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I visited Cerne Park with Nigel Spring and a party of students on 24 August. I had been once before, in March 2002. The purpose of this visit was to look for evidence that might establish whether or not this had been the deer-park of the Abbey of Cerne. 

Medieval deer-parks
Medieval parks, although often miscalled ‘hunting parks’, were mostly deer-farms, producing venison for the table. The deer were mainly fallow deer, introduced for the purpose c.1100. They were confined within a wall or a special, expensive deer-proof fence called a pale, usually on top of an earthen bank.
	Most parks contained some trees, either in the form of woodland or as scattered wood-pasture trees among grassland. There is a conflict between deer and trees, in that the shade of the trees reduces the pasture for the deer, and after the trees come to be felled the deer eat the regrowth shoots. This was resolved in two ways. In compartmented parks the trees occupied defined areas of woodland called coppices; the woods were felled in turn and then fenced to keep out the deer (and other livestock) until the trees had grown again; there were also areas of permanent grassland called launds. In uncompartmented parks the trees were scattered among grassland and took the form of pollards, periodically cut to provide crops of wood at about 10 ft above ground so that the animals could not reach the regrowth shoots. Parks had a lodge where the parker did his business and could supervise what was happening in the park.
	Parks were a status symbol of the upper class, down to the level of minor gentry. Monks of the Benedictine order were supposed to eat meat only when sick or to feed distinguished guests. In practice most large and middle-sized abbeys had at least one park, as shown by several woods still extant called Monks’ Park Wood.

Documents and maps
 In Cantor’s list of Dorset deer-parks, the Abbot’s park of Cerne is referred to in a post-mortem inquisition of 1356.[footnoteRef:1] The context implies that it had already existed for an unknown length of time. [1:  LM Cantor 1983 The Medieval Parks of England: a gazetteer Loughborough] 

	When the Abbey was dissolved in 1538 the estates would have been privatized through Henry VIII’s Augmentation Office. There should be a description and valuation of the Cerne lands in the Public Record Office. The archives of Cerne are relatively well known (although not published) by investigators looking for — and not finding — pre-1690 mentions of the Cerne Giant.
	The earliest known map of Cerne is by B. Pryce, 1768.[footnoteRef:2] It shows Cerne Park as one parcel of land, extending west to the Ridgeway, with irregular-shaped areas of woodland in grassland, and a pond in the north-west.[footnoteRef:3] Outside the park, the present Great Wood (7 acres) and Little Wood (3 acres) already existed. [2:  Dorset Record Office: D/PIT/P6. Accompanying schedule: D/PIT/M55.]  [3:  The Cerne Abbas tithe map of c.1842 (Dorset Record Office PE/CEA/SD2) has a blank where the Park should be; maybe it was exempt from tithe because of its monastic history.] 

	The 6-inch and 25-inch Ordnance Survey, surveyed 1887, show the Park almost exactly the same as in 1768. The complex mosaic of woodland and grassland had altered in hardly any detail in 119 years. There were six named coppices with fenced edges, smaller patches with unfenced edges, and scattered non-woodland trees. The perimeter ditch is shown as an antiquity. The coppices were very unequal in size and irregular in shape.
	The Cerne estate was broken up and sold in 1919; the Park was bought by the neighbouring estate of Up Cerne.
	Comparison with Google Earth (2009) shows various changes. Some of the woodland on the west and south has been grubbed out. Some of the smaller enclaves of grassland have grown over to woodland. The west and south-west parts, grassland in 1768 and probably in 1887, are an arable field.

The site
The total area within the Park boundary is 107 acres, smaller than average for a medieval park, although there were many smaller still.
	Most medieval parks were compact in shape, typically a rectangle with rounded corners, for economy in fencing. Cerne Park would fit this pattern, as a rectangle with two corners cut off at 45°. The anomaly of an internal corner at the SE is explained by the 1768 map, which shows that here the Park abutted on Park Field, one of the open-fields of Cerne. Evidently the Park had to be fitted round a pre-existing area of cultivation strips that would have been too difficult to remove. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The site is a Y-shaped dry valley with steep slopes up to 30°. The soils are mostly shallow, on shattered chalk or on the steeper slopes on flint scree. Changes of level probably result from outcrops of harder chalk. There is a large pre-1887 quarry of unknown function. On the north, west, and south the slopes run up on to a plateau of Clay-with-Flints (with more flint than clay), with evidence of acid soils probably derived from loess.

Perimeter
The north side is a massive, nearly straight bank of rubble stone, with the remains of an ancient plashed hedge of ash stools on top. The corresponding ditch is on the inner side: this arrangement is typical of medieval parks (where the object was to keep animals in) in contrast to medieval woods (where the object was to keep animals out).
	The south side is an exceptionally high and massive, very straight bank with flat top where there are ash stools from a plashed hedge. Here the ditch is on the outside in the western half of the bank. In the eastern half the bank becomes rather less massive and has a ditch on both sides.
	The east side is a strong bank in curving sections, with ditch on the inside. Towards the SE corner it peters out on a steep and unstable slope.
	The only missing part of the perimeter is the NW corner. This has partly been destroyed by recent grubbing, but the 45° cutoff is not shown on the 1768 map, and the only evidence for it appears to be the 1887 map. If ever it existed it appears to have been reduced to insignificance by 1768.

The woods
The woods are a patchwork of ash and hazel, ranging from nearly pure hazel, to ash and hazel mixed, to ash with sparse hazel. Maple is thinly scattered. Oaks are remarkably few, almost confined to Clay-with-Flints. 
	The woods have a coppice structure resulting from centuries of felling and regrowth. The last general felling seems to have been c.1900, but some areas were cut until c.1960. Ash stools are variable in size, some very large and ancient: one is 14 ft across, one of the largest ash stools known. Standard trees are few, nearly all ash.
	Around the Keeper’s Lodge is an area of youngish sycamore, probably derived naturally from a few parent trees. Sycamore has invaded the surrounding woods.
	Ground vegetation is varied: dog’s-mercury on the steep slopes, bluebell above; on Clay-with-Flints greater stitchwort, with patches of bracken and wood-sorrel indicating acid soils. In valley bottoms abundant nettles indicate greater fertility.
	In South Hanging we found one large patch of Herb Paris — a clonal plant strongly indicative of ancient woodland.
	There are some internal woodbanks, consisting of a bank and ditch with the ditch outside (towards the laund). These are weak — no more than 12 ft in total width — and sometimes barely perceptible, especially where hidden in bushes. They probably correspond to some of the continuous lines on the 1887 map.

Keeper’s Lodge
This is shown in 1768. In 1887 it is coloured pink, indicating a dwelling, but is now a scanty ruin. It was built of limestone (Forest Marble?), including some big blocks, brought from a distance. Either it was a medieval building or the stone was robbed from the Abbey ruins. A modern phase is shown by bricks and fragments of tile and roofing slate.
	The Lodge is on a steep slope, now hidden in young sycamore, without which it would be strategically placed to overlook the central valley and part of the western heights.
	Below the Lodge are possible prehistoric lynchets — the only such that we observed in the Park.

Scattered trees
A few of the grassland trees of the 1887 map survive. Some are veteran oaks and ashes, with red-rotted interiors, broken limbs, and old dry bark, significant as specific habitats for particular birds, bats, and invertebrate animals. They would be worth investigating for specialized lichens.

Conclusions
There can be no doubt that this is a medieval deer-park of the compartmental type, with its perimeter earthwork, internal coppice-woods, and perhaps the park lodge. Further study is needed to ascertain how the coppices were organized.
	As such, it is a fifth survival of the Abbey’s material remains, along with the Barn, Gatehouse, Abbot’s Porch, and ‘Guest-house’.
	Ancient woods in the chalklands tend to be on very steep slopes, often curving round the heads of dry valleys, as with the Up Sydling and Up Cerne woods. The Park was evidently made out of such a wood.[footnoteRef:4] However, the perimeter was adapted out of much earlier features. All the surrounding plateau hilltops have, or had, Iron Age earthworks on them: Weam Hill, Dickley Hill, Smacam Down, Trendle Hill, Black Hill in Cerne Abbas itself, and others in surrounding parishes. There can be little doubt that the south perimeter is a prehistoric linear earthwork, reused as the park boundary even though the ditch was on the wrong side. The north perimeter, though not so massive, was probably another linear earthwork, whose ditch happened to be on the right side. The west perimeter made use of a pre-existing ridgeway. The others were probably purpose-made for the park. [4:  Domesday Book (1086) credits ‘Cerneli’ with 1 league x 8 furlongs of wood: that is about 500 acres: much more than in 1768 or now, although it probably includes Nether Cerne.] 

	
	
	
