
Gobson Common

 Heading towards Sturminster on the A357 as you bear left at the sharp bend by Fiddleford sign,  
there is a narrow, unremarked, lane called Angers lane. In fact so unremarked is it today that the 
sign naming it has disappeared beneath the undergrowth although a more recent one points you
to ‘Sturminster Common’. If you turn left down the lane you will pass a modern farmhouse but 
after a few hundred yards the road curves right and a small bridge takes you across Dark Knoll 
Brook. 

Hutchins writing in 1793 in his “History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset” notes that the 
manor of Child Okeford Inferior in 1601 together with “lands here and in Shilling Ockford, 
[Shillingstone] Fittleford [Fiddleford] and Aungiers”  were granted to the Capel family who 
claimed descent from the Earl of Essex one of Queen Elizabeth’s favourites. They owned one of 
the two manors in Child Okeford and thus it was that these rather distant parts became included 
in the parish of of Child Okeford and would remain so until the late 19th century.

 In 1840 as you crossed the bridge you would have seen Angers farm, owned by the Revd. 
Nathaniel Templeman, but farmed by one Thomas Roberts, his wife and his six children.  How 
the farm got it’s name or how the area became part of Child Okeford is not known. All that 
Hutchins could say was that “Andyers or Aungiers” was “a farm of which we have no ancient 
account.”
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                                                  The Common Land of Child Okeford in 1840.



The road bears sharp right over the bridge and then left and you now pass along a very narrow 
lane, set below the level of the surrounding fields. This is a holloway. The road is deep not 
because it has been eroded through the passage of time but because it marked the boundary 
between two estates. A ditch was dug out between them, the spoil used to embank the fields and
the ditch became the road. Until 1845 the lane carried on for a half mile or so and then petered 
out into a large area, nearly ninety acres in total, of uncultivated land known as Gobson 
Common.  The holloway is shown on the tithe map below with solid lines indicating  that it was a
‘proper’ road but where it enters the common it forms a T junction the branches of which are 
depicted in broken line indicating they were ‘green lanes’ or simply grassy tracks.  Above the 
common is an area of woodland which is known today as Piddles wood. In the early 1840’s there 
was a rough track leading into it and the wood was a part of Sturminster common. It is still 
signposted as this today.

Although it was uncultivated Gobson Common was not unoccupied and the 1840 tithe map 
shows four scattered cottages in it, two of which were occupied by the Trowbridge family. The 
court rolls for the Manor of Child Okeford inferior show that this land was originally a copyhold 
tenancy granted to them in 1653. Like the Higher and Lower commons in the village itself this 
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Gobson Common [left] and Angers Farm [right] . Image cropped from the Child 
Okeford Tithe Map a copy of which has been previously purchased from Dorset 
History Centre. Top left by ‘Fifehead’ is John Trowbridge’s land.



was used by the commoners of Child Okeford to graze cattle and sheep, gather firewood and to 
cut furze [gorse] for cooking and heating. 

In 1845 the local landowners decided to inclose the remaining Common land in Child Okeford. 
The man they sent for, John Martin of Evershot, was a land surveyor who had drawn the tithe 
map of Child Okeford shown above.

Martin divided Gobson Common into thirty inclosed fields or closes and created five new roads 
through the common. Where the holloway entered the common [the cross roads far right] he 
replaced the grass tracks with two new roads. For some reason this became known as Banbury 
Cross a fact reflected in the name of the now defunct “Banbury Kennels”.

The upper road he called Broad Oak Lane and this road survives today [now known as Copse 
Hill]  wending it’s way between Piddles wood and Gobson Common. The lower one also survives 
but is now reduced to a footpath. Martin named it rather unoriginally  ‘the Okeford Fitzpaine 
road’ but today it is known as Dark Knoll lane. It passes the mushroom factory on it’s way to 
Okeford Fitzpaine. 

From the cross roads leading across the common Martin created ‘The Gobson Common Drove’ 
which had a cross roads in it’s mid path. The Common Drove past this point and the Hile Farm 
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                             Gobson Common after inclosure showing the newly formed 'closes' and roads. 



road which leads south have disappeared although both are public rights of way. One a 
bridleway the other a foot path.  It can be seen from the enclosure map that there is an ancient 
hill fort, known as Banbury Hill. Hutchins has the following to say of this:

On Banbury Hill, which lies about a mile on the north side of the village [Okeford Fitzpaine] , is a 
circular camp, probably British, now almost obliterated, consisting of  a single rampart and ditch 
having entrances on the north-ease and south-west sides. The rampart is somewhat high and 
steep at the latter entrance, with a low breast work in front now much ploughed down. It partakes 
of the shape of the hill, it’s longest diameter being about three hundred yards. Towards the north-
east it runs into and amphitheatre of about 40 paces in diameter and dies out at each end in an 
irregular bank. On the east and north sides it is comparatively shut in but on the west and south it 
commands a view of the Vale of Blackmore and the British hill forts of Hod and Hamilton [sic].”

.  

The main function of the inclosure [their word] act was of course to divide the common up into 
discrete closes surrounded by hedges.  One of these thirty new closes was a two acre plot 
labelled an “Allotment to the poor”. Of course the poor didn’t get to use it, instead it was rented 
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John Trowbridge's land is at the top. The Allotment to the Poor is just 
below on the right. Banbury Hill Fort is below that. The 'roads' heading 
north and west are now footpaths. 



out, with the rent going support the poor of the village.  In 1851 the tenant was one Job 
Trowbridge, a descendant of the John Trowbridge who was granted his cottage almost two 
hundred years before. He was found to be two years in arrears of rent, indeed he appears, never 
to have paid a penny.  Brought up  before the County Court he claimed that he had been given 
the land in exchange “for the right to the furze” that grew on the common. In the account of the 
trial something of the culture shock wrought on a local community by inclosure can be detected.
James Rose giving evidence said: “I am a labourer. I live at Sturminster Common. I have known 
Gobson Common for fifty years. I have known Job Trowbridge’s father for fifty years. I have known 
him cut the furze on the common and he sold it for what he liked. I have known Job ever since he 
was born. I know nothing about the award. I have never known any rent paid for it...Any one living 
on the common had a right to cut the furze.”

Needless to say Trowbridge lost the battle although his descendants may have won the war as 
we will see. The Trowbridge’s appear to have been a bit of a thorn in the side of the parish 
because in 1867, another Job, took the parish to court for failing to maintain the road leading to 
the close. By now the family were paying their rates if not their rents and this time they won, the 
court ordering the road to be repaired.

Child Okeford was not alone in having land detached from the main parish, they were common 
all over the country and locally both Belchalwell and Stock Gaylard also had them.  A number of 
acts of parliament had allowed these detached parcels of land to be reallocated to other 
parishes but it was not until the Divided Parishes and Poor Law Amendment Act of 1876 that 
anything was done about them locally. The spur for change appears to be to have been an 
attempt to rationalise the parishes for the purpose of the Poor Law assessments.

In September 1883 in the Board Room of the Workhouse at Sturminster the inspector in charge 
noted that there were only a few houses in Gobson common and that the children living there 
went to school in Okeford Fitzpaine or Sturminster. There were only two options he said, allocate
the land to one or other of the two parishes. Faced with these alternatives the inspector said he 
would take the advice of the representatives of the parishes in the room. In fact there was only 
one, he was from Sturminster Newton and he clearly did not want it landing on his plate. His 
arguments won the day and in October 1883 Gobson Common and Angers farm were transferred 
to the parish of Okeford Fitzpaine. The following year the parts of Fiddleford that had once 
belonged to Child Okeford were also transferred to Okeford Fitzpaine.

Between 1888 and 1913 the Ordnance Survey set to work mapping the county and Gobson 
Common disappeared from the map to be renamed Okeford Common.  Clearly this message did 
not carry through the centuries as there was until very recently a finger post pointing up Angers 
lane to – Sturminster Common!

With the transfer of Gobson common to Okeford Fitzpaine you might think the story ended there 
but of course what was transferred was -nothing. All that had really changed were the 
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boundaries of of the parishes. The land remained in private ownership, all except it seems one 
parcel -that allocated to the poor of Child Okeford. 

In October 1897 the newly formed Child Okeford Parish council was caught off guard when it 
received a letter from Mr Henry Fudge of Gobson Common. He in turn had been written to by the 
Okeford Fitzpaine council who advised him that “the Land held by you and which formerly 
belonged to the Parish Officers of Child Okeford being now transferred to the Parish Council of 
Okeford Fitzpaine through the Local Government Act. The rent therefore of the said Land becomes 
due and payable to the aforesaid Parish Council of Okeford Fitzpaine and you are henceforth 
required to pay the amount due hereon to them and to no other.”

One can imagine the reaction of Mr Fudge and the CO parish council. The CO council wrote to the
Local Government Board appealing the case. They pointed out that when the land was enclosed 
[they now used the modern form ‘enclosed’] “a portion of the common was set apart for a parish 
allotment. The Land has long ceased to be used as an allotment but the rent of the lands is spent in
Charity for the benefit of The Poor of Child Okeford.” 

Their argument was that under ‘The Divided Parishes Act’ where a piece of Charity land was 
made over to another parish the new parish would have civic responsibilities over the land but 
not the charitable ones and the Rent still belonged to the Child Okeford Charities. It would 
appear that they were right for no more is said on the matter until the 1950’s.

In 1953 the minutes of the CO parish council note that the tenant of the Gobson Common 
Allotments had not paid his rent [due 6 months earlier] and that if he did not pay up his tenancy 
would be terminated. The name of the tenant was Trowbridge. In March 1962 the parish clerk 
reported that an enquiry had been made about buying the old poor land at Gobson Common. 
Since the name had long since disappeared it is no great surprise that the council knew little 
about the land. They had to ask the Clerk to investigate the title to the land and in May 1962 they 
wrote to both the Land Registry, to see who owned the land and to the tenants, Trowbridge and 
Upshall advising them the council was considering selling the land.

By October 1962 the council had instructed solicitors and met Mr A Trowbridge who was 
prepared to purchase the land for £35 an acre and pay all the legal expenses. The offer had been 
accepted BUT  “a satisfactory conclusion to the tenancy by the late W J Trowbridge was necessary 
before the sale could be effective”. Mr W J Trowbridge was the tenant in debt in 1953.

It was not until February 1964 that the title to the land was established but the status of the 
tenancy was in doubt. The clerk to the council, who had only been in post for ten years, advised 
the council to obtain  “a further declaration from Mr Pride the longest serving member of the 
Council” stating that Mr W J Trowbridge had paid rent until his death. It appears that Mr Pride did
so for in June 1964 a parish meeting consented to the sale of the land for £60 11s. 

John Martin had originally granted  these two acres in Gobson Common “UNTO and for the 
Churchwardens and Overseers of the Poor of the Parish of Child Okeford for the time being/in trust 
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for the Poor of the said Parish for ever”.  Well the ‘for ever’ did not last and in January 1965, after 
holding a minutes silence, on the occasion of Sir Winston Churchill’s death, the council decided 
to put the money it obtained from the sale “to enlarge the stage and provide some stage lighting 
at the village hall”. Even that did not last as the stage was removed by later generations and the 
lighting taken down.
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                                          Looking out over Gobson Common from Piddles Wood.
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