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Purpose of the session is to talk about the Project, its genesis, what is involved, 

and what progress has been made and to share some things learned. It is very 

much a work in progress, not a finished project.



1. Introduction & Our partner in the Project
2. How the Project came about and what is 

involved
3. John Knight and Frederic Winn Knight
4. The ‘Exmoor Abstract’ -1820
5. Sheep farming
6. The extended family
7. Extracts from letters
8. What is it like now?



In 1820 John Knight, a businessman from Worcestershire paid 

£50,000 (approx. £2.8m) for a wild, uninhabited area of moorland 

within what is now Exmoor National Park.

He moved there with his wife and six young children and began a 
project to colonise and reclaim the 16,000 acre wilderness pretty 
much untouched since the Bronze Age, and to transform it into a 
great estate with a mansion at its heart in Simonsbath.



A fruitless folly?
“At that time (early 20th

century) the Forest was 
regarded as Knight’s folly, a 
monument only to the 
obstinacy of a Worcestershire 
ironmaster and his son, who 
had wasted a fortune on what 
any Westcountryman could 
have told them would prove a 
fruitless adventure!”



A brief word about our partner in the 
Project.
Exmoor was designated as a National 
Park in 1954. Since then, the co-
ordination of work to achieve National 
Park purposes has been undertaken by 
local government and since 1997 by a 
free-standing Exmoor National Park 
Authority (a QUANGO?) which decides 
what measures to take to achieve the 
two National Park purposes – viz 



The Exmoor National Park Authority

• National Park 1954
A. "To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the National 

Park"

B. "To promote opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of 

the National Park by the public"

• (from Partnership Plan) to ensure that there is increased awareness of 
the value of its cultural heritage, and the most important 
historical sites, settlements, buildings and features are 
conserved and their historical character retained.



So ENPA is interested in understanding 

what structures and landforms the 

Knights created, including what they did 

to Simonsbath House itself – and the 

creation of a garden, as well as the more 

rural interventions such as new roads, 

drainage, ponds, walls, fences and so on.  

In investigating further, ENPA 

investigated sources mentioned in 

Orwin’s book and discovered the cache 

of document held by the widow of a 

distant relative (of which more from 

Cherrie)



ENPA physical landscape projects

• White Rock Cottage & 

Ashcombe Gardens 

• Investigate archaeology of

physical remains on the 

moor

• Programme of events for 

2020 (Two hundred years) 

much affected by Covid



Existing sources

• C.S. Orwin and R.J Sellick. The reclamation of Exmoor Forest. 2nd ed. 
1970 (Revised edition of 1929 original by C.S. Orwin)

• Rob Wilson North. John Knight of Wolverley and Simonsbath, an 
outline biography https://www.exmoor-
nationalpark.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/241616/John-
Knight-biography-for-web.pdf

• Whiterocksimonsbath.org.uk

• Mary Siraut. Exmoor, the making of an English upland. 2009

https://www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/241616/John-Knight-biography-for-web.pdf




Our Project – how, what?
Cherrie Temple



Shared Learning projects

Dr Cherrie Temple

Minehead and District U3A 



What is a Shared Learning Project?
(SLP)

It’s all about working and researching together as a group on a specific 
topic or theme in a more focused way than is usual in an interest group



Simply:-

Shared........... Two or more partners

Learning........ Involves active learning

Project.......... Defined timeframe with beginning, 
middle and end

Shared.......... Results shared with a wider 
audience



The “group” could be any or a combination of the following :



Let’s explain via a recent Minehead

project:

In June 2019, Rob Wilson-North spoke at Minehead
U3A’s coffee morning on the subject of John Knight.

Rob is the Head of Conservation and Access 
at the  Exmoor National Park Authority.....

.....and had been researching the history of 
developments on Exmoor, but records were sparse



On 15th March 1820 John Knight, a business tycoon from Wolverley purchased Exmoor’s former 
Royal Forest (16,000 acres) and transformed the vast open heathland into fields and 
farmsteads.

He moved to Simonsbath and stayed in what is now the Exmoor House Hotel.

From here he would have seen the Barle river valley, but which would have looked very different from this view of 2020



At the Coffee morning, we heard about a substantial archive of family 
documents that had been found in an attic in a house in Kidderminster 
in November 2016.

These documents were given into the care of the Exmoor National Park 
and they are now stored in the South West Heritage Centre, Taunton



The archive, which has been scanned, consists of many letters, the 
content of which have yet to be transcribed. 

They contain a wealth of social history from the nineteenth century.

Before the end of the talk, a light 
bulb had been switched on !



I envisioned a project and contacted Rob with the idea of setting up a 
shared learning project

The next step was to find interested volunteers – there were 
plenty!

We held our first meeting at the Exmoor National Park Authority 
offices and together with some of the Park’s archivists developed 
our objectives.

Copies of scanned letters were to be sent to us. 
Members of the team decided to work in pairs, but we would 
meet up regularly.

He agreed wholeheartedly! 



This is an example of one of the easier letters to transcribe. 
There are many more and the project is on going



Things to think about when starting a SLP :

It needs to be time limited – 6 months is a good guide

A year is maximum, but can continue on longer if broken into different projects. 
The Knight Archive was divided into a number of phases.

A project leader/coordinator is essential and we have been very fortunate that 
Hilary Fisk took on this role. A suitable venue for meetings is suggested, but not in 
these times!



Letter :
KN.CORR.010_1867.01.16
Page one



Letter:  KN.CORR.010_1867.01.16    Page two



The Transcription form
 

Knight Papers Transcription Form 

Filename: 
KN.CORR.010_1867.01.16_Tr 

Page No’s: 
3 pages in 2 pdfs 

Document Type: 
Letter 

From / Author: 
W M Scott 

To: 
Unknown 

Date (DD/MM/YYYY): 
16/01/1867 

From / Author address: 
Winstiching 

To address: 
Unknown 

Brief description of contents: 
Letter describing the fall of snow, feeding of sheep and ponies, health of a horse, new Boxes 

Keywords: WM Smith, John Smith, ?Steer, ?Sparks, ?Kerslak, Simonsbath 
Winstiching, snow, sheep and ponies, ?boxes 
 

Transcription: 
 
Page 1 pdf 1 
 
Winsticching  Jany 16th 1867 
 
Sir,  we have a great deal of snow up hear [here] at present it fell last Saturday, but it came 
without much wind and has keept [kept?] to ever since, and our sheep has plenty of meat as yet 
and we are doing very well our hogs cane [can] get no turnips but i am giving them hay and 
leting [letting] them run of into one of the fields and they cane [can] pick a good deal of meat in 
the field through the day, and 
 
Page 2 pdf 2 
 
came in at night and eat hay, the panes [ponies] on the North farrest [forest] are doing very well 
as yet,, and all the young panes [ponies] we have about Simonsbath i am giving them a little hay 
twice a day and they are doing well. The two pare [pair?] of horses are drawing lime, and Steer 
and Sparks are assisting John Smith with the two Boxes, John Smith has got hanemead 
[Honeymead]  house done, and I think Kerslak [?] will get the Harsan [Horsen] work done this 
week, and then I think we will cane [can] get him to finish the 
 
Page 3 pdf 2 
 
two new Boxes, but he is very slow about them I think your young horse is all right again  I have 
never sean [seen]  him out but, he plays himself round the house and does not seam [seem] to 
be the least lame 
 
I am Sir 
Your Obet Sert 
WM Scott 
 

Transcriber Notes: 
The spelling and grammar are not good. It seems that from available information provided by a 
colleague, ’meat’ refers to feed.  Unsure also about the ‘drawing of lime’ [carrying lime from 
limestone to be used as a soil improver] and the making of ‘Boxes’ 

Transcribed by: 
Cherrie Temple 

Date: 
21/10/2020 



Simonsbath

Honeymead
and 
Winstitchen
farms



Ordnance Survey 25inch to 1 mile map 1888 survey



Ordnance Survey 25inch to 1 mile map 1902 survey





Simonsbath House



The sawmill



Ashcombe gardens



White Rock cottage



The ‘ice House’



White Rock cottage



Dry stone walls at the corner of Ashcombe gardens



The Barle Valley as it is now



Exmoor at the beginning of the 19th century

• The forest of Exmoor, or Exmore, was one of the 67 Royal Forests. It 
was probably a forest in Saxon times as the Domesday Book records 
three foresters holding land at Withypool. Exmoor became part of the 
demesne of the Crown at the time of the Norman Conquest. In its old 
legal meaning the word 'forest' did not imply trees, it referred to any 
area in which the deer were reserved to the king….There is no 
evidence of any woodland in the 20000 acres as defined by the post 
1400 boundary, says Orwin & Sellick



Map of the 
Knight estate 
(from Orwin & 
Sellick)



The Crown allotment of 10,000 acres was offered for sale by tender in 1818, 

and John Knight bid the highest price of £50,000.  He set about the business of 

setting up Exmoor as a farming enterprise.

There were no enclosures or settlements in the Forest until a farm was 

enclosed during the Commonwealth and Simonsbath house was built. The 

forest of Exmoor was finally disafforested by the enclosure award of 1819.

There were no boundary fences around the Forest so the sheep ranged widely. 

Sheep were charged at 5d per sheep for ordinary persons, less for ‘borderers’ 

and ‘free suitors’. acknowledgement was made for the rights of the associated 

stock-owners in terms of sheep pasture so in 1819, John Knight continued to 

make the Forest available for grazing while he put in hand his works.  JK also 

put in for the mineral rights to the land, although in fact these were not 

granted until 1855 by which time JK was dead.





The only house was Simonsbath House, the residence of the Deputy Forester and which was 

licensed as an inn. A few fields had been created near the house in the 17th century. 

Very little else in the way of human intervention. When the Forest was sold, it was being used 

for pasture for sheep by local farmers, who paid tithes for the privilege (and for grazing of cattle 

and a few ponies and for firewood gathering. land “from about Lady Day onwards, in every year, 

flocks of sheep were to be seen converging slowly on Exmoor” (Orwin, p.44) from more than 

half a hundred parishes. 

There had been a survey in 1814, resulting in agreement as to the allocations of land to the 

Crown and to other local landowners such as Sir Thomas Acland. In June 1818 the 

Commissioners invited tenders for the Crown allotments. It was understood that the sale would 

result in the inclosure of the land.

“It was the largest land reclamation led by one man that England has ever seen, with the 

cultivation of 2,500 acres of moorland, a 29-mile drystone boundary wall around the estate, 

22 miles of moorland roads, two hilltop canals and two modern farmsteads all complete 

within two years.” (Orwin & Sellick)



John Knight – the 
only known 
portrait?



John Knight born 1765, came from a family with a long 

connection with the iron trade in Shropshire. (A ‘business 

tycoon’?) He lived at Wolverley Hall, Worcestershire, and in 

Portland Place, London. By 1820 he had purchased the Royal 

Forest of Exmoor. He had farming experience and was 

thoroughly imbued with the principles of agricultural economy 

of the late 18th/early nineteenth centuries. This principally 

consisted of enclosing land and making it profitable using 

increasingly scientific methods. 

John Knight first lived in Lynton and took residence c. 1830 in 

Simonsbath until 1837 when he moved to Jersey and then 

Rome, where he died in 1850.



Simonsbath House. 

Originally built for the built in 1654 by the 
merchant, lawyer and philosopher James 
Boevey (1622–1696), the warden of the 
Royal forest of Exmoor, and for 150 years it 
was the only house in the forest. In 1818 it 
was the residence of the Deputy Forester. 



Frederic Winn Knight 1812 - 1897 

Took over management of the Exmoor estate in 
1841

Shifted to working with tenant farmers, expanded 
arable range, with attempts at mining 

MP for 44 years (West Worcestershire)

Became Lieutenant Colonel of militia

Knighted in 1884

Only son died in 1879

He died in 1897



John Knight’s eldest son

Management of the estate from 1841 at the age of 29 

M.P. for West Worcestershire, (sat for 44 years), Lieutenant Colonel 

of Militia, knighted in 1884

His strategy was to establish a number of tenanted farms, both 

arable and livestock farming, particularly sheep

In later years he operated through agents, such as 

Robert Smith (until 1861) ‘necessary to dismiss’ (continued as 

a tenant of Emmett’s Grange), Frederick Loveband Smyth (from 

1866)



‘Exmoor Abstract’ 1819-20
• An abstract of accounts of all the expenditure on the Forest?









Sheep on Exmoor
Di Martin

The text for this part of the talk is found in a separate document



Winstichen Farmhouse – the home 
of Frederic’s Scottish shepherd, 
William Scott
(now a holiday home)



The life of the Knights:
Extracts from the archive



The Living at Brendon

• Purchased by John Knight in 
1820

• As Lord of Manor, the living 
was ‘in his gift’

• Offered in 1851

• “…a wild out of the way place, 
and Brendon more so.”

• “…poor unfinished Cottage 
scarcely fit for a single man …”

• Photo of Brendon church

• St Brendan’s, Brendon



Frederic Sebright 
Knight 1851 - 1879

[…] “ …very much touched by the 
sympathy displayed by your neighbours. 
If there is anything cheering in so 
melancholy an event it is the 
spontaneous proof of unselfish good 
feeling and affection shown by those 
who live around you.”

The grave also commemorates Frederic Winn 
Knight 1812 - 1897and his wife, Dame 
Florence Maria, who died in 1900





Maria 
Florence 
(Florrie)  
Jerram, 
nee 
Knight



Florrie’s wedding 
April 1879

“We wore white cashemere (sic) with 
cuffs and pipings of claret velvet, large 
white chip hats trimmed with white 
foulard and feathers. “

Letter from Cousin Marion



Florrie’s wedding (2)
[…] a dark blue cashemere dress and 
jacket with embroidered and silk 
trimmings and dark blue hat to 
match for her going away dress 

“…There were also sets of fish knives 
and forks dessert ditto – Dinner 
service Two tea and a lovely dessert 
service – a set of silver dinner tongs 
– 3 cruet stands – Tea caddy and 
Book Rest…



Florence’s adventure
August 1879

• Picture of lady mountaineer“ I am getting to be an experienced 
mountaineer.  Yesterday we started at 9 
o’c to walk to a mountain in the 
Montainvert from which there is a 
splendid view. We got to the top at 
about 10 o’c & had lunch at a small inn 
there.  The view was lovely – at our feet 
was the Mer de Glace & on the other 
side mountains deep in snow & Mt 
Blanc”

Margaret 
Jackson, 
mountaineer (to 
illustrate the 
costume)



La Mer de Glace

“…if the rope had 
broken he must have 
been killed”



Edward Frederic Knight 1852 –
1925

Brother to Maria Florence (Florrie) 
and Marion. Probably the ‘Fred’ 
referred to as making the best 
speech at the wedding in 1879. His 
grandfather Thomas was John 
Knight’s younger brother. 



The voyage of the 
‘Falcon’ 1882

“The kitten committed suicide” 

Edward Frederick Knight, 1852-
1925, was author of 

Cruise of the Falcon a 
Voyage to South America in 
a 30-Ton Yacht

Published 1884


