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Land Boundary Classification (LBC)

(updated 2 Feb 2015)

1. Introduction

The idea for a classification scheme arose from a study of the shire boundary of Dorset and pondering on the 
characteristics that might be unique to a county boundary. Many features are common to substantial lengths of a 
boundary whilst absent from other sections. Can anything of historical significance be inferred from this, or does it
simply reflect the terrain being crossed ? Indeed, how much of the boundary is marked by natural features like 
streams and ridges, or by manmade structures like banks and hedges, or just not marked at all ? These and other
questions frequently cropped up in discussion and the way to answer them would be to classify lengths of 
boundary so that the data can be analysed. Ultimately it might be possible to give a collective name to lengths 
with characters in common.

Fundamental to a classification of land boundaries is to be clear about what they are. Be they for administrative 
reason, to mark ownership or to act as a barrier, they are human constructs. They are abstract, of infinitesimal 
width and sit on the landscape as a linear expedient to do a job. They are marked on a map or described in a 
perambulation as a line more or less precisely; usually within an error band of a few metres. We can study and 
classify the physical manifestation of the boundary by walking along it. Intangible attributes such as its date of 
origin and the reason for its foundation are for the most part unknown, making classification on this basis of 
dubious use except in very broad terms. 

An administrative or ownership boundary has a time dimension; it can be changed or moved at a time after its 
original definition. Field surveys can only record the visible features and infer their use. It must be recognised that 
there are occasional errors or discrepancies between a written record and the definitive line on the OS map. 

Academics and investigatory individuals are prone look for differences. This is not the most effective way to tackle
a problem where you need to know what is normal before it is possible to make statements about exceptions. A 
classification system is based on similarity. Can we group sets of different things that share at least one 
characteristic ? Do any of these groups then have a common feature and so on ? Building up this way leads to a 
hierarchical scheme; broad groupings are formed from sub-groups which are themselves formed from smaller 
groups. An important quality of a practical classification is that at any level, the groups should be mutually 
exclusive, so that any item can be unequivocally placed in its correct group. It also turns out that boundaries have 
more than one dimension, in the mathematical sense. That is, the classification will have to incorporate more than
one type of property so that chalk is not compared with cheese.

The aim is to set up a simple classification scheme which will encompass all types of land boundaries within the 
British Isles, from country boundaries down to fields. This will help to answer the original questions relating to the 
difference, if any, between a county and any other administrative boundary or a functional barrier. From 
experience in Dorset it is hoped to devise a classification that is applicable nationally, perhaps with some 
expansion of the categories, and have many other uses. The classes will become shorthand for a set of 
characteristics and formalise the vernacular expressions used to describe boundaries. It will also improve the 
robustness of generalisations by facilitating the choice of samples to study.

2. Description
2.1. The classification

The primary division of the classification is between the physical structure (or form) of the boundary and important
intangible properties (such as its origin). Within these two classes are five orthogonal dimensions thus:

Origin
Purpose
Age class

Form
Natural ground features
Earthworks or manmade features
Structures above ground

These categories are described in more detail below.
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Because the route of the boundary has to be defined on the ground, visible features are used and the more 
permanent the better. Linear, landscape features like streams and ridges make the clearest and most enduring of 
markers. Of the manmade features, the earthworks like banks, ditches or old tracks are more durable than 
structures like fences or hedges. Thus the basic division in the form of a boundary is whether it makes use of 
natural features or manmade structures. The origin (purpose and age) of the boundary are less easily 
summarised. Nevertheless some broad classes have been proposed. 

The administrative boundary taken as definitive is shown on the OS maps and described by abbreviations giving 
the distance from an obvious feature (Harley, 1975). These markings ultimately derive from the OS boundary 
survey in the nineteenth century and the meresmen’s field books. Most of the time the LBC code will follow the 
OS descriptor, but where it does not the code should reflect what is observed. When the definitive boundary is 
slightly displaced from an obvious feature, the appropriate code is placed in brackets.

The classification can be written as a string of letters and numbers, eg. P3 – A1 – N1 – E4a – S3 or more simply if
the order of the broad categories is consistent, as: 3 – 1 – 1 – 4a – 3. This is interpreted as a county boundary of 
unknown age that does not follow an obvious feature in the landscape. However there is a bank with a fence on it,
but no hedge. If the boundary is on the fence line that tracks the bank, but displaced from it by a few metres, the 
code would be written as: 3 – 1 – 1 – (4a) – 3. On field maps it is sufficient to only note the last three codes (1-4a-
3) since The P and N codes are not relevant to the form of the boundary.

2.2. Purpose (P)
It would be nice to be able to record the reason the boundary was created, but it is rarely possible to do so with 
certainty. Even if it is known that a boundary is to define a parish, it is likely to follow an older boundary about 
which nothing is known. For this reason the purpose has been subdivided into three basic categories and a fourth 
(P1) for the remainder. Additional notes will make it clear what is known.

2.3. Age class (A)
As with the purpose of the boundary, the date of origin will usually be speculation and only broad classes are 
suggested. These relate to events in the nineteenth century when the recording of boundaries became more 
precisely portrayed on high quality maps. There is a category for boundaries where the age is known (A4).

2.4. Natural ground features (N)
Water features, valleys and ridges seem to be the principle ways of defining the boundary from natural, linear 
features in the landscape. Elsewhere there may be no obvious geomorphological feature (coded N1). The OS has
two categories for these cases:

- defaced – abbreviated to “def.” on the maps (LBC code N1a). This is where there was feature, but it has 
been removed or obscured. An example would be when a stream is impounded to form a lake with the 
boundary remaining along the original course of the stream.

- undefined – abbreviated to “und.” on the maps (LBC code N1b). There never was a linear feature, the 
boundary being defined as a line between two points. A boundary with a line of intermittent markers is a 
class in the above ground structures (S2).

2.5. Earthworks (E)
Banks and ditches are traditional ways of marking a boundary. Trackways also seem to be used. Because banks 
are often old, possibly prehistoric, this class (E4) has been subdivided to capture more detail. 

2.6. Structures above ground (S)
These may be fundamentally ephemeral, although tracks, hedges and dry-stone walls can endure for centuries if 
they are maintained or were robustly built in the first place. Where no natural or ancient, linear feature is present, 
it is not uncommon to set up stones or posts. Hedges are especially interesting with regard to their species 
richness, their age and their importance for conservation. This is a specialised topic beyond the scope intended 
for a simple classification of boundaries, so only three subdivisions are used. Two words require explanation if 
expanding on the hedgerow category:

- recent hedge – young trees and shrubs, usually fewer than five species and a species poor ground flora.
- well-established – some older trees or shrubs (or stumps), often more than five woody species and  

evidence of past management. A species rich ground flora.
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