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THE PARISH

The first Christian missionaries probably came from Wales and Ireland to the Exmoor coast in the 6th century. Standing stones at Winsford Hill and Culbone Hill are believed to be evidence of the presence of wealthy Christians. Cynegils, King of Wessex, was converted to Christianity in 635, so that any West Saxons who came to Exmoor were probably also Christians.

During the Anglo-Saxon period the countryside was served by minsters, communities of priests who travelled the countryside preaching and celebrating the sacraments. They often enjoyed royal patronage and were usually situated in areas of good cultivable land, which would support the clergy. There were 9th-century minsters at Braunton, Exeter and Taunton, South Molton appears to have been a minster, and Carhampton was an early British church and later a royal manor with a minster. It has been suggested that because it has a circular churchyard, like Carhampton and other early church sites, Dulverton may be a church of British or early Saxon origin. As a royal manor and hundred, Dulverton would have been well-placed to serve as an ecclesiastical centre serving the area around. 

There was continuing reverence for the memory of Celtic saints who were honoured in the dedications of coastal Exmoor churches and at West Anstey, whose church is dedicated to St Petroc. Petroc came from South Wales and founded monastery at Padstow in Cornwall, which takes its present name from him. 

It is not known where the early Christian inhabitants of Exmoor were buried.  No Anglo-Saxon burial sites have been found on Exmoor. By the 10th century it was customary to be buried in sacred ground around a church. Anglo-Saxon kings had private churches at their main residences and it is possible that there might have been a chapel to serve the royal estates on Exmoor. The name Prescott in Exford suggests a resident priest. Landowners wanted their own church, partly for status and convenience and partly as a way of holding the community together. Obligations like tithe and church offerings tied tenants to their local church and largely determined the boundary of parish or chapelry. The custom of holding baptisms, marriages, and burials in the local church enabled the lord to maintain control over the families of his tenants. Christianity with its laws and obligations and its church structure ensured permanency of settlement.


It is not known how many communities had churches by the 11th century. Only landholding churches like South Molton were recorded in Domesday Book. Surviving Norman work suggests that on Exmoor the local parish church was an established feature by the late 11th century. 

Most of the parishes of southern Exmoor centred on the manors whose lords probably endowed the church and its priest. There had to be sufficient farm income to maintain the church and the clergy through tithes. That partly explains the large size of Exmoor parishes. It is significant that the largest parishes are Dulverton and Winsford, over 8,000 acres, both royal estates. Parish boundaries rarely coincide with natural features or with roads except for Dulverton whose eastern boundary is the river Exe and most of whose western boundary is the Barle. 
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