen

Abstract:
This paper aims to explore the hypothesis that the agricultural layouts and organisation that had de-
veloped into common fields by the high middle ages may have had their origins in the ‘long’ eighth 
century, between about 670 and 840 AD. It begins by reiterating the distinction between medieval open 
and common fields, and the problems that inhibit current explanations for their period of origin and 
distribution. The distribution of common fields is reviewed and the coincidence with the kingdom of 
Mercia noted. Evidence pointing towards an earlier date for the origin of fields is reviewed. Current 
views of Mercia in the ‘long’ eighth century are discussed and it is shown that the kingdom had both the 
cultural and economic vitality to implement far-reaching landscape organisation. The proposition that 
early forms of these field systems may have originated in the ‘long’ eighth century is considered, and the 
paper concludes with suggestions for further research.

	 *	 The research on which this paper was based was undertaken during a period of sabbatical leave kindly granted 
by my department, the University of Cambridge Institute of Continuing Education. I am very grateful to the anony-
mous reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper, which was also presented at the MAN-
CASS conference in April 2007. Professor Brian Roberts and Stuart Wrathmell have been very generous in allowing 
me access to the electronic versions of their maps for the construction of the figures, and I am most grateful to them. 
Dr Rosamond Faith, Dr Debby Banham, Dr Chris Lewis, Mr A. E. Brown, Dr Peter Sarris, Dr Nicholas James, and 
Dr Mary Hesse have kindly discussed my ideas with me. Mrs Sarah Wroot created the figures using data provided 
by Professor Roberts as the base. All the figures use as their base a map of greater Mercia in the ‘long’ eighth century 
published in D. Hooke, ‘Mercia: landscape and environment’, in M. Brown and C. Farr (eds), Mercia: an Anglo-Saxon 
kingdom in Europe (2001), p. 160, combined with maps published in B. K. Roberts and S. Wrathmell, Region and place 
(2002). The interpretation of the figures in this paper is my own.

Open and common fields (a specialised form of open field) endured in the English landscape 
for over a thousand years and their physical remains still survive in many places. A great deal 
is known and understood about their distribution and physical appearance, about their man-
agement from their peak in the thirteenth century through the changes of the later medieval 
and early modern periods, and about how and when they disappeared. Their origins, however, 
present a continuing problem partly, at least, because of the difficulties in extrapolating in-
formation about such beginnings from documentary sources and upstanding earthworks that 
record – or fossilise – mature or even late field systems.
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The Poor Law Commission and publicly-owned 
housing in the English countryside, 1834–47

by Roger Wells

Abstract
This paper addresses aspects of the Poor Law Commission’s policy of encouraging parishes to dispose 
of their often considerable stock of social housing, in some cases built up over many years, and a topic 
previously analysed in this Review by John Broad. Policy was in part conditioned by the cost of new 
workhouses required in many of the unions created under the 1834 New Poor Law. This fell on indi-
vidual parishes’ ratepayers; sales of their real estate would lighten, and sometimes remove, the financial 
pain. It also arose out of the Commission’s commitment to engineering able-bodied workers’ independ-
ence through the abolition of all non-medical aid funded from the poor rate, which had traditionally 
included the provision of domestic accommodation at no or nominal rents by overseers of the poor. But, 
while putting the Commission in charge of sales by parishes, parliamentarians insisted that the own-
ers and occupiers of property in each parish, had to vote to sell or retain, some or all, of their housing 
stock. The stipulation of compulsory disposals, which Broad erroneously assumed, remained a political  
impossibility.

	 1	  J. Broad, ‘Housing the rural poor in southern Eng-
land, 1650–1850’, AgHR 48 (2000), pp. 151–70.
	 2	  Ibid., p. 170.
	 3	  Ibid., p. 167.

	 4	  Unless otherwise noticed, all archival references are 
to the records of the Poor Law Commission (PLC) held 
at the National Archives.

In a paper published some years ago in this Review, John Broad showed how on the eve of the 
New Poor Law, some parishes in southern England had accumulated considerable stocks of 
‘social’ housing in which they housed their poor, rent-free or at notional rents.1 In Bedfordshire 
56 per cent of parishes had some housing of this sort at their disposal, in Buckinghamshire 50 
per cent. A little over a fifth of all parishes in these two counties were found to own five or more 
houses. This housing stock, Broad suggested, was largely sold off in the early years of the New 
Poor Law. ‘Once outdoor relief became an anathema, pauper housing was redundant. Logically 
the only thing to do with such housing was to sell it off.’ 2 Parishes were compelled to do this 
under the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act and a further clarifying statute of 1835.3 Hence the 
extent of publicly-owned housing has been largely overlooked as very little of it remained in the 
hands of parishes by mid-century. However, Broad was able to measure the extent of this hous-
ing from the documentation parishes supplied to the Poor Law Commission (PLC) and which 
remains in the Commission’s correspondence files in MH 12 at the National Archives.4
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