
It is easy to see the effects of the agricultural revolution and the wealth it either created or drew in. Look 
around at the landscape today, the enclosed fields with not an obvious trace of the common field system, the 
beautiful Georgian farm buildings needed to house the produce from the land and the equally stunning farm 
houses. These buildings alone are indicative of a fundamental change in land occupation as well as in 
farming practices.

 Enclosures were an essential part of the new system of farming and all the way through the seventeenth 
century there seem to be more and more enclosures, nibbling away at commons and common fields. The 
Civil War must have had an effect on the landscape, one would imagine, but exactly what, I don’t know but 
by the second half of the seventeenth century larger pieces of land are being enclosed. In 1677 Richard 
Bradney of Hilton asks if he may enclose 30 acres of land. The request is made to the Lord of the Manor, 
William Whitmore and granted on the understanding that Whitmore has the game and fishing rights. Richard 
Bradney has to put wickets and gates in so that Whitmore’s pursuit of game is not hindered. A year later there 
is another request to enclose a further 30 acres of the common field of Hilton, then there is a request to 
enclose part of Cranmore Field. All this suggests that by the late seventeenth century the old system of 
agriculture was, to say the least, creaking a little. 

At the same time as the yeoman farmers were creating their own farms, the wealthier members were creating 
‘estates.’ We see the Apley Estate being expanded by the Whitmores in the seventeenth century. The 
Whitmores had been at Ludstone and Whittimere in Claverly Parish but their fortune wasn’t made there. A 
William Whitmore travelled to London in the sixteenth century and worked as a haberdasher’s apprentice. 
He became a merchant, made a huge amount of money and acquired land around Apley. At the beginning of 
the seventeenth century the Whitmore’s began to deal in crown lands and sell them to sitting tenants at a vast 
profit. In three years they had made 50% on the capital invested and were in a perfect place to buy properties 
for themselves. The Civil War could have been a disaster but they weathered the storm and by the 
Restoration there is a definite change in the wording of land transfers. For example, in 1686 William Warter 
of Swancott surrendered a close or pasture in Newton called Amnestre, a quarter of a nook formerly 
Crudgingtons to the work and use of William Bridgen but (and this is the change) to remain in the hands of 
William Whitmore, the lord of the manor. By the consolidation of small areas of land the Apley Estate grew. 
Money seemed to be plentiful, whether it came from the East India Company (as with the Davenports) or 
from trade, as with Richard Carless, a Birmingham ironmonger who paid £390 in 1670 for property in 
Newton. 

Apart from the occupation of land, changes in farming practices were also essential to the agricultural 
revolution. In the eighteenth century, Robert Bakewell’s stock improvements and Turnip Townshend’s four 
course rotation of turnips, barley, clover and wheat were the foundations of a change in thinking. What I 
hadn’t appreciated was to what extent these principles were laid down in tenancy agreements. In 1811 John 
Marshall leases to Thomas Bowen a house and land including part of the common of Crows Heath, now 
enclosed. What is interesting from a farming point of view is the clear rules of farming to which the new 
tenant has to adhere. They are laid down as follows:
All the hay, straw, muck, compost to stay on the farm and not be sold and apart from thatching to be returned 
to the soil. One quarter of the tillable land to be in seeds. He shall not sow more than 30 acres of barley. 
Seeds to follow turnip fallow and the land to be manured with 12 tumbrell loads of well-rotted manure or 3 
tons 5 cwt lime per acre. In any one year there shall not be more than 30 acres of barley or wheat. The 
hedges around Stretford Coppice to be repaired. Bowen has to provide Marshall with 15 tons of coal a year 
although Marshall will recompense. Bowen must put gravel around the roads around Marshall and Bowen’s 
houses. By 1824 there is even a stipulation that Bowen will keep a dog for Marshall for no reward!

The importance of manuring the land was obviously recognised when farming started, I would imagine, or as 
soon as yields began to decline. By the late eighteenth century sheep muck was being collected for sale from 
Morfe Common and a notice prohibiting such collection had to be posted in 1792.

Whereas many people have for some time past gathered the sheep dung and sold the same from off that part 
of the common of Morfe within the parish of worfield and frequently disturb the sheep from their usual 
pasture theron to the great damage of the commoners.
Notice is hereby given that the copyholders and others, commoners, who have a right to pasture thereon 
have resolved to prosecute all who gather and sell; likewise those who may purchase and carry away any 
sheep dung after this notice be given from off any part of the said common being within the said parish of 
worfield and that such prosecutions be carried on with the utmost vigour of the law. (Shropshire Archives 
3614/1/176)
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