
 In-Common Sites

During the waves of pandemic-related lockdowns in the past year, residents of 
Newcastle have observed lines score across the surface of the Town Moor. Well-trodden 
paths amassed width and depth. A myriad of fresh trails sprung up like tributaries 
coursing through an estuary. In search of exercise, relaxation, and respite from the 
monotony of staying at home, citizens flocked to urban greens. Their feet, walking and 
running, solo or with a companion, either human or canine, etched desire lines into 
the ground surfaces through which they travelled. Desire lines can be seen as trampled 
paths that cut across an area of land where people are free to roam. Created by force 
of numbers, these tracks illustrate a person’s preferred route to travel from A to B. 
Typically, preference coincides with the quickness or directness of the route. But, in 
pandemic times, trails took on a meandering tone as bodies skirted around other bodies 
in a dance of social distancing. 

Trails Crossing the Town Moor, Newcastle. Wastes and Strays. 2020. Image by Sarah Collins

  #4 Surfaces

As part of our creative mapping research, architecture student Sarah Bird charted these 
emergent desire lines on the Moor. By laying satellite images and her own observational 
photographs over a map of the Moor, she was able to chart a matrix of walked routes. In 
the image on the right, these trodden trails feature green in contrast to the red lines of 
official trackways. 

Desire line mapping on the Town Moor, Newcastle. Wastes and Strays. 2021. Images by Sarah Bird



This phenomenon was not exclusive to Newcastle. If, like me, you rambled urban greens 
during the lockdown, you too may have observed traces of heavy footfall or pop up bike 
lanes carved into common lands. Yet perhaps, the short grass surface that characterises 
the Moor intensified the visibility of human journeying even to the celestial eye of 
Google Earth.

Today, the Moor in Newcastle covers 959.11 acres of predominantly grassland. Under 
the dual control of the City Council and The Freemen of Newcastle, the public may 
access common pastures under the right of “air and exercise”, and the Freemen exercise 
ancient rights to graze cattle. The rights of pasturage appear to date back as far as 1213 
when King John granted the farm of the borough for 100 pounds a year. At times hard-
fought by the Freeman, the continuance of these grazing rights has resulted in both the 
preservation of the Moor and its open grassland environment.

set by the Newcastle upon 
Tyne Moor Act, 1988. The 
condition of the grass, as a 
depletable resource, is a factor 
in their annual reckoning. 
Cattle fodder is also a 
commodifiable resource. Here, 
in a whimsical act of calculus, 
student architect, Sunny 
Howd, measures out the sum 
of Moor cattle as servings of 
beef and Sunday roast dinners.

The acts of cattle grazing and human walking draw attention to the grassed surface of 
the Moor as a resource. Common lands have traditionally been considered in terms of 
material resources shared and managed by a group of commoners. In Newcastle, the 
Freemen manage the number of cows that may graze on the Moor, within a limit of 800

Town Moor, Newcastle. Wastes and Strays. 2020. Image by Sarah Collins

Signs created by Sunny Howd in response to participatory mapping activities with Town Moor visitors. Wastes and Strays. May 2021. 
Images reproduced with thanks to the Newcastle School of Architecture. 



Turf flatlands not only render visible the scars of current activity but equally reveal 
ghost impressions of previous occupations. In this photograph of Town Moor taken 
from Race Hill in 1964, the embankment on the right is a remnant of an old racecourse. 
The track curved through the hill to the finishing post located behind the camera view 
at Grandstand Road. Races were held on the Moor from the early eighteenth century 
until 1882. The remains of the course are among the most discernable earthworks on the 
common.  

Newcastle Town Moor from Race Hill overlooking the city. 1964. Image by Chris Morgan. (cc-by-sa/2.0 - geograph.org.uk/p/2840706)

Close by, you can also spy the vestiges of two possible prehistoric settlements marked 
out in the rise and fall of low bank and ditch enclosures. Travelling south, you may 
stumble across a row of ring-banks of spoil thrown up by digging early bell-pit mines, 
which hug the line of a coal seam. In the centre of Nun’s Moor, you can scout out 
imprints of four shaft heads in a square and seven in a grid, indicating the use of the 
later pillar-and-stall technique. Depressions and mounds associated with this technique 
can be viewed elsewhere on the Moor, as well as evidence of twentieth opencast mining.

Grand Stand Town Moor. (Undated). Image reproduced with thanks to Newcastle Libraries, under a CC 1.0 Licence. 



The right to excavate bestows authority to break the surface and conversely to exclude 
digging others. In the eighteenth century, the construction of two turnpike roads across 
the Moor -  Morpeth Turnpike (1747) and Ponteland Turnpike (1753) - drew little 
resistance from the Freemen. Yet, the application from William Ord of Fenham Hall 
in 1764 to build a wayleave from his Fenham estate to the junction with the Ponteland 
Turnpike proved controversial. The Freemen accepted that he had the right to a 
bridleway but not to break the soil to produce a carriageway. As the story unravelled, 
the Common Council allowed Ord to build his road. However, a lawsuit brought by 
Ord against one ‘Whitby’ for breaking up the road over the Moor suggests the decision 
remained contested. Ord won this trial at the King’s Bench. The affair can be seen 
to mark the beginning of more than a century of disputes between the Freemen and 
Council relating to rights over the Town Moor. 

The banks, hollows and patterns that punctate the moor fields reveal an under the 
surface story. For landscape archaeologist Mark Bowden, there is “an almost complete 
coal-mining history in the field archaeology of Newcastle Town Moor” (Bowden, 
Brown & Smith, 2009). Although grazing rights always lay at the heart of the Freemen’s 
relationship with the Moor, they also gained the right to dig and mine coal and stones. 
Under the surface resources can also be exploited for commercial interest. Yet here, it 
seems mines and pits were worked for the benefit of citizens to ensure a plentiful supply 
of coal at a fair price. 

Plan of proposed public park on the Town Moor & Castle Leazes. 1869. Image reproduced with thanks to Newcastle Libraries, under a 
CC 1.0 Licence. 

If you look in the northeast 
corner of this 1869 plan of 
the Town Moor, you can 
view the rounded triangular 
shape of the racecourse. 
The grandstand is marked 
by a rectangle on the top 
straight. 

Zoom in just south of the 
centre to find the Spital 
Tongues development, 
which includes a colliery. 
Scan further down the 
map to spy the cavalry and 
infantry barrack. Close by, 
the impression of an old 
quarry is etched. 



Roadways return us to journeying routes, and I note blithely how Morpeth Turnpike was 
laid down over the hoof trodden trail of the old cow-causeway.  Meanderings, over time, 
can become permanent. In the intervening years, other roads and pathways have been 
metalled to generate more readily traversable routes. If you return to Sarah Bird’s map, 
you will remember how the lines of red illustrated where tarmac has cemented walked 
trails. Durable surfaces can improve accessibility. The organisers of the popular park 
run clearly perceive an asset who advertise how the course is run entirely on tarmac and 
gravel. However, for other visitors to urban greens, the benefit resides in the offer of an 
alternative to “endlessly walking flat city streets” (1). The undulation of tussocked turf, 
the entanglement of undergrowth, and the slip of waterlogged mud enable opportunities 
to move improvisationally in response to the surface underfoot. If access to the Moor’s 
common land is shared between the grazing cattle and citizens taking air and exercise, 
might this not include our relationship with the surface. 
 1. Walking conversation between Rasheeqa Ahmad and Siobhan O’Neill, 09 Feb 2016).

Pathway on the Town Moor and Walking the Moor. Wastes and Strays. 2021. Images by Sarah Bird
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