COLONIAL EXMOOR

The Knight family undertook the largest land reclamation project in England, with
some terrible consequences Leonard Baker

By the early-nineteenth century, landowners and agriculturalists in Britain were
infuriated by the ‘unproductive’ wastes that dotted the nation. The import blockades
of the Napoleonic Wars, the new Board of Agriculture, and the growth of agricultural
societies all fostered a desire to engage in landscape-scale improvement. On
Exmoor, a unique combination of nineteenth-century optimism and hostility towards
the ‘slovenly habits’ and ‘primitive farming’ of local people intensified these national
trends and encouraged the largest single land reclamation project in England. The
rediscovery of a cache of estate papers belonging to the Knight Family has enabled
us to reconsider how the attempted ‘improvement’ of Exmoor between 1819 and
1897 was shaped by narratives of ‘heroic colonisation’; the idea that science and
progress would bring civilisation to the primitive. These papers reveal the almost
naive idealism that underpinned ‘reclamation’ projects - idealism quickly shattered
when the first tenant farmers arrived on Exmoor.

Since 2000 BC, the ‘Royal Forest’ had been a largely open landscape primarily used
for seasonal grazing. According to the enclosure commissioners’ survey in 1813,
approximately thirty thousand sheep would be pastured on the Forest between April
and October by farmers from across the South West. Despite these impressive
numbers, for nineteenth-century agriculturalists the supposed abandonment of
Exmoor to seasonal usage was perceived as a tremendous waste of its potential. In
1795, John Billingsley, a founder of the Bath and West Agricultural Society,
condemned Exmoor as a ‘useless and void space’ describing local farmers, content
to simply use the moor for pasture, as being ‘attracted towards theft and idleness’.
The lack of substantial farming and permanent settlement was seen by rural elites
as a manifestation of the local population’s inherent laziness. The enclosure of
Exmoor was conducted with the hope that ‘knowledgeable men’ could be drafted
from outside the region to bring these ‘barren wastes’ into ‘productive cultivation.’

On 23 July 1818 blind bidding for the ‘King’s Allotment on Exmoor’ opened. It came
as a shock, however, when John Knight of Wolverley Hall, Worcestershire, bid
£50,000 for the estate. This bid, ten times larger than the next highest offer, was so
unbelievable that the Chief Commissioner of Woods and Forests had to defend
himself against accusations of profiteering in Parliament. Despite overpaying, John
Knight continued to acquire land across Exmoor. In 1819, he purchased the
allotments of Sir Charles Bamfylde and Sir Thomas Acland alongside the entire
manor of Brendon and, by 1820, John Knight — an obscure, if rich, ironmonger from
Worcestershire — owned 15,500 acres of the former Royal Forest.

Whilst this change in ownership may have surprised locals, the purchase of Exmoor
aligns with John Knight’s ambitious and somewhat idealistic character. Born in
1767, he had been left the Cookley Ironworks by his father and, in 1812, he
inherited Lea Castle from his uncle. Contemporary records show that he spent his
early life modernising the family ironworks while simultaneously improving his
agricultural land in Worcestershire. Indeed, in 1810 his ‘spirited cultivation’ of
Wolverley was recognised in a national report as being particularly innovative and
effective. It is likely that these innovations, in both the iron industry and his 550-acre
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estate, were what provided John Knight with the capital and confidence to ‘improve’
the Royal Forest. The ‘reclamation’ of Exmoor produced another form of
improvement too, that of entering high society. As he wrote in 1841: ‘| should never
have bought the Moor, had | not thought to establish my Family there.” By
‘remaking’ Exmoor into a profitable estate, John Knight sought to provide his family
with both a dependable income and social prestige as the bringers of progress.

Such beliefs were enhanced by the repeated representation of Exmoor as a savage
and foreign landscape. In the lllustrated London News, one reporter claimed that
upon viewing Simonsbath for the first time he believed that ‘no sheep station in
Australia could seem more utterly desolate and alien.” The planned ‘reclamation’ of
Exmoor was recast as not only an impressive achievement but as an endeavour
akin to the ‘civilizing mission’ of the British Empire. During a debate about the so
called domestic ‘colonies’ reported in the Norfolk News, one speaker claimed that:

From all descriptions of its savage people and dangerous climate he
had received, Britain already had its Oregon ... The waste lands of
Exmoor awaits its colony before any distant shore.

The North Devon Journal recorded that the remaining residents ‘have yet to fly like
the aborigines of America at the approach of civilization’ while a best-selling
comedic pamphlet on ‘Exmoor Courtship’ mocked the ‘barbarous words and
phrases’ of local people. Consequently, when John Knight arrived on Exmoor in
1818 his perceptions and activities were shaped by both personal ambitions and a
widespread image of Exmoor as a worthless and hostile place.

Combined with his desire to ‘establish’ his family, these cultural influences spurred
one of the largest outlays of capital and labour withessed in English rural history.
Between 1818 and 1841, John Knight ran the entire former Royal Forest,
approximately 60 kmz, as a singular entity. From the surviving accounts, it is how
understood that the work during these decades was far more extensive than
previously thought. John Knight enclosed the entire estate within a ‘boundary wall’;
laid the foundations for a new mansion at Simonsbath; built five new cottages and
farmsteads; laid over a hundred miles of new roads; created the foundations for an
extravagant canal system; and excavated an interconnected network of surface
drains and water-carriages that eclipse many modern irrigation programmes. The
immense cost of these schemes, averaging £7500 a year, was only matched by
their ecological consequences. In 1849, a report to the Royal Agricultural Society
recorded that the rivers Barle and Danesbrook were now ‘brown as a cairngorm
with bog-water from Exmoor’ and had become ‘injurious upon meadows’
throughout Devon. It is evident that the perceptions of pre-enclosure Exmoor as a
savage hinterland shaped its treatment under John Knight. Spurred by his lofty
ambitions, and previous successes, he sought to transform the entire moorland with
little consideration of financial or environmental consequences.

Unsurprisingly, John Knight’s attempt to convert Exmoor Forest into permanent
pasture through an intricate interconnected system of drainage and irrigation failed.
By 1840, he had retired to Italy leaving his son, Frederic Knight, in charge of the
family’s estates and debts. Forced to sell their holdings in Bromsgrove in 1847 to
meet mortgage payments, Frederic Knight decided to reform the estate’s
management. Rather than treat the Royal Forest as a single farm, he divided it up.
This necessitated an ambitious building programme and by 1850 fifteen new
farmsteads had either been constructed from scratch or developed from existing

2



holdings. Unlike his father, Frederic Knight was absent from the day-to-day running
of Exmoor, leaving the management of the estate to a series of ‘knowledgeable’
stewards, however, even from a distance he retained his distrust of West Country
people. In a letter to his father, Frederic Knight claimed:

| have no doubt of the ultimate success of the Forest if we get the best
of the Lincoln Heath men on and hold the property for 20 years. They
are cultivators. The Dorsetshire dairymen are not.

Indeed, an anonymous letter to the North Devon Journal in 1853 reveals that there
was ‘not a Devon or Somerset man’ on Exmoor and that the current tenants had
been ‘allured from a distance’ by the ‘hope of gain’. As with many colonial projects,
mid-nineteenth century Exmoor was presented as a land of opportunity for those
who could tame its hostile nature —skills not to be found in the existing population.

This ‘pioneer spirit’ certainly existed in some of the tenant farmers who arrived
during the 1840s and 1850s. The letters of Robert Smith, Frederic Knight’s steward
between 1848 and 1868, depict a romanticised image of ‘reclamation’ schemes that
would transform Exmoor. Initially from Lincolnshire, Smith had been employed due
to his popularity within agricultural societies and despite his lack of any farm
management experience. A proponent of ‘scientific’ or ‘high’ farming, Smith wrote
to Frederic Knight that it was his solemn duty to ‘conquer the rugged moor’ through
the application of new chemical fertilisers and an intensive scheme of
‘improvement’. Namely, every field that was to be ‘reclaimed’ as pasture or arable
land was to be ‘intensively burnt, drained and subsoiled’ before 60 bushels of lime
were applied per acre. On Robert Smith’s personal farm, Emmett’s Grange, the
expenses for these ‘permanent improvements’ between 1849 and 1853 were
estimated to be £927 1s 9d. From the surviving correspondence, it appears that
Smith attempted to enforce his radical plans for ‘improvement’ on the other tenants
throughout the 1850s. As with John Knight, he believed that the application of new
technologies, ‘wonder crops’ and widespread reclamation schemes would bring all
of Exmoor into ‘productive cultivation’ within a few years.

Yet, for many tenants Exmoor was not a land of opportunity but a site of continuous
struggle, even for the enthusiast Robert Smith. As he wrote in one letter in February
1853: ‘I have lost my time, energy and capital in pursuit of a desire to redeem the
property.” Current research suggests that of the forty-three tenants who arrived
between 1848 and 1863, the majority lasted only four to six years. Of these men,
nine suffered catastrophic failure attempting to implement the schemes demanded
by the estate management. William Hannam of Cornham, declined into a state of
mental instability from stress. James Meadows of Larkborough was forced to sell all
his family possessions following bankruptcy in 1852 and would later be declared
insane. William Wood of Warren Farm and Phillip Pugsley of Wintershead ended up
in a ‘home for mendicants’ in Canterbury and Barnstaple Workhouse respectively. In
March 1850, George Groves of Pinkery Farm committed suicide on a hill
overlooking his fields after his attempts to make his land profitable left him with
insurmountable debts. Many of these tenants had arrived on Exmoor to discover
that their promised farmhouses were either incomplete or unsuitable. Richard
Hibberd, for instance, discovered that neither the floors nor windows of his
farmhouse had been installed and spent the next six months living in the kitchen
and dining hall of Simonsbath House. There was also insufficient shelter for his
cattle and, after he lost the majority of his herd during the winter, was forced to



abandon his farm. The ambitions of Frederic Knight and Robert Smith didn’t match
reality. Inspired by perceptions of Exmoor as a land waiting to be conquered by
‘heroic’ men, they had overestimated the abilities of ‘knowledgeable’ ‘foreign’
farmers to adapt to this unique environment.

In 1862, following a public dispute with Frederic Knight, Robert Smith was fired. His
departure marked the end of attempts to conduct widespread ‘reclamation’ projects
on nineteenth-century Exmoor. Although the Knight family held onto the estate until
Frederic’s death in 1897, the last decades of their ownership witnessed a return to
sheep ranching in a desperate attempt to ensure the estate was profitable. While
this provided an income, the ambition, idealism and optimism that had defined the
previous era was entirely lost. Exmoor remained ‘untamed’ but the surviving
archives of the Knight Family reveal the price paid by its ecosystems and
inhabitants - justified by the perception that this ‘hostile’ or ‘foreign’ landscape
needed improving.



