
 The Illustrated Journals of the Reverend Swete record many 
aspects of the Devon landscape. It is not often, however, 
in his Travels in Georgian Devon, that the Reverend Swete 
witnessed an event that would signal change in a part of that 
landscape. In December 1794, he approached Escot House 
in the Tale Valley and, having described the advantageous 
position of the house, remarks that:  

‘On the lawn between the house and the Water, two Marquees 
were placed, which were productive of festive ideas, ill 
associated to those which arose from a knowledge, that the 
grounds and seat, were on the eve of passing-away from the 
family. The whole demesne, which had been possess’d by the 
Yonge’s about 114 years: (for the spot was purchased and the 
House erected by Grandfather of the present Baronet in the 
year 1680) had been for some months advertised in the papers; 
and the sale was due to take place in a week or two ...’

(Swete, in Grey II:  1998, 95)

Swete was witnessing the sale of Escot and the transfer of the 
property from the Yonges to the Kennaway family. The latter 
would make great changes at Escot, including the complete 
rebuilding of the house after a disastrous fire. A survey on 
the management of the core parts of the Escot estate in the 
mid-eighteenth century complements what Swete fleetingly 
observed and help explain why the sale he was witnessing 
took place. This survey forms the core of the present article. 

Swete picked up a dissonance regarding the estate. He took 
an instant dislike to a pond near the house which ‘being of an 
oval figure, and of no very considerable extent, detracted in 
a most glaring manner from the beauty …’, and records that 
the pond was but a shadow of its earlier existence; the present 
marsh had once ‘assumed the face of a lake – that it was of 
considerable extent and beauty, and that a Yatch [sic] had 
been kept on it.’ On leaving Escot, Swete proceeds down the 
Tale Valley and makes a terse comment on the environs: 

‘Nothing could more strikingly evince the Situation of the 
Lord of these grounds than their appearance at this spot - the 
road composed of the roughest materials (and the pastures 
overspread with rushes and flags).’

(Swete, in Grey II:  1998, 95)

Rather a damning comment on the management of the 
estate. Sir George Yonge’s finances were indeed not in order 
at this time, despite, or it seems because of, his long career 

in parliament and government. The editor of Sir Walter 
Yonge’s diaries says of Sir George that:

‘He had fallen under a cloud due to some defalcation at the 
Cape of Good Hope. When possessed of nothing he has been 
heard to say, that he began life with £80,000 of family property, 
received a like sum from his lady and has been paid by the 
government for his services £80.000. “Honiton” he exclaimed 
“has swallowed all”.’

(Yonge: 1848, 1)

Sir George was MP for Honiton between 1754 and 1796; 
an expensive business as Honiton was a ‘potwalloper 
constituency’ in which all male householders not in receipt 
of alms and with a hearth large enough for a cauldron could 
vote. Some of his constituents did not feel they were amply 
rewarded for their trouble and on one visit to Honiton Sir 
George’s wig was set fire to with a candle.  Sir George was also 
spending large sums on the estate and is widely believed to 
have engaged Capability Brown in the 1760’s. The two lakes 
were the result and the Exeter Flying Post in 1775 reports on 
the quantity of exotic plants at Escot (Channon 19-24). 

Spending was not confined to Escot. Together with 
fellow MP Sir John Duntze he invested in a serge mill at 
Ottery in 1789, of which the present ‘tumbling weir’ is 
a survival. The partnership in the Ottery Mill Company 
was dissolved in 1792 (The London Gazette: 13 October 
1792, 790), but legal actions on unfinished buildings were 
still rumbling on in 1795, the year after Escot was sold 
(Blackstone: 1837, 389-391).   

The 1763 estate survey emanates from this period of  
spending and debt, and although the title page is dated 
1794 (A Survey of the several Lordships and Manors with 
the right of patronage, Rectories, Advowsons and Tythes 
Impropriate belonging to Richard Kennaway Esq. in the 
county of Devon), written in above the title in an informal 
hand is the following: 

‘This copy was taken from an old survey made in 1763 - in the 
possession of George Younge – but it refers only to Escot Barton 
– Clappentale – Gosford Mow and the manor of Ottery Mohun – 
Sept. 3 1794. J. Kennaway.’ 

The land at Escot and adjoining Clappentale was farmed, 
‘in hand’ by the Yonges. The purpose of the survey 
was improvement - as we further read: ‘Remarks for 
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Improvement and future management of the land’. To what 
extent the survey is connected with the work contracted to 
Capability Brown at around this time is unclear, but study 
of the earliest detailed maps of the estate (1826: DRO 961m 
add/ E2) reveals that land was taken out of cultivation to 
create a larger park, though changes in names of fields, 
orchards and woods between 1763 and 1826 makes exact 
comparison difficult. In 1826, a wood named 8 acre coppice 
is 4 acres in extent! 

Although the tabulated columns of the copy of the 
1763 survey are similar to those of the later Tithe map 
apportionments, noting tenant, plot name, acreage, etc., 
the major difference is the inclusion of a short paragraph 
describing each plot in terms of its present state and 
possible improvements. We do not know who carried 
out this survey, but the remarks would certainly indicate 
someone with considerable experience in agriculture and 
estate management.  Neither do we know to what extent 
the improvements were actually implemented, though we 
can examine the later OS mapped evidence to see what 
subsequent changes took place.   

Some field names in 1763 are evidence of even earlier 
change, suggesting enclosure from common or moor, and 
there is perhaps a hint in the survey that, even when land 
has been taken in, it is not good land. The size of the fields 
and their rectilinear shape, where they can be identified, 
also suggests enclosure. A case in point is the 12 acre Hall 
Moor in Claperntale Tenement:

‘Part wheat and part fallow the whole to be continued in fallow 
tillage one more crop and lye down with trefoil etc. for pasture 
and more proper for pasture than tillage, a dressing of lime and 
soil when in grass would do well here.’

Withy Moor at Higher House, tenanted by Jonah Pinant 
seems to be similar: 

‘Pasture but has been hard tilled and is poor proper to be 
drained and continued in pasture at present.’

Is there a suggestion here, in the ‘hard tilled’, that the land 
has been inappropriately used to provide a quick return? 

In many cases the recommendation is for ‘short tillage’, 
so, for example, the 18 acre Morris Down (another name 
which hints at a pre-enclosure landscape) at Claperntale:

‘Part barley part oat part grass proper to be made in summer 
fallow, marled on the fallow and sowed with turnips and would 
then be a good piece of land proper for short tillages, clover and 
trefoil.’

A similar, and optimistic, outcome is suggested for Little 
Broom Park on the same farm:

‘Pasture and proper for short tillages and lie sown with clover 
and trefoil for pasture if marled in its turn would do well.’

Helpfully, the surveyor, imbued with the ideas of the 
eighteenth century agricultural revolution, explains just 
what he means by ‘short tillage’:  a seven year rotation (but 
only short in relation to the tillage period); three years 
under the plough and four years pasture:

‘N.B What is here meant by short tillages, is to plough three 
years one of which to be a turnip fallow and the other two corn 
and lain down with grass seeds as are proper for the different 
lands for three or four years and come into tillage again in the 
same manner and every field to come its turn in a common 
course of husbandry – the meadows and some particular fields 
excepted.’

Some names seem to have disappeared since 1763:  Capels 
Heys (fields and house), Higher House, Upedown and 
Plimplands. They do not feature in 1826 or in the c1840 
tithe apportionment. There is often an assumption that the 
tithe map records a fossilised landscape but in East Devon, 
wherever there is a late 18th century map or survey with 
which to compare the tithe map, although some elements 
are indeed fossilised, major changes have also occurred 
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(Woodbury and Northleigh – pers. com. Gill Selley and 
Ron Woodcock).

Regarding possible mismanagement and underspending 
on the estate, there is evidence of the neglect of buildings, 
which are often described in some detail in the survey. 
Chandler’s tenement (Claperntale) to the South of the main 
house contains:

‘A house of three bays and a workshop of one bay, a stable and 
barn of two bays, mostly brick building covered with thatch in 
reasonably good repair. There is an old part of a barn that ought 
to be taken down, as the timber might be of some use and the 
stable door and door case put up as they are now entirely down.’

Plimplands cottage , divided into two dwellings (Fairmile – 
on the main Exeter road) is described as in ‘bad repair’. 

The river Tale, more of a large stream in fact, is clearly 
an asset in producing good meadow land and, once again, 
remedial work is required. The use of water, particularly 
in early spring, to get an early bite, seems to be implicitly 
recognised: 

‘Meadow under the advantage of a small wash of water from 
heavy rains and proper for pasture ...’  

Similarly, the wash from areas where cattle were kept is 
also valued, as at Upedown: ‘Meadow where the wash of 
yard may be turned over at pleasure.’ It is an East Devon 
tradition that even the water from lanes were diverted into 
pasture for the animal manure they contained (pers. Com. 
David Seward). 

We know from the work carried out by the Kennaways 
in the nineteenth century (brick lined channels, aqueduct, 
etc.), to water the meadows, how important and productive 
good meadow management was (Tale Valley Trust: N. D.). 

It is more likely in the eighteenth century that the meadows 
were of the catchwork rather than bedwork variety. But 
both varieties needed maintaining and, here again, there 
are indications that basic work was not being undertaken; 
at Clapperntale for example: 

‘Upper Meadow. Meadow and proper to be drained and the 
river cleared and continued a meadow….. Middle Meadow. 
Meadow but at present pastured but proper for meadow 
only if drained and the river cleared for which there is great 
conveniency … Lower Meadow. Meadow proper to be 
continued in meadow and ought to be well drained.’
 

Regarding the subsequent loss of fields to create an 
extensive park, good land does seem to have been 
withdrawn from cultivation. West Park comprised 14 acres 
in 1763 and was: 

‘... proper to be dressed with lime and soyle and to be continued 
in pasture or to be marked and sowed with two crops of corn 
and all laid down all as level as possible and sowed with grass 
seed and lye for pasture.’

On the 1826 map (p.10) West Park field is only 3 acres and 
appears to have lost part of its former self to the 100 acres 
of the North Park by of 1826. 

West Park orchard was still there in 1826 (11, p.1) and 
continued in use in 1888 and 1905 (OS 1st and 2nd Series). 
It was described in 1763 as being ‘well planted with fruit 
trees’. If these trees were already mature trees in 1763 it 
is likely that the orchard would have needed replanting 
by 1905.  This is interesting because there has been some 
debate about whether an orchard can be replanted and 
continue in use in the same place, though Marshall is clear 
on the subject, albeit when referring to West Devon in 1805.

‘In the planting of fruit trees, the orchardmen of West 
Devonshire excel.  A stronger proof of this need not be 
produced, than the circumstance of their keeping the same 
ground in a state of orchard, in perpetuity. As the old trees 
go off, young ones are planted, in the interspaces, without 
apprehensions of miscarriage’

(Marshall 1, p.218)

The very small Chandler’s Orchard seems to have 
impressed the surveyor in 1763 and was still there on the 
1826 map: ‘A fine young orchard full of fruit. If the grass in 
this orchard was cut and made in hay in the field adjoining 
as the orchard cannot be eat with cattle.’ The trees were 
presumably still too small for grazing to take place. 

Ladys orchard is described as ‘an orchard of good fruit 
trees and a good piece of land. There is a good crop of 
fruit this year’. Interestingly a small plot just to the north 
of the orchard, described as a ‘nursery’ and ‘proper to be 
laid open to the orchard that adjoins and planted with 
fruit trees’ is still separate in 1826 but is indeed part 
of Ladys orchard in 1888, indicating that the survey’s 
recommendation was sound but was not immediately 
implemented. There is still an orchard there today. 

Woodland seems to have been no better managed 
than other resources on the estate. Two Moores, which 
by its name and nature seems to be fit only for timber is 
described as:

‘A piece of wood land part extremely wet and a bog. Here is 
a quantity of fine oak timber but little full grown. There is a 
necessity to cut down the withey and other wood which is 
grown so high that it draws up some other oak and ash plants 
too fast. There is also some tops of trees fallen which ought to 
be got out part for use and remainder for fire wood.’
  

Kennel Coppice is the only directly comparable coppice: 

‘A coppice of young timber proper to stand. There is not much 
underwood or pasturage here of value. This piece of land might 
be drained so as to be a wilderness and added to the stew pond 
garden if that is to be a pleasure garden provided the present 
road was turned.’

Kennel Coppice was still there in 1826 but had disappeared 
by 1888. 

Brick Meadow described in 1763 survives as a name in 
1826, but there is no sign of the 3 acre ‘brick fields’, described 
in 1763 as: ‘A brick yard at present but ought to be cleared 
and would be some pasture beside the brick yard.’  The older 
houses on the estate, such as the listed Hawthorn Cottage 
and Clapperntale Farm, are built from a different brick than 
the more regular and standard brick used in the nineteenth 
century hydraulic work on the estate. The question arises as 
to why the brickyard went out of use? It is possible that the 
nearby clay resources were exhausted but this is unlikely. 
More likely is the fact that little or no building was taking 
place on the estate in the mid-eighteenth century; yet 
another indication of under-investment. 

Parallel to this story of under-investment at Escot is 
the story of the creation of the extensive emparking and 
landscaping; featuring lakes, strategically planted copses, 
stands of trees and gardens.  It is widely believed that 
Capability Brown was hired for this work and John Locke 
may also have been an influence. Be this as it may, and the 
evidence is circumstantial (Agg-Manning & Phibbs: 1993), 
someone carried out such work and there is no doubt that 
Sir George Yonge commissioned it. Where did he find the 
money? Why hadn’t he spent the money he didn’t have on 
the productive parts of the estate: the woods, fields and 
meadows, or indeed the houses and barns?
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Figure 2

A listed cottage on the Escot 

Estate, lying a stone’s throw 

from the area known as ‘brick 

meadow’ in 1763. Not only 

are the bricks irregular and 

pre-standardised, but the bond 

appears to be different on either 

side of the chimney.


