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The November 2010 meeting of the Surrey Archaeological Societyʼs Medieval Studies 
Forum dedicated to the subject of agriculture in the county (and beyond) threw into sharp 
relief the patchiness of the present state of knowledge in many aspects of the topic. One 
particular area of deficiency concerns direct evidence for arable production in pre-
Conquest Surrey. Palaeoenvironmental remains aside (mostly recovered from Early Anglo-
Saxon contexts, e.g. Pat Hintonʼs analysis of charred plant remains in Andrews 1996, 
95-99), what knowledge we do possess comes from a tiny handful of documentary 
sources (foremost among which has to be Bishop Denewulf of Winchesterʼs letter to King 
Edward the Elder of the very early tenth century, detailing the depleted agricultural 
resources of the once-valuable Beddington estate in the wake of the first wave of Viking 
incursions: Sawyer [= S] 1444). But none of these give much indication for the manner in 
which cultivation was practiced in this period, a crucial failing given it was one in which it is 
generally  held that the open-field system of arable farming (with “fields” being subdivided 
into strips held and cultivated by a number of different farmers) came into being (e.g. 
Fowler 2002, 290-92; Reynolds 1999, 155-56; Jones & Page 2006, 92-95 - but see 
Oosthuizen 2010, 123-27, for a considerable number of earlier examples from across 
England). John Blair (1991, 66) believed the earliest documentary attestations of open-
field agriculture in Surrey are those found in deeds and fines of the twelfth century, but he 
may have overlooked one valuable - and more importantly pre-Conquest - exception. 

Some places outside Surrey are fortunate to have fairly obvious record of open or common 
fields - for instance the reference of 963 to singulis jugeribus mixtum in communi rure huc 
illacque dispersis (“single acres dispersed in a mixture here and there in common land”) at 
Afene in Wiltshire (S 719; Reynolds 1999, 156) - yet these are few and far between. One 
source of additional written testimony for arable farming and more specifically open-field 
agriculture in the later Anglo-Saxon period are charter boundary  descriptions. A typical 
example is the boundary clause found in S 673, a Berkshire charter of 959 concerning an 
estate at Longworth, part of whose boundary was said to run to þan heafod æcere 
norþeƿeardon þonon ondlang æceres to þan andheafdan (“to the head acre northward 
thence along the acre(s) to the headland...”). Old English æcer is one of the most 
frequently-encountered terms that could be considered a potential indicator of land divided 
into strips, yet occurs just twice in Surrey, a county whose charter boundary descriptions 
are dominated by points explicit or indicative of woodland and enclosures of probable 
pastoral function. In fact, the same place-name accounts for the brace of incidences, being 
the third point on the boundary of a nine-hide estate at Thames Ditton identified in near-
identical delimitations appended to a royal diploma of 983 (S 847) and confirmation charter 
of 1005 (S 911). It is this rarity, coupled with the termʼs widely-attested use in relation to 
subdivided fields, that invites careful deliberation of its significance in this name. The 
relevant sections of Old English (taken from the respective entries on the LangScape 
website) are as follows:

" " S 847: on þa seofan æceras easteƿearde · of þam seofan æceran

" " S 911: on · uii · æceras easteƿearde · of þam · uii · æceron

There are a number of issues to be considered, first and foremost among which is the 
location of the boundary mark in question. The compilers of The Place-Names of Surrey in 
the 1930s went so far as to state that the opacity of the bounds made them ʻimpossible to 
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traceʼ (PNS 1934, 90), and it would certainly take much more time and effort to offer a 
detailed interpretation than was practicable within the confines of this note and the 
research that went into it. The most straightforward translation of the phrases above might 
be “to the seven acres, eastward from the seven acres...”, but arguably there is greater 
justification in preferring a rendering along the lines of “to the eastern part of the seven 
acres, from the seven acres...” (as suggested in the LangScape glosses for both sets of 
bounds). This gets around the stumbling block of having the River Mole - the next named 
mark in both descriptions - to their east, contrary to the recorded line of the Thames Ditton 
parish boundary (although it is clear from the absence of any mention of the Thames in the 
pre-Conquest boundary descriptions that the estate and medieval parish were not 
coextensive). From what little evidence there is to go on, all that can be said with any 
authority is that “the seven acres” must have lain east of the Mole, and moreover in all 
likelihood not so far from the river.

But what of their claim to be indicative of open-field agriculture? Could “the seven acres” 
have been a piece of land divided seven-ways into individually-cultivated strips? Certainly 
it is not impossible that the name connoted a subdivided furlong (perhaps formed out of an 
earlier enclosure) of a larger open field. Old English æcer has two senses: “(plot of) 
cultivated land” and “area of land able to be cultivated in one day” (see Gelling & Cole 
2000, 263). The latter has been preferred so far in light of its aforementioned use in late 
Anglo-Saxon charters, but some thought should be given to the possibility  that in this case 
it was being used in the former sense. In this regard it is worth noting Old English seofon 
has been shown to be proportionally overrepresented in Old English charter bounds when 
compared with other numbers (K Briggs 2010, Addendum 5). This fact may well point to 
the word having had other, more abstract connotations, as I alluded to in my recent 
discussion of “seven ditches” on the Farnham estate boundary (Smith 1956, 119; R Briggs 
2010). Nevertheless, one should not go too far in attributing more esoteric meanings to a 
name simply  because of its very  early record; many later medieval Surrey field-names 
similarly combine “acre” with a numerical prefix (PNS 1934, 355). Taken alongside its use 
in a plural form, it seems more logical to consider æcer was in these instances being used 
in its “cultivated” sense (this respects the conclusion of Gelling & Cole 2000, 264, 
concerning numerical prefixes to the term).

Boundary marks referent to open-field agriculture could only  exist when such cultivation 
was taking place adjacent to the estate boundary, often at a considerable distance from 
the estate centre or other significant settlement locations. Thus in Surrey estate boundary 
descriptions of the tenth and eleventh centuries, the preponderance of non-arable 
features, or at least of fields and such like held individually rather than in common, implies 
open-field agriculture had not been extended as far as the boundaries of those 
landholdings fortunate to possess such delineations. What is more, given the frequency 
with which appears in a subdivided field sense on estate boundaries in the West Saxon 
chalklands, it is somewhat curious that in Surrey  the term is to be encountered at Ditton 
and not in the bounds of Merstham (S 528, of 947) or Chaldon (S 753, of 967). However, 
its position in the Thames Valley, and specifically on the mid-Thames terraces, means it 
lies within an area Roberts and Wrathmell (2000, 42-43) characterised as one unusually 
dense in nucleated settlements and with some evidence for ʻtownfieldʼ agriculture having 
predominated once, in effect making it an outlier of the Central Province in which the first 
nucleated villages and large-scale open-field systems are generally held to have appeared 
in the ninth century. While such contentions are a long way from providing corroboration 
for the existence of equivalent practice in Thames Ditton in the latter part of the tenth 
century, they do offer some contextual support for the hypothesis. 
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It is regrettable, if rather inevitable, that this note has not been able to provide conclusive 
proof one way or the other of the true meaning and significance of “the seven acres”. The 
matter must await further analysis, more extensive and more rigorous than has been 
possible here. The means of going about this, however, are eminently achievable. Firstly, 
attempts must be made to obtain later forms of the name which would help in pinpointing 
its geographical location (in this regard it is gratifying to note how bulan ƿeorðe, a mark in 
the 1005 bounds of Esher also from S 911, recurs as Bulworth as late as 1526: PNS 1934, 
380), in tandem with research into the form and location of open-field agriculture in 
Thames Ditton parish. A comprehensive review of the archaeological evidence may also 
be worthwhile; Anglo-Saxon grass-tempered pottery and later, medieval wares recovered 
from a site at Giggs Hill Green have been posited to derive from field manuring (ʻHER 
4759 - Saxon grass-tempered potteryʼ). Only when these tasks have been more or less 
completed may it be possible to say whether we do indeed have written record of open-
field agriculture in Surrey over a century before the Domesday Survey.
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