
What’s Beneath Your Feet? 

What is Inclosure? 

Inclosure or Enclosure refers to a major reorganisation of land that happened in England and 
Wales during the 18th and 19th centuries. Large areas of land that had been communally 
farmed for centuries were partitioned into separate holdings, now in the possession of specific 
named individuals. Common land and wastes, which had been available for all to use were 
also brought into private ownership. This change in the way land was structured and owned 
had a social impact, particularly for the less well off cottager class. 

Inclosure had been happening since the Middle Ages, although the ‘inclosure movement’, did 
not really begin until the early 18th century. In 1801 the first General Inclosure Act was passed, 
therefore ensuring that the inclosure of open fields, common land and wastes could only be 
done under an Act of Parliament. 

Spelling 

There are two different ways to spell the word inclosure; the first is used in the historical 
sources, the second has been adopted by modern historians. In the context of this resource 
inclosure will be used, as this is the way it is spelt in the documents held at the Gloucestershire 
Archives.  

Before Inclosure 

Farming was central to the way of life in the 18th and much of the 19th centuries. Before 
inclosure land was organised and farmed in strips; people had rights to use common land and 
waste to graze their animals, grow vegetables and forage for food. For example sheep and 
cattle could graze on the common and pigs could be kept on the wastes. Rabbits, wildfowl, 
berries, crab apples, mushrooms and wood for fuel could also be hunted and gathered. This 
was important for people known as cottagers. 

Cottagers were from the lower working class. They possessed little or no land and therefore 
valued their rights of common. However when inclosure happened all of this changed – those 
who had previously enjoyed the freedom of the common and wastes became trespassers and 
poachers. The cottager class were sometimes compensated with small allotments, although 
this was not always the case



. When Inclosure happened: 

 Strip Farming 
Communal open fields with strips were reorganised into independent pieces of land closed 
off by hedges and walls. 

 Common Land  
Rights of common were abolished and all the common land was redistributed into individual 
ownership. 

 Wastes
Rights to the wastes were abolished and all the common land was redistributed into 
individual ownership. 

The Issues 

Historians writing about inclosure today are divided about whether inclosure was a positive or 
a negative thing. Karl Marx, writing in the 19th century was critical of inclosure, feeling that it 
created a situation where the small independent farmer was forced off the land and into a 
wage earning economy. This opinion influenced some early historians of inclosure to conclude 
that it was a positive thing for the already rich and powerful landowner but a negative thing for 
the cottager class.   

However some historians feel the negative aspects have been exaggerated, and that in reality 
the old method of farming in strips was highly inefficient and outmoded. It has been argued 
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that it was vital for the growing population of the late 18th and early 19th centuries to increase 
food production and inclosure was the logical way to do this. 

The general feeling from historians is that in the majority of cases we just don’t know how 
inclosure really affected communities. The evidence that does survive has been created by the 
literate wealthy class – maps, awards and letters, which rarely give a voice to the mainly 
illiterate labouring classes. 

Why did Inclosure happen? 

The countryside was under mounting pressure in the 18th and early 19th centuries. An 
increasing population was demanding more food from the land and the Industrial Revolution 
was spurting out new gadgets and machines, claiming to revolutionise farming. Wars with 
France (1793-1815) did not help lesson the burden either; with overseas imports effectively at 
a halt while Britain fought Napoleon, the onus was on the land to be more productive. The time 
was right for a major reorganisation of the countryside.  

Claims made by those in favour of inclosure included: 

 Scattered strips on common land wasted time and effort to farm 
 An area farmed in lots of different strips was chaotic and too intermixed; inclosure was a 

simpler, more coherent approach 
 Improvements could be made more easily if the land was well organised; land could be 

drained and scrub could be cleared 
 The old method of crop rotation wore out the land and made it unproductive
 The unused gaps between strips were a waste of potential farming land 
 More effective organisation of land meant agricultural experimentation could be 

undertaken, for example with machinery, livestock and crops  
 Improvements could lead to an increase in crop production, which would lead to a 

greater profit for the farmer 
 Disputes over boundaries could be resolved, as inclosure would highlight who legally 

owned what and where 
 The common and wastes were frequented by a disagreeable class of society. One critic 

of the time cast the cottagers as ‘a base encroaching crew’ of thieves and idlers

It has also been suggested that some inclosures happened because it was ‘fashionable’ to 
inclose. Commissioners and surveyors who organised the inclosures, would also have been 
keen for an area to inclose as it meant more work and more money for them. It is likely that 
some commissioners and surveyors actively promoted the benefits of inclosure to a 
community.   

Who gained from inclosure?

 The landowning class - the main landowning families and the church 
 Commissioners and surveyors 



 The lower classes – depending upon your point of view!

The landowning class gained from inclosure because they were generally allotted more land 
and were able to create larger farms, which became more profitable. More land also meant 
more rent for those landowners who collected money from tenant farmers (those who rented a 
farm from the owner of the land). 

The Lord of the Manor always did well out of inclosure, as he would be given all the common 
land and wastes. The landowning classes had a large presence in the Houses of Parliament 
and the House of Lords; many of them had seats in one or both. It was unlikely at this time that 
a Bill to enclose land would be passed if it did not profit the landowning class. 

It has been suggested that the poorer cottager class may have benefited from inclosure too. 
Larger, more focused farms meant more waged workers were required. Those who may have 
struggled to support themselves in the past could now receive a regular income. 

Who lost from inclosure? 

 Those who did not own any land before inclosure, principally the cottager class 
 Small owners of land who were unable to prove at inclosure that they owned their land; 

proof was necessary if claims were disputed 
 Small owners who could not afford the cost of inclosure and were forced to sell up. To 

meet the cost of inclosure landowners often had to sell or mortgage their property 
 Those who lived in encroachments, which were homes built on the common land. 

These houses were now liable for rent to the owner of the common land
 Those who were allotted poor quality land. One of the advantages of the open-field 

system was that people could own strips in different areas of the parish. This often 
meant that the good and bad land was evenly distributed
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Social divisions in the countryside would have most probably widened as a result of inclosure, 
with people divided into those who owned land and those who did not. 

The Inclosure Map 

A map showing the inclosed land was produced as part of the inclosure process. However not 
every inclosure had a map, particularly early inclosures.  Nevertheless by the early nineteenth 
century the production of a map was standard. In many cases a place’s inclosure map is the 
very first map of the area. Numbers, showing who owned what, identified the individual pieces 
of land. Buildings are sometimes depicted. Often the signature of the commissioner or 
surveyor has been written on the map.  
Inclosure maps can be huge, some are many metres squared. They are often very beautifully 
made: hand drawn and hand coloured. The maps are made from parchment or in some cases, 
vellum. 

The Inclosure Award 

This was the final legal document produced by the official commissioner/s. Awards go into 
lengthy detail about each piece of land and therefore can be pages and pages long. 
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The Commissioner 

A commissioner was the official organiser of an area’s inclosure. He would have been 
appointed by Parliament, and would have been an outsider to the community he was acting 
for; Parliament felt it was essential to have someone who could be impartial. The 
commissioner liaised with people and organised the paperwork. He was responsible for 
investigating and settling any objections. He would normally appoint the surveyor for the 
inclosure. Initially when the inclosure movement began there were at least three 
commissioners per inclosure, although by the 19th century there was usually only one. 
Commissioners would often travel long distances for meetings, which could last for days; 
luckily for the commissioner these were usually held in local inns. 



The Surveyor 

A surveyor would physically measure the land in the area to be inclosed. Similarly to the 
commissioner he would have been an outsider to the community he was serving. Interestingly, 
the commissioner for the Tidenham and Woolaston Inclosure, Thomas Fulljames employed his 
son, Trophimus as the surveyor. A surveyor would use a variety of instruments including a 
waywayser and a surveyor’s chain. In the majority of cases the surveyor would also produce 
the inclosure map. Surveying was one of the new emerging professions in the 18th century. 
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How was Inclosure organised? 

Stage 1 

 Agreement that common land should be inclosed obtained by local landowner 
 Commissioners and surveyors agreed

Stage 2

 A bill for an Act of Parliament was sent requesting the common land in that area be 
inclosed 

 If bill was agreed the inclosure could begin 

Stage 3

 The inclosure commissioners announced their appointment in the local newspaper 
 The place and date of first meeting announced in the local newspaper – usually the 

local inn
 Copies of the announcement would also be nailed to buildings in the area, for example 

the church door

Stage 4 

 The commissioners swore an oath at the first meeting to act "without prejudice or 
partiality"

Stage 5

 The commissioners asked all those with an interest in their land to stake their claim 
 The claims would be made public for people to see
 People could then appeal over claims 
 Every claim had to be investigated by the commissioners
 Those who had rights to the land in the parish were required to prove their ownership
 This part of the process could take a long time with commissioners going backwards 

and forwards investigating each request and objection 

Stage 6 

 While the claims were being investigated the surveyor made an accurate map of the 
area

 When the size and location of the new allotments was decided they were marked on the 
map by the surveyor 

 The new allotments were staked on the ground 
Stage 7



 The commissioners wrote the Inclosure Award, which accompanied the Inclosure Map. 
The award was the legal record of inclosure

 The award had a description of every piece of land allocated and the name of whoever 
now owned it 

Stage 8 

 A final meeting was called 
 The award was "signed, sealed and delivered" by the commissioners 
 At least two copies of each award and map was made 
 One copy was kept in the parish chest so that people in the area could look at it 
 A second copy was placed at the central courts – Chancery, the King’s Bench or 

Common Pleas


