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Introduction
The medieval unit of arable cultivation was a long thin field strip called a land (or a selion).
Traces of these strip fields survive and are visible in the landscape today, called 'ridge and
furrow'. Almost all the medieval countryside was arable and no hedge, fence or ditch
demarked the strips, the furrows left by the plough being deemed a sufficient boundary there was no pattern of hedged fields such as we see today. Ridge and furrow field systems
are characteristic of the English Midlands, but they can also be found to the north into
Yorkshire and Northumberland and even into the lowlands of Wales and Scotland; however,
they are not present in East Anglia or Kent.
There is considerable regional and local variation in the length and width of the lands. They
range between 3 to 14 metres in width and from 14 to 350 metres in length. Groups of lands
with the furrows running parallel were called furlongs and the furlongs were usually named
as a means of identification. These names can often be found in glebe terriers or field books.
Furlongs were grouped together into fields. Villages usually had at least two, and more
commonly three, fields for crop rotation purposes.1
No ridge and furrow survives at Sutterby, although historic aerial photographs and maps
show that it existed. The Sutterby group has researched the units of measurement used in
historic maps and documents (e.g. acres, roods, perches and furlongs etc) and were
interested to survey some local ridge and furrow to record its characteristics. The survey
areas used for this exercise are owned by Sutterby group members Mike and Chris Morgan
at Old Church Farm, Great Steeping. They kindly allowed the ridge and furrow survey
workshop to be carried out on their land.
Survey Areas
Field A
Portion of field behind (west of) Old Church Farm
Field B
Portion of field south of Old Church Farm adjacent to (north of) Steeping River

Survey Area location map
Arrows show direction of ridge and furrow

Methodology
Two different survey methods were used on both fields. One recorded a profile of the ridge
and furrow and the second measured distances between tops of ridges and bottoms of
furrows. A baseline was laid out perpendicular to the line of the strips and this baseline
served for both surveys.
Survey 1
Levels were taken using a surveyor's level (dumpy level) at one metre stations along the
baseline. A temporary benchmark (TBM) was established and a back-sight taken. The
elevation of the TBM was estimated using a GPS device. The actual elevation was not
critical for the carrying out of the survey. Readings were recorded in a notebook and later
input to an Excel file where they were converted to heights OD. A land surface profile along
the baseline was plotted from Excel using an exaggerated vertical scale.
Survey 2
The top-centre and bottom-centre of each ridge and furrow was estimated by eye and the
distance from the origin of the baseline was noted. This measurement was made because
the profile survey, being based on one metre stations, did not necessarily hit the top of each
ridge and the bottom of each furrow. The estimated centres of ridges and furrows were
added to the Excel plots of the profile.
From the combination of the two surveys it is possible to estimate:
Distance ridge to ridge
Distance furrow to furrow
Height of ridge to adjacent furrow
Results
Field A
An aerial photograph is shown below showing position of the baseline and the approximate
position of the dumpy level (*). (drone photo by Simon Gardiner)

The baseline was 90 metres long and crossed twelve ridges, starting from the top of a ridge
at the southern end. The ridges are numbered 0 to 12.
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Ridge
no.

Distance to
next ridge
(m)
7.5
7.5
5.5
7.1
8.1
7.7
6.6
8.2
10.7
7.9
5.3
6.2

Furrow to
furrow
(m)

Height of ridge
to next furrow
(m)
0.19
0.17
0.15
0.19
0.23
0.34
0.15
0.16
0.19
0.19
0.28
0.25

0
1
7.7
2
6.2
3
6.7
4
7.1
5
9.0
6
6.9
7
6.8
8
9.7
9
9.7
10
6.2
11
5.6
12
TOTALS
88.3
81.6
2.49
AVERAGE 7.36m
7.42m
0.21m
Imperial
24.15 ft
24.34 ft
81/4 inches
Table 1: Results for Field A. Maxima in red minima in blue

The table above gives results for Field A. The strip (i.e. ridge) widths vary from 5.6m to 9.7m
and the average comes out at 7.42m (24.34 feet) which is somewhat wider than the
traditional 'rod' width which was a quarter chain (16.5 feet). The ridges survive to heights of
between 0.15 and 0.34 metres. (0.21m average). The profile plot is given at Appendix 1. No
survey of the length of the strips was attempted.
Field B
An aerial photograph is shown below showing position of the baseline and the approximate
position of the dumpy level (*).

The baseline was 150 metres long and crossed twelve ridges, starting from a ridge
downslope on the fence-line at the eastern end. The end of the baseline was on the western
downslope of ridge 12. The ridges are numbered 1 to 12.
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Ridge
no.

Distance to
next ridge
(m)

Furrow to
furrow
(m)

Height of ridge
to next furrow
(m)
0.5
0.6
0.48
0.32
0.37
0.48
0.42
0.3
0.5
0.4
0.45

1
2
13.0
15.3
3
10.0
12.1
4
14.5
11.9
5
12.5
11.5
6
11.0
11.0
7
13.2
15.3
8
13.8
11.8
9
12.8
14.6
10
13.9
10.4
11
11.3
13.2
12
14.2
TOTALS
140.2
127.1
4.82
AVERAGE 12.75
12.7
0.44
Imperial
41.8 feet
41,7 feet
1ft 5.3 ins
Table 2: Results for Field B. Maxima in red minima in blue

The table above gives results for Field B. The strip (i.e. ridge) widths vary from 10.0m to
14.5m and the average comes out at 12.75m (41.83 feet) which is well over twice as wide as
the traditional 'rod' width which was a quarter chain (16.5 feet). The ridges survive to heights
of between 0.3 and 0.6 metres. (0.44m average). The profile plot is given at Appendix 2. The
ridge and furrow in Field B is nearly twice as wide and twice as deep as that in Field A. No
survey of the length of the strips was attempted.
Discussion
The area of ridge and furrow in Field A originally extended to the north and may also have
extended across the road to the east as strips are also visible there. They are lost under the
area of airfield huts to north of Old Church Farm.
Does Church Lane cut through the strips? It leads to the old church which is said to be on
medieval foundations and you do get the feeling that Church Lane was one of the main
streets of medieval Great Steeping.
There is ridge and furrow visible pretty much all around; it is clear on the old (1960s?) aerial
photo, and as faint cropmarks, soilmarks or parchmarks on our drone photos. But it only
survives well in Field A and the strips look pretty straight - there isn't really any suggestion of
a curve.

Aerial photo of Field A in March 2018 from drone - looking east (Simon Gardiner)
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Field A on historic aerial photo (1960s?)

Medieval ridge widths seem to be enormously variable - David Hall suggests that they range
from 3 to 14metres in width (3 to 15 yards). The strips in Field A average 7.36m (c. 8 yards)
apart which is pretty much in the middle of the quoted range. It is quite a lot wider than the
'theoretical' strip width of a rod (5.25 yards or 1/4 chain). The height of the surviving ridge and
furrow averages 0.21m
The ridge and furrow in Field B originally extended across the modern cut of the Steeping
River and the strips can be seen on both sides of the river in aerial photographs.

The course of the Steeping river originally ran along the northern and eastern boundaries of
the field, but a plan by James Bradley dated 11 October 18172 shows the proposed rerouting
of the watercourse from Steeping Watermill to its outfall. The cut off portion of field (i.e. our
Field B) remains in the parish of Little Steeping despite the move of the river.
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Portion of James Bradley's map of 1817 showing
the proposed rerouting of the Steeping river.

Field B has two interesting features overlying the ridge and furrow. One is rectilinear, c. 6 to
7m square and the other is ovoid, about 6m across. They are shown in the aerial photograph
below.

Features overlying the ridge and furrow in Field B (photo: Simon Gardiner)

Similar features to these were noted by Paul Everson at Calcethorpe,3 where he suggested
they might be sheepfolds and thought they might evidence a post-arable phase of sheep
farming following the desertion of the settlement. Hall comments on similar small flattened
areas in ridge and furrow at Brixworth, Northants, but thinks that they were later 'rick places'
where stacks were left in the open fields.4 — All we can say for sure is that these features
are stratigraphically later than the ridge and furrow around them.
The ridge and furrow in Field B is nearly twice as wide as that in Field A. Is the wide variation
between the two fields due to them being in different parishes, each parish having its own
criteria for setting out the lands? Or is it just that the farmers were primarily responding to the
dictates of local topography in setting out the strips.
The ridge and furrow in Field B is twice as deep as that in Field A. This may be because
wider strips are naturally higher, or because the field's position close to/cut by the river has
meant that it has undergone less post-medieval cultivation.
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Our two sets of measurements suggest that the principle of dividing field strips into widths of
one rod or quarter of a chain (16.5 feet) was not being practised locally at the time these
fields were laid out.
The survey does not really help us decide if there were any discernible ground rules in the
setting out of medieval strip fields in the Lincolnshire Wolds. David Hall's view5 is that there
is wide variation in both length and width of the lands and that field systems respond first
and foremost to local drainage and topography. A useful analysis of ridge and furrow in the
Wolds might be achieved economically by measuring widths and lengths of ridge and furrow
visible on Google satellite scans. It would be far too labour intensive to use the methods
described in this report.
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