An Overview of the Likely Development and Decline of

Merriott Turnpike
Text and photographs: David Gibbs

Two little streams converge in Merriott. As this modern map shows, they rise west of
the village in Hinton Park or thereabouts, both skirting an area of high ground on their
journey, one to the south and one to the north, before converging. I read recently that
they are, in fact, Gould’s Brook and Berdon’s Brook, but those names were entirely new
to me. They were never referred to by name by anyone I ever knew.

It seems logical to suppose the convergence of the two streams before man’s
intervention was somewhat haphazard and the land thereabouts somewhat soggy and
boggy; in other words, moorland. In fact, as we know, the area in which they converged
came to be known as Moorlands. That land, from Moorlands House right down to the wall
that today skirts the approach road near Merriottsford has long been drained and
today a glance over the wall reveals not a boggy moor but lush meadowland.

The original moor was probably much more extensive, possibly stretching right the way
back towards Crewkerne through the valley between Ashlands and Merriott, and forward
towards Tail Mill and beyond. Could there even have been an area known as Shire Moor,
hence Shiremoor Hill?
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This moorland between Ashlands and Merriott was, it seems, something of a barrier for
early travellers. When water levels were low, folk making their way towards Merriott
from Crewkerne on foot or on horseback were probably able to do so via a track or
footpath along the valley. There is still a footpath along this route to this day. But
those traveling by horse-drawn transport, and those driving sheep or cattle, probably
chose to take to the higher ground, up and over the hill at Broadshard and on down
towards the village. But as they neared the village, around what is now the entrance to
Moorlands drive, it seems they again chose to avoid the moor, since the road bears
sharply away, continuing to take the higher ground before slowly descending to a point
where the streams may have finally merged, or were later channelled, and to ford the
streams was then possible. Return journeys, of course, presented similar obstacles.
However, it seems there was
another point at which the
stream could be crossed,
right alongside Court Mill.
Indeed, there might even
have been a bridge there,
perhaps wooden, The track
leading to this crossing
point, starting from the
higher ground just above
Merriottsford, is indicated
on the map alongside. As the
track also linked with Lock’s
Lane (as it was once known)
thus providing access to
Lower Street, this might
well have been the main
thoroughfare through the
village. The letters opposite,
copies of documents believed
to be held in the Crewkerne
museum archive, refer to the
later sale of the road to
William French, miller of
Court Mill. It was sold to him
by the Crewkerne Turnpike
Trust, presumably because
by 1851, the date of the
letter, they had created a
much better crossing point
at
the
present-day
Merriottsford and no longer needed the original road. Turnpike Trusts were established
nationwide in the 18th and 19th centuries in an attempt to develop a national road
network for use by the mail coaches. The trusts were backed by Acts of Parliament,
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which enabled specific points, ‘turnpikes’, to be set up. Passage through the turnpikes,
which might include a gate or a simple side bar that swung across the road, was free to
pedestrians but horse-drawn vehicles and drovers of cattle and sheep had to pay a toll,
the income going to pay for the cost of road maintenance and no doubt a return on
investment.
The Trusts were based on towns and the larger villages. In south Somerset, these
included Yeovil, Crewkerne, Ilchester, Martock and South Petherton, Ilminster, and
Chard. The Crewkerne Turnpike Trust, created in 1765, was charged with maintaining a
section of the important post road between Yeovil and Chard and a network of roads
radiating from the town. Seven tollhouses were built, but of the seven, only two have
survived; one on the A30 near Eastham’s Bridge and one on the Lyme Regis road at the
turn off for Wayford. The road from Crewkerne via Merriott to what is now the A303
was, in those days, a
principal route - it is only in
recent years that the A356
was upgraded to a higher
status – and it was because
of the difficulty of fording
the streams at Merriott, a
turnpike was set up at
Merriottsford and the road
improved. The location of
the Merriott’s Ford (note
the name back then) is
shown in the small section
of the old 1843 map
opposite. Note the absence
of other buildings in the
immediate locality at that
time. Incidentally, like the
names of the streams, I can’t say I often heard the area referred to as Merriottsford
when I was a youngster. ‘Down Millers’, yes, on account of Arthur Miller’s garage
business being there, but more often than not, it was ‘down Turnpike’ . My father never
referred to it any other way.
It’s likely that early on the maintenance and improvement of these early roads didn’t
include much more than a build-up of hardcore to provide a base capable of supporting
carts and carriages as horses hauled them through the shallow water, and maybe raising
the road level slightly on either side. There are plenty of fords around to this day that
bear witness to this minimal approach. Merriott’s ford was, I imagine, a little more
complicated on account of the way the waters from both streams had long been
diverted to fill Court Mill pond. Court Mill is believed to have been one of four mills
mentioned in the Doomsday Book, and had certainly been in existence long before the
Crewkerne Turnpike Trust came into being. At a point roughly midway between
Merriottsford and Knapp, water was diverted across the road into the pond. So there
might well have been a second ford, especially when water was being diverted to fill the
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pond. Eventually, as the railways became established, Turnpike Trusts and the
importance of toll roads declined. Turnpike Trusts all over the country began to be
wound up and in 1888 the roads became the responsibility of County Councils. Maybe it
was around this time that bridges were first built at Merriottsford. It’s unlikely they
were very substantial because in 1920, Somerset County Council carried out major
improvements, rebuilding at least one bridge and maybe the building of the walls either
side of the road. Evidence of how the road level was raised near the Bell Inn can be
seen by comparing these two old photos, one taken around the turn of the century, the
other in the 1920s.

This photograph shows the turnpike road and the high walls as they are today, clearly a
purpose-built road that somehow lacks the quirkiness of a road that had developed
naturally as is the case with most village roads. The re-building of the Upper Bridge (the
angled wall, far left in the above picture) is commemorated as shown in the picture
below.
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Today, no longer required as a power source, the water that was once diverted across
or under the road at this point to the mill pond, makes its way unnoticed over a weir and
along an overgrown and untended route low down alongside the wall (left), to join the
main stream (below) at the lower bridge. Once under the bridge, it continues on it’s way
(lower left) past Court Mill and beyond, and two once-busy little streams, so important
in the development and prosperity of the village, are now redundant – at least for now.
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