
Agriculture is by far the largest land-use in the county. The 2010 June Agricultural Census shows that the

farmed area was around 486,000 ha, or roughly 73% of the total area. The farmed area figure excludes

rough grazing in common or multiple ownership. Woodland occupies about 8% of the total area, with urban

uses, mineral extraction and industrial sites accounting for most of the remainder. Farming practice reflects

climate, soil, topography, market conditions and technology. The first three of these factors may be regarded as

remaining essentially unchanged over the last three millennia, although their impact may have been tempered

by technological developments in the last two centuries. For most of the past, Devon has been relatively

isolated and local, rather than national or international, market conditions have prevailed. Farming technology

has developed significantly in the last century. Agriculture is also unusual in the modern economy in that it is

still predominantly organised as family businesses.

This review attempts to describe Devon’s agriculture in the early years of the 21st century and outline the

historical evolution from a botanical perspective.

In 2010, Devon had a total of 8,162 farm holdings and their size distribution is shown in Table 1. The average

farm size was 59.5 ha, compared to the average of 84.2 ha for England. Devon is thus a county of small-

medium sized farms, reflecting the predominance of livestock enterprises, where farm size is typically smaller

than in areas where arable enterprises are practised. Nonetheless, farms have become larger throughout the

recent past and, in 1967, the average farm, size was only 36.9 ha (Luxton 1969). The number of farm holdings

has also decreased but in recent years there has been a small increase, reflecting hobby-farmers and established

farmers retiring from full-time farming but retaining a little land. In 2010, some 69% of the farmed area was in

owner-occupation. In the 19th century, much of Devon’s agricultural land was tenant-farmed, with some estates

being very large. In 1873, 16 estates were larger than 4,000 ha, with the Rolle estate at 22,520 ha the largest. Just

198 estates over 400 ha in size owned 52% of the agricultural land (Hoskins 1972). The impact of tenancy

agreements was often held to make tenants more cautious and conservative in their farming and landlords

frequently insisted on the maintenance of woodland and cover for game and foxes.

Table 2 shows the distribution of agricultural land by principal land-use. The impression of Devon as a county

of grassland is borne out by these data. Changes over the last 40 years have seen the proportion of the area

occupied by rough grazing fall by about two-thirds, and that of temporary grass fall by just over a half, with

the balance being accounted for by an increase in the proportion of land as permanent grass. About a quarter

of the arable land (ca. 22,900 ha) is given over to wheat, and fodder maize is the second arable crop, with some

14,900 ha in 2010 and, revealingly, Luxton (1969) does not include maize at all in his data on Devon agriculture

in 1967. About two-thirds of the barley area is spring sown and oats, which in 1939 occupied some 33,900 ha,

now occupy only 5,700 ha.
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Table 1. Farm holdings in Devon 2010. Source: Defra June Farm Census.

Holding size < 5 ha 5–20 ha 20–50 ha 50–100 ha > 100 ha Total

Numbers 663 2365 1917 1741 1476 8162

% of total 8.1 29 23.5 21.3 18.1 100

Table 2. Agricultural land use in Devon 2010. Source: Defra June Census.

Arable and 
bare fallow

Temporary 
grass

Permanent 
grass

Rough 
grazing*

Farm 
woodland Total

Area (ha) 81,349 53, 658 304, 576 18,114 19,980 477, 677

*rough grazing in single ownership only
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Table 3 confirms the picture of Devon as a county of grassland and grazing and it is worth comparing the

animal populations with the estimate of human population of some 1,143,000 in June 2010. Especially notable

is the large rise in the cattle population in the years immediately after the Second World War.

The broad lineaments of the rural landscape can be seen by the time of the Domesday Book in 1086, and most

landscape historians suggest that the landscape started to take on something like this form during the 8th or 9th

centuries. Early humans cleared a great deal of the original woodland cover during the Neolithic and Bronze

Ages, taking advantage of climatic conditions that were probably slightly warmer than today. Bronze Age field

systems can be seen in the reeves on Dartmoor and in a few places around the fringes of Exmoor. Here, small

fields on a linear grid that bears no direct relationship to the current field boundaries can be detected,

especially from air photographs or on the ground, following snowfall. These early occupiers were subsistence

farmers, although Iron Age people tended to see their wealth as lying in cattle. Pollen analysis of sites dating

to the first millennium AD suggests that much forest had been cleared and that arable farming was well

established.
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Table 3. Agricultural livestock in Devon. Source: Defra June Census and Luxton (1969).

Livestock (thousand head) 1939 1967 2010

Total cattle 339.4 550.8 593.7

Total sheep 973.2 1408.3 1302.2

Pigs 156.8 220.1 85.6

Chickens 2523.8 4096 5626.2

Other poultry 203.9 67.2 51.3

Cereal field in the South Hams.



Agriculture in Devon

The Domesday Book gives a tantalising glimpse of Devon at the end of the 11th century. The basic unit for

recording is the manor, of which there seem to have been around 1,000 in Devon (Weldon-Finn 1967). Almost

all can be located, and the Domesday Book gives information on four land uses: arable, meadow, pasture and

woodland. However, no boundaries to manors are given, and comparing the land-uses given in Domesday to

the modern area of the county leaves some 30–35% unaccounted for. This must have been unproductive, as a

principal function of Domesday was the valuation of land for taxation. So it is reasonable to assume that the

‘waste’ was moorland, heath and marsh and perhaps some forest so dense as to preclude exploitation. The

Domesday Book suggests that about 4–5% was woodland in active management. Arable land was about 

40–45% of the total, pasture perhaps 20–25% and meadow, grassland cut for hay and not grazed, was around

2–5%. The distribution of ploughland, as the arable is termed, and areas of highest population density broadly

conform to the distribution of better quality agricultural land today, so that the areas around Exeter, along the

coast to Torbay and through the South Hams and the area from Crediton to Hatherleigh and around

Barnstaple, seem to have been the wealthiest.

Many 19th and early 20th century commentators were reluctant to accept that open field agriculture was

practiced in medieval Devon. It is now generally agreed that much of the county saw open-field farming but

that the open fields were not necessarily very large and were converted to single ownership, frequently by

the enclosure of bundles of strips, from the 13th century onwards, so that few open fields survived to be

enclosed by act of parliament in the 17th to 19th centuries. The most famous survivor of all, Braunton Great

Field, is really only a shadow of its former self, with the nearly 500 strips of 60 cultivators in the tithe survey

of 1840 reduced to 200 strips and 21 cultivators in 1950 (Slee 1952) and a mere 12 cultivators today. Thin strip

fields can be seen in a number of places in the county, with perhaps the classic examples lying just south of

Sheepwash, and larger fields with a J or S shape, reflecting the bearing off of the plough team, are common

across the county.

A marked difference between Devon farming practice and that of much of the rest of the country was the use

of convertible husbandry, which seems to have become widely used by the 14th century. The essence of the

system was that fields were rarely in a constant arable rotation, with a bare earth fallow or given over to

permanent grass, but rather were tilled for two or three years and cereal crops taken and then allowed to

revert to grassland for a period of ten to fifteen years. A variant of this system effectively divided the farm into

a small area of ‘in-field’, which received regular applications of farmyard manure and saw cereal crops in a

three or four year rotation, and the rest as an ‘out-field’ which saw the convertible husbandry applied. By the

16th century it is clear that this was being accompanied by ‘beat-burning’ or ‘Devonshiring’ as it was called

beyond the county. Here the fields to be tilled were first stripped of their turf by mattocks or a special veiling

plough. The turf was stacked and allowed to dry before being burnt and the ashes spread on the soil. If any

manure or sea sand could be procured, then this was added to the ash. Two or three crops of cereals, almost

always oats in the final year, were taken before the grass was allowed to re-grow. This was a very labour

intensive system, for it was usual for an acre of land to be stripped in a week by one man (Jewell 2008), but

given that pasture tended to deteriorate if it were not ploughed once or twice in a generation and where

manure was always at a premium, it made a good deal of sense. However, agricultural writers of the late 18th

and 19th centuries were disparaging, and took convertible husbandry and beat burning as proof of the

reactionary and inefficient character of Devonshire farming. By the 19th century many landlords took to

forbidding the practice of beat-burning in the new leases given to tenants.

Probably one of the most distinctive features of the Devon rural landscape are the hedges. The term hedge

hardly conveys the character of Devon’s field boundaries. The Devon Hedge Group recognises six main types,

all of which are characterised by some form of bank, whether stone or turf-faced. The classic types of hedge

have a bank that may be 3–4 m wide at the base tapering to 1–2 m at the top, and 1–2 m high. They are then

often topped with a double row of shrubs, classically blackthorn, hazel, and hawthorn, with some occasional

standards of oak and ash. One distinctive and late type of hedge is that composed of beech. These are

particularly common on Devon’s Exmoor foothills and on the Culm Measures where moor and heath were

taken into agricultural use in the 18th and 19th centuries. The Devon hedge is old, and Hoskins (1972) has found
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massive hedge banks that form the boundaries of estates known in Saxon charters. What is not known is why

the practice of Devon hedge bank making became ubiquitous within the boundaries of estates. The hedge was

traditionally managed by laying or steeping, as it is more usually known. About every seven to twelve years

the growth of shrubs was thinned out and selected whips were partly cut through and bent over, being

crooked by a hockey-stick shaped piece of wood where necessary. The debris and soil from the steeping was

then ‘cast-up’ to the top of the bank. The custom was to steep hedges when the adjacent fields were to be tilled,

as newly steeped hedges were not stock-proof. Steeping was classically a winter activity, usually done between

November and February. It was quite labour intensive, with a skilled man able to lay around seven metres of

hedge per day and so only a small proportion of a farm’s fields could be laid each winter (Jewell, 2008).

The accounts by Marshall (1796) and Vancouver (1808) give a vivid picture of Devon’s agriculture at the turn

of the 19th century. The Tithe Survey of ca. 1840 records a great deal of information about agricultural land use.

Unfortunately, there has been no large scale analysis of the data for Devon and even studies at the parish level

are scarce. What is striking to modern eyes is the amount of land returned as arable, which is perhaps 75–80%

of the total. Bearing in mind that convertible husbandry was still widespread, this begins to make sense.

However it is salutary to know that many fields, now regarded as classic culm grassland, were returned in the

Tithe Survey as arable. Another fascinating land-use and farming practice recorded in the Tithe Survey is the

float meadow. These are, in effect, water meadows, but very different in character to those of Dorset,

Hampshire and Wiltshire. Float meadows were almost always on slopes close to the farmstead and were

irrigated by springs and water flowing through the farm-yard, where they become enriched by manure, along

gutters and then allowed to overflow down the slope. As with the water-meadow, the principal was to

encourage an early growth of grass in April and May.

27A New Flora of Devon

Semi-improved grassland, small fields and woodland near Trusham in the River Teign Valley.
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The 19th century saw significant changes in Devon farming. The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 opened the

British agricultural market to imported cereals. More marginal areas for cereal production, such as Devon,

soon faced significant competition from Europe and later the New World. The growth of railways after 1850

also allowed the emergence of a truly national market for agriculture and favoured regional specialisation.

Although Devon’s railway network developed more slowly than most, especially in the northern and western

parts of the county, railways allowed Devon to capitalise on its comparative advantage in livestock rearing and

dairying. The railways also brought in the first artificial fertilisers. Other significant technical changes were the

development of refrigeration and of steam ships which started to create a truly global market in many

agricultural products, and by the beginning of the 20th century Devon’s butter was in competition with that

from New Zealand.

Some landlords sought to respond to changed market conditions and technological developments and actively

encouraged the application of new farming practices through the construction of model farms on their estates.

The tradition of local agricultural shows also springs from this same motive to improve and modernise

farming in the 19th century.

Technology also affected the practice of farming directly. The Victorians produced many innovations in farm

machinery and as these slowly diffused across the county the farm labour force declined, not least because the

labouring life was hard, and opportunities in towns and emigration overseas proved powerful attractions. The

period after about 1880 saw British agriculture generally enter a period of depression, which reached its peak

in the 1920s and 1930s. The switch from labour intensive arable to more economical grassland enterprises was

a major response in the county. The First Land Utilisation Survey in the 1930s, under the direction of L Dudley

Stamp, shows this very clearly and there are many Devon map sheets which are almost entirely green, the

colour chosen for grassland. 
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A field near Kingsbridge once managed as a float meadow.
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The years after the Second World War saw further changes in Devon farming. A crucial context was the post-

war Agriculture Acts, which brought in systems of guaranteed prices, subsidies and grant-aid for agricultural

improvement. These allowed for significant modernisation and intensification of farming. In 1945, a significant

minority of farms relied entirely upon horses for motive power, but by 1960 very few horses were employed

on farms. At the same time, many farms, especially in more remote areas of the north and west of the county,

were still without electricity and so mechanisation of milking and refrigerated milk storage were impossible.

The availability and application of artificial fertilisers increased dramatically and so did crop yields and the

productivity of grassland. Traditional hay making was replaced by silaging, and fields which had once yielded

a single cut of grass could now, with the aid of fertilisers applied between cuts, yield as many as four. The

intensification was also seen in the number of animals kept. A constraint for many farmers had been the

availability of cover for animals to be overwintered, but the advent of the steel frame shed and grant-aid to

erect it, meant that herd sizes could increase. Huge quantities of slurry are now produced in intensive stock

rearing and dairying and this is spread on farm land, often by direct injection at ploughing. Yet more powerful

tractors meant that farm equipment could become larger and many fields were enlarged to make working

more efficient. Tractors and specialist agricultural contractors also lead to other changes in farming practice.

Wet land could now be deep ploughed and tile drains installed. Under-drainage was a part of the Victorian

improvement programme but now became far more widely applied, and the rushy pastures of the Culm

Measures rapidly started to disappear. There has been a substantial reduction in the number of hedgerows and

most of those remaining are now close cut with a flail-mower rather than laid. Arable fields are usually

regularly sprayed with herbicides and, as very little land is left as stubble fallow over winter, so there are

fewer opportunities for the weeds of arable fields to flourish. Furthermore, the applications of fertilisers and

slurry greatly increases the supply of nutrients, and eutrophic conditions significantly reduce the diversity of

herbs. The rise in the area growing barley and of fodder maize has already been mentioned, and these are
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Dairy Holstein cows.
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outcomes of intensive plant breeding to produce varieties than can flourish in Devon’s damp, maritime

climate.

Recent years have seen important changes in the context for Devon’s farming. The accession of the UK to

membership in 1973 of what was then the Common Market only changed the mechanisms, rather than the

principle of agricultural support. However, by the 1990s, the Common Agricultural Policy was becoming

expensive, and supporting significant over-production, so ways were sought to curb this. Quotas on milk

production were first introduced in 1984 and then incentives were offered to take arable land temporarily out

of production as Set Aside in 1988 and these provisions were made compulsory in 1992. Both developments

accelerated trends leading to fewer full-time farmers and farm holdings and consolidated the position of

livestock in the agrarian economy. Some farmers actively sought off-farm sources of income and others have

started to explore the possibilities of unconventional crops, such as sources of biofuels. A succession of crises

has also hit Devon’s livestock farmers. In the 1990s bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) was a major

problem for beef producers and then 2001 saw one of the worst outbreaks of foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) in

the last 50 years. The spread of FMD showed just how agriculture had changed, for the disease was brought

into Devon from Cumbria and the importer then sent infected animals to several of his farms in the

Highampton area and within a few weeks farms across the north and west of the county were affected. The

policy of slaughtering animals on farms adjoining those where the disease was found eventually contained the

outbreak, but the social, economic and emotional impact was devastating to people both in the farming

community and beyond it. A continuing problem in much of Devon is that of bovine tuberculosis (bTB), which

has led to bans on the movement of infected stock and problems with sustaining dairy farming in highly

infected areas.

Reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy have also led to the development of various agri-environmental

schemes. The first to be introduced in 1987 were Environmentally Sensitive Areas, of which Devon had three,

the Blackdown Hills, Dartmoor and Exmoor. For farms outside these areas Countryside Stewardship, replaced

in 2005 by Environmental Stewardship, was introduced. Agri-environmental schemes aim to promote a less

intensive and environmentally friendlier farming, such as hay-making, remaking removed hedges, hedge

laying, reducing chemical inputs and using winter fallows through targeted grant-aid. Such schemes have

proved attractive to many hobby farmers and farmers recently retired from full-time farming.

John Bradbeer
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