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ANGLO-SAXON ADMINISTRATION 
THE SHIRE

The major division of the kingdom was the shire, a unit that remained largely unchanged until the 1970s. By the 10th century each shire was governed for the king by an ealdorman or earl who usually delegated his powers to the shire reeve or sheriff, possibly the ‘shireman’ recorded in the laws of King Ine (c. 690). 

It is not clear why most of Exmoor was included in Somerset when its early history and topography align it rather with Devon and Cornwall. Exmoor might have been an early Anglo-Saxon frontier under Somerset control. The county boundary across Exmoor takes two forms. To the south of Sandyway in Exmoor parish the boundary follows Litton Water into Dane’s Brook (Dunnock’s brook in 1298) as far as its junction with the Barle, then an old road to the Den Brook, a tributary of the Exe. In the north it follows Hoccombe Water into Badgworthy Water to Cosgate or County Gate, then Coscombe to the sea. In the centre barrows, standing stones, medieval boundary stones, and other features mark the boundary across the moors. This central section may date from c. 1207 when the Devon boundary was fixed under an agreement of 1204 freeing Devon from forest law.
 

THE HUNDRED 

By the 10th century the hundred had emerged as a division of the shire. It was in the care of a hundredman and had monthly meetings for ordinary business and a twice-yearly leet, known in the later medieval period as a view of frankpledge because it was supposed to ensure that each freeman was pledged to good behaviour. The early hundreds may have comprised a hundred hides. A hide was the amount of arable needed to support one household. It later became a measure of tax liability, which makes it difficult to determine the size of estates. East Devon and west Somerset hundreds were small in 1086 but it is not clear whether they were recent divisions of larger pre-Conquest hundreds or whether the hundred itself was a recent development in the uplands. The difficult nature of the terrain would have meant that hundreds would function better if smaller. The relationship between hundreds, royal manors and minsters is difficult to unravel but a royal manor would need officials to administer it and farmers and traders to supply it. It would therefore be a natural focus for the neighbourhood and a logical place to centre the hundred and the minster. Lowland hundreds often centred their hundred around a meeting place such as a standing stone or tree and may be older.

The hundred of Molland recorded in the Exeter Domesday book was based on the royal manor of that name and may have been recently removed from South Molton hundred to which it was later returned. As a probable minster South Molton would have been a natural centre for the area. In Somerset Dulverton and Winsford hundreds were centred on royal manors, held before the Conquest by the brother earls Harold and Tosti respectively. Each might have jealously guarded his separate jurisdiction. To the east lay the two Brompton hundreds, one belonging to the king and the other to the sheriff. When the smaller hundreds were absorbed into larger neighbours, those four west Somerset hundreds were absorbed into Williton rather than Carhampton even though Dulverton is 18 miles from Williton and considerably further by road. The reason may have been a political decision not to give control of so great an area to William de Mohun of Dunster who held much of the enlarged Carhampton hundred including part of Exford. The hundred of Dulverton, which probably included Brushford, survived until the 13th century. Winsford, although then known as a manor, remained separate from Williton hundred at the same date.

TITHING AND VILL 

The tithing was originally a grouping of ten free households, but later came to be a division of a hundred. It might not coincide with the manor or parish. Withypool and Hawkridge parishes, for example, were in Exton tithing in the Middle Ages. All adult freemen were pledged to good behaviour in a tithing, which presented offences committed in its territory for investigation. It could be held responsible for harbouring criminals or for members of the tithing who had fled. The hundred court ensured that tithings performed their duties. 

A tithing might include several settlements, known as vills, which would have administered communal agriculture. The manor and parish later replaced the vill.
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