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Map of West Somerset 
to Tiverton

This shows the area we are 
mainly talking about.  This 
map is dated 1794.



Packhorse bridge at Clickit

For centuries men used feet to get about, then horses, then horse 
and cart, and horse and carriage.   There were also boats on rivers 
and round the coast.   On land they needed marked routes to 
follow, which needed to be kept clear.



Just off road to Webbers Post

Stone age people travelled long 
distances in search of suitable flints 
for their tools and weapons, but it 
was during the Bronze age (3000 –
1200BC) that tracks were regularly 
used - probably something like this.

Often on high ground, enabling 
travellers to see hazards more easily, 
including those with criminal 
intentions, avoiding densely wooded 
and marshy river valleys until forced 
to descend to cross streams.  



Many modern roads follow the same route:  long distance routes such as 
across the Blackdown and Brendon hills linking the ridgeways of Dorset 
and Wiltshire with Devon, (as here) and local routes, like tracks along the 
Quantocks, Mendips and Poldens.

As we know, the Romans built a national system of good roads, but after 
the Romans left the roads were not maintained.  There were not many 
wheeled vehicles, and fewer long journeys, so only local tracks were 
needed.



By the Middle Ages, there was again considerable traffic on the roads. Each 
parish was responsible for maintaining the roads within its bounds.   Each 
man was required to work on the roads for 4 days each year, and this was 
much resented. The system was overseen by the waywarden, a member of 
the parish vestry, and lasted until the Local Government Act of 1894.   
Can’t believe it was still enforced much then.



Packhorse routes and 
packhorses (showing bells)



Because the roads were often almost impassable in medieval 
times, most goods were carried on pack horses, small, specially 
bred, sure-footed horses about 15 hands high – they were Jacks 
of all trades.   They travelled in strings of nine, wearing bells on 
their harness, led by the best horse.  Bridges, known as 
packhorse bridges, were built over streams, and many still 
survive.      

Gallox Bridge



Most villages have the start of, or are on, a 
packway.   Routes used for everyday travel.   Even 
200 years ago there were villages on Exmoor, e.g. 
Upton and Withypool, where there were no wheeled 
vehicles.  People walked or rode, and goods were 
carried by packhorse as they had been from 
medieval times. The coming of the turnpike in the 
mid to late 18C accelerated the change to carts, 
something like this?, but packhorses were used for 
many more years after that.



Horner 

Bridge

More packhorse bridges in Somerset than in any other part of the country, 
probably because packhorses were still being used here after they had 
been given up elsewhere.   Many still to be seen, close to farms or mills or 
on some route between towns.  The low parapets were designed to allow 

clearance for panniers or packs, and allowed goods to be carried across 
rivers whatever the weather.

Packhorses are still used today in other parts of the world, particularly 
moving equipment for expeditions, etc.  For instance, Australia has a 
National Horse Trail.



Paths

Paths from all corners of a parish to the church, for going to church but also for 
funerals, such as the track through the woods linking Bossington and Allerford with 
Selworthy Church, still known as Church Path. Prebendary Hancock, in about 1900, 
mentions dead being taken for burial from Tivington to Selworthy on sledges, 
something like the one here?, though this is a Viking sledge, which were in common 
use until mid-19thC.  They must have had wooden runners, maybe with iron on them?

Old monk's path from Cleeve Abbey, through Old Cleeve Church, Chapel Cleeve, to the 
coast where, before 1324, there was a chapel near Blue Anchor known as St Mary's by 
the Sea, where 'divers kinds of notable miracles' are reported to have happened.   The 
path would have been well used, and is still known.  A walk including this path can be 
found on YouTube.



Tarr Steps

Many roads crossed the Moor in ancient times.  An old British road is said 
to have crossed the Barle at Tarr Steps, maybe the car wasn’t there, but 
otherwise its route is lost.   In 1219 reports of  A 'great way' from Road 
Castle, an Iron Age fort below Exford, by Wymbarrow on top of Winsford 
Hill, and then to the Barle, possibly at Tarr Steps, or possibly lower down

Roads



An English carriage of the fourteenth century (Luttrell psalter)

Nothing gives a better idea of the awkward, cumbersome luxury which gave its 
splendour to civil life during this century, than the structure of these heavy machines. 
The best had four wheels, and were drawn by three or four horses, one behind the 
other, one of them mounted by a postilion provided with a short-handled whip of many 
thongs; solid beams rested on the axles, and above this framework rose an archway 
rounded like a tunnel; an ungainly whole. The details were extremely elegant, the 
wheels were carved and their spokes expanded near the hoop into ribs forming pointed 
arches; the beams were painted and gilded, the inside was hung with those dazzling 
tapestries, the glory of the age; the seats were furnished with embroidered cushions; 
a lady might stretch out there, half sitting, half lying; pillows were placed in the 
corners as if to invite sleep or meditation, square windows opened on the sides and 
were hung with silk curtains.



In 1610 is the first mention of Langacre or Long Acre, Bridge, on the road 
from Exford and Dunster to Molton.   It was evidently ancient then, as, in 
1621, it is mentioned in the records of the Somerset Quarter Sessions as 
needing repair, and the money was collected by a rate from the hundreds of 
Carhampton, Williton  (rather a long way away), and Free Manors.  A free 
manor was an autonomous area, outside the jurisdiction, law and 
administrative control of the surrounding territory.



The most important highway across Exmoor appears to have 
been travelled in 1540 by John Leland, from Dunster to 
Barnstaple through Exford, Simonsbath, Kinsford Gate, and 
Brayford.  This is still the most direct way for this journey, but 
some of it now on minor roads.  The route was mentioned 
several times in the 17thC, probably used by Charles, Prince of 
Wales, in 1645.  They were all 'mere tracks', and although 
there are references to repairs, they do not seem to have been 
extensive.   



You will probably have seen references in the Newsletter and in the latest 
edition of Third Age Matters to our most recent Shared Learning Project, 
where several of our members are transcribing the papers belonging to the 
Knight family, who purchased part of Exmoor’s Royal Forest from the Crown 
at the beginning of the 19th Century.  Catherine Knight has been looking at 
a summary of the account books. She has found references to roads being 
built on the land, which was near Simonsbath, with charges for fencing the 
roads.  The cost of building the road was shown as 2/- a perch – an old 
measurement of just over 30 square yards.   I remember learning about 
rods, poles and perches at school.  I’m sure I don’t have to say that 2/- is 
now 10p.



1920's  Horse and foot only means of transport around Exmoor.   Some 
roads still unmade as late as 1953.   My osteopath’s grandmother can 
remember having to walk several miles from where she lived at Bridgetown 
to go to dances – and then back in the dark!  That must have been after the 
war.
Remnants of prehistoric ridgeways, packways, church paths, old turnpike 
roads all over Exmoor and West Somerset, such as road east out of 
Bampton to Tiverton.  

Bad roads are not a 
modern phenomenon!   
Tales of appalling road 
conditions date back 
over centuries, and 
there is even one 
report that a man and 
his horse once drowned 
in a huge hole in the 
road.



There was no practical transport west of Porlock in the 18th century.  In 
1812, the local community was fined for not maintaining a good road, and 
builders were employed to construct a suitable route. 

Coming down Porlock Hill



The road opened in 1843 when a stagecoach travelled from Lynton to 
Porlock successfully. Until 1919, Minehead-Lynton horse drawn coach still 
in existence.   By then mainly tourist attraction.   Left Plume of Feathers 
and went via Ship Inn, Porlock Hill, Culbone Stables, Countisbury, via the 
Blue Ball Inn on Countisbury Hill to Lynton. This Inn is at the top of the 
steep bit of the hill, and must have been very welcome to both horses and 
the travellers.  It is, of course, still there, and we ate a nice lunch there.

Blue Ball Inn 



The Porlock Toll Road was dug out in the 1840’s, to make an easier climb 
than Porlock Hill, and to provide work for local people.  Tolls were then 
taken at the bottom of the hill by staff at The Ship Inn in Porlock. There 
used to be a tollgate opposite what is now the village hall.  At busy times 
of the day staff would run out from the bar to deal with travellers; at less 
busy times one of the boys would sit by the gate. 

Porlock Hill - first tarred 
in 1932 (Sid Ward from 
Washford, and Dennis 
Corner).   Not done 
earlier partly because 
unmade roads easier for 
horses.   Maintained in 
its rough condition by 
the Hawkins family who 
lived at the Mill Cattage 
at Hawkcombe.   Raked 
it level in summer, and 
stones broken in the 
winter, put into ruts and 
hammered in.   



15C  Old route (then main road) to Bampton out of Minehead, Bampton 
Street, begins as a trackway that leads over Grabbist to Wootton 
Courtenay, eventually joining the medieval packhorse route to Bampton.   

Followed the ridgeway, as the 
beautiful but winding route along 
the valley (right) would generally 
have been avoided by pack-horse 
trains, riders and pedestrians 
because of the possibility of 
flooding.   Pack horses would have 
been a frequent sight on these 
roads, carrying goods to and from 
Minehead and Watchet  Harbours.   
Signposts in the Brendons pointed 
to Watchet, because of its 
importance as a seaport both for 
travel and trade.  Some of them 
still do.

The main road branched at the top of Bampton Street, right to Periton 
Bratton and Porlock, and left to Alcombe and Dunster.   Wootton Courtenay 
and Timberscombe reached by a track past Hopcott and over the hill.  
Quite a climb!



Roads round Taunton in early 18C appalling, not only narrow, but deep in 
water.  Floods so high they prevented travel, and people occasionally 
drowned.   

Toll/Turnpike Roads

In 1658 the roads were so 
bad that it took four days to 
cover the 200 miles between 
London and Exeter – they 
went at about 4 miles an 
hour, for 12 hours a day.   
Because of this, in areas 
such as ours, a lot of travel 
and transport was by coastal 
vessels, which were small 
enough to beach at 
convenient places where 
there was no harbour. 

The vessel pictured here is the Periton, the last such ship to be built in 
Minehead, on the beach by the Lifeboat house.  A merchant of Preston in the 
early 18thC regretted the increased expense of sending his cloth by road to 
London, which was forced on him by the activities of French privateers in the 
Channel.   A voyage of 1000 miles was cheaper than a road journey of 200 
miles.



Industrial Britain in late 17thC and early 18thC hampered by transport 
facilities which were barely adequate for the agrarian economy in the area, 
and the expense of transport was a most significant development in the cost 
of production – much as today!   On the whole, goods, particularly food, 
produced locally was used locally – not really as today, except in farm shops.   

In the 1700's toll roads 
started to be built. Here is 
a toll house (Exebridge –
the other side of Exmoor). 
The principle was that a 
charge would be made for 
using the roads, and the 
money collected would be 
used for the upkeep of the 
road.  Few could afford to 
use them, but some of the 
routes must have been 
carefully worked out. 



Minehead Turnpike Tolls 1807

The toll road built from Bampton to Watchet, via Raleigh's Cross, so good today it is 
recommended for HGV's, and many of our modern roads still follow the route of the 
toll roads.  Maybe that’s why we have so many corners on our roads – think of A39 
between Williton and Bridgwater!  They had to go round a farmer’s fields.

An Act of Parliament was necessary to obtain permission to build a turnpike.  Taunton 
applied to Parliament for a turnpike act in 1752, and Minehead in 1765.  The latter was 
supported by Sir Thomas Dyke Acland and Henry Fownes Luttrell, but ran into 
considerable local opposition.  People did not want to have to pay to travel on their 
roads.



The Act listed several routes for the Minehead turnpike.  One went to 
Bampton via Exebridge One went through Carhampton and Watchet to meet 
the Bridgwater turnpike at Nether Stowey (toll house shown here).  

Most of the Trusts were wound up 
in the second half of the 18thC, but 
the network of turnpike roads still 
forms the basis of our national 
pattern of roads today.

The most important one for the 
future went through Washford, 
Tower Hill in Williton, Bicknoller, , 
then along the foot of the 
Quantocks through Halsway and 
Crowcombe, to join  the Taunton 
turnpike north of Bishops Lydeard.  
Forerunner of part of A39 and the 
A358.



Toll Gates and Houses

Paying at night

Tollgates came into being when turnpike legislation was enacted between 
1750 and 1773. Gates, tollbars, fences, and toll houses were erected to 
collect tolls for the use of the turnpike road. The sum was to be used to 
maintain the road. Although there was a general improvement in the 
condition of the roads by the end of the 18th century, many of the Turnpike 
Trusts were more intent upon profit than upkeep. 



The tollgate keeper was provided with a small house by the gate. Those 
built in the early 19th century often had a distinctive bay front to give the 
pikeman a clear view of the road and to provide a display area for the 
tollboard. In 1840, according to the Turnpike Returns in Parliamentary 
Papers, there were over 5000 tollhouses operating in England. These were 
sold off in the 1880s when the turnpikes were closed. Many were 
demolished but several hundred have survived as domestic houses, with 
distinctive features of the old tollhouse still visible.

Worthy Toll House



The pay at the principal gates was usually no more 
than 5 shillings for a 24-hour day. The keeper's job 
came with the constant inconvenience of being 
awakened in the middle of the night and the danger of 
robbery and assault. Many contrived to cheat their 
employers and the road users. 

Very small Toll House in Staunton Road, looked after 
by Henry Watts on behalf of MH Turnpike Trust.   
Heavy traffic on Staunton Road and Manor Road -
tannery and lime kilns, a bark mill and other 
machinery.



As we know, in the first half of the 19thC the railways came, and they 
very soon made many forms of road transport obsolete.  But that’s 
another story, and one our Co-ordinator, David Temple, is better 
qualified to tell!


