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2015 Research Group Presentation  

Pinner's First Farmers  

As our topic for tonight's Farming in Pinner; to start the evening off I thought it might 
be interesting to say something about when farming began in Pinner. Who were 
Pinner's first farmers; and where were those first farms?   
 
Well, I'm afraid the answer to both these questions is that we don't really know for 
certain. But we do know what Pinner would have looked like before our first farmers 

arrived; so let's start there – with the last Ice 
Age.  
 
13,000 years ago, a huge ice sheet like this 
completely covered central and northern 
England. But it didn't reach quite as far as 
Pinner. The edge of the ice sheet seems to have 
stopped just North of us, in the area of St 
Alban's and Finchley.  
 
But things would still have been pretty bleak. 
This is what's called Tundra. Thirteen thousand 
years ago, Pinner would have looked like this.  
As you can see, there's some scrubby grass, and 
a few low bushes; but definitely no trees.  
 
And then quite suddenly the climate began to 
changing getting much warmer.  Those Ice 
Sheets all melted away; and soon this tundra-
like stuff in Pinner would have been replaced 

by woodland.     At first those woods would've been just birch, and low growing 
willows  
 

but soon,  as things got steadily warmer, 
much bigger trees like oak and lime 
would have come to dominate our area 
– 'climax woodland' as it's called – or 
'the wildwood'.  It would've covered 
almost the whole of England. None of it 
survives today; but Oxhey Woods here, 
can give us a pretty good idea what 
Pinner's ancient wildwood would have 
looked like. 
 
This rich woodland would soon have 

been colonised by animals; animals like deer and wild boar. And another sort of 
animal would soon have come to live in our wildwood,  too:   Man.  Until a mere 
8,000 years ago England was still joined to Europe. So as the ice melted, our earliest 
immigrants … would have  just walked into England!  
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They'd have been what are called 'hunter-gatherers'.  The glamorous job of hunting 
wild animals for food would have been done by the men. The boring bit – gathering 
fruits and seeds – that would have been done by the women of course!  
Hunter-gatherers didn't live in settled villages. They'd have been on the move all the 
time, following the animals they preyed on. I'm sure that they'd have hunted and 
gathered in Pinner's wildwoods from time to time; but they've left virtually no traces 
of their presence.  And they certainly weren't farmers.   So, back to the drawing-
board: who were Pinner's first farmers?    
 
And, for the matter of that, who were the world's first farmers?  When did farming 
begin anywhere in the world? 

 
 
Well as far as we know, farming was 
'invented'  (if that's the right word)  
about 11,000 years ago, soon after the 
end of that last Ice Age. That was when 
one small group of hunter-gatherers 
began to cultivate wheat. They lived 
here, in this 'Fertile Crescent' as it's 
called – the area that's now Syria and 
Turkey and Iraq.  Farming probably 
started here, rather than somewhere 
else, simply because this was the only 
area where wheat grew as a wild plant.  
Wild sheep and goats lived here too; 
and they were probably the first 

animals to be domesticated.   
 
Farming gradually spread from here into Europe; but only very, very slowly. It wasn't 
until about five thousand years later - six thousand years ago - that our first farmers 
reached England.   

 
When I say 'reached England’ I mean that 
groups of Stone Age men, Celts, who 
knew all about farming, began to arrive 
here, bringing with them seeds of crops 
like wheat and barley, that don't grow in 
the wild in England. And they'd have 
brought domesticated animals with them 
too – oxen, and sheep, and goats. 
And this time round, they’d all have had to 
come in boats  – because by then the 
English Channel had been formed.  

 
 
And there'd have been another little 
problem for our first famers as they came 
ashore – the wildwood.  As I said, most of 
England then would have been covered in 
dense woodland like this. That would all 
have had to be cleared, to create fields 
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suitable for growing crops. And clearing this 
forest was a huge undertaking for them.  
 
You see, these Stone Age immigrants had 
nothing but flint axes, like this, to work with.  
But as this caption says (if you can read it):   
'No tool has done more to transform the 
English landscape'.  
 
This drawing shows what it might have been 
like; but these  trees are really quite small.  
Felling huge oak trees with just a flint axe 
would have been far    more difficult.  But 
there were other ways of doing it.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
As you can see from this dead tree, in 
Pinner Park, an oak doesn't have a 
thick deep root like a carrot, but  lots 
of smaller roots, all spreading out 
sideways near the base. 
 
 

 
then even a big tree like this 
one, could've  be pulled  down. 
We happen to know exactly how 
this was done ….. because a 
huge fossilised oak  tree's been 
discovered, lying in a bog.  And 
it still had a fossilised rope tied 
round the top of it, made from 
honeysuckle.   So once those 
roots had all  been cut, a 
honeysuckle rope would have 
been tied round the top of a tree 
like this. And then our Stone 

Age farmers would have rallied all the family, and got them to join in pulling it down 
… and dragging it away.   
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Even so, cutting down the old forest that had covered England since the Ice Age: that 
was a huge undertaking.  And yet, by 1,000 BC – a thousand years before the Romans 
arrived here – it's been estimated that by then over half of England's wildwood had 
already been cut down, and replaced by fields. It may have taken three thousand years 
to do it; but I still think that's an astonishing statistic. 
 

These new fields, would have been quite 
small squareish fields,  probably most of 
them less than an acre in size.  
Amazingly, some of them are still there!  
This an aerial photograph of some fields 
in Essex - it was kindly taken for us in 
1940, by the Luftwaffe during the Battle 
of Britain!  These would have been the 
sort of little fields our first farmers 
struggled to cultivate. 

 
All that these farmers had to plough their new fields with, was what was called an ard: 
a very simple wooden plough like this,  dragged along by two oxen.   It wasn't very 
efficient though, because it really only disturbed the soil, like a hoe; and it certainly 
couldn't cope with heavy clay soils.      
 

Incidentally, I think the plough 
and the oxen shown here are 
quite authentic. But these two 
smartly dressed ploughmen look 
to me as though they've just 
been kitted out by Marks and 
Spencer!  
This all looks terribly primitive 
today doesn't it?   
 
But where in Pinner were the 
first little fields  carved out of 
the wildwood? And when?  And 
who were those first farmers in 

Pinner?  Well as I said just now, we've haven't got much to go on,  to answer these 
questions. But let's look at what little we do know. 
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There's no evidence that in the Roman period there were any farms in Pinner, as there 
is for so many other places in England. So, unlike much of the country,  it seems very 
likely to me that Pinner as we know it was still completely covered in dense 
woodland, at least until  AD 410 when the Romans left.  
 
But in the succeeding centuries, a new wave of invaders moved in to England from 
Europe:  Saxons.  Archaeology's shown that the lighter soils, like those down by the 
Thames (you can see it in the distance here): these were being farmed quite early in 
Saxon times. And as the population there increased,    there must have been an 
incentive  to start to exploit those undeveloped woodlands to the North of the Thames:  
in areas like Harrow, ..…and Pinner.   So perhaps it was Saxon people, who knew all 
about farming,   who were the very first people to settle in Pinner;  who began to clear 
our woodlands; and to create the very first farms here.    But when did that happen? 

 
Well there's a very early Saxon 
Charter, one like this, that gives 
us a clue. It records that in the 
year 767, the Saxon King, Offa, 
made a gift of 30 hides of land 
in Harrow, to a senior 
churchman, Abbot Stidberht.  
Now a 'hide' means agricultural 
land; and 30 hides was 
equivalent to about three 
thousand five hundred acres – 
that's a huge area;    so it seems 
very likely to me that this gift 

must have included some land in Pinner that was already being farmed in 767.  But 
how long before?   I'm afraid we just don't know.   
 
But what I think we can speculate about is where those first farms in Pinner might 
have been. To start with, I think we can say with some confidence where they weren't.  
The Northern part of our parish on Pinner Hill   was still thickly wooded until quite 
recently; and we know that the Woodhall Farm area was only developed much later. 
 
But what about the South of our parish?  Well the land here's all heavy clay, and that 
would have been very difficult to plough with that little two-ox plough we saw just 
now. So perhaps our first farmers began somewhere else in the Parish; somewhere 
where the soils were a bit lighter, and on slightly higher ground. But where?   
 
Well as Pat Clarke has pointed out, the very name Pinner, or Pinn…Ora, is derived 
from two Saxon words. It means 'Pinn's settlement, on the side of the hill' – the 'Ora'.  
'Ora' is the Saxon word for an elongated hill; and Nower Hill fits this description 
perfectly. So perhaps …. Pinner's very first inhabitants …. were Saxon settlers, who 
began to cut down the woodland on Nower Hill, and started to cultivate fields there.   
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And there is one other hint 
that those first fields might 
indeed have been in the 
Nower Hill Area  
 
This is Pinner Park Farm 
today.  Since at least 1273, 
it's always been 
surrounded by a bank and 
a double ditch, to keep in 
the deer that were kept 
there.  As you can see, 
most of the boundary's a 
smooth line;  
 
 

 but moving in closer, 
can you see this kink 
here, on the East End 
side of the boundary; 
and another one here?  
This suggests to me, that 
there must already have 
been some small square 
fields there in 1273,  
long before the bank and 
the ditch were built.  So 
perhaps;  just perhaps,  
those little fields on 
Nower Hill in 1273, 
were the same ones that 
our first farmers in 

Pinner had carved out of the woodland, hundreds of years earlier. 
 
Meanwhile, in Europe, a much more efficient plough had been invented.  It was called 
a 'carruca'. This is a drawing of one, in an old Saxon manuscript. As you can see it 
was a lot bigger than that simple little plough, the 'ard', that we saw just now. So it 
needed at least four oxen, like this, to pull it.  
 
By the way, do look at this ploughman:   here he is, closer up. Look at the way he's 
dressed. And look at his bald head, and his beard.  I'm sure this picture was drawn 
from life – we're looking at a real-life Saxon ploughman here – not a bit like those 
'Marks and Spencers' ploughmen we saw just now!  
 
Here's a rather better picture of a 'carruca'.  Its great advantage was that it didn't just 
disturb the soil. It cut a swathe of turf and turned it to one side, upside down; and even 
more importantly, this time it could cope with heavy clay soils. And as you can see 
here, it had lots of different settings, so it was much bigger and heavier than that little 
'ard' plough we were looking at just now. 
 

 

 



 7 

 
 
 
 

But using a big plough like this meant a 
complete change in farming practices. As 
I say, it needed at least four oxen to pull it 
– often it needed six or even eight oxen. 
And very few small farmers would have 
owned more than two oxen; so they'd 
have had to share their oxen with other 
farmers,  to produce a big enough team 
for a plough like this.  
 
And as you can see here, even a four-ox 

team was very long and unwieldy. Turning the whole team round at the end of each 
furrow needed a very long 'runback'; so the fields it was used in had to be big, and 
long – not square like those little Celtic fields. And because it was a sort of 'co-op', 
each farmer would have owned several strips in different parts of the big 'common 
field' as it was called.  This may be one reason why in the Middle Ages, big ridge and 
furrow fields, divided up into strips, appeared all over Southern England – including 
….. Pinner!  
 
The Domesday Book gives us some  information about farms in our area.  Domesday 
tells us that in 1086 Harrow (which included Pinner) had 'land for 70 ploughs'. Now 
historians have argued endlessly about how many acres were equivalent to one 
plough; but what is clear is that '70 ploughs' meant that a very large area of  land in 
Harrow was already being cultivated. So it seems  very likely that this would have 
included some fields in Pinner, that were already farmland in 1086; but we can't be 
certain about this; and we still don't know what sort of fields  they were.  
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 It's not until 1315, 
when our Manor Court Rolls begin, that we do know; because straight away there are 
innumerable references to the 'common fields'  in Pinner. They were already well 
established then; so they must have been carved out from the wildwood long before 
1315..  
 
The three biggest fields were called Down Field, Middle Field   and Long Field.  As 
you can see from this map, these three  fields were all in the South of the parish, 
towards what's now  Rayners Lane Station, here.  Cannon Lane, here, was just the 
access road between Down Field, here, and Middle Field;  and Rayners Lane, here, 
was the track between Middle Field and Long Field.  
 
Thee big fields would all have been divided into strips, each belonging to individual 
peasants. Those strips were all fifteen feet wide, and each one covered about three 

quarters of an acre; so they would 
have been very long – like this.  
Here, in Pinner Village Gardens we 
can still see where they were. 
We're looking towards Compton 
Rise in the distance.  
 
This is all heavy clay soil – fertile, 
but needing that big 'carruca' 
plough we saw just now: one like 
this, with four oxen pulling it. 
 
So if any of you here tonight live in 
the southern part of Pinner, where 

our biggest common fields were, you can be sure that for many, many hundreds of 
years, plough teams like this would have been trundling through what's now your 
back garden! 
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In some parts of Pinner, farming in 
strips continued right up until 1803. 
That was when an Act of Parliament 
was passed for 'Enclosing the 
common fields of Harrow and 
Sudbury'.  From then on farming in 
Pinner became more like farms are 
today; and to tell you about just one 
of these 'modern' farms  

 


