
Braunton and Northam Burrows, Exmoor

Exmoor

There is little evidence remaining of the Bronze Age (2000–650 BC) settlements on Exmoor, when the landscape

was dominated by broad-leaved woodland. Wetter climates resulted in loss of woodland and the spread of

open moorland. By the early 8th century Saxon settlement led to the established landscape as we see it today,

with a network of manors, farms and small fields, with large areas of open moor and scrub eventually
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Stag’s-horn Clubmoss Lycopodium clavatum was once widespread on Exmoor.
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formalised by the Normans as Royal Forest. A period of agricultural prosperity based on wool production

during the 16th and 17th centuries led to some moorland enclosure and, following the purchase of the Royal

Forest in 1818 by John Knight, the system of husbandry on which the current hill farming methods were

developed and large areas of moorland enclosed and improved (Bradt 2010). 

During the 19th century drainage and enclosure of open moorland continued; the Exmoor soils were more

amenable to improvement than those on Dartmoor. Enclosure continued and accelerated, especially during the

Second World War and in the years that followed. In 1913 the total area of moorland was 30,400 ha but by 2004

just 18,322 ha remained, with 5,702 ha having been lost between 1940 and 2004 (Land Use Consultants 2004). A

proposal to afforest the Chains, the remote moorland area northwest of Simonsbath, triggered the foundation

of the Exmoor Society in 1959, which has the aims of supporting the statutory purposes of the National Park.

In 1966 the influential pamphlet Can Exmoor Survive? (Sinclair 1966) published by the Society alerted the

country to the problem, and in 1977 Lord Porchester’s report (Porchester 1977) recommended active protection

of moorland by management agreements between the Exmoor National Park Authority and landowners. As a

result a number of schemes have been developed which aid farmers and landowners to maintain and manage

Exmoor. It became an Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) in 1991 with this designation superseded in 2005

by the Environment Stewardship Scheme. By 2012, 30,166 ha of land throughout Exmoor were receiving

financial support through the Higher Level Stewardship scheme to manage farmland for its high environmental

value (Natural England 2012). As a result there has been virtually no loss of moorland since the mid 1980s and

there are possibilities that some areas of enclosed land could revert to moorland. Nevertheless, overgrazing

and moorland burning (swaling) are reported to be the two most important causes of adverse condition of

Sites of Scientific Interest but lack of appropriate grazing and scrub encroachment have also been reported as

significant management issues along with suspected non-compliance with the ESA management requirements

(Land Use Consultants 2004). The 2001 Biodiversity Action Plan specifies plans for all the most important

habitats and the endemic Whitebeams Sorbus spp. (Exmoor National Park 2001). Hopefully the correct

management of these very important habitats will prevail and the landscape and biodiversity preserved.

Exmoor, the smallest National Park in England, was established in 1954. The total area is 68,000 ha of which

one third is in Devon and two thirds in Somerset. The portion within Devon contains all the principal habitats

– woodland, heathland, grass heath and coastal vegetation, the latter occupying an impressive and virtually

continuous line of sea cliffs, some of the most dramatic in Britain, extending from Combe Martin in the west to

County Gate in the east. The moorland area is mostly above the 300 m contour and rises to 490 m at Five Burrows

Hill; Dunkery Hill in Somerset at 519 m is a little higher. The climate is generally wet and cool, especially on

the high moor. The annual rainfall on the Chains, high in the centre of the moor, is over 2,000 mm, although at

Combe Martin on the coast just outside the park it is only 860 mm. Scenically Exmoor is very varied and quite

different in character from Dartmoor due in part to the underlying rock formations, mainly sandstones and

grits, with a few scattered patches of limestone, compared to the granite of Dartmoor, and to its extensive

coastline. Rocky outcrops can be found at such places as Swincombe Rocks, the Valley of Rocks at Lynton and

in the East Lyn valley. The area of open moorland, including both grass and heather moorland, is much

smaller than on Dartmoor but the proportion of heather moor is much higher. Other habitats include ancient

broadleaved woodland, conifer plantations, scrub, semi-improved and unimproved grassland, coastal cliffs

and maritime heath, river valleys, steep-sided coombes and streams, bogs, and villages both large and small.

Within the National Park as a whole there are now just over 18,300 ha of open moor remaining. 11,428 ha are

grass moors in the central area and the remaining areas mostly heather moorland, including areas of lowland

heath on the coast and lower slopes, and upland heath across the higher areas (Land Use Consultants 2004).

Grass heath is characteristic of the undulating plateau on the highest parts of the moor where there is heavy

rainfall. Large areas are dominated by Purple Moor-grass Molinia caerulea, with Heath Rush Juncus squarrosus,

Soft Rush J. effusus, Mat-grass Nardus stricta, Green-ribbed Sedge Carex binervis and Carnation Sedge C. panicea

while Deergrass Trichophorum germanicum often forms extensive patches. Heath Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza

maculata is widespread and, in wet areas, yellow Bog Asphodel Narthecium ossifragum is common. Numerous

rivers and streams have their source in this central area including the Rivers Exe, Barle, West Lyn, and Bray,
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Hoaroak Water, Farley Water and Badgworthy Water which have formed steep sided valleys cutting down

through the plateau.

There are about 480 ha of good quality blanket bog within the National Park, mainly in the southwest where

the rainfall is highest, though there are 4,000 ha of Purple Moor-grass vegetation with potential for reversion to

blanket bog, given the appropriate management (Exmoor National Park 2001). Within Devon, the main areas

of existing blanket bog are on Burcombe, Squallcombe, Challacombe and Brendon Commons. Sphagnum

mosses are a major component, and of the higher plants, Common Cottongrass Eriophorum angustifolium,

Hare’s-tail Cottongrass E. vaginatum and Trichophorum germanicum the most abundant. Cranberry Vaccinium

oxycoccos, at the southern edge of its range in Britain, is still known from two sites. Generations of peat-cutting

and the creation of drainage ditches has caused many of the mires to dry out and reduce the water-holding

capacity of the moors. The Upstream Thinking Exmoor Mires Project aims to re-wet 2,000 ha of degraded

blanket bog by blocking drains and ditches with about 1,500 ha, mostly in Devon, already achieved by the end

of 2014 (Brazier 2014).

The main areas of heather moorland are found to the north and south of the grass-heath area, and along parts

of the coast. Good examples in Devon can be found at Brendon, Molland and Anstey Commons and at

Hangman, Holdstone Down, Trentishoe and near County Gate on the coast. Exmoor contains some of the best

heathland in Devon with Bell Heather Erica cinerea and Heather Calluna vulgaris dominating in drier areas, and

Cross-leaved Heath E. tetralix where the drainage is impaired. Together with Western Gorse Ulex gallii they

make a magnificent display in late summer. The parasitic Dodder Cuscuta epithymum, with its red twining
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Neck Wood and the sea cliffs to the east. Neck Wood is one of several sites for the North Devon 
and South Somerset endemic Margaret’s Whitebeam Sorbus margaretae, Somerset 

Whitebeam S. subcuneata and Bloody Whitebeam S. vexans.
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stems, is frequent on gorse on the coast. Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus is very common, as is Bracken Pteridium

aquilinum, especially on steep well-drained slopes. Common grasses include Common Bent Agrostis capillaris,

Bristle Bent A. curtisii, Sheep’s-fescue Festuca ovina, Wavy Hair-grass Deschampsia flexuosa and Heath-grass

Danthonia decumbens. Tormentil Potentilla erecta, Heath Bedstraw Galium saxatile, Lousewort Pedicularis sylvatica,

Heath Milkwort Polygala serpyllifolia and Heath Speedwell Veronica officinalis are widespread and common,

together with Eyebrights, mainly Common Eyebright Euphrasia nemorosa and English Eyebright E. officinalis

subsp. anglica. Slender Eyebright E. micrantha and Confused Eyebright E. confusa may also be found but only

occasionally. Lesser Twayblade Neottia cordata is still to be found at Lank Combe on Brendon Moor where it is

at the southern edge of its British range, and Crowberry Empetrum nigrum, seen recently at Ilkerton Ridge, can

be found further south in Britain only on Dartmoor. Both Fir Clubmoss Huperzia selago and Stag’s-horn

Clubmoss Lycopodium clavatum occur on Exmoor but the only recent records are from Somerset.

Few trees grow on the high moor but some are found on deep, steep-sided valleys formed by the upland

streams. These are Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna, Eared Willow Salix aurita, Downy Birch Betula pubescens and

Rowan Sorbus aucuparia. Lemon-scented Fern Oreopteris limbosperma is commonly found by the streams and

Beech Fern Phegopteris connectilis was relocated in the Challacombe area at Holwell Rocks in 2011.

Valley mires are scattered throughout the moorlands at the headwaters of the coombes, beside watercourses

and on springlines. These have a higher pH than the blanket bog and support a more mesotrophic plant

community including such uncommon species as Cornish Moneywort Sibthorpia europaea, Ivy-leaved

Bellflower Wahlenbergia hederacea and Pale Butterwort Pinguicula lusitanica. Other typical plants include Bog

Pimpernel Anagallis tenella, Marsh St John’s-wort Hypericum elodes, Lesser Skullcap Scutellaria minor, Round-

leaved Sundew Drosera rotundifolia, Bog Violet Viola palustris, Marsh Pennywort Hydrocotyle vulgaris, Bog

Pondweed Potamogeton polygonifolius and Round-leaved Crowfoot Ranunculus omiophyllus.
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Coastal heath at Sherrycombe, on the North Devon coast east of Great Hangman.
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The Exmoor coast in Devon is formed by an almost unbroken line of cliffs that are among the highest in

England; Great Hangman, at a height of 318 m, is only 300 m south of the coast. These cliffs are scenically

outstanding but unstable, difficult to access except by boat or with good rock climbing skills, and the coastal

flora difficult to see except through binoculars. Along the 22 km of coast from Combe Martin to Glenthorne the

sea can be accessed readily only at Heddon’s Mouth, Woody Bay, Lee Bay and Lynmouth. Typical plants

include Thrift Armeria maritima, Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria, Rock Samphire Crithmum maritimum and Sea

Campion Silene uniflora. The rare and beautiful Wood Vetch Vicia sylvatica is found in a few places and Danish

Scurvygrass Cochlearia danica near the sea.

Much of the cliff-top vegetation from Little Hangman to Heddon’s Mouth, the Valley of Rocks area and from

Lynmouth to County Gate is a mixture of coastal grassland, scrub and extensive areas of coastal heath

dominated by E. cinerea, C. vulgaris and U. gallii with other heathland species already described above. The

grassland is acid with much Red Fescue Festuca rubra, A. capillaris, G. saxatile, Common Sorrel Rumex acetosa

and Sheep’s Sorrel R. acetosella. There are also large areas of P. aquilinum and Gorse Ulex europaeus and

Blackthorn Prunus spinosa scrub. In valleys and depressions along the coast, wet flushes and bogs occur that

have a very similar flora to those on inland sites. Larger areas of woodland can be found, especially at Woody

Bay, Lee bay, Lynmouth and Glenthorne, and smaller but species-rich woods such as Neck Wood and Clubhill

Wood, often extending well down the cliffs.

The area of woodland in the National Park is 6,500 ha of which about 40% is considered to be ancient

woodland, although this proportion may be higher in Devon than in Somerset. In Devon the main areas of

woodland are in the East and West Lyn Valleys, the Woody and Lee Bay areas, the Heddon River valley, and in

the southwest part in the Mole Valley and valleys east of Brayford. The latter areas of woodland have been

extensively planted with conifers although the ground flora suggests that they were originally ancient.

Sessile Oak Quercus petraea is the dominant tree in most Exmoor woodlands and forms extensive stands with

Hazel Corylus avellana, Betula pubescens, Holly Ilex aquifolium, Sorbus aucuparia with Alder Alnus glutinosa in

valley bottoms. On the generally acid soils Great Woodrush Luzula sylvatica is often dominant. Other plants of

note include Broad-buckler Fern Dryopteris dilatata and Scaly Male-fern D. affinis agg., Hard-fern Blechnum

spicant, Hart’s-tongue Fern Asplenium scolopendrium, Vaccinium myrtillus, Bluebell Hyacinthoides non-scripta,

Primrose Primula vulgaris, Common Cow-wheat Melampyrum pratense, Wood-sorrel Oxalis acetosella, Slender St

John’s-wort Hypericum pulchrum, Goldenrod Solidago virgaurea with Opposite-leaved Golden-saxifrage

Chrysosplenium oppositifolia in damp areas. Creeping Soft-grass Holcus mollis and Wood Meadow-grass Poa

nemoralis are common as are Remote Sedge Carex remota, Wood Sedge C. sylvatica and Hairy Wood-rush Luzula

pilosa. Ramsons Allium ursinum and Moschatel Adoxa moschatellina occur locally on richer soils. Hay-scented

Buckler-fern Dryopteris aemula is frequent on the coast in sheltered sites in coastal woodland, and Tunbridge

Filmy-fern Hymenophyllum tunbridgense, long known from the woodland at Watersmeet, was found at Woody

Bay in 1998 and a little inland at Caffyns Heanton Wood in 2011. The gametophyte stage of Killarney Fern

Trichomanes speciosum can also be also found in a few sheltered sites close to water as at Watersmeet and by

Hollow Brook near Woody Bay. More remarkably, a specimen of Circaea × intermedia, the hybrid between

Alpine Enchanter’s-nightshade C. alpina and Enchanter’s-nightshade C. lutetiana, collected in the Brendon

Valley in 1901, was found in the herbarium at Birmingham (BIRM). It is the most southwesterly plant ever

found in Britain and the specimen appears to have gone un-noticed until recently.

The woodlands in the Watersmeet area in the East Lyn valley are undoubtedly a botanical ‘hotspot’ with

notable populations of Whitebeam Sorbus spp. (see below). Quercus petraea is dominant but Wych Elm Ulmus

glabra, C. avellana and I. aquifolium are all common. The ground flora is exceptionally rich and over 40 ancient

woodland indicator species have been recorded. Notable plants include Irish Spurge Euphorbia hyberna,

Woodruff Galium odoratum, Welsh Poppy Meconopsis cambrica, Toothwort Lathraea squamaria, Wall Lettuce

Mycelis muralis, Bastard Balm Melittis melissophyllum, and both Hymenophyllum tunbridgense and Wilson’s

Filmy-fern H. wilsonii. Nettle-leaved Bellflower Campanula trachelium can still be found but Wood Stitchwort

Stellaria nemorum, at its only Devon location, has not been seen since 1991. 
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The Exmoor coastal area between Combe Martin and Minehead is one of the best areas in Britain in which to

study Sorbus spp., with a total of nine species, of which four, Bloody Whitebeam Sorbus vexans, No Parking or

Watersmeet Whitebeam S. admonitor, Margaret’s Whitebeam S. margaretae and Somerset Whitebeam S.

subcuneata are endemic (Rich et al. 2010). There are four main areas in Devon where populations of these trees

can be found. Neck Wood, a steep wooded cliff at Trentishoe, holds six species in a small area. These are Devon

Whitebeam S. devoniensis, a British and Irish endemic, S. subcuneata, endemic to North Devon and West

Somerset, S. vexans, endemic to North Devon and West Somerset, Rock Whitebeam S. rupicola, S. margaretae,

endemic to North Devon and West Somerset, and Swedish Whitebeam S. intermedia, which is well naturalised

in Britain. The Woody Bay area has populations of English Whitebeam S. anglica and Grey-leaved Whitebeam

S. porrigentiformis, both English and Welsh endemics, together with S. devoniensis, S. subcuneata, S. vexans and

S. margaretae. Watersmeet holds 98% of the world population of S. admonitor (the other 2% is over the hill

toward the coast above Sillery Sands), a North Devon endemic, and 80% of S. subcuneata, together with 30% of

S. vexans. Sorbus porrigentiformis can also be found there. Finally, the area between Desolate and Glenthorne

holds the main population of S. margaretae, with some S. rupicola, S. subcuneata and S. vexans.

Exmoor appears to have had a relatively rich Hawkweed Hieracium flora with eight native species and three

introductions, but, in spite of extensive searching, five have not been seen since the early to mid-20th century

though most may always have been rare. They can be found in open woodland, on hedgebanks and rocky

slopes, and in the case of the introductions are often associated with old railways. Two species, Autumn

Hawkweed Hieracium sabaudum (native) and Umbellate Hawkweed H. umbellatum (native), are common in the

Exmoor area, while Southern Hawkweed H. argillaceum (native), is rather less so. Bristol Channel Hawkweed

H. eustomon and Exmoor Hawkweed H. eminentiforme, last seen in 1956, are both endemic to Devon and South

Wales. Balloon-leaved Hawkweed H. subamplifolium (endemic to South Wales and Southwest England) was last
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seen in 1920. Of the other recorded species, Schmidt’s Hawkweed H. schmidtii (native) was last seen in 1908,

Spotted Hawkweed H. spilophaeum (introduced) was last seen in 1944 and Cher Hawkweed H. cheriense

(introduced) was last seen in 1944. Grand-toothed Hawkweed H. grandidens (introduced) and probably others

in H. exotericum agg. have been found on the southern fringes of the Moor but are not as common as further

south in Devon.

The characteristic Exmoor beech hedges were mainly planted when land was enclosed in the 19th century,

especially at higher altitudes. They are generally rather species-poor, but often have Sheep’s-bit Jasione montana

and G. saxatile. At lower altitudes hedges are often more species rich, both in shrub and herbaceous species.

Typical species include Greater Stitchwort Stellaria holostea, Red Campion Silene dioica, H. non-scripta and P.

vulgaris which give a colourful display in spring. The introduced Pyrenean Lily Lilium pyrenaicum occurs in

hedgerows in several parishes just south of Exmoor in North Molton, Twitchen and Molland in particular.

Much of the farmland on Exmoor was enclosed in the last 200 years and nearly all is improved or semi-

improved for agriculture. Scattered, relatively unimproved fields of drier neutral grassland can still be found,

in which typical species are the grasses Agrostis capillaris, Sweet Vernal-grass Anthoxanthum odoratum and

Crested Dogs-tail Cynosurus cristatus, together with Knapweed Centaurea nigra, Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil

Lotus corniculatus and Greater Bird’s-foot-trefoil L. pedunculatus, Red Clover Trifolium pratense and White Clover

T. repens. The remaining, wetter, unimproved areas hold such species as Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria,

Common Valerian Valeriana officinalis, Ragged-Robin Silene flos-cuculi, Devil’s-bit Scabious Succisa pratensis and

Cuckooflower Cardamine pratensis. Small areas of species-rich unimproved grassland remain, often, as in the

case throughout Devon, where both our native species of Lady’s-mantle, Intermediate Lady’s-mantle

Alchemilla xanthochlora and Common Lady’s-mantle A. filicaulis subsp. vestita, can be found more commonly

than in most other parts of the county.
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