
 

Dunkeswell Conservation Area Appraisal 

Introduction.  
 

1.1 The Planning (Listed Buildings and 
Conservation Areas) Act 1990 defines a 
conservation area as óan area of special 
architectural or historic interest the character 
or appearance of which it is desirable to 
preserve or enhanceô. There currently over 
9000 conservation areas in England and 
Wales and these designations aim to 
preserve and enhance the character and 
appearance of historic settlements. A 
Conservation Area Appraisal is an 
assessment of the character of the area and 
identifies the most significant aspects of its 
landscape, architecture and historical 
importance. It characterises the various 
components of its evolution and development, 
form, architecture and landscape setting. The 
Conservation Area Appraisal will inform a 
Management Plan which will outline 
proposals for short and long term strategies 
for the preservation and more particularly the 
enhancement of the area. 

 
1.2  Planning Policy for Conservation Areas is 

contained within The Planning (Listed 

Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990. 
Sections 69-74 of the principal Act contains 
policies on conservation area designation and 
the levels of control upon various types of 
development. With regard to management 
plans, section 71 of the Act places a duty on 
local planning authorities to formulate and 
publish proposals for the preservation and 
enhancement of conservation areas.  

 
1.3 Planning Policy Guidance Notes 15 and 16 

give a full statement of Government policies 
relating to conservation areas in the main Act. 
Section 4 of this document elaborates on 
conservation area policies and also 
complements guidance contained in other 
Planning Policy Guidance Notes. PPG15 is 
the policy guidance most often referred to and 
gives weight to planning decisions. PPG16 
provides guidance for the consideration and 
controls over all types of archaeology whether 
this be above or below ground. As 
conservation areas are very often centred 
around the historic core of a settlement there 
is usually varying degrees of archaeological 
potential when developing a site. These 
guidance documents are currently under 
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A cluster of farm buildings, cottages and church  make up the village centre of Dunkeswell. 
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review and it is anticipated that they will be 
superseded within the next couple of years.  

 
1.3 Policy EN11 and EN12 of the East Devon 

Local Plan 1995-2011 supported by 
paragraphs 4.79-4.84 outlines local policy in 
regard to proposals for the demolition of 
buildings and proposals for development and 
advertisements in conservation areas.  

 
1.4 The Devon Structure Plan is due to be 

replaced by the Regional Spacial Strategy for 
the South West 2006-2026. The Devon 
Structure Plan adopted by Devon County 
Council in 2004 contains similar policies for 
the designation, management and 
development control within conservation 
areas.   

 
1.5  In addition to generic and local policies for 

conservation areas more specific guidance 
will be offered by development briefs prepared 
for individual sites in East Devon. 
Development briefs will also be supported by 
the East Devon Design Guide and 
Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDôs) 
which will form part of the Local Development 
Framework (LDF). These documents will take 
Development Plan policies and guidance and 
apply them in a specific and transparent 
manner to development within East Devon.  

 
Definition and Summary of Special Interest.  
 
2.1 The character and special interest of any 

conservation area is defined by the aspects of 
the layout, situation, topography, spaces and 
buildings that make the settlement and area 
locally distinct and set apart.  

 
2.2 In the case of Dunkeswell the character is 

defined by the stark contrast between the 
dense historic village centre and the sparse 
open aspect of the WWII airfield. Although 
encompassed by a single conservation area 
the two areas are geographically and 

historically quite separate and this appraisal 
will examine the character of the individual 
areas rather than attempting to draw any 
similarities because there simply arenôt any. 

 
  2.3 The special interest of the historic village is 

partially defined by its topographical situation 
within a tight wooded valley surrounding by 
the plateau of the Blackdown Hills. The 
village is quite cohesive in its vernacular 
architecture and forms a tight-knit urban 
grain. The prominence of the roofscape 
when viewed from the west is a particular 
character feature. 

 
  2.4 The airfield is an historically important 

survival from the second world war and its 
special interest is defined by the open aspect 
of the airfield and the survival of the principal 
concrete WWII airfield buildings, some of 
which stand prominently in the landscape. 
While the majority of buildings in the vicinity 
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The prominent roofscape of Dunkeswell village is a 
significant aspect of its character.  
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of the airfield are modern utilitarian the busy 
aircraft activity continues the original function 
of the airfield and can certainly be 
considered as contributing the character of 
the conservation area. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Location and Setting.  
 
3.1 Location: Dunkeswell is located in a sparsely 

populated area of East Devon immediately 
south of the Somerset border. The airfield, 
situated west of the village is elevated on a 
plateau in the Blackdown Hills while the 
historic village is situated on the western 
slopes of a valley running northwards 
towards Hemyok in Somerset. 

 
3.2 Plan Form: The historic village is no larger       

than a large hamlet with a dense 
concentration of vernacular buildings south 
of the church. The setting of the village is 

rural with farmland on the lower valley 
bottom to the east. The buildings are 
grouped centrally around Connettôs Farm 
with the rebuilt church set separately to the 
north. Properties and associated agricultural 
buildings are set either against or slightly 
set back from the narrow lanes that serve 
the village.  

 
     The airfield is flanked on its eastern edge by 

modern industrial units, mostly of portal 
frame construction situated in tight groups 
either side of the main road that runs across 
the northern edge of the airfield. There are 
small groups of farm buildings and WWII 
structures located to the north, west and 
south of the open airfield area.  

 
3.3 Landscape setting: The village and adjacent 

airfield is situated within a nationally 
important Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty landscape. The area was 
designated in 1991 and forms an easily 
recognisable block of flat-topped plateau 
with  a north facing scarp and  spring-lined 
valleys running predominantly north to 
south. The landscape setting of Dunkeswell 
village and airfield encompasses the very 
best of this distinct landscape and presents 
a stark contrast in topography and 
landscape character. 

 
3.4 The landscape setting allows views into and 

out of the conservation area, particularly in 
the case of the historic village. The airfield 
has relatively restricted views due to its flat 
topography and belts of trees to the west 
and south. The land falls away to the east 
and south from the airfield so there are no 
views into the area until  the airfield opens 
up from the northern approach. The 
southern approach to the village  drops 
down past Percy Farm and offers views 
towards the historic centre with the church 
tower visible over the trees and roof tops. 
The most significant view point of the village 
is from the  junction of the main road and 
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The level expanse of the airfield framed by the 
wooded valleys of the Blackdown Hills defines much 
of the character of the area.  
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the lane descending towards Connettôs 
Farm. Views from within the conservation 
area are also important in defining the 
character of the area and its sense of place. 
From within the historic core of the village 
views to the wooded slopes of the valley 
give a sense of enclosure while the 
contrasting level airfield is quite bleak with  
open views of the sky most apparent. 
These, together with other significant views 
into, out of and within the conservation area 
are identified on Map 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Historic Development and Archaeology.  
 
4.1 Origins and historic development of the 

area:  There are significant  concentrations 
of prehistoric evidence within the Blackdown 
Hills area  and  within the heart of 
Dunkeswell village is a Bronze Age barrow 
which is designated as a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument (shown on Map 1). The barrow 
mound stands about 2 metres high with a 
diameter of 31 metres. There is a partly 
infilled trench 2 metres wide and 10 metres 
long on the south east side of the mound.  

This implies that there was probably a 
Bronze Age settlement in the vicinity and the 
sheltered valley with a spring line along the 
contour of the village centre may well have 
been the location of an earlier settlement. 
The origins of the existing village are 
probably 12th century as the rebuilt 1860ôs 
church contains a Norman font. Worthy of 
note are the remains of Dunkeswell Abbey  
two miles north of the village and 
conservation area which was founded in 
1201 by William Briwere as a Cistercian 
monastery. The abbey was closed in 1539 
and was mostly demolished, though a 
section remained in domestic use until the 
19th century. In 1842 a  church was built 
over part of the site and some surviving 
sections of monastery include the partial end 
wall of the cellarer's range and parts of a 
gatehouse. The vast majority of the 
vernacular buildings in the conservation area 
are 17th and 18th century although 
Connettôs Farm is late medieval. The village 
has developed around the church  with a 
relatively dense core of buildings to the 
south and  a more dispersed distribution of 
cottages further up the valley on the lower 
land in the valley bottom.  
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A prominent view over Connettôs Farm from the 
main road with the wooded slopes rising to east  
beyond. 

The control tower which oversaw 6424 air missions 
during 1942-45. The building was listed grade II for 
its historical value after significant local concern over 
its it condition and future. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Brewer_(justice)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cistercian
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Later Victorian and  twentieth century 
development is predominantly on the 
periphery of the village. 

 4.2 The plateau to the west of the village was 
selected to construct  the WWII airfield on 
area of flat farmland and heathland. The 
airfield was constructed by George Wimpey 
and Company Ltd and opened in 1943. The 
airfield was unique in that it was the only 
airfield  in the country where the US Navy 
Fleet Airwing was stationed. With three 
runways and five type T2 aircraft hangers 
the airfield was pivotal during the final years 
of WWII, with over six thousand missions 
flown between September 1942 and June 
1945. The airfield site and associated 
structures were closed in 1949. In recent 
decades the airfield has been used by civil 
light aviation and the eastern and northern 
parts of the site have been redeveloped as a 
business park. The modern industrial 
buildings,  although probably incongruous in 
a rural setting appear coherent with the 
utilitarian nature of the surviving WWII 
structures.  

 
      Historic maps of Dunkeswell village in 1890 

and an aerial photograph of the airfield in 
1947 are contained at the end of the 
appraisal document. 

 
4.3 The historic core of the village should be 

considered to have archaeological potential 
as the origins of the human settlement 
clearly date back to the Bronze age. The 
church is a relatively modern rebuild of at 
least one earlier church and the immediate 
area surrounding the church may well be 
archaeological significant. In terms of 
modern archaeology the surviving WWII 
structures are likely to be significant, and 
while the control tower and operations 
buildings are protected by their statutory 
listed status there are many structures that 
should be recorded and included on the local 
historic environment record (HER). The 

archaeology of the conservation area is 
fundamental to help understand the sense of 
place of the area and the context from which 
the area evolved.   
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The Church of St Nicholas was rebuilt in 1865-8 
and the tower rebuilt again in 1953. The former 
church was most probably medieval although the 
Norman font suggests an even ancient building. 
The site is therefore considered to be of archaeo-
logical potential. 

The WWII operations building, grade II listed. There 
are many more structures that are not protected by 
statutory listing but should be recorded due to their 
significant role during the war. 


