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CHAPTER 8CHAPTER 8CHAPTER 8CHAPTER 8    

HOW DEVON ANTIQUARIANS OBSERVED AND HOW DEVON ANTIQUARIANS OBSERVED AND HOW DEVON ANTIQUARIANS OBSERVED AND HOW DEVON ANTIQUARIANS OBSERVED AND 

RECORDED AND EXCAVATED BARROWS AND OTHER RECORDED AND EXCAVATED BARROWS AND OTHER RECORDED AND EXCAVATED BARROWS AND OTHER RECORDED AND EXCAVATED BARROWS AND OTHER 

PREHISTORIC RITUAL MONUMENTS PREHISTORIC RITUAL MONUMENTS PREHISTORIC RITUAL MONUMENTS PREHISTORIC RITUAL MONUMENTS     

 

 

Fig.8.1: ‘A splendid barrow near Sidmouth, where the inhabitants resisted excavation’ 

(Hutchinson, 1850 unpaginated). 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Where as in Chapters Four to Seven we explored the lives of travellers to 

Devon, and the Devon antiquarians’ lives, from the 15th century to the early 20th 

century, and how they documented information on the antiquities in the 

landscape. It is now time to move towards reviewing their observations on 

barrows, hillforts, Roman sites, castles, religious houses and churches; this will 

be undertaken in Chapters Eight through to Thirteen. A central theme of this 

thesis is looking for evidence of lost and destroyed sites that have been 

identified through the recording of sites by the antiquarians. In this chapter we 

will look at how Devon’s antiquarians recorded their observations on barrows 

(Fig.8.1), in order to make comparisons with present-day interpretations and 

identify what has been lost from the archaeological record. The questions to be 

answered, with regards to what can be learned from the antiquarians’ and the 

Devonshire Association’s Barrow Committee’s records, are: 

• Were the earthworks the antiquarians saw actually barrows, according to 

present-day interpretations? 
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• Did the antiquarians recognise the relationship between barrows and 

other monuments? 

• Did the antiquarians make any attempt to date the barrows? 

• How did the antiquarians excavate the barrows and write their reports? 

• Where did the antiquarians publish their findings? 

• Was the antiquarians’ evidence taken into account when investigations 

were undertaken at a later date?  

 

Antiquarians used the terms ‘tumuli’, ‘kistervanstan’ and ‘cromlechs’, but to 

avoid confusion the terms ‘barrow’ (the ubiquitous form of a mound), ‘cairn’ (a 

pile of stones), ‘cist’ (a stone-lined and lidded chest), or ‘dolmen’ (a single 

chamber megalithic tomb) will be used throughout the chapter. We will turn to 

other aspects in this chapter including reviewing the different clarification of 

barrows, how they were excavated at a national level, and reference will also be 

made to the identification of Exmoor’s stone rows. 

 

8.2 Barrows 

8.2.1 Introduction 

Before we look at how the Devon antiquarians recorded barrows, we need to 

define what barrows are. 

  

8.2.2 The definition of a barrow 

The construction of a barrow was largely determined by the local geology. In 

Devon the barrows were either earthen mounds, upturned turfs or a mixture of 

earth and stones. Sometimes they covered an inhumation, or sealed urned 

cremations. Round barrows are the commonest form, consisting of four basic 

shapes (Fig.8.2) (Grinsell 1959, 17; Ashbee 1960, 25-6): 

• Bowl barrows (usually a raised mound), either with or without a ditch, or 

with a ditch and outer bank (Fig.8.3) 

• Bermed barrows (a berm is the flat space which separates the central 

mound from its encircling ditch), either bell, bell-disc or disc-shaped  

(Fig.8.4) 

• Pond barrows, where the central area has been dug out to form the 

surrounding bank (Fig.8.5) 
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• Saucer barrows, where a low mound is enclosed by a ditch and outer 

bank (Fig.8.6) (Ashbee 1960, 25-6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Fig.8.2: Different types of barrow construction (Ashbee 1960, 42). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.3: Different types of bowl 

barrows (Ashbee 1960, 25) 
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                 Fig.8.4: Different types of bermed barrows (Ashbee 1960, 26). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                         Fig.8.5: A pond barrow (Ashbee 1960, 26). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Fig.8.6: A saucer barrow (Ashbee 1960, 26). 
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8.3 The selection of barrows  

Within the antiquarians’ writings are numerous references to barrows. The 15th 

and 16th century antiquarians made general observations. The Georgian and 

particularly the Victorian antiquarians were site-specific, and included the grid 

references. The nine sites the antiquarians detailed and in some case 

excavated have been analysed within the thesis and are listed in Table 8.1, 

while Figure 8.7 shows the location of Devon’s barrows. They did make 

reference to other barrows, but their location description is too vague, and has 

not been included. The sites were chosen because they had illustrated 

documentary evidence, and show how the antiquarians developed their 

techniques. Whilst a few of Hutchinson’s section plans of barrows have been 

included there are others that could have been used, showing his attention to 

detail of the different construction layers and the artefacts.   

 

     Grinsell’s definitions have been used throughout the chapter, and in 

Devon he recorded c.1222 round barrows and c.50 questionable sites between 

the 1960s and 1980s (Grinsell 1983, 5). The Historical Atlas of South West 

England (Griffiths and Quinnell 1999, 51-61) identifies the location of barrows, 

cairns and ring ditches and Devon’s Historic Environment records 2237 

barrows, 565 ring ditches and 1102 cairns (pers. comm. B. Horner, 2016, 

Devon’s County Archaeologist). A big difference to the numbers suggested by 

Grinsell and the HER is due to new recording techniques. 

 

Table 8.1: Barrows identified by antiquarians 

Chanter Brokenburrow Challacombe Excavated 
Swete Great Stoneheap  Haldon Excavated 
Polwhele   Haldon Excavated 
Davidson Bronze Age Cemetery Shapwick Common Excavated 
Kirwan Upton Pyne Thorverton Excavated 
Hutchinson Broad Down Farway Excavated 
Kirwan Broad Down Farway Excavated 
Chanter  Exmoor Excavated 
Burnard Burrow Park Tolly Field Huntshaw Excavated 
 

 

 

 

 



 194 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.7: The location of Devon’s barrows (Griffith and Quinnel 1999, 58) 

 

8.4 How Devon’s antiquarians identified barrows  

In this chapter we will look at the history of their exploration, documentation of 

the barrows by the antiquarians, the work of the Devonshire Association Barrow 

Committee and an appraisal of Exmoor’s stone rows, before answering the 

questions posed at the beginning of the chapter. The earliest Devon 

antiquarians recorded the locations of barrows, but did not carry out any 

excavations; they were Thomas Westcote (1567-1640) (see Chapter Six), 

Jeremiah Milles (1714-1784), John Swete (1751-1821), Henry Woollcombe 

(1778-1847) Richard Polwhele (1760-1838), George Oliver (1781-1861) and 

James Davidson (1793-1864) (see Chapter Seven). The next group of 

antiquarians carried out excavations, made section drawings, location maps 

and published their findings. They comprise Richard Kirwan (1830-1872), Peter 
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Hutchinson (1810-1897) and John Chanter (1854-1939) (see Chapter Eight). 

There is no definitive list of all the barrows identified by the antiquarians, as they 

are frequently vague about their exact location.  

 

8.5 The history of barrow exploration in Devon 

The history of recording barrows in Devon can be traced back to Anglo-Saxon 

land charters. King Edmund I (AD944) gave land at Brampford Speke, which 

contained a Beddesbergh (barrow) on the boundary with Upton Pyne 

(Thorverton) (Grinsell 1983, 19). There is evidence from the Patent Rolls of 

AD1342, where permission was granted to Robert Beaupel to open six barrows 

for treasure in daylight (Kirwan 1868, 621), which Worth suggested (1906, 106-

7) were the Five Barrows (Challacombe) (Fig.8.8).  

 

 

 

Fig.8.8: The site of Five Barrows, which Worth suggested was where Beaupel excavated (Worth 

1906, opp.63). 

 

 

The next reference we have is from John Leland’s (1506-1552) Itinerary 

(1540). He recorded that the ‘boundes of Somersetshire go beyond this stream 

[the River Exe] one way by north west a 2 mile or more to a place caullid the 

Spanne, and the Tourres [Span Head and Tower] for ther be hillokkes of yerth 
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cast up of auncient tyme for markes and limits betwixt Somersetshire and 

Devonshire’ (Toulmin Smith 1907, 168). Leland started, or perpetuated, the 

myth that mounds along a county boundary were thrown up to mark it, whereas 

the Bronze Age barrows were merely utilised to define the boundary (Grinsell 

1969, 12-3). The barrows are roughly aligned along the crest of the ridge 

following the county boundary of Somerset and Devon. The group included Five 

Barrows (North Molton), although it consists of eight barrows (Fig.8.9) (Worth 

1906, 62).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.9: The barrows on the county boundary between Devon and Somerset (Grinsell 1970a, 

61). 

 

 

8.6 How Devon’s antiquarians observed, recorded and excavated Devon’s 

barrows  

8.6.1 Introduction 

As we have seen in Figure 8.7 barrows are scattered in clusters across the 

Devon landscape.  What becomes clear when looking at the antiquarians’ 
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accounts is that large areas of Devon have no antiquarian accounts of barrow 

exploration; they concentrated their investigations in East and North Devon. The 

Devonshire Association Barrow Committee did record the excavation of barrows 

on Dartmoor but this is not discussed. We now turn our attention to see how the 

antiquarians observed barrows.  

 

8.6.2 Devon antiquarians’ observations on Brokenburrow Lane barrows 

Westcote (c.1630, 300-2) recorded Symons’ Barrow (Challacombe), and wrote 

that the barrows ‘are imagined to be nothing but interment monuments to men 

of good note slain in skirmishes’. He recounts the tale of Brocken Barrow, which 

described how a man wanting stone to build his house removed the barrow’s 

stones and found a stone oven [corbelled cist]: seeing a pot, the man put his 

hand inside to remove it, only to hear the trampling of horses which he could not 

see. Putting his hand in again, he brought out ashes and bones. In a short time 

he had lost his senses, and within three months he was dead. This event was 

alleged to have taken place in 1623, seven years before Westcote documented 

it.  

 

In 1905 Chanter excavated the Brockenburrow barrows in a field that 

was formerly part of Challacombe Common. He excavated Barrow ‘C’ on the 

map (Fig.8.10) within this group to ascertain if it was the barrow appertaining to 

the myth and found it to have been disturbed, which Chanter (1906b, 62) 

suggested could be the barrow of Westcote’s story. Barrow ‘A’ in the group 

showed no trace of having been disturbed and a central trench revealed layers 

of soil and upturned turves, and a conical-shaped cairn covering a corbelled cist 

(Figs.8.11-8.12). On removing the covering stone a broken urn was found 

containing bones, charcoal and burnt flint. The Bronze Age urn was 

reconstructed (Fig. 8.13) and temper analysis carried out, along with a study of 

the worked flint, which Chanter (1906b, 61-2) suggested had been burnt before 

being placed in the urn.  
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Fig.8.10: Map of Brockenburrow Lane 

identifying the barrows (Chanter and Worth 

1905, opp.397). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.11: Chanter’s section 

drawing of the corbelled cist 

(Chanter 1906b, opp.62).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.12: Worth’s section drawing of Chanters excavation of one of the Chapman Barrows 

(Chanter and Worth 1905, opp.93). 
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Fig.8.13: The reconstructed urn found in barrow 

‘A’ (Chanter 1906b, opp.62).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Westcote (c.1630, 301) also wrote about Wood Barrow, where men dug 

for a ‘great brass pan’ which contained gold and silver. When the pan was 

found its base was bright where the treasure had been, with the rest eaten 

away by rust. Westcote (c.1630, 326) writes that ‘these are tales to tell around 

the fire’, and the listener is left to decide if they are true or not.  

 

8.6.3 The Georgian antiquarians’ recording of barrows 

Swete (1794, Journal vol.9, 11) recorded the site of seven barrows1, and noted 

that two had been opened and one had an inverted hollow and could have been 

the site of a beacon. He also observed that the Britons were buried on the 

ridges of hills, thus making the barrows visible in the landscape. 

 

Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, 3-4) described barrows as ‘hiding places’ 

and argued that they were not unique to Europe, and could not be ascribed to 

the Druids alone, but to many nations, using the same methods of construction 

as in the British Isles. The barrows’ contents, he surmised, offered glimpses of 

the builders’ nationality, whilst their prominent position in the landscape was 

indicative of the status accorded to the dead. Swete (1789, Journal vol.1,7) was 

of the opinion that barrows reflected a ‘remote age’ and as such had been 

venerated over the years as ‘mansions of the dead’, but were now being 

destroyed and surrounded by superstition and ignorance. 

                                                 
1
 Rowley Down (Parracombe), Trentishore (Barnstaple), Broad Down (Farwy), Haldon 

(Ashcombe), Kentisbeare Moor, Mardon Down (Crediton), Bratton Down (Bratton Fleming) 
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On Haldon, Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, 2) described ‘Great Stoneheap’ 

barrow as having originally been conical-shaped. It took 14 men to open a 

passage through it in 1780, which revealed a 2ft [0.60m] wall with stone 

buttresses. In the centre of the barrow were flints placed over each other in a 

convex manner, capped with a large stone and covering a cell formed by four 

large stones [corbel cist]. Inside the cell was an inverted undecorated urn, made 

from unbaked earth, which contained ash and burnt bones (Fig.8.14). Swete’s 

illustration of the Great Stoneheap urn is the only surviving record of a Trevisker 

Ware vessel, dated roughly c.2000-1500cal BC (pers. comm. H. Quinnell 2011). 

Swete (1789, Journal vol.1,6) suggested the linear arrangement of the Haldon 

barrows could be indicative of them originally having been built along a road, 

and that was the reason why they had been ascribed to the Romans, since it 

was a Roman custom to raise sepulchres along the roadsides. No present day 

excavations have been undertaken in the vicinity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Fig.8.14: Swete’s illustration of the Great Stoneheap urn (Swete 1789, vol.1, 2). 

 

Polwhele (1797, 144) frequently confused beacons and barrows, saying 

that some of the beacons on Bratton Down were in the form of barrows, with a 

diameter of 60ft [18m] and hollowed-out interiors, so the fire would be shielded 

from the wind. It could be suggested that he copied Swete’s findings, since the 

descriptions are similar. There is, though, possibly an element of truth in 

Polwhele’s suggestion of barrows having hollowed interiors (which could be 

evidence of the barrows having been excavated) to shield a fire, and Russell 

(1955, 251) suggested Polwhele was the only antiquarian to record these 
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beacon sites. Although Russell presents no definitive proof, he does leave the 

door open for further investigation.  

 

Polwhele (1797, 154-5) described how workmen uncovered a 14-inch 

[0.3m] urn whilst removing flints from a barrow to repair the road on Haldon Hill 

in 1773. According to Polwhele the urn, of greyish clay, had been dipped in 

brown glaze and ornamented with figures, before being baked in a basketwork 

mould. Traces of regular basketwork impressions were seen on the base. The 

urn contained ash and burnt bone, and had been covered with a flat stone and 

buried within the mound. The workmen thought that the urn had a gold tinge: 

under microscopic examination the ‘gold’ was found to be a moss, formed from 

yellow flowers and black berries. A second search of the barrow in 1773 

revealed two more urns, both containing ash and bones.  

 

Polwhele (1797, 155) thought an assumption could be made about the 

composition and decoration of the above urn. He suggested that it was Roman 

because the Dumnonii did not have the skill required to produce such an urn. If 

the ‘figures’ with which the urn was ornamented are taken literally to mean 

people and animals, then it would not be prehistoric; but if the basketwork 

impressions on the base are taken into account, parallels can be drawn with 

Bronze Age pottery on the Isles of Scilly. Without a picture, however, a 

connection is difficult to prove. The conclusion has to be that the urn was a 

collared urn food vessel of Trevisker type (pers. comm. H. Quinnell 2013). 

 

Polwhele (1797, 191) presented the case why it should not be assumed 

that all barrows and their urns were Roman. The urns from Haldon Hill barrows 

were thought to be Roman, because of their location along the Roman road 

from Exeter to Newton [Newton Abbot], and as a result antiquarians had 

‘Romanised’ all the barrows. Polwhele suggested the road might have been 

constructed later than the barrows, pointing out that it was impossible to prove 

that the barrows did not exist before the road was built, or that the British did not 

build the barrows after the road’s construction, similar to Swete’s suggestion. 

Polwhele (1797, 156) conceded that it would be difficult to list all the barrows 

that could be identified, and concluded by writing ‘I [Polwhele] have indulged a 

little in conjecture’, before going on to explain that the few facts he had 



 202 

uncovered would be of little interest to the reader if they were not mixed with 

probabilities. 

       

Davidson (1830, 116) documented the excavation of five barrows on 

Shapwick Common (Uplyme) in 1836. This Bronze Age cemetery consisted of a 

group of six bowl barrows; which was mentioned in an Anglo-Saxon boundary 

charter of c.AD938 and recorded as ‘enlipsexberges’, the lonely six barrows 

(Grinsell 1983, 44); Grinsell does not mention Davidson’s documenting of the 

site or his site plans (Figs.8.15-8.16).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.15: Plan of the excavation at Shapwick Common in 1836 (Davidson 1830, 116). 

 

 

Fig.8.16: Section plan of the barrow excavated at Shapwick Common in 1836 (Davidson 1830, 

116). 
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8.7 The Victorian antiquarians’ recording of barrows 

In this section we will: 

• Look at Woollcombe’s remarks on barrows  

• Look at the observations of Kirwan, Hutchinson and Chanter   

• Review the antiquarians’ excavations of Broad Down   

• Discuss the current thinking of the day concerning Broad Down 

• Discuss the antiquarians’ observations of the dolmen at Drewsteignton 

 

8.7.1 Woollcombe’s observations on barrows 

Henry Woollcombe’s (1778-1847) manuscript Hillforts, some accounts of the 

Fortified Hills, in the County of Devon (1839), listed 35 barrows along Devon’s 

north coast, Dartmoor and East Devon2, although he gave no other details. He 

speculated they were situated on elevated positions, because that was where 

‘princes’ fell in battle and were buried. Woollcombe thought that antiquarians 

should not rely on the information obtained from barrows alone (Woollcombe 

1839, 190).  

 

8.7.2 Kirwan’s observations on excavating barrows 

Kirwan (1868, 622) stated that it was important to record the discovery of 

prehistoric relics, which were a ‘common occurrence’ in Cornwall and Dorset 

but rare in Devon. Broad Down barrows (the generic term for Farway, Gittisham 

and Southleigh), Kirwan suggested, provided a link in the chain of Devon’s 

prehistoric archaeological history. He made the connection with William 

Pengelly’s (1812-1894) discoveries at Brixham Cavern and Kent’s Hole 

[Cavern]; reaching back to the earliest prehistory he knew these sites to be 

contemporaneous with the ‘cave-men’ of France (see Chapter Seven). Although 

this prehistoric period had not been ‘worked out’, Kirwan remarked, it was not 

for the want of evidence, and he quoted Jen Worsaae (1821-1855), who 

recognised barrows as being indicative of the Bronze Age. Kirwan suggested 

that the barrows and ‘hillfortresses’ found on Devon’s high ground, for example 

in the Honiton area, were historic landmarks. Formerly, Kirwan (1868, 620) 

commented, barrows would have evoked different feelings, originally seen as 

                                                 
2
 Listed barrows at Countisbury, Lynton, Chapman’s, Trentishoe, Holston, Roborough, Welsford, Haldon, 

Ugborough, Slade Hill, Shelston Hill, Honiton, Shallowford, Mid Devon, North Molton, Simmonsbury, 

Beacon Hill (Woollcombe 1839, 189-90) 
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‘treasure stores’ now they were regarded with indifference once the illusion was 

shattered, so similar to the comments Swete made (see above).  

 

 Kirwan (1868, 623) identified the barrows on Broad Down as a necropolis 

belonging to the tribe that lived on the Downs. The position of the barrows on 

the ridge was not accidental, he claimed, but suggestive of warriors being 

buried in sight of the battle. He recognised the relationship between Farway 

Castle (see Chapter Nine) and the group of 10 or 12 encircling barrows. Kirwan 

(1868, 622-3) excavated the barrows on Broad Down because they were being 

destroyed through agricultural practices and road-building and he thought they 

should be recorded for posterity. The excavation of Broad Down barrows will be 

discussed later. 

 

8.7.3 Kirwan’s excavation of the Upton Pyne barrows 

In 1870 Kirwan excavated one of the three barrows (No. 7) at Upton Pyne 

(Thorverton). A central trench was cut through the 60ft [18m] diameter barrow, 

which ploughing had reduced to 3ft [1m] in height, revealing an outer covering 

of clay enclosing sand and turves. Within the central area was a compacted 

red-brick-like earth cist, containing charcoal and calcined bones; resting on top 

of this was a bronze pin (Fig.8.17) which Kirwan (1871, 643) thought had been 

used to secure a cremation shroud. Below the cist was found a bronze dagger 

(Fig.8.18), suggestive of a warrior’s burial, Kirwan thought, and below that a 

sepulchral vessel (or incense cup) made from fine clay and elaborately 

decorated on the exterior surface, similar to the type found at Broad Down 

(Fig.8.19). These ‘cups’, with similar ornamentation, had been found in 

Wiltshire, Dorset and Derbyshire barrows. Kirwan (1871, 646) quoted Colt 

Hoare’s (1758-1838) Ancient Wiltshire (1812) and William Bateman’s (1825-

1861) Ten Years Digging (1861) to substantiate his argument about their use. 

Based on Colt Hoare’s and Bateman’s reasoning Kirwan (1871, 645) produced 

a list of the contents of burial urns as follows:  

• Cinerary or sepulchral urns which contain human bones. 

• Incense cups or thuribles, commonly occurring with calcined 

bones and sometimes enclosed in urns. 

• Food vessels and drinking cups (probably intended for food): 

these occur with burnt and unburnt bones but never contain them. 
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Further investigation of the barrow exposed a carbonised grain of wheat, 

similar to those found at Pfahlbauten (Swiss Lake village), and described by 

Ferdinand Keller (1800-1881) in 1853. On the spoil-heap Kirwan found 50 shale 

beads, a central red clay bead and three incised chevron-decorated shale 

beads from a necklace (Fig.8.20), similar to ones found in Derbyshire and 

Scottish barrows. Kirwan (1871, 646) thought these beads might represent the 

earliest evidence for lathe-turning. The artefacts were given to the RAMM 

(Exeter) in 1869 (Parfitt 1880, 120). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Fig.8.17: The Bronze pin found in the Upton Pyne barrow (Kirwan 1871, opp.642). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.18: The Bronze dagger found in the Upton Pyne barrow (Kirwan 1871, opp.643). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.19: The sepulchral vessel (Kirwan 1871, 644).  
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Fig.8.20: The shale bead necklace found on the spoil-heap at Upton Pyne (Kirwan  

1871, opp. 643).     

 

 

8.7.4 Further exploration of the barrows at Upton Pyne and later 

interpretation  

Barrow No. 7 was part of the Upton Pyne cemetery, which by 1960 had been 

heavily ploughed-out. An excavation in 1967 (Fig. 8.21) revealed the same 

construction methods Kirwan had identified: an outer covering of clay enclosing 

sand and turves, with a core of reddish sand covering the burnt bones (Pollard 

and Russell 1969, 50). The conclusion reached from the excavation was that 

the clay was local and not, as Kirwan had thought, brought to the site. The 

bones he found were identified as belonging either to a women or a youth 

(Pollard and Russell 1969, 76).  
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                Fig.8.21: Map of the Upton Pyne barrows (Parfitt 1880, opp.121). 

 

 

8.7.5 Kirwan’s thoughts on excavating barrows 

Kirwan (1870, 296) discussed the siting of barrows in the landscape, their 

destruction, and their importance as evidence of early burial traditions. He 

reasoned that observing the fossilised fauna and flora found in the different 

strata would help to define different periods, just as the excavation of barrows 

helped to elucidate human periods of time. He discussed the two forms of 

burials found in barrows, the earlier form being inhumations (where the whole 

body was deposited in a crouched position), and the later form being cremation 

burials.  

 

Kirwan (1870, 304) believed that the excavation of barrows afforded 

insights into their method of construction and burial practices. As a rule each 

barrow consisted of layers of decaying turves and contained calcined human 

bones resting on the natural surface, with evidence of a funeral pyre and a 

compressed mass of bones and ashes within the central mound. He recognised 
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that barrows were generally sited in remote areas, and could be found in 

Wiltshire, Dorset, Wales and Scotland as well as Devon, but were unknown in 

other areas. Kirwan (1868, 641-9) concluded that they belonged to the Bronze 

Age, and that they were built to honour the dead. Kirwan (1868, 637) reached 

his conclusions through references to the writings of Bateman amongst others.  

 

8.7.6 Hutchinson’s observations on excavating barrows 

Hutchinson’s contribution to the recording of barrows around Sidmouth is 

discussed in the Barrow Committee section (see below). He fully documented 

his and Kirwan’s explorations and excavations in his Diaries and History of 

Sidmouth (1880), which he expanded for publication. The following example 

shows how Hutchinson recorded Barrow No.54 on Broad Down for the 1880 BC 

report in RTDA. 

  

Whilst Hutchinson was excavating Barrow No. 54 he found a small, 

cylindrical, light brown clay vessel with an incised chevron pattern, filled with 

burnt bones. As it was clean Hutchinson (1880, 132-4) thought it had been 

contained within another vessel. Possibly this was because Bateman (1861, 

244) had mentioned the discovery of a large urn full of calcined bones enclosing 

a smaller vessel within a cist. Further excavations failed to find the enclosing 

urn, which caused Hutchinson (1880, 134-5) to write that you should never 

leave workmen alone, as you never know what the next spade may reveal. The 

1880 RTDA contains Hutchinson’s report of the excavation, with details of the 

measurements, the direction in which the trench was cut, the calcined bones 

mixed with ruddle [ochre], the charcoal layer and the flint stone pavement. 

Barrow No.71 is one of the few that Hutchinson (1880, 139-40) records as being 

‘laid down on the Ordnance Map’. It had been ‘disturbed’, but not properly 

excavated. The incense cup is in the RAMM (Exeter). Figure 10. 22 shows a 

section of barrow 27 on Broad Down. 

 

Hutchinson (1854, Diary vol.1, October) wrote that landowners should 

not allow the excavation of barrows to be carried out. Such excavations, he 

believed, often ‘lead to no results’, they ‘destroyed landmarks, disturbed the 

different internal strata and the objects within, and spoiled the barrows for later 
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scientific examination’; although Hutchinson frequently carried out excavations 

to answer specific questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Fig.8.22: Hutchinson’s section drawing of Barrow No. 27 (Hutchinson History of Sidmouth 

1880, 70).  

 

 

8.7.7 Chanter’s observations on excavating barrows 

Having looked at the excavation of barrows in East Devon we need to asses 

Chanter and Worth’s observations, as they were the main recorders of 

monuments on Exmoor. Chanter carried out the excavations, and Worth 

provided the accounts, illustrations and maps, which were published in the 

RTDA Barrow Committee Reports.  

 

Chanter and Worth’s excavation methodology began with identifying the 

barrow’s latitude and longitude, measuring its height and diameter, and noting 

the surrounding monuments in the landscape, and they recorded if the barrow 

had been disturbed. Chanter’s method of excavation was to dig a central trench, 

noting the width and depth, make section drawings of the trench sides, and 

record the position of the artefacts (Worth 1905, 93-4).  

 
8.7.8 Present-day thinking on Exmoor’s barrows 

All Chanter and Worth’s observations on the construction of the barrows were 

recorded by Grinsell as correct (Grinsell 1970b, 113-7). The Chapman Barrows 

have been identified as a linear cemetery on a west-east ridge that is aligned 

along the later parish boundary, which showed respect for the ancient 

monuments (Grinsell 1970a, 59; Riley and Wilson-North 2001, 39).  

 

A pattern emerges over 300 years of the way Exmoor’s barrows have 

been seen, and the mystique that surrounds them, with the early explorers of 

the 17th century seeking treasure and being ‘a feared’ because they were 
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tampering with the dead. In the 19th century they were used as a source of 

building material. In the 20th century they were excavated to provide evidence of 

their construction and contents, which were recorded to show the potential of 

Exmoor’s prehistoric sites (Riley and Wilson-North 2001, 10-1). Riley and 

Wilson-North (2001, 34) suggest that chronological evidence of Exmoor 

barrows does not exist, and traditionally they are dated from c.2000BC to 

1500BC, but they offer no solution as to how this will be determined, if at all. It is 

now time to consider the excavation of Broad Down by Kirwan, Hutchinson and 

Worth. 

 
8.8 Excavations of Broad Down barrows  

Kirwan (1868, 625) excavated three barrows, assigned ‘A’ ‘B’ and ‘C’, on Broad 

Down (1868) (Fig.8.23). Barrow ‘A’ consisted of alternate layers of ‘peat’ and 

‘blue clay’, not, Kirwan suggested, local to the area, with the layers interspersed 

with nodules of ruddle (ochre) on the natural surface. Beneath the natural 

surface was a thin ferruginous seam of iron ore, possibly, Kirwan suggested, 

formed by a cremation fire, traces of which were found in barrows ‘B’ and ‘C’. 

Underneath this seam was a flint pavement, in-filled with clay, and below the 

natural surface were a drinking cup, and an interment deposit of calcined bones 

resting on charcoal and flints.  
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Fig.8.23: The section drawings Kirwan made of the three barrows on Broad Down (Kirwan 

1868, opp.624). 

 

The drinking cup was decorated with three sets of rings, with similar 

decoration on the base and the handle; Kirwan (1868, 626) thought it was made 

from one piece (Fig.8.24). Kirwan considered the cup was lathe-turned, and 

discussed if the cup was made of bog-oak, but the British Museum (London) 

identified it as being made of Kimmeridge Shale. Kirwan (1868, 628-30) made 

comparisons with the shale cup found in the King’s Barrow (Stoborough, 

Dorset), which was lathe-turned. Kirwan (1868, 630) continued his line of 

reasoning by making associations with the Cornish Rillaton gold cup and the 

Hove (Sussex) amber cup. All the cups were roughly a similar size and had the 

same decoration. 
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The interior of barrow ‘B’ was constructed with a central area of charcoal 

and flints and a secondary area of charcoal, which led Kirwan (1868, 640-1) to 

suppose that the barrow contained a primary interment, with no pottery, and a 

secondary interment. A fine clay ‘incense cup’ was found on the spoil-heap, 

which Kirwan described as a mortuary vessel because it was filled with calcined 

infant bones. It was decorated on the outside and had two perforations 

(Fig.8.25) (Kirwan 1868, 634-9). Other examples of Kirwan’s of excavations can 

be found in RTDA dated 1886, 1869, 1870 and 1871. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.24: Shale cup (Hutchinson 1880,       

History of Sidmouth vol.1, 73).                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.25: Incense cup (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 73).    
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Hutchinson frequently provided additional information about Kirwan’s 

excavations, and a location map (Fig.8.26-8.27), which showed the position of 

the excavated barrows. Broad Down was the site of the Devonshire Association 

outing in July 1886, where Kirwan addressed the meeting about the excavated 

barrows. Hutchinson (1880, 131) observed that the farmer had tried to flatten 

the barrows by ploughing, and expressed the view that he hoped people would 

not meddle with these burial-places unless they have proved themselves to be 

‘sufficiently informed archaeologists’. Hutchinson considered the shale cup 

found in barrow ‘A’ to have been lathe-turned, because of its decoration. The 

cup was finally proved to have been carved by Sloper (1989, 113-7). He used 

flint tools to recreate the cup, taking 116 hours, and made the case that if lathes 

had been used in that period more examples of this media would be found. 

Jones and Quinnell (2008, 34) suggested a date of 1600cal.BC for the cup.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.26: The barrow cemetery at Broad Down showing the trenches excavated by Kirwan, 

based on a sketch map by Hutchinson (Simpson and Noble 1993, 30). The line across the 

circles (barrows) equates with the direction of the trench. 
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Fig.8.27: The location of barrows 48-57 to the east of Seven Barrow Field (Hutchinson 1880, 

History of Sidmouth 68). 

 

 Hutchinson (1880, 78) excavated Lovehayne Barrow (No.78), located in 

Stone-Barrow Plot on Lovehayne Farm (Fig.8.28). Davidson recorded the 

barrow had previously been excavated in 1763, for stone to build a new turnpike 

road, and a deposit of bronze celts [palstaves] had been found (Hutchinson 

1859, Diary vol.2, September). Hutchinson (1880, 140) observed that the 

barrow had been constructed after the ground had been lowered, and inside the 

central flint cairn was an upturned urn full of calcined bones. Within the barrow 

Hutchinson found burnt bone, fragments of a ‘rude vase’, pieces of skull and 

two portions of jaw, one from an adult and one from a child. Hutchinson quoted 

from Lubbock’s Pre-Historic Times (1865), who thought the evidence was 

indicative of a mother and child being buried together.  

 

From the quality of the vessels Hutchinson (1880, 143) surmised that the 

finds indicated three interments placed in the barrow at different periods. The 
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celts, he thought, were not connected to the burials, but were deposited as a 

hoard. Hutchinson borrowed an original celt and made a copy, which he gave to 

the RAMM (Exeter) (Fig.8.29). His aim in digging this barrow was to determine 

the exact position of the objects buried within it by careful excavation. 

Hutchinson wrote that although the barrow was old, the mixing together of 

different strata led to the wrong conclusions. He recorded that the turf was 

difficult to remove, and that the flint had been carefully removed by hand.  

Within the flint cairn, pieces of charcoal were found, as well as a hammerstone. 

Worked flint flakes were found within the peaty earth, implying that they were as 

old as the barrow. No more urns were found, and Hutchinson (1875, Diary vol.4, 

August) suggested that the excavation led to no conclusion as he did not know 

who had constructed the barrows. It might have been the Saxons or Romans or 

possibly the British, and until that could be established it would be impossible to 

date the barrow.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Fig.8.28: Sketch of Lovehayne Barrow (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 78). 
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Fig.8.29: A copy of the celt Hutchinson 

made from the original, which is in the 

Royal Albert Memorial Museum 

(Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth 

vol.1, 143). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.8.1 Worth’s excavations on Broad Down 

The Barrow Committee (discussed later) excavated four barrows on Broad 

Down in 1899, which Worth (1899, 94-5) suggested should be seen as an 

addendum to Kirwan’s excavations. Worth inferred that the locality of the 

barrows Kirwan excavated was doubtful; but he would mostly likely have read 

the second report of the Barrow Committee where Hutchinson detailed the 

excavation and included a map (Hutchinson 1880, 119-51). Worth identified the 

barrows numerically as 1-4 (Fig.8.30). 
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Fig.8.30: Worth’s map of Broad 

Down (Worth 1899, opp.95). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The excavation of barrows 1 and 2 proved both were cairns; Hutchinson 

had described them as part of a group of three barrows, but Worth did not 

mention the third barrow. Worth partly excavated barrow 4, which Hutchinson 

had described as ‘dished’, and which on excavation revealed low depressions 

filled with charcoal. The barrow was built of upturned layers of turf. In the spoil-

heap a bronze spearhead was found, and Worth made the assumption that this 

was enough to assign the barrows on Broad Down to the Bronze Age (Worth 

1899, 96-8), which was correct.  

 

8.8.2 Present-day interpretation of Broad Down 

Broad Down has been the subject of a number of surveys undertaken in the 20th 

and 21st centuries. Aileen Fox (1907-2005) carried out a documentary 

reappraisal in 1948, because of agricultural destruction to the barrows and the 

need to highlight the site as a Bronze Age cemetery (Fox 1948, 1). Like Kirwan, 

she recognised the remoteness of the plateau, its accessibility and the visibility 
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from the site to the coast and the hinterland. Fox (1948, 1) thought the location 

was ideal for Bronze Age settlers, who would have passed along the three-mile 

narrow ridge, where 57 barrows were massed. Fox (1948, 19) reviewed 

Kirwan’s excavation reports, and thought that the beaker burial (Barrow ‘C’, 

Kirwan’s reference) was a secondary burial dated to about 1500BC. The 

barrows, Fox observed, were not uniform in size or type and ranged from bowl 

barrows to ditched barrows and low mounds. Central to the necropolis was 

Farway Castle, which Fox (1948, 2-3) suggested could be seen as a henge 

monument with a ring ditch (she was correct, see Chapter Nine). Some of the 

barrows were situated along the parish boundaries whilst the barrows in Seven 

Barrow Field she thought belonged to a dynasty, as Kirwan had suggested. She 

quoted Kirwan’s research and ‘his critical associate Hutchinson’. Her conclusion 

was that Broad Down housed a mixed group of communities, united by a central 

necropolis, where the dead were cremated and buried in cairns (Fox 1948, 9). 

 

 The repeated interest in the Broad Down barrow complex has resulted in 

a proliferation of numbering systems. Hutchinson numbered them in 1880 and 

Fox (1948, 15) renumbered them in 1948. Grinsell (1983, 6) reassessed the 

numbering of the barrows on Broad Down, quoting Hutchinson whom he 

thought offset Kirwan’s defects. Grinsell listed all the barrows that Hutchinson 

recorded, giving their parish, number, locality, grid reference, and dimensions, 

and included Hutchinson’s notes. Importantly he listed Hutchinson’s, Kirwan’s 

and Fox’s numbering, making it possible to trace the barrows in a modern 

context. He commented on Hutchinson’s lighter side of recording the barrows, 

quoting his illustrations of a rabbit on the top of a barrow (Fig.8.31) and the 

skeletons being disturbed from their barrow. Today the barrows are known by 

the Devon Historic Environment Record numbers (Simpson and Noble 1993, 4).  
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Fig.8.31: Section of Barrow 60 showing Hutchinson’s lighter side with the rabbits grazing on the 

top (Hutchinson’s Sketch Book 1850). 

 

 The aims of an archaeological survey carried out on Broad Down in 1993 

were to: 

• Identify all the archaeological sites  

• Survey the visible earthworks  

• Report on their condition and archaeological importance 

•  Use both documentary sources and fieldwork (Simpson and Noble 

1993, 1).  

The survey revealed a ‘landscape that was without parallel in Devon’, with over 

80 visible earthworks, including 55 prehistoric barrows dating back 3500 years, 

two rare ritual enclosures (Farway Castle and a bivallate enclosure) and 26 

prehistoric earthworks (Fig.8.32) (Simpson and Noble 1993, 1-2). The report 

mentions Hutchinson’s observations about Seven Barrow Field, and records 

that the field was ploughed in WWII and planted by the Forestry Commission 

(Simpson and Noble 1993, 3). Mention is made of Kirwan’s excavations, 

Hutchinson’s plans and cataloguing of the barrows, and Worth’s excavations 

(Simpson and Noble 1993, 3).  
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Fig. 14.32: The area Simpson and Noble surveyed outlined in red (Simpson and Noble 1993, 

20).  
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The Broad Down complex was reassessed in 2006. Radiocarbon dating 

of charcoal suggested dates of between 2210 and 1660cal.BC, indicating that 

the area had been in use for several centuries. Possibly different areas within 

the cemetery were contemporary. Today the site is seen as covering an area 

10km north-south and 9km east-west, on a greensand ridge plateau, with more 

than one hundred barrows and ceremonial monuments (Jones and Quinnell 

2008, 27). The barrow complex is considered to be an important Bronze Age 

cemetery, because of the barrows’ construction, prehistoric identity, diversity of 

deposits and artefacts, and the method by which the human bones were 

interred (Jones and Quinnell 2008, 28). The ‘incense cup’ is now called an 

‘accessory vessel’ and possibly its clay was sourced from the Dartmoor area 

(Jones and Quinnell 2008, 33). The Lovehayne Barrow urns could be collared 

urns and the palstaves could be Middle Bronze Age, presently dated to 1400-

1275BC (Jones and Quinnell 2008, 42). The conclusion about the complex is 

that the Broad Down barrows belong to the tradition of barrow-building found 

throughout the British Isles. The assemblage of artefacts belongs to a wider 

range of contacts. Formerly thought to belong to the Wessex Culture, the 

assemblage is now seen as more localised, though the artefacts are unique 

(Jones and Quinnell 2008, 48). Having reviewed the evidence of antiquarians’ 

excavations we now need to look at the work of the Devonshire Association’s 

Barrow Committee. 

 

8.9 The Devonshire Association’s Barrow Committee 

8.9.1 Introduction 

The DA formed a Barrow Committee (BA) in 1897, and they produced 69 

reports, six of which detailed information from published literature, whilst ten 

described barrow excavation and the remaining 53 described the excavation of 

Dartmoor cists (which are not discussed). The Committee’s aims were: 

• To collate information from the RTDA and other documented sources 

relating to Devon’s barrows 

• To ascertain, where possible, whether the barrows still existed, and if so 

to carry out ‘scientific investigation’ at a later date 

• Originally no research was to be carried out on Dartmoor, but by 1882 

the Committee’s remit had changed to include Dartmoor. This was 
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because there was originally a Dartmoor Exploration Committee, 1877-

1937 (Worth 1879, 146) (see Chapter 3) 

 

The Committee’s first report (1879) detailed the observations of Westcote, 

Swete, Polwhele, Lysons, Woollcombe and Kirwan on barrows (Worth 1879, 

147). The second report (1880) stated that the next step was to record the ‘facts 

concerning the barrows that still exist’ (Worth 1880, 119). Hutchinson was 

asked by the Committee to prepare a report on the barrows in the vicinity of 

Sidmouth; on its completion Worth (1880, 119) described the report as a 

‘statement of original enquiry and research’ with section drawings and drawings 

of the excavated artefacts (Fig.8.33), enhanced with a map (Fig.8.34). The 

Committee hoped that the whole of Devon could be surveyed in a similar 

manner although this never happened. We will look at Hutchinson’s findings 

and then the Committee’s work. 
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  Fig.8.33: An example of the illustrations Hutchinson provided for the report of artefacts found 

in the barrows (Hutchinson 1880, opp.142). 
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Fig.8.34: Map of the barrows surrounding Sidmouth, as identified by Hutchinson (Hutchinson 

1880, opp.123). 
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8.9.2 Hutchinson’s report on the barrows surrounding Sidmouth 

Hutchinson (1880, 122-51) identified the location of what he thought were 93 

barrows within a six mile radius of Sidmouth. For some of the barrows he noted 

the distance between them, their diameter and height, and whether they had 

been ‘disturbed’ or robbed-out for stone to mend the roads, or levelled when the 

land was enclosed. He commented that when surveying the barrows he had 

observed them to be clustered along the ridge, converging at what is now called 

Roncombe Gate (SY 1685 9455), and thought this was not without significance. 

He believed there were possibly more barrows, which could not be found 

because of the furze bushes (see Appendix 8.1). He thought that the barrows 

should not be touched unless the following conditions were observed: 

• That the people who carried out the excavations had sufficient 

archaeological knowledge to carry out the task 

• That proper notes, sketches or photographs were made of the 

explorations 

• That workmen were never left to carry out work on their own 

• That the excavated objects were given to a museum or the land-owner 

• That exploration of the barrows was carried out by ‘gentlemen’ of the DA 

 

8.9.3 The Barrow Committee’s research 

The BC’s reports trace the development of barrow exploration. The 15th report 

(1896) identified a large number of unexplored barrows, and it was suggested 

that ‘some of these should be taken in hand’ (Burnard 1896, 86). One such 

barrow was in Burrow Park Tolly Field (Huntshaw), where quarrying had partly 

destroyed a large section (Fig.8.35). The excavation removed 1200 cubic feet of 

clay from a trench 20ft [6m] long, 12ft wide [4m] and 5ft [2m] deep. A fire-

blackened stone platform strewn with charcoal was revealed, alongside a pit 

containing mixed earth and fragments of calcined animal bones. The upper 

layer of the western section of the pit contained pottery and animal bones: 15in 

[0.4m] beneath this an amber ornament was found. All these details were 

recorded in the section drawing (Fig.8.36). The barrow was built of layers of 

clay. On top of each layer there had been a fire, and the upper layer consisted 

of a covering of charcoal 7ft [2m] long and 3-4in [0.10m] thick, some 9in [0.22m] 

below the ground surface. Although the barrow was only partially explored 

Burnard felt ‘the indications were that the interesting portion has been 
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exhausted’, although no interments were found. The report mentioned it was 

impossible to sieve the soil as it was too wet; it was examined, and both the 

pottery and the bones were analysed. The pottery was identified as Late 

Neolithic or Early Bronze Age, with a sand temper: the bones were identified as 

animal (Burnard 1896, 88-9). This was the first time such observations had 

been mentioned in a report: Grinsell (1970b, 122), agreed it was a barrow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.35: Plan of the barrow in Burrow Park Tolly Field (Worth 1896, 87). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.36: Section drawing of the barrow with the position of the artefacts recorded (Worth 1896, 

88). 
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8.9.4 The Barrow Committee’s recording methods 

In 1900 Worth (1900, 46-54) became the Committee Secretary for the barrow 

Committee. He stated that future excavation reports would give the latitude and 

longitude; measurements would be given in feet and inches, except for artefacts 

whose measurements would be given in centimetres and millimetres. All 

bearings would have a reference to true north, and the illustrations would 

include a plan, scale, directional arrow and the direction in which the drawing 

was made (Fig.8.37). These directives were not always adhered to. The 

Committee produced tabulated lists identifying all the barrows that had been 

recorded in the RTDA, and included in the 1902 report was the classification of 

Devon’s barrows, with the types of interments. For the first time a suggestion 

was made that cooking and storage pots were interchangeable as burial urns. 

Pottery was assigned to the Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age, and worked 

flints to the Neolithic (Worth 1902, 104-46).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.37: Langcombe Cist, as Worth hoped all 

cists would in future be recorded (Worth 1902, 

opp.113).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 228 

8.9.5 Worth’s summary of Devon’s barrows 

Worth summarised the ‘present state’ (1902) of knowledge regarding Devon’s 

barrows, by quoting facts and not interpretation, and stated the report was only 

a guide to barrow literature. He regretted, on looking back over the early 

reports, that evidence had sadly been lost by early methods of excavation, by a 

lack of detailed recording and a ‘superabundance of imagination’ which was 

unreliable. Worth (1902, 105-134) remarked that when a barrow was opened 

evidence was destroyed which could never be replaced. The Committee reports 

just stopped in 1958, with no final report or summarising of their activities (Dixon 

1958, 230-33). The BC’s research is a unique record of Devon’s barrows, and 

the reports provide an insight into Devon’s archaeological past. There is one 

site where Milles, Swete and Polwhele all recorded their observations and that 

was the dolmen at Drewsteignton, and that is detailed below.  

 

 8.10 Antiquarians’ observations on Drewsteignton dolmen [Spinster’s 

Rock] 

Milles (1747-1762, 102) visited the dolmen called Spinster’s Rock 

(Drewsteignton) in the mid-18th century (Fig.8.38), and Swete (1789, Journal 

vol.1, 24) recorded that the covering stone rested on two of the stone support 

points and on the incline of the third (Fig.8.39). Swete (1793, Journal vol.4, 33) 

discussed how the mound was built, and implied that it could have been linked 

to British astronomical purposes or was possibly a Druid altar. To the west of 

the dolmen Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, 28-9) saw a stone row of conical pillars, 

which he suggested was a Grand Druid Avenue (Fig. 8.40). South of this were 

two adjoining stone circles, surrounded by ramparts [suggestive of a Bronze 

Age henge] (Fig.8.41), which Swete thought had been used for athletic 

activities. 
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     Fig.8.38: Milles’ drawing of Drewsteignton dolmen in 1753 (Milles 1747-1762, 102). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig.8.39: The Drewsteignton dolmen as drawn by Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, 21). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.8.40: The Drewsteignton 

dolmen with the suggested 

stone row Swete saw (Gray 

1997, xxi).   
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Fig.8.41: The two adjoining stone circles that Swete identified at Drewsteignton (Swete 1789 

Journal vol.1, 28). 

 

8.10.1 Explorations of the dolmen 

George Ormerod Wareing (1810-1891) visited the dolmen in January 1862, and 

saw no evidence of the surrounding land having been disturbed, but by June of 

the same year the dolmen had collapsed. The wet winter and ploughing the field 

caused the collapse of the uprights, which stood only 18˝ inches [61cm] deep in 

the ground. The Rev. Ponsford had the uprights and the capping stone re-

erected in November 1863, although the eastern upright and the capstone were 

not replaced in their former positions (Grinsell 1953, 132). Swete’s illustrations 

remains a unique record of what the dolmen looked like in 1789 compared to 

the re-erected dolmen we see today (Fig.8.42).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.8.42: The re-erected dolmen (Cavendish 1983, 38).  

 

In 1930 Frederick Tyler reviewed all the evidence about the monuments 

in the vicinity of Drewsteignton dolmen, in an attempt to locate the position of 

the stone circles and the avenue mentioned by Swete. Tyler (1930, 250) 
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inferred that Wareing (figure iii on Fig.8.43) had copied Grey’s plan of 1832, 

whilst Polwhele had copied Swete’s plan of 1789. It is questionable; therefore, 

which plan is correct. The stone circles identified by Swete in 1789, for which he 

produced a plan (figure iv on Fig.8.43), were not located by Wareing in 1872, 

although Grey located them in 1838 and also produced a plan. The conclusion 

that Tyler reached was that Swete’s circles were not in the same location as 

Grey’s which Tyler found in field ‘A’ on Grey’s plan (figure iii on Fig.8.43), 

although parts of the circle had been destroyed by the removal of stones into 

the hedges. The avenue mentioned by Swete could not be traced, although 

Tyler suggested the five freestanding gate posts found in the vicinity could have 

formed the avenue as they were the same height as Swete had recorded. Tyler  

(1930, 251-60) made the assumption that Swete had relied too much on his 

memory and not his notes, and that the dolmen did not stand on an elevated 

spot overlooking the avenue. The stone circles that Swete identified were 

doubtful (Grinsell 1978, 132). Although later writers were critical of Swete and 

his interpretation of the site, it needs to be remembered that Swete has left a 

legacy of how the dolmen original looked (although without its earth covering), 

and possibly he visited the isolated site because it was identified on Donn’s 

map.  
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Fig.8.43: Tyler’s amalgamation of Swete’s and Grey’s plans and his own (Tyler 1930, 251).  

 

 

8.11 Barrow exploration at a national level 

The discussion so far has focused on Devon’s antiquarians’ documentation of 

barrows, from observing them in the landscape to carrying out excavations. We 

need to give a brief resumé of the contribution antiquarians made at a national 

level to the history of barrow exploration. William Stukeley (1687-1765), the first 

field archaeologist, amassed a collection of material detailing the structure and 

content of Wessex barrows, and their destruction (Ashbee 1960, 18-9). In Kent, 

Bryan Fausett (1720-1776) aimed to prove that barrows were not the resting 

places of people killed in battle, and many of the barrows he excavated have 

since been obliterated (Marsden 1984, 10).  

  

 In the late 18th century Richard Colt Hoare (1758-1838) combined field 

observations and literary skills to record the monuments of Wiltshire, which 
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William Cunnington (1754-1810) excavated. Inherent was the concept that 

excavations were carried out to answer specific questions, not to obtain objects 

for display (Fig.8.44) (Daniels 1981, 55-6).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.44: Wessex barrows as 

depicted in Colt Hoare’s Ancient 

Wiltshire (1812-1819) (Marsden 

1999, 27). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Thurman (1810-1873) re-excavated the Wessex barrows previously 

excavated by Cunnington to recover skulls. His aim was to ascertain if the skulls 

had suffered a fatal blow, to try to establish if the barrows’ inhabitants were 

slaves, killed on the death of their chief (Daniel 1975, 183). Thomas Bateman 

(1821-1861) identified skulls as ‘longhead’ types, which he thought belonged to 

the Stone Age and long barrows, and ‘roundhead’ types, belonging to the metal 

period and round barrows (Marsden 1984, 51). Hutchinson (1862, Diary vol.2, 

December) copied Bateman’s illustrations of skulls into his Diary (Fig.8.45) and 

reasoned whether his theory was correct. Bateman recognised the stone, 

bronze and iron eras and although he could not date the artefacts found in the 

barrows due to his lack of knowledge, he was one of the first to preserve 

pottery, animal bones and skeletal material for comparative purposes (Marsden 

1984, 54-5). 



 234 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.45: Hutchinson’s drawing of a skull copied from Bateman’s Ten Years Digging (1861, 146) 

(Hutchinson 1862, Diary vol.2, December).  

 

Cannon William Greenwell (1820-1918) excavated 295 barrows in 

Durham and Northumberland, and often worked with John Mortimer (1825-

1911), who criticised Greenwell for not excavating deep enough to find the 

interments buried beneath the ground surface (Marsden 1984, 61). Mortimer 

unusually supervised all his excavations and refined his excavation techniques 

(Marsden 1984, 62). The excavation methods of Pitt-Rivers (1827-1900), with 

an emphasis on military and organisation skills, formed the basis of 20th century 

techniques (Marsden 1984, 78). One of the priorities of Pitt-Rivers and his 

excavation of Cranborne Chase was the illustrated publication of the findings 

(Figs.8.46-8.47). 
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Fig.8.46: A plan drawn by Pitt-Rivers during his period of pupillage to Greenwell from  his 

excavation at Ganton Barrow (Marsden 1999, 134). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               Fig.8.47: Pitt-Rivers’ plan of a barrow (Ashbee 1960, opp. 32). 
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8.12 Exploration and recording of Exmoor’s stone rows  

8.12.1 Introduction 

So far in this chapter we have looked at the recording of information concerning 

Devon’s barrows, we now need to turn our attention to the recording of Chanter 

and Worth (1905, 376-81) who collaborated to survey the stone monuments of 

Exmoor, and who published their findings in the RTDA. They used historic 

evidence and fieldwork to identify lost stone monuments. Chanter and Worth 

detailed their methods of surveying. Their plans are marked with true north, a 

scale, latitude and longitude, and the angle of the horizon is marked by a plus or 

minus sign, which indicates the elevation or depression of the visible horizon in 

an alignment with the stone monuments. All the stones’ measurements are 

given, with their width, thickness, height above ground level, and an arrow 

giving the direction of the greatest width, noting all the measurements were 

taken between the centre points (Fig.8.49) (Chanter and Worth 1905, 388).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.49: The detailed plan of 

Furzehill Common showing how 

Chanter and Worth measured the 

stone alignments (Chanter and 

Worth 1905, opp.389). 
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8.12.2 Chanter and Worth’s research 

Chanter and Worth suggest that the bulk of Exmoor’s stone rows had ‘triggers’ 

(wedges), which provided evidence of previous rows or monuments when the 

original stones had been removed. Mention is made of not being able to find out 

the original purpose of the stone rows and circles, and their use as collecting 

points for sheep is disregarded (Chanter and Worth 1905, 390). The 

mathematical arrangements of the rows and circles are discussed; triangular 

arrangements were identified on Challacombe Common (Fig.8.49), and 

quadrilaterals on Longstone Allotment (Fig.8.50). Here Chanter and Worth 

(1905, 391) describe the stone settings and the associated barrow that they 

excavated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.49: The triangular arrangement of stones that Chanter and Worth identified on 

Challacombe Common (Chanter and Worth 1905, opp.390). 
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Fig.8.50: The Quadrilateral alignment that Chanter and Worth identified at the Longstone 

Allotment (Chanter and Worth 1905. opp.391). 

 

 

  When Chanter and Worth (1906, 537) surveyed the stone monuments in 

1906 they changed their recording methods to include the elevation of the 

horizon on the sightline, shown as a small circle on the plan (Fig.8.51). Chanter 

and Worth (1906, 544) recognised that Exmoor’s monuments were different, but 

thought that they must belong to the same period as other Westcountry 

monuments, and the excavation of Exmoor barrows suggested a date of Early 

Bronze Age, or Late Neolithic period (Chanter and Worth 1906, 550). They 

tabulated their findings from surveying the monuments, and admitted they did 

not prove anything. Their aim in surveying the stone monuments was to ‘rescue 

from oblivion the principal survival of a great group of antiquities’, and hoped 
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that by writing the article it would stop any further destruction of the monuments 

(Chanter and Worth 1906, 552).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8.51: How Chanter and Worth 

recorded their work in 1906 (Chanter 

and Worth 1906, opp.542). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.12.3 Present-day interpretations of Exmoor’s monuments 

Grinsell (1970b, 107) makes the argument that although Chanter and Worth 

identified the geometric patterns of Exmoor’s stone settings none were recorded 

as antiquities on the OS maps issued after their 1905 and 1906 surveys. Riley 

and Wilson-North (2001, 23; 27) reasoned that the geometric patterns were 

incomplete and cannot be recognised as they were constructed, because in 

reality they are only the fragmentary remains of more complex settings.  

 

8.13 What do we learn from antiquarians’ observations on barrows? 

Having looked at the evidence presented by the antiquarians we need to 

address the questions set at the beginning of the chapter. 
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8.13.1 Were the earthworks the antiquarians saw actually barrows, 

according to present-day interpretations? 

In the 16th century Leland identified mounds along the Devon-Somerset 

borders, although he did not recognise them as barrows. Westcott could have 

identified mounds as barrows, but his manuscripts were edited so there has to 

be a question did he or Oliver identify them? Nevertheless, Swete in the 18th 

century correctly identified barrows. Polwhele thought some barrows were 

beacons and possibly he was correct, and Russell (1955, 251) inferred his 

interpretation did possibly contain an element of truth. Davidson in the 18th 

century correctly identified barrows. When we reach the 19th century 

Hutchinson, Kirwan and Chanter correctly identified barrows.  

  

 Using Grinsell’s catalogue of Devon barrows it is possible to recognise 

the sites the antiquarians identified, this is shown in Table 8.2 by parishes. The 

table shows that Polwhele correctly identified four barrows, Hutchinson 139, 

Kirwan 22 and Chanter 17. This is an example of Hutchinson’s attention to 

detail and perverseness to locate all the barrows he could in the Sidmouth area, 

as we saw on his map for the Barrow committee. The maps below show 

Grinsell’s placement of the barrows (Figs. 8.52-8.54) in a modern context. 
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Table 8.2: Location of barrows identified by antiquarians 

Polwhele Chudleigh 1 
 Mamhead 1 
 Kenn 1 
 Broadhembury 1 
Swete Haldon 1 
Davidson Shapwick 6 
Hutchinson Branscombe 5 
 Farway/Gittisham 45 
 Southleigh 10 
 Sidmouth 19 
 Otterton 3 
 Otter St Mary 9 
 Dawlish 1 
Kirwan Farway 17 
 Sidmouth 1 
 Southleigh 1 
 Kenn 1 
 Thorverton 2 
Chanter Brendon 2 
 Challacombe 7 
 High Bray 2 
 Lynton 2 
 Martinhoe 4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Fig.8.52: East Devon barrows as identified by Hutchinson and Kirwan(Grinsell1983, 14).  
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Fig. 8.53: Haldon barrows as identified by Swete and Polwhele, and the Upton 

Pyne as identified by Kirwan (Grinsell 1983, 15) . 
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Fig.8.54: The North Devon barrows as identified by Chanter (Grinsell 1983, facing 96). 

 

 

8.13.2 Did the antiquarians recognise the relationship between barrows 

and other monuments?  

In the 19th century Kirwan saw barrows as historic landmarks, and recognised 

the relationship between Farway Castle and the encircling barrows on Broad 

Down as did Hutchinson and Chanter in North Devon. They all made reference 

to the barrows’ relationship to other monuments. Only Kirwan theorised about 

the relationship between the barrows and Farway castle, possibly because he 

had read about this or was his idea, something we cannot be clear about.  
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8.13.3 Did the antiquarians make any attempt to date the barrows?  

Swete suggested that barrows could not be ascribed to the Druids. Polwhele 

stated that it should not be assumed all barrows were Roman. Kirwan made a 

strong link between barrows and Devon’s prehistoric archaeological history, by 

making connections with Pengelly’s work at Kent’s Cavern, and agreeing with 

Worsaae’s views that the barrows dated to the Bronze Age. Although 

Hutchinson accepted the Three Age-System he did not assign an age to the 

barrows. Kirwan, in the 19th century, was the only antiquarian to date the 

barrows to the Bronze Age. 

 

8.13.4 How did the antiquarians excavate the barrows and write their 

reports? 

By asking how antiquarians carried out their excavations, and linking their 

methods with whether or not they included location maps, section drawings and 

site plans in their records, the development of ideas can be shown. Swete was 

the first to record the excavation in 1780 of ‘Great Stoneheap’, and provide an 

illustration of the Great Stoneheap Urn. In 1836 Davidson provided a scaled 

and directional-arrowed site plan of the excavation of the Shapwick Common 

Barrows.  

 

In 1868 Kirwan started to carry out excavations on Broad Down. Kirwan’s  

published report contained details of the Broad Down barrows, including their 

construction, measurements, covering vegetation and plough damage, and 

made suggestions about the location of the stones used in the barrows’ 

construction, questioning whether they were from the surrounding moorland or 

had been brought to the site. The width of the trench and the direction it was cut 

were recorded, as were the different strata. Drawings and details of the 

artefacts were given, and it was mentioned that these artefacts could be found 

in the RAMM (Exeter). For the Kimmeridge Shale Cup, Kirwan discussed and 

made comparisons with similar artefacts found elsewhere (Kirwan 1868, 282). 

For some of the sites Hutchinson produced plans and section drawings. 

 

Hutchinson provided a wealth of information about his excavations, 

published in 1880. He surveyed a suggested 93 barrows within a six mile radius 

of Sidmouth, for which he produced a map (Hutchinson 1880, 122-51). For the 



 245 

majority of the barrows he documented their covering vegetation, and whether 

they had been disturbed or destroyed. He measured the distances between 

barrows and recording the date they were excavated. He produced illustrations 

of the artefacts and section drawings. Although, as we have seen, Hutchinson 

correctly identified 139 barrows for which he provided information quoted by 

Grinsell (1983). 

  

 Chanter’s excavation reports of the 1900s included a location map of the 

barrows, their latitude and longitude and scaled section plans, and whether the 

barrow had been disturbed or destroyed. Measurements of the barrow and the 

trenches were given, and the composition of the different strata. Chanter made 

no comparisons with other writers’ research, and made no attempt made to date 

the barrows. Not all the 17 barrows Chanter excavated are recorded in the DA’s 

BC reports; it is Grinsell who provides this information (1970). 

 

8.13.5 Where did the antiquarians publish their research? 

All the following antiquarians included details of barrows in their publications. 

Polwhele in his History of Devonshire (1793) and Davidson published his Notes 

on the Antiquities of Devonshire which dates before the Norman Conquest 

(1861). Kirwan published his illustrated research in the RTDA, The 

Archaeological Journal and the British Archaeological Association’s 

Archaeological Journal. Hutchinson used these journals, and Chanter only 

published in RTDA. The majority of information about Devon’s barrows is 

published in the RTDA. Therefore, when combining the unpublished and 

published material on Devon’s barrows we have a unique record, spanning 

some 400 years, of exploration and loss. 

 

8.13.6 Was the antiquarians’ evidence taken into account when 

investigations were undertaken at a later date? 

We certainly have evidence that Kirwan’s and Hutchinson’s were taken into 

account by later scholars, when Fox (1948), Grinsell (1983), Simpson and 

Noble (1993), and Jones and Quinnell (2008) carried out their reappraisals of 

Broad Down. The same is true of Kirwan’s excavations at Upton Pyne, which 

Pollard and Russell mentioned (1969). Riley and Wilson-North quoted 

Westcote’s accounts of myths about barrows, as well as Chanter and Worth’s 
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exploration of Exmoor (2001). Grinsell clarifies the information on all Devon’s 

identifying their location and excavation, proving the antiquarians to have been 

largely correct in their assumptions.  

 

8.14 What do we learn from the Barrow Committee? 

The DA was unique in that they had a Barrow Committee, and their reports 

provide an exceptional insight into their exploration. They tried to standardise 

excavation reports, provide tabulated lists of all the known barrows and their 

classification, and ensured all barrows were recorded on the OS maps. 

Hutchinson’s recording of the barrows around Sidmouth was irreplaceable.  

 
8.15 Overall conclusions 

As Worth stated in1902 (105-34), when a barrow was excavated evidence was 

destroyed which could not be replaced. This telling 20th century statement was 

not echoed by the antiquarians with the exception of Hutchinson who was 

concerned barrows were being excavated with no regard for recording their 

construction and contents. We have seen barrows go from mausoleums to 

being regarded as an inconvenience and ploughed out to bring the land into 

cultivation, and now often discernable only through slight raised areas in a field.   

 

 The antiquarians concentrated on barrows in six areas of Devon as 

identified in Figure 8.55 (circled in red), and it must have been because they 

lived in the locality. Swete recorded the Haldon barrows because he lived in the 

vicinity, Polwhele listed barrows but we have no proof he actually visited them, 

and Davidson lived near the Shapwick barrows. Kirwan concentrated on 

excavating Broad Down as did Hutchinson as they lived in the neighbourhood, 

as did Chanter with regards to the Challacombe barrows on Exmoor. The only 

antiquarian who travelled to excavate a barrow was Kirwan at Thorverton. All 

the barrows at Broad Down, Challacombe, Shapwick, Exmoor and Upton Pyne 

have seen some damage both through excavations and agricultural practices, 

and in the case of Broad Down through road widening. The Haldon barrows are 

still visible, but whether they are the barrows Swete wrote about is not 

conclusive as Grinsell could not identify their correct location.  
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        Fig.8.54: The sites of the Devon barrows as explored by the antiquarians (Griffith and  

 Quinnell 1999, 59) 

 

This chapter has by no means exhausted the range of evidence the 

antiquarians provided about barrows, especially Hutchinson, it does however 

give an idea of the extent of their research, especially the 19th century 

antiquarians. A further area of antiquarian research was Devon’s hillforts, which 
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we will consider in Chapter Nine, again it will be seen that it is Hutchinson who 

provides illustrated measured accounts.  
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CHAPTER 9CHAPTER 9CHAPTER 9CHAPTER 9    

HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS DOCUMENTED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS DOCUMENTED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS DOCUMENTED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS DOCUMENTED 

HILLFORTS HILLFORTS HILLFORTS HILLFORTS     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.1: High Peak from Peak Hill near Sidmouth (Hutchinson 1849, Diary vol.1, September).  

 

9.1 Introduction 

In Chapter Eight we discussed how the antiquarians documented barrows and 

their destruction, the starting point in this chapter is how Devon’s antiquarians 

recorded their observations on hillforts, for example High Peak (Fig.9.1), in 

order to make comparisons with present day interpretations and identify what 

has been lost from the archaeological record. The questions to be answered 

with regards to what can be learned from the antiquarians’ records are: 

• Were the earthworks the antiquarians saw actually hillforts, according to 

present day interpretations? 

• Did the antiquarians make any attempt to date the hillforts? 

• Were their interpretations and site plans correct when compared to later 

interpretation? 

• How much remains of the sites today? 

• Was the antiquarians’ evidence taken into account when investigations 

were undertaken at a later date?  
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Antiquarians used the terms ‘camp’, ‘earthwork’, ‘castle’ and ‘hill-fortress’, but to 

avoid confusion the term hillfort will be used. Similarly antiquarians used the 

term ‘fosse’ and ‘agger’, but ‘bank’ and ‘ditch’ will be used. The Victoria County 

History’s (VCH) hillfort plans (1906) and Fox’s (1958; 1996) have been used to 

make comparisons with the antiquarians’ plans. Before we look at how Devon 

antiquarians documented their observations on hillforts, we need to define what 

hillforts are. A list of all Devon’s 57 hillforts will be found in Appendix 9.1, as 

identified in the Historical Atlas of South West England (1999). 

 

9.2 Definition of Hillforts 

9.2.1 Introduction 

A hillfort can be defined as a defended settlement, enclosed by one or more 

banks built from the earth dug from the ditches, or built of stone, with the 

fortifications being conspicuous in the surrounding landscape, and the sites 

chosen because of their natural defences (Fox 1996, 4). This statement does 

not take into account the regional variations that can be found in the Southwest. 

The South-western peninsula has a distinctive character, influenced by geology, 

bounded on three sides by the sea and separated from Wessex by the 

marshlands of Somerset and the Blackdowns; and as such has developed 

along individual lines influenced by the food-producing potential of the 

landscape (Cunliffe 2005, 275). 

 

 The lowlands of Devon are dispersed with multiple-enclosure forts such 

as Clovelly Dykes (Clovelly) and Blackbury Castle (Southleigh), which are 

located on hill-slopes and were designed for pastoral economy rather than 

defensive purposes, with the inner enclosures designed for habitation and the 

outer enclosures for pasture (Cunliffe 2005, 280-3). These settlements of the 3rd 

and 2nd centuries BC were seen by Cunliffe (1975, 104) as defended 

homesteads rather than hillforts. The function of hillforts could be related to 

size, with the smaller defended enclosures of between one and four acres being 

seen as fortified homesteads, and the larger ones of 60 or more acres with 

single defences for protecting cattle. Between the two types are hillforts with 

strong defences and acreage of between five to fifteen acres. Therefore hillforts 

could be seen as symbols of prestige, whilst providing protection if required 

(Cunliffe 2005, 384).  
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9.2.2 How Iron Age hillforts have been described  

Cunliffe (2005, 606) described the analyses of the Iron Age as having distinct  

phases and one is applicable to how Devon antiquarians described hillforts. The 

16th and 17th century antiquarians endeavouring to make sense of the past had 

access to classical sources, such as Tacitus’ Agricola, which James Davidson 

(1793-1864) (see Chapter Six) quoted in the 19th century. The antiquarians 

were conscious of earthworks, such as barrows and hillforts, although they had 

little tangible evidence to call upon and saw the ancient Britons as ‘primitive’ 

people (Cunliffe 2005, 606). Before we look at the antiquarians’ documentation 

of hillforts we need to review the definition of Devon’s hillforts. 

 

9.3 Devon hillforts 

9.3.1 Introduction 

Let us review the classification of Devon’s hillforts as defined in The VCH of 

Devonshire (1906), by Fox in her 1996 Prehistoric Hillforts in Devon and the 

Historical Atlas of the South West (1999). 

 

9.3.2 The Victoria History of the County of Devon 

In 1903 the Congress of Archaeological Societies adopted a classification of 

hillforts, which was used by VCH (Table 9.1). The VCH stated that the study of 

earthworks in Great Britain was a neglected branch of archaeology, which 

antiquarians had failed to study to increase our knowledge of the defences 

thrown up by the early Britons to withstand attacks by invaders. Within the 

Devon VCH there are plans and descriptions of 49 hillforts and a map (Fig.9.2), 

of all known Devon sites in 1906, although no date is attributed to the hillforts. 

The VCH documented a chain of hillforts along the River Axe, that acted as a 

barrier between the Dumnonii and the Durotriges, and that the North Devon 

coastal hillforts were defined as observation stations, but not Roman (Page 

1906, 573-4).  
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Table 9.1: Classification of Devon hillforts as defined in the VCH (Page 

1906, 573-630) 

Fortress, promontory 
Fortress, hilltop with artificial defences 
Rectangular enclosures, including forts 
Forts consisting of a single mount with enclosing ditch 
Fortified mounts, either artificial or partly natural, with traces of attached bailey 
Homesteads with moats 
Enclosures mostly rectangular (simple enclosure on an artificial island) 
Rectangular enclosures, protected by strong defences 
Ancient villages protected by defences  
Defensive works not covered by any of the other headings, although not found 
in Devon 
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Fig.9.2: Map of Devon’s earthworks as defined in the VCH (Page 1906, between 572-3). 
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9.3.3 Fox’s definition of hillforts 

In 1958 Fox redefined the hillforts of Southwest England, emphasising their 

differences from the adjoining areas. The siting of the hillforts was not always 

for defensive purposes, as discussed above for Clovelly Dykes. Others, like 

Prestonbury (Drewsteignton) utilised the steep hill slopes (Fox 1996, 46), which 

gave visual control of an area, or the inland promontory fort at the end of a spur, 

such as Hembury Fort (Fox 1958, 35). Fox reclassified the Southwest’s hillforts 

in four different types, contrary to the nine proposed by the VCH (Figs.9.3-9.6) 

(Table 9.2). Although there is a great variety of multivallated forts (Fig.9.7), Fox 

(1958, 45-6) argued the common factor was the need for separate enclosures; 

firstly, an enclosure to cover an entrance, secondly, for use as stock pens, and 

lastly, an inner enclosure for use as a dwelling space. In 1996 Fox identified 48 

hillforts along with plans.    

 

 

Table 9.2: Fox’s reclassification of hillforts in the Southwest (Fox 1958, 37-

43) 

Concentric 
enclosures 

Two or more banks of earthworks, forming 
an enclosure  

Clovelly 
Dykes 

Dependent 
enclosure 

An enclosure with dependent outer 
enclosures  

Denbury 

Annexed 
enclosure 

A main enclosure with outer attached 
enclosures 

Blackbury 
Castle 

Cross-bank 
enclosure 

 An inner zone with separate banks across 
a spur or promontory 

Wooston 
Castle 
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Fig.9.3: Clovelly Dykes; an example of a concentric Fig.9.4: Denbury; an example of a  

 circle enclosure (Fox 1996, 28).    dependent enclosure (Fox 1996, 31). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.5: Blackbury Castle; an example of  Fig.9.6: Wooston Castle; an example of a 

an annexed enclosure (Fox 1996, 21.)  cross-bank enclosure (Fox 1996, 58). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 256 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.7: Devon’s hillforts as identified by Fox in 1996 (1, the numbers identify the  

 location as defined by Fox in her publication). 

 

9.3.4 The Historic Atlas definition of hillforts 

The Historic Atlas of the South West defined hillforts as defended areas usually 

determined by the topography of the landscape, surrounded by banks and 

ditches in different combinations. Dated to the first millennium BC or the Iron 

Age or in some cases earlier. Most of the hillforts had fallen in to disuse before 

the Romans, although there is evidence of reuse as at Hembury. Now the 

number of hillforts has risen to 74 hillforts of different classifications, possibly 

brought about by new methods of recording (Griffith and Quinnell 1999, 62-68) 

(Fig.9.8).  
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              Fig, 9.8: Devon’s hillforts as identified in 1999 (Griffith and Quinnell 1999, 66).  

 

 

9.4 The antiquarians’ interpretations of what hillforts were  

9.4.1 Introduction 

Having looked at present day interpretations of hillforts we now need to review 

how antiquarians documented their observations. The Devon antiquarians’ 

recording of hillforts started in the 16th century with Tristram Risdon (1580-

1640), who saw them as the ruins of castles (see Chapter Five), whilst in the 

18th century John Swete (1751-1821) called them encampments and Richard 

Polwhele (1760-1838) defined them as Roman camps (see Chapter Six). Henry 

Woollcombe (1778-1847) also called them camps and suggested they were 

places of retreat, and thought they had been built by the Dumnonii (Woollcombe 

1839, 5), whereas James Davidson (1793-1864) thought they had been built by 

the British and called them forts. By the 19th century William Shortt (1800-1881) 
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thought one should not assume that every camp was a Roman camp, whilst 

Peter Hutchinson (1810-1897) regarded them as prehistoric ‘hillfortresses’ 

(Hutchinson 1868, 126). Richard Kirwan (1830-1872) called them hillforts while 

Richard Chanter (1854-1939) called them camps (see Chapter Seven). Various 

antiquarians used the term ‘ancient camps’ when describing hillforts and Worth, 

writing in 1886, questions the use of this word by antiquarians as the word has 

different connotations for different people. 

 

9.5 Choice of sites 

Hutchinson surveyed and produced plans for 143 of Devon’s 25 hillforts that 

were known of in the 19th century, Milles visited and produced a plan of one 

hillfort4, Davidson documented two5 and Chanter surveyed five hillforts6. The 

criterion for including hillforts was to use Hutchinson’s, Milles’, Davidson’s and 

Chanter’s illustrated documentation to see how much has been destroyed, and 

assess what archaeological work has been undertaken on them. There is 

evidence of the total destruction of one of the sites. Another five7 examples of 

hillforts recorded by antiquarians can be found in Appendix 9.2, they are not 

included in this chapter because they only reiterate the points already made by 

the antiquarians.  

 

9.6. The Devon antiquarians’ observations on hillforts  

9.6.1 The 16th and 17th century antiquarians’ observations 

Having presented the definition of Devon’s hillforts it is now time to move 

towards identifying how the antiquarians observed hillforts.  Risdon recorded 

earthworks with banks and ditches at Cadbury Castle and Musbury Castle, 

which will be discussed later. Swete (1789, Journal vol.1,175) in the 17th 

century documented Mockham Down (Brayford), as a circular hillfort with deep 

ditches and ramparts, 300ft [91m] in diameter, with far-reaching views. Swete 

(1796, Journal vol.13,43) argued that the correct interpretation of Clovelly 

Dykes was Danish not Roman, because of its circular form with deep ditches 

                                                 
3
 Belbury Castle, Berry Camp, Blackbury Castle, Dumpdon, Farway Castle, Hawkesdown, High Peak, 

Musbury Castle,  Hembury Fort, Milber Down, Stockland Great Castle, Sidbury Castle, Stockland Little 

Castle and Woodbury Castle ,  
4
 Sidbury Castle 

5
 Membury Castle and Musbury Castle 

6
 Martinhoe, Countisbury, Roborough and Shoulsbury  

7
 Dumpdon, Hawksdown, Hembury Fort, Milber Down and Woodbury Castle  
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and ramparts, although there was a Roman road in the vicinity; both hillforts are 

now known to be Iron Age. 

 

9.6.2 The 18th century antiquarians’ observations 

Polwhele relied on other peoples’ observations and particularly quoted Risdon’s 

and Swete’s. For example, when describing Haldon (Ashcombe) he used 

Swete’s description of a circular hillfort, with ditches and ramparts cut through 

by a public road (Polwhele 1797, 188). Polwhele (1797, 143) suggested that 

Membury Castle, Musbury Castle and Hawksdown Camp were part of a chain 

of hillforts, which formed the border between the Dumnonii and the Durotriges 

on the present Devon and Dorset border, a view supported by Jeremiah Milles 

(1714-1784). Polwhele (1797, 187) documented Belbury Castle (Ottery St Mary) 

as having commanding views of the vale, to which we will return. However he 

did not provide and plans, all are now known to be Iron Age.  

  

Davidson (1833, iii-iv) wrote that a record needed to be made of 

antiquities before they disappeared from observation or memory. Davidson saw 

Musbury Castle and Membury Castle as belonging to a chain of ‘intrenchments’, 

built by the Durotriges as a frontier defence against the Dumnonii, the same as 

Polwhele (Fig.9.9) (Table 9.3). Woollcombe (1839, 5-222) described 24 hillforts, 

whether he visited them or used other antiquarians’ descriptions is difficult to 

decide. In his manuscript he quoted the work of Lysons, Polwhele and used 

Davidson’s plans. He observed that hillforts were being obliterated by 

plantations, and hoped others would be preserved for the future as ‘historic 

records of a bye-gone-age’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 260 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.9: Map of England and Wales showing the tribal divisions as discussed by Davidson 

(Cunliffe 1975, 105). 

 

Table 9.3: Davidson’s suggestions regarding hillforts (Davidson 1833, 9-10  

Dumnonii Belbury Castle, Blackbury Castle, Dumpdon Fort, Hembury Fort, 
Sidbury Castle and Woodbury Castle    

Durotriges Hawksdown Camp, Membury Castle and Musbury Castle 
 

Davidson (1833, 16) described Membury Castle as an irregular oblong, 

covering some three acres, with the single bank following the contours of the hill 

which had, he thought, been thrown up from the interior and not by excavating 

an external ditch. Davidson’s measured plan (Figs.9.10-9.12) shows two 

entrances. Davidson suggested the hillfort had been built by the British, 

because the British generally constructed their forts on hilltops with extensive 

views, with the defences following the contours of the hill. Davidson could not 

give a date for its construction (Davidson 1833, 19), now known to be Iron Age.  
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Fig.9.10: Davidson’s plan of Membury Castle,  Fig.9.11: VCH plan of Membury 

Castle, showing the two entrances, directional arrows         without Davidson’s 

suggested western  

entrance, and scale    which hedges have obliterated (Page 1906,  

(Davidson 1833, opp. 17).                           583). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.12: Fox’s plan of Membury Castle. There is no 

evidence of the western entrance that Davidson showed 

and the south-western entrance was caused through a 

footpath (Fox 1996).      
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9.6.3 The 19th and 20th century antiquarians’ observations 

By the 19th century the following group of antiquarians visited hillforts, described 

them, and in many cases produced plans and published their findings. The 

foremost of these was Hutchinson, and his contemporaries Davidson, Kirwan, 

and Shortt. For North Devon we have Chanter’s observations. Shortt (1841, 12-

3) wrote that ‘one should be guarded against assuming every camp was a 

‘Roman camp’, although it was the common name for ‘every paltry fortification 

or earthwork scattered over the county’, and Roman camps were square. Shortt 

(1841, 19) deduced that oval-shaped camps had been built by the British, and 

circular-shaped ones were often attributed to the Vikings. He presented the idea 

that a ‘circular camp’ was only a ‘clerical opinion’ and could be applied to other 

earthworks, such as sites of Druidical worship, or astronomical observations. 

Shortt (1841, 20) thought that Stoke Hill (Exeter) was British, although he 

suggested it could have been the site of a Roman summer camp. It is now 

defined as an Iron Age hillfort. He recorded the site as 236 paces [24m] by 130 

paces [13m], and documented the banks and ditches on the north and north-

west sides, noting that others had been ploughed-out in places.  

 

Returning to the 16th century, Risdon (c.1632, 78) suggested that at 

Cadbury Castle (Cadbury, Devon), there were the remains of ancient 

earthworks. Cadbury Castle was seen by Polwhele (1797, 187) as being oblong 

with commanding views, having a single bank and ditch, in some places 25-30ft 

[8-9m] high, and the circumference was 560 paces [56m] with a pit in the south-

west interior corner. Shortt (1842, 29) visited Cadbury Castle in 1842, and 

described it as a perfect oblong circumvallation of 560 paces [56m] (the same 

as Polwhele) and his site plan shows a cross section of the hillfort with a scale 

of 3½ inches [9cm] to 200ft [61m] (Fig.9.13). He noted the interior was planted 

with oats, and had many openings, although it was too small to be a Roman 

camp. In 1842 the 58ft [17m] shaft within the hillfort was excavated, and 

workmen found the remains of broken pottery urns, small fragments of bone, 

rings, jet buttons, glass beads and armillae (bracelets) (Tucker 1848, 194-6). 

The VCH suggested there could be two entrances and mentioned the pit, and 

listed the artefacts found in the shaft (Fig.9.14) (Page 1906, 582).  
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During 2009 and 2010 a survey was undertaken of Cadbury Castle, a 

presumed Iron Age Hillfort, and the resulting plan was almost identical to 

Shortt’s plan (Fig.9.15) (Wilkes and Griffith 2012, 243-53). The artefacts found 

in the shaft are associated with structural deposition and can be dated to the 

last quarter of the fourth century (Quinnell 2012, 272). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.13: Shortt’s plan of Cadbury Castle,  Fig.9.14: The VCH plan of Cadbury Castle 

showing the entrance and section   without the ramparts at the entrance  

drawings (Shortt 1842, opp. 29).   (Page 1906, 581). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.15: The amended plan of Cadbury Hillfort in light of field observations (Wilkes and Griffith 

2012, 243). 
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Kirwan (1872, 158) saw the area surrounding Broad Down (Farway) as 

being ‘peculiarly rich’ in the number of hillforts (Table 9.4). Kirwan documented 

that the hillforts were between 300ft and 800ft [91m and 244m] in diameter, and 

enclosed by one or more banks and ditches, which had been build to maximise 

the natural features of the site. Kirwan (1872, 159) suggested they had been 

built to withstand the Romans, who later occupied them, and then successively 

the Saxons and the Danish. Kirwan (1872, 160) stated that Hutchinson had 

published detailed plans of the hillforts (Hutchinson 1868, 371-82) and he could 

add nothing more.  

 

Table 9.4: East Devon hillforts as defined by Kirwan (1872, 158) 

Belbury Castle Oval 130 paces [119m] long by 70 paces [64m] wide, 
surrounded by a single ditch 

Blackbury Castle Oval, with a gateway flanked by ditches that surrounded 
the hillfort 

Dumpdon Castle Sub-ovate form 
Farway Castle Circular with a single ditch 
Hawkesdown 
Camp 

Has triple banks and ditches  

Hembury Fort Enclosed by triple banks 
Membury Castle Enclosed by a single ditch 
Musbury Castle Irregular form, covering 6 acres with a single bank and 

ditch 
Sidbury Surrounded by a double bank 
Stockland Great 
Castle 

Irregular form enclosed by a ditch 

Stockland Little 
Castle 

Circular surrounded by a bank 

Widworthy Castle Circular, but almost destroyed 
Woodbury castle Irregular oval surrounded by banks 

 

 

Hutchinson (1868, 126) suggested that hillforts had been ‘relegated to the 

pre-historic period, which has been extended backwards into what is now called 

the Neolithic’, he was wrong as they were Iron Age, but his term could have 

covered all the prehistoric period. Hutchinson visited Devon’s hillforts, surveying 

and producing plans; he frequently revisited them and produced more than one 

plan documenting the changes, see below. Hutchinson (1862, 53) produced a 

location map (Fig.9.16) with details as to whether information on hillforts had 

been published, and  made the same point as Davidson about the River Axe 

being the dividing line between the Dumnonii and the Durotriges (Davidson 
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1833, 9). Hutchinson (1862, 54) noted that as no local antiquarians had visited 

the site he had named Bury [Berry] Camp (Branscombe). Although he recorded 

Berry Camp as an irregular parallelogram, he knew it was not Roman 

(Figs.9.17-9.19), it is now known to be Iron Age.  

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.16: Hutchinson’s map of the hillforts in East Devon, showing their location and details of 

when and if information had been published (Hutchinson 1862, opp. 54). 
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Fig.9.17: Hutchinson’s location map of the area surrounding Berry Camp (Hutchinson 1880, 

History of Sidmouth vol.1, 58). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Fig.9.18: Hutchinson’s detailed plan of Berry Camp (Hutchinson 1862, opp. 56). 

 

 

Fig.9.19: The VCH plan of Berry Camp, which is very similar to Hutchinson’s (Page 1906, 575). 
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Hutchinson (1855, Diary vol.2, July) wrote that he had spent time looking 

for Belbury Castle, for which Polwhele had given a vague location, although he 

did not mention Kirwan’s description of the hillfort (Kirwan 1872, 159). A 

labourer told Hutchinson that he had levelled the site in 1791 (Figs.9.20-9.22). 

Hutchinson revisited the site and altered the plan to show the sunken road, 

which is still visible today. The VCH stated that Belbury had been destroyed and 

quoted Hutchinson’s documentation of the sunken road, but did not use his plan 

(Page 1906, 585). Therefore Hutchinson’s record is all the surviving evidence 

we have.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.20: Hutchinson’s original plan   Fig.9.21: Hutchinson’s revised plan of 

of Belbury (Hutchinson 1880, History of  Belbury, showing the sunken road 

Sidmouth vol.1, 50).    (Hutchinson 1862, opp. 58).  
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Fig.9.22: Plan of the destroyed Belbury Camp in the 

VCH (Page 1906, 585). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the 18th century Milles (1747-1762, 344) described the ruins of Sidbury 

Castle and provided a sketch (Fig.9.23), while Hutchinson (1862, 58) in the 19th 

century documented a pear-shaped hillfort, enclosed by two banks with a ditch 

in-between 1400ft [427m] long and 30ft [9m] wide. His original plan showed a 

sunken road entering the hillfort from the west, two ponds and the interior 

divided by hedges; today the sunken road is still visible, the hedges have been 

removed and the ponds are now slight depressions (Figs.9.24-9.27). The later 

plan shows details of the surrounding landscape; today the slight bulge on the 

south side is difficult to discern.  
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Fig.9.23: Milles’ scaled and directional arrowed plan of Sidbury Castle possibly the lines indicate 

field boundaries (Milles 1747-1762, 344). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.24: Hutchinson’s original plan of Sidbury Castle, showing the internal hedges two ponds, 

the external hedges and directional arrow (Hutchinson 1862, opp. 56). 
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Fig.9.25: Hutchinson’s later plan of Sidbury Castle showing more detail of the surrounding 

landscape, and direction arrow and scale (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, opp. 42).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.26: The VCH plan without 

the internal features, similar to 

Hutchinson’s (Page 1906, 587). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.27: Fox’s 1996 (51) plan of Sidbury 

Castle, showing the slight bulge on the 

southern side as shown by Hutchinson and 

the VCH.  
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9.6.4 North Devon hillforts 

Chanter (1906a, 118) was the only antiquarian to carry out explorations of the 

North Devon hillforts. He saw Stock Castle (Lynton) as being square with 

rounded corners, and 174ft [53m] across with a single rampart and ditch 

(Fig.9.28). Now know to be a ringwork (Fox 1996, 52). Although Chanter 

mentioned Shoulsbury Castle (Brayford) and provided a profile he did not give a 

description; it is now seen as an unfinished Iron Age hillfort (Whybrow 1967, 17-

8). Although Fox (1996, 50) suggests it is likely to be a stock enclosure and not 

necessarily Iron Age. Chanter (1906a, 118) described Roborough Castle 

(Lynton) as almost circular and 83ft [76m] across, with a single rampart and 

ditch. There is the suggestion that it is Iron Age and reoccupied in the late 9th or 

10th century by the Saxons (Fox 1996, 49). He thought all three hillforts were 

prehistoric, and recognised that they had suffered extensive plough damage. 

Chanter (1906a, 119) recognised that Countisbury Castle (also known as Wind 

Hill) (Lynmouth) was different because it was situated on the cliff edge, where 

the headland was cut off with a bank and ditch; and that the entrance had been 

altered to accommodate the ‘packhorse’ road; it is Iron Age. Chanter (1906a, 

119) argued that hillforts were built as places of refuge, which was the thinking 

of the day. 
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Fig.9.28: The profile contours of North 

Devon hillforts (Chanter 1906a, opp. 

118 and 119).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9.7 Antiquarians’ observations on Devon’s hillforts 

9.7.1 Introduction 

In this section we look at antiquarians’ observations on a selection of hillforts, 

with their site plans and present day interpretations, and where archaeological 

work has been undertaken. 

 

9.7.2. Blackbury Castle 

Polwhele (1797, 187) suggested Blackbury Castle was an oval, having a single 

bank and ditch, with a complex entrance on the south side which dropped 

steeply down into the valley. Woollcombe (1839, 19) saw it as a British military 

camp surrounded by a fir plantation (Fig.9.29). Davidson (1833, 8) suggested it 

was the site of a beacon because of the vitrified flints. 
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This leads us on to Hutchinson’s (1862, 56) theories. He stated 

Blackbury was ½ mile north of a deep valley, surrounded by a single bank and 

ditch with the original entrance on the southern slope along a sunken road 180ft 

[55m] in length, and bounded by two large ‘triangles’ enclosed by banks and 

ditches. His plan (Fig.9.30) shows other entrances which Hutchinson suggested 

were modern. Hutchinson thought that in the eastern triangle there could have 

been a beacon, because of all the calcined flint, but he found it difficult to accept 

this solution because the hillfort was not on the crown of the hill and was 

enclosed by hills, but he could not offer another solution. The VCH suggested 

that Blackbury was built to bury those slain in battle, but no skeletons have 

been found (Fig.9.31) (Page 1906, 601).  

 

Young and Richardson’s (1954-1955, 56) excavation plan (Fig.9.32), 

shows the barbican (which Hutchinson called ‘triangles’), features which were 

recognised by Mortimer Wheeler at Maiden Castle (Dorset) and by Raleigh 

Radford at Castle Dore (Cornwall), although in both cases they had been 

masked by later rebuilding of the defences. The conclusions reached from the 

excavation were that it was an agricultural stockade, with evidence of iron-

working, not defensive in a military sense, or permanently occupied (Young and 

Richardson 1954-1955, 57-8). The excavation did not explain the burnt flint 

which Hutchinson suggested could have indicated the site of a beacon. Plans 

below depict the development of systematic planning. 
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Fig.9.29: Woollcombe’s plan of    Fig.9.30: Hutchinson’s measured plan of Blackbury 

Blackbury Castle, shown as two  castle, showing the two external triangles (Hutchinson  

adjoining circles (Woollcombe 1839, 19).   History of Sidmouth 1880 vol.1, 54). 

 

 

Fig.9.31: The VCH plan of Blackbury, with  Fig.9.32:The excavation site plan, 

section drawings, similar to Hutchinson’s  which showed that the Blackbury Castle is not 

(Page 1906, 600).    as symmetrical as the VCH  

depicted (Young and Richardson 1954-55, 

opp.66). 

 

 

9.7.3 Farway Castle 

Westcott (c.1630, 241) saw Farway Castle as having military fortifications. In a 

reply to Milles’ (1747-1766, 91) Questionnaire, from Farway, it stated that there 

was a circular entrenchment on Farway Hill about 50 paces in diameter. Milles 

(1762) must have consequently visited the site and described it as a circular 

Danish fort, about 150 ft [46m] in diameter and surrounded by a moat 3ft wide 

[0.9m]. Whereas Hutchinson (1854, Diary vol.1, July) documented a small 
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circular site in a fir plantation, 200ft [64m] in diameter, with a 16ft [4m] wide 

bank. He did not think it was a place of great strength, and was possibly a 

station to watch the road from the coast (Figs.9.33-9.36). The tithe map of 1840 

shows the site planted with fir trees (Riley 2011, 4). In 2011 a survey of Farway 

Castle was undertaken, which suggested a henge monument dating to the late 

Neolithic-Early Bronze Age (Riley 2011, 14).  

 

 
 

 
Fig.9.33: Hutchinson’s location map of Farway Castle and the surrounding barrows (Hutchinson 
1854, Diary vol.1, July). 

 
 

 
 
 
Fig.9.34: Hutchinson’s plan of Farway Castle, which shows no 
openings (Hutchinson’s History of Sidmouth 1880, vol.1, 61). 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Fig.9.35: The 1840 tithe map depicting Farway Castle (Riley 2011, 4). 
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Fig.9.36: The 2011 surveyed plan of Farway Castle (Riley 2011, 14). 
 

 

 

9.7.4 High Peak 

Hutchinson (1838, Diary vol.1, October) visited High Peak Hill regularly between 

1838 and 1873, observing the changes that occurred through coastal erosion, 

surveying and ‘plotting a plan’ on how to excavate the site (Fig.9.37). He noted 

that Polwhele (1797, 183) had mentioned the site, but gave no details. 

Hutchinson (1861, 61) recorded that there were the remains of banks and 

ditches 250ft [76m] long at the northern end and a succession of banks at the 

southern entrance. The area that interested Hutchinson was the exposed 

section, 3ft [0.9m] below the top of the cliff face, where the stratum showed 

exposed bones, pottery and charcoal. Hutchinson (History of Sidmouth 1880, 

vol.1, 30) thought the two separate layers of charcoal were from the remains of 

beacon fires lit on the ramparts, which were buried when the ramparts were 

repaired or raised. He made coloured illustrations of the ‘bone bed’, which 

contained animal bones, and pottery, of which he identified 16 different patterns 

of what he thought was Saxon wheel-turned pottery (Figs.9.38-9.40) 

(Hutchinson History of Sidmouth 1880, vol.1, 30). Kirwan (1871, 650) partly-

excavated a small section and removed worked flints and pottery fragments, but 

did not provide any illustrations. Hutchinson (1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 

31) was not impressed at the way Kirwan had carried out his excavations and 

he wrote ‘I touch the bone beds as little as possible for I am anxious it should be 
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preserved for the future archaeologist and I am grieved to see the way in which 

some hands have treated it’ [meaning Kirwan].   

  

George Carter (1886-1974) excavated High Peak in 1930, and reached 

the conclusion that it had been occupied during the Neolithic period, possibly in 

the Iron Age and in the 1st century AD (Pollard 1966, 37). The evidence from 

High Peak, as Hutchinson conjectured, was proved by Pollard’s (1966, 56) 

excavation before coastal erosion partly destroyed the site, dating it to the Early 

Neolithic period and the post-Roman period, but there was no evidence of Iron 

Age (as Carter had suggested) or Roman occupation. Pollard (1966, 35) relied 

on Hutchinson’s coloured drawings of artefacts in his History of Sidmouth 

(1880, vol.1, 31), because Pollard could not locate the artefacts Hutchinson had 

deposited in the RAMM (Exeter) in the 1880s. She was the first to identify the 

pottery Hutchinson had found as Mediterranean amphorae sherds dating from 

the 5th and early 6th centuries AD. All were found in the occupation ditch which 

encircled the crest of the hill. Pollard’s excavation plan showed the position of 

the trenches, and the 2012 excavation trenches were positioned to the west of 

Pollard’s Trench ‘G’ which has since eroded away (Figs.9.41-9.42) as has the 

path that Hutchinson identified leading from the beach. The excavations in 2012 

confirmed Hutchinson’s and Pollards findings, and unearthed further ditches 

(Fig.9.43) and assemblages of prehistoric pottery and worked flints but no bone 

fragments (Rainbird et al 2013, 25-53). 
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Fig.9.37: Hutchinson’s suggested plan of High Peak, and the path from the beach that has 

eroded away (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 30).  

 

    Fig.9.38: Hutchinson’s detailed sketch of the bone beds’ on High Peak (Hutchinson 1880, 

History of Sidmouth vol.1, 31).  
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Fig.9.39: The bones found on High Peak               Fig.9.40: Pottery sherds from High Peak 

(Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth   (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1,  

vol.1, 31).          31).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.41: Pollard’s excavation plan, showing   Fig.9.42: The VCH plan of High Peak 

the trenches of what she called a Dark Age Fort  with no suggestion of the lost area as  

 (Pollard 1966, 36).      depicted by Hutchinson 

 (Page 1906, 579). 
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Fig.9.43: Location of excavated ditches in 2013 (Newman 2013, 27).  

 

9.7.5 Musbury Castle 

Risdon (c.1632, 23), in the 17th century saw Musbury Castle as having a narrow 

entrance. Polwhele (1797, 187) in the 18th century recorded a hillfort located on 

a steep-sided promontory with the northern approach being defended by double 

banks and ditches, which he suggested had, by ‘Devonshire husbandry of 

ploughing and levelling the ground’, been destroyed. He thought it was a 

Roman camp. Davidson (1833, 13-4) saw the hillfort as one in a chain of forts 

along the present Devon and Dorset border, and his plan shows an irregular 

form following the contours of the hilltop (Fig.9.44). He noted the destroyed 

banks at the northern end, but could not identify an inner bank, if one ever 

existed, he suggested, and possibly this was because the outworks had not 

been properly inspected by antiquarians. The entrance in the north-west corner 

was later, he thought, and there was a hollow way leading from the east 

entrance down into the valley; this has now been ploughed out, but he stated it 

was unquestionably not a Roman camp, and is now know to be Iron Age.  

 

 Hutchinson’s (1872, Diary vol.4, August) sketch of the hillfort from the 

west side shows the interior fields under cultivation, and he thought that 
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ploughing had damaged the banks (Fig.9.45). In 1872 he revisited Musbury with 

Davidson’s 1833 plan, which he saw as ‘more or less’ correct, but the square 

platform was now obliterated. Hutchinson (1876, Diary vol.4, July) visited again 

in 1876 and corrected Davidson’s plan, noting the perimeter and dividing 

hedges (Figs.9.46-9.48), and he provided a location map for the hillforts in the 

Axe Valley (Fig.9.49).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.44: Davidson’s plan of Musbury Castle,  Fig.9.45: Hutchinson’s plan of Musbury 

showing two entrances (Davidson  Castle, showing the hedges (Hutchinson 1876,  

1833 opp. 13)     Diary vol.4, July).  

 

 

Hutchinson does not identify the western entrance that 

Davidson saw 43 years earlier. 
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Fig.9.46: The VCH plan of Musbury 

Castle showing the ramparts (Page 1906, 584).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig.9.47: Fox’s (1996, 44) plan of Musbury 

 Castle is the same as the VCH  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.48: Hutchinson’s sketch of the west flank of Musbury Castle, showing the area that had 

been ploughed in 1872 destroying the ramparts (Hutchinson 1872, Diary vol.4, August) 
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Fig.9.49: Hutchinson’s map of the locality, showing the hillforts of Hawksdown and Musbury 

(Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 62).   

 

 

9.7.6 Stockland Great Castle and Stockland Little Castle 

Davidson (1833, 92) visited Stockland Great Castle and Stockland Little Castle 

in 1831 and produced plans of the two hillforts. Stockland Great Castle he saw 

as an irregular oval covering some 12 acres, with a single perpendicular bank 

that gave the impression of a double bank, but the outer bank was thrown up 
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when the hill was enclosed in the 1820s. The southern section was destroyed 

before Davidson visited the site. He commented on the road connecting 

Stockland Great Castle to Stockland Little Castle half a mile to the north of 

Stockland Little Castle. Davidson (1833, 93) noted vitrified flints and a number 

of small ‘spheroidal’ [spherical] shaped pebbles of different colours, which he 

suggested had been brought from the beach for use as sling-stones; some were 

found in parcels, others singly, for use, he suggested, when the site was 

attacked by the Romans or Anglo-Saxons. Some pebbles were found in an 8" 

[0.20m] high earthen pot before the area was enclosed in 1823 and the track 

through the centre of the hillfort became a road (Figs.9.50-9.51).  

 

Stockland Little Castle consisted of a small nearly-circular earthwork of 

two acres, with a 10ft [3m] wide rampart, originally stronger on the south-

eastern side, which had been altered by a fence and the height reduced to 6ft 

[2m] with a 20ft [6m] ditch (Fig.9.52). The eastern entrance was opposite a 

hollow-way, running from the valley connecting the two castles, which had been 

destroyed by enclosures. Davidson (1833, 94) suggested that Stockland Great 

Castle was British, and an earlier date than Stockland Little Castle, which was 

built as an auxiliary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Fig.9.51: VCH plan of Stockland Great Castle, 

Fig.9.50: Davidson’s plan of Stockland  without Davidson’s praetorium in the    

Great Castle, showing the destroyed southern    northern section and without the destroyed 

section and area of the praetorium and he                    southern section (Page 1906, 588). 

does not show an entrance (Davidson 1833, 95).       
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Fig.9.52: Davidson’s plan of Stockland Little Castle, but there is no comparable VCH plan 

(Davidson 1833, 99). 

 

Hutchinson (1862, Diary vol.2, July) visited Stockland Great Castle in 

1862 and produced a measured plan showing the position of rounded chert 

pebbles, which he thought were collected from Seaton beach and used as sling-

stones, because he considered them unnatural as the local geology was 

greensand, echoing Davidson’s reasoning. Hutchinson (1868, 374-5) noted that 

he did not see any charcoal, burnt stone or worked flint in the interior. Of 

Stockland Little Castle, he wrote that the bank was composed of stones and 

earth, and the interior wall had been constructed from carefully-placed stones to 

look like a wall (Fig.9.53). Hutchinson (1868, 378) suggested that it must have 

been a ‘modern’ wall, built between 1820 and 1830 when the land was first 

brought into cultivation, and he noted that the surrounding ditch had been 

infilled. 

 

Hutchinson (1868, 374-87) returned to the two hillforts to produce 

measured plans, which showed who owned the land on either side of the road 

at Stockland Great Castle, and the hedges at Stockland Little Castle. He noted 

that the southern bank of the latter had been destroyed and replaced by a 

‘modern’ hedge. At Stockland Great Castle he observed that the southern 

section now resembled an oblong field with no traces of any banks, which had 

been ploughed-out (Figs.9.54-9.55). Both hillforts are both now recognised as 

Iron Age.  
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Fig.9.53: Hutchinson’s plan of Stockland Great Castle, showing the position of the sling-stones, 

the destroyed southern section, and who owned the land on either side of the road (Hutchinson 

1863, Diary vol.2, April). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9.54: Hutchinson’s measured plans of Stockland Great Castle and Stockland Little Castle 

(Hutchinson History of Sidmouth 1880, vol.1, 43).    
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Fig.9.55: Hutchinson’s plan of Stockland Little Castle, showing details of the ramparts and the 

crops in the fields when he visited in July 1862 (Hutchinson 1862, Diary vol. 2, July). 

 

 

 

9.8 What do we learn from antiquarians’ recording of hillforts? 

9.8.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we have reviewed the evidence provided by the antiquarians of 

their recording of hillforts, and these examples suffice to illustrate the 

antiquarians’ reasoning. We now need to answer the questions set at the 

beginning of the chapter. One thing that is not clear is how did the antiquarians’ 

identify the location of hillforts? Was it through reading past antiquarians’ 

research? There is, however, a problem with this assumption as Leland 

provided no information on hillforts, the map in Camden’s Britannia (1695) does 

not show hillforts, and Risdon only mentions Cadbury and Musbury hillforts. 

There is the possibility that they and seen the hillforts marked on Donn’s map 

(1765). The first antiquarian to provide a list Devon’s hillforts8 is Polwhele, and 

                                                 
8
 Milber Down 
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as we know he did not travel extensively and relied on other clergy for 

information; this must to a degree be where some of the antiquarians obtained 

their information. There are though Woollcombe’s accounts and manuscript, 

where he details that he visited eight hillforts9 between 1829 and 1843, there is 

though a problem as his accounts are mostly composed of quotes and his 

illustrations are impressions not plans. What is clear is Hutchinson in 1862 did 

travel and as his map shows (see Fig. 9.16) he did identify and publish material 

for the first time on the hillforts of Belbury Castle, Bury Camp, Buckerell Knap, 

Farway Castle, Hembury Fort, Milber Down and Sidbury Castle. Where Kirwan 

obtained his information on hillforts is not clear, and Chanter was the first to 

record the hillforts of North Devon in 1906.   

 

9.8.2 Were the earthworks the antiquarians saw actually hillforts, 

according to present day interpretations? 

All the antiquarians correctly identified the sites as hillforts, although their use of 

terminology changed from the 16th century, when hillforts were called ‘castles’, 

to the 19th century when we see them being called ‘forts’, ‘hill-fortress’ and by 

Kirwan as ‘hillforts’. All the antiquarians recognised the location of the hillforts in 

the landscape. Hutchinson and Kirwan were the only antiquarians to excavate a 

hillfort.   

 

9.8.3 Did the antiquarians make any attempt to date the hillforts? 

Devon’s 16th and early 17th century antiquarians attributed hillforts to the 

Romans, Danes and the Saxons; although Davidson, Shortt and Hutchinson 

recognised that some hillforts were not Roman because of their shape. Swete, 

reference hillforts as being used by the British, however, it is Davidson and 

Woollcombe who saw hillforts as having been built by the Durotriges and the 

Dumnonii, but Davidson could not assign them a date, and knew that Roman 

camps were square. Kirwan thought hillforts had been built to withstand the 

Romans, but did not date them, whereas Hutchinson knew hillforts had been 

relegated to the prehistoric period. The Devon VCH does not assign a date to 

the hillforts, whereas Fox (1996, 2) attributed them to the Iron Age, or suggests 

if not necessarily of that date, as at Shoulsbury Castle. 

                                                 
9
 Hawksdown, Blackbury Castle, Hembury Fort, Belbury Castle, Sidbury Castle, Roborough Castle, 

Shoresborough, Dolbury Castle  
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9.8.4 Were their interpretation and site plans correct when compared to 

later interpretation? 

Swete’s and Woollcombe’s unpublished 18th century illustrations are not plans, 

being in reality, impressions, whereas Milles’ was a basic plan of Sidbury 

Castle. In the 19th century the first published hachured plans were by Davidson 

of Membury Castle and Stockland Great Castle hillforts, both showing features 

no longer visible due to agricultural practises. Shortt provided scale plans and 

section drawings of hillforts, with directional arrows as at Cadbury Castle. It is, 

though, Hutchinson who provided measured site and location plans of hillforts, 

which give the north directional arrow, and extra information such as who 

owned the land, which we know he surveyed, because in his Diaries are 

records of the equipment he took, and he provided location maps of hillforts 

(see Chapter Seven). Chanter provided contours of the North Devon hillforts, 

but no location maps. When comparing the antiquarians’ plans with the VCH 

plans there are similarities, which show the antiquarians’ ability to carry out 

accurate surveys (Table 9.5). With regards to the antiquarians’ measurements, 

they are in five cases almost the same as the VCH and Fox’s (Table 9.6), with 

the exception of High Peak because so much has been eroded away. In the 

case of Farway Castle and Berry Camp it was not possible to make a 

comparison because the antiquarians did not include a scale with their 

drawings. 

     

Table 9.5: Antiquarians who first produced site plans of hillforts 

1747-1762 Sidbury Castle (Devon) Milles 
1831 Stockland Great Castle (Devon) Davidson 
1831 Stockland Little Castle (Devon) Davidson 
1833 Membury Castle (Devon) Davidson 
1833 Musbury Castle (Devon) Davidson 
1842 Cadbury Castle (Devon) Shortt 
1862 Bury Camp (Devon) Hutchinson 
1862 Blackbury Castle (Devon)  Hutchinson 
1880 High Peak (Devon) Hutchinson 
1906 Stock Castle (Devon) Chanter 
1906 Shoulsbury Castle (Devon) Chanter 
1906 Roborough Castle (Devon) Chanter 
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Table 9.6: Comparison between antiquarians and later measurements 

Belbury Castle Hutchinson VCH  
 507ft [154m] 500ft [152]  
Blackbury Castle Hutchinson VCH Young and 

Richardson 
 700ft [231m] 800ft [243] 700ft [213] 

High Peak Hutchinson VCH  
 600ft [182] 300ft [91m]  
Membury Castle Davidson Fox  
 700ft [213m] 656ft [200m]  
Sidbury Castle Hutchinson VCH Fox 
 1200ft 

[365m] 
1200ft 
[365m]  

1312ft [380m] 

Stockland Great 
Castle 

Hutchinson VCH  

 513ft [156m] 500ft [152m]  

 

  

9.8.5 How much remains of the sites today? 

This discussion of Devon’s hillforts as recorded by the antiquarians has drawn 

our attention to the fact that all the hillforts have experienced some form of 

deterioration, either weathering, agricultural practises, leisure activities or 

coastal erosion. This leads us onto examples of the complete destruction of 

sites through land being brought into cultivation, such as at Belbury Castle 

which Hutchinson documented and provided plans, and the southern section of 

Stockland Great Castle, for which both Davidson and Hutchinson provided 

plans. An example of coastal erosion which Hutchinson carefully documented 

can be seen at High Peak, where almost half the hillfort has fallen away. What 

is also important is that Hutchinson’s plans provide extra information, such as 

the hedges in hillforts as at Sidbury Castle, now removed, ramparts that have 

been ploughed-out, as at Dumpdon, and coloured illustration, such as at Milber 

Down before the road was developed (see Appendix 9.2 for details of these 

hillforts). These details of hedges and ponds can provide answers to present 

day archaeologists regarding anomalies.    

 

9.8.6 Was the antiquarians’ evidence taken into account when 

investigations were undertaken at a later date?  

We know that when Pollard excavated High Peak in 1966 she relied on 

Hutchinson’s 1880s documentation and illustration of the artefacts, as did AC 

Archaeology in 2012 . At Farway Castle, Riley in 2011 quoted Milles’ 1747- 
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1762 observations. In Appendix 9.2 the hillforts of Dumpdon and Woodbury 

Castle antiquarians’ accounts were quoted. At Dumpdon in 1992 Todd carried 

out excavations and he quoted Hutchinson’s 1868 observations regarding the 

mound where the trig point is located. When Fletcher surveyed Woodbury 

Castle in 1998 he used Shortt’s 1841 documentation of the hillfort. The following 

hillforts have had archaeological work carried out Table 9.8, on all 14 sites 

surveys have been carried out at some time and in six cases excavations have 

been carried out. 

 

Table 9.7 Hillforts that have had archaeological investigations 

Blackbury Castle Surveyed 1880  Excavated 
1954-55 

Bury Camp Surveyed 2008?   
Cadbury Castle Surveyed 1842 Excavation of pit 

1842 
Surveyed 2012 

Dumpdon Surveyed 1868 Surveyed 1992  
Farway Castle Surveyed 2011   
Hawkesdown Surveyed 1868   
Hembury Fort Surveyed 1880 Excavated 1931 Excavated 

1993 
High Peak Excavated 1838-73 

and surveyed 
Excavated 1966 Excavated 

2012 

Membury Castle Surveyed 1833   
Milber Down Surveyed 1841  Excavated 

1949-50 
Musbury Castle Surveyed 1833  Surveyed 1876  
Stockland Great 
Castle 

Surveyed 1833 Surveyed 1863  

Stockland Little 
Castle 

Surveyed 1833   

Woodbury Castle Surveyed 1841 Survey 1880 Excavated 
1998 

 
 

Having reviewed the prehistoric evidence presented by the antiquarians 

and looked at the loss of sites here and in the previous chapter on barrows we 

now need to turn our attention in the next four chapters to how the antiquarians 

documented Roman sites, castles, religious houses and churches to discover 

what is lost from the archaeological record.  
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CHAPTER 10CHAPTER 10CHAPTER 10CHAPTER 10    

HOW DEVON ANTIQHOW DEVON ANTIQHOW DEVON ANTIQHOW DEVON ANTIQUARIANS IDENTIFIED UARIANS IDENTIFIED UARIANS IDENTIFIED UARIANS IDENTIFIED 

ROMAN AND EARLY MEDIEVAL SITESROMAN AND EARLY MEDIEVAL SITESROMAN AND EARLY MEDIEVAL SITESROMAN AND EARLY MEDIEVAL SITES    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.1: Samian ware that was found in Exeter in the 1800s (Shortt 1841, between 109 and 

111). 

 

10.1 Introduction 

So far we have looked at how the antiquarians’ recorded their observations on 

barrows and hillforts, in this chapter we will turn to another aspect of their 

research, the recording of Roman sites in Devon, for example in Exeter 

(Fig.10.1). In the second section we look at the antiquarians on dating hillforts to 

the medieval period and the site of two battles. We will make comparisons with 

present day interpretations in order to identify what has been lost from the 

archaeological record. The questions to be answered with regards to what can 

be learnt from antiquarians are: 

• Were the sites they saw actually Roman, according to present day 

interpretation? 

• Did they recognise the relationship between Roman sites and other 

monuments in the landscape?  

• Did the antiquarians correctly date the sites as being Roman? 

• Did they excavate the sites? 

• Was their evidence taken into account when investigations were 

undertaken at a later date? 



 294 

• What sites have been lost, leaving the antiquarians’ accounts as the 

only record left?  

 

10.2 Roman activity in Devon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.2: Map of Roman Britain showing the administrative civitates, based on the pre-Roman 

tribes (Millett 1995, 55).  

 

Devon was in the province of Britain, and remained relatively unchanged by the 

Romans (Fig.10.2) (Todd 1987, 216). A legionary fortress had been established 

at Exeter by AD 55, possibly to annex the Dumnonian peninsula, and by AD 75 

Exeter had become the civilian administrative centre of the Dumnonii (Cunliffe 

2001, 411). Proof of the Roman occupation of Devon comes almost entirely 

from archaeological evidence (Todd 2001, 10). There are few literary sources 

for the advancement of the Romans and their subsequent conquest of the 

Southwest. Possibly because of this lacuna in history, there has been the idea 

that the advance of the Roman army was uninterrupted, and that the Dumnonii 

did not present serious opposition (Todd 1987, 189). Although, a series of small 

forts established throughout the peninsula suggests this was not the case 

(Cunliffe 2001, 411). 
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There is evidence for Roman camps and for the reoccupation of Devon’s 

hillforts. Away from the military sites and civitas capital in the Southwest there is 

only limited evidence of highly Romanised settlement patterns. The small 

numbers of roadside settlements are dated to around the 2nd century AD, and 

villas primarily to the 3rd and 4th centuries AD (Holbrook 2008, 151). The 

traditional explanation quoted from Suetonius’ account of the Roman invasion in 

the Southwest has to a degree been proven by the discovery of early Roman 

military sites and material culture along the spine of the Southwest peninsula 

(Holbrook 2008, 160).  

 

The Devon antiquarians made few references to Roman sites: probably 

because the Quantocks and the Blackdown Hills form a natural watershed 

between the Southwest peninsula and the rest of southern Britain (Rippon 

2008, 106). This division was highlighted in the Roman period, with the 

Durotrigian civitas becoming a highly Romanised landscape, with Dumnonia 

remaining relatively unchanged (Rippon 2012, 122). The relative lack of 

Romanisation in the Southwest has long been recognised, and the impression 

of the early Iron Age and Roman period in the Southwest is not clearly defined, 

as it was a continuous process (Rippon 2012, 287). These factors explain to a 

degree why the Devon antiquarians had limited opportunities to discover 

Roman sites. 

  

The overall aim of this chapter is to look at the location of Moridunum, 

consider the site of Honeyditches, the excavation of the stone coffin outside 

Branscombe, the excavation of the Roman fortlet Old Burrow Camp 

(Countisbury) and lastly an antiquarian’s observations on Roman Exeter, and 

ascertain what has been lost from the archaeological record. 

 

10.3 Antiquarian observations on the location of the Roman station of 

Moridunum 

10.3.1 Introduction 

The location of the documented Roman site of Moridunum (Fig.10.3) was 

something the Devon antiquarians speculated about. There are three 

documentary sources:  
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• Antonine Itinerary XV placed Moridunum 15 miles from Exeter and 36 

Roman miles from Dorchester (Rivet and Smith 1979, 180) 

• Ravenna Cosmography compiled in AD 700 lists four possible sites for 

Moridunum, and questioned the possibility that it was located at Sidford 

(Rivet and Smith 1979, 180; 206) 

• Peutinger’s Table placed Moridunum 15 Roman miles inland west of 

Exeter (Figs.10.3-10.5) (Rivet and Smith 1979, 149)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.3: The location of Moridunum and Isca (Todd 1999, 81) 
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Fig.10.4: Part of the 

Peutinger Table showing the 

location of Exeter with twin 

towers (Rivet and Smith 

1979, opp. 150). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.5: Evidence from the Peutinger Table laid on a modern map (Rivet and Smith 1979, 

151).  

 

10.3.2 The site of Moridunum 

Moridunum and Isca are the only Roman place names to be recorded in Devon 

(Rivet and Smith 1979, 421) and it is the elusive location of Moridunum that 

occupied the antiquarians’ attention. The interpretation of Moridunum could be, 

mori the sea and as such a sea fort, or a semantic extension of the sea to mean 

an extensive inland waterway (Rivet and Smith 1979, 421; Weddell et al 1993, 
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78). Peter Hutchinson (1810-1897) thought if the first syllable was ‘more’ 

meaning great, this could change the location to an inland site (Fig.10.6) 

(Hutchinson 1882, 518).  

 

 

Fig.10.6: Hutchinson’s sketch of the suggested site of Moridunum, at Hembury Fort using 

Antonine Itinerary XV for place names (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 33). 

 

William Camden (1551-1623) quoted Antonine Itinerary XI, with regards 

to the distance between the stations of Durnovaria (Dorchester) and Isca 

(Exeter), and thought Moridunum was located at Seaton (Camden 1695, 37); 

and William Stukeley (1687-1765) quoted Camden’s reasons (Stukeley 1724, 

159) (see Chapter Four). John Swete (1751-1821) also thought Seaton as 

‘determined by antiquarians’, although he did not specify who, and because 

there could have been a harbour there in Roman times (Swete 1794, Journal 

vol.9, 155). Richard Polwhele (1760-1838) also suggested Seaton (Polwhele 

1793, 302) (see Chapter Five). George Pulman (1819-1880) thought there 

could possibly be two sites for Moridunum, and suggested Seaton, with 

Hembury as possibly the second site (Pulman 1875, 845).  

 

James Davidson (1793-1864) (see Chapter Six) argued against Seaton: 

as the Fosse Way and the Icknield Way both ran closer to Honiton than Seaton, 

he maintained, the location could be Hembury (Davidson 1861, 69). Davidson 

(1861, 78) documented a site at Woodbury, two miles from Axminster, which he 

thought had been constructed with ditches and ramparts, not timber or stone, 

and was possibly a Saxon manor, situated where the Roman road bends right 

at Woodbury Lane to reach Axminster (he did not provide a map), (see below). 
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He also mentioned a hoard of Roman coins found in the vicinity, to substantiate 

his argument (Davidson 1833, 56). Hutchinson (1849, 138) made the case for 

Seaton, then for High Peak, then later for Hembury.  

 

 Hutchinson (1849, 138-40) summarised the argument for Seaton based 

on the facts set out by Roman sources, and was the only antiquarian to quote 

the medieval source of Richard of Cirencester’s (1335-1401) Itineraries (447-

1066). Also, because the Icknield Way passed through Axminster then the road 

must have continued to Seaton, although no remains of the road had been 

found. He thought that ‘modern’ antiquarians should not dispute Agricola’s and 

Richard’s suggestions and, he reasoned, the site had not been found, simply 

because no known ‘hill-fortress’ was situated between the two points.  

 

Hutchinson (1849, 141) reasoned that if Camden and Stukeley placed 

Moridunum at Seaton, he would do the same. Moreover, Seaton was in a valley 

and Moridunum could be interpreted as a sea fort, whereas Hembury Fort was 

on a hill, and 10 miles inland. He wrote that he could continue quoting from 

other writers but their evidence would be circumstantial. Hutchinson (1849, 142-

46) then presented an argument for High Peak (Sidmouth) (see Chapter Nine), 

which he saw as an important station, and fulfilled the requirements of the 

etymology of the name Moridunum, ‘a fortress on a hill by the sea’ (Fig.10.7). 

For 20 years Hutchinson (1882, 518) upheld his theory about High Peak, but 

then made the suggestion that if the first syllable of Moridunum was ‘More’ 

meaning ‘great’, it would make Hembury Fort the most likely location. Although 

this theory disagreed with the antiquarians’ ideas, Hutchinson became inclined 

to think Moridunum was at Hembury if the outworks of Bushy Knap and 

Buckerell Knap were included. He carried out a survey and produced a map, 

showing they were all part of the same complex (Fig.10.8). He reasoned there 

was proof of Roman occupation at Hembury and in the surrounding areas (but 

he did not state what). His conclusion was to place his thoughts on record and 

to state that others ‘must look for evidence of Moridunum’s location where it can 

be found’ (Hutchinson, 1882, 519). Although he did argue in 1871 for Bushy 

Knap and Buckerell Knap to be the site of a medieval castle (Hutchinson 1871, 

Diary vol.3, May). The position of Bushy Knapp and Buckerell Knapp has all the 
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defences required of an early post-conquest castle (Hawkens 2004, 4-7), so 

proving Hutchinson correct. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.7: Hutchinson’s map to support his 

argument of Moridunum being at High 

Peak (Hutchinson 1849, opp.142). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.8: 

Hutchinson’ map 

to support his 

argument for 

Hembury Fort 

and Buckerell 

Knap and Bushy 

Knap, as being 

the site of 

Moridunum 

(Hutchinson 

1882, opp. 521).   
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10.3.3 Present day interpretation 

The site of Moridunum is now thought to be at Woodbury Farm (Axminster), 

following the discovery here of Roman artefacts and building foundations. The 

Roman fort at Woodbury was part of the campaign against the Dumnonii rather 

than the Durotriges in the periods AD50-65 and AD70-85 (Weddell et al 1993, 

75). This conclusion was reached from 1st century pottery found at Woodbury 

Great Close (Axminster), which was similar to that found at the Exeter 

Legionary fortress (Weddell et al 1993, 75). The site lies at the junction of the 

Fosse Way and the Exeter to Dorchester road, and there could possibly have 

been a mansio here (Rippon 2012, 295).    

 

There are reasons for Woodbury Farm being the location of Moridunum. 

Firstly, Antonine’s Itinerary XV places Moridunum 15 Roman miles from Exeter 

and 35 Roman miles from Dorchester and Peutinger’s Table places Moridunum 

15 Roman miles west of Exeter. Secondly, Moridunum literally means ‘sea-fort’, 

as Hutchinson suggested, and although Woodbury is 7km from the coast, if 

mori (sea) is interpreted literally to mean inland waters, the Axe valley was once 

a navigable estuary (Fig.10.9) (Weddell et al 1993, 78). The location of 

Moridunum, it was suggested, had to be located near a Roman road, as it was 

listed as a ‘road station’. The site of Woodbury claims more merit than 

Hembury, because it was near a Roman road, and Hembury was not. The 

evidence for Moridunum to be at Seaton was because of the foundations of 

Roman buildings (Weddell et al 1993, 78). The site at Woodbury cannot be 

claimed with certainty to be Moridunum: however, it is certainly the best option 

at present. It has been suggested that it is unlikely that the true location will be 

conclusively proven (Weddell et al 1993, 79). There is the suggestion that the 

auxiliary fort at Woodbury could have controlled and monitored the movement 

of livestock and goods, as it was situated at a road junction and near the Axe 

estuary (Fig.10.10) (Salvatore 2011, 120), therefore Davidson’s recognition of 

Woodbury as an ancient site was correct, although not his dating evidence.    

 



 302 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.9: A location map of Woodbury (Axminster) in relationship to the surrounding area 

(Weddell et al 1993, 36). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.10: Suggested plan of the ditch circuits at Woodbury Fort, and internal buildings (Weddell 

et al 1993, 76).  
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10.4 Honeyditches 

10.4.1 Introduction 

Honeyditches (Seaton), was recorded by Stukeley (1724, 159) as an ‘oblong 

moated camp’ in three acres, half a mile above Seaton Harbour, where much 

square stone had been found. Hutchinson (1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 60) 

suggested that writers (he did not specify who) confused Hanna Hill, the site of 

a camp, which cannot be found, with Honeyditches. Hutchinson (1865, Diary 

vol.3, September) visited Honeyditches to verify Stukeley’s statement, and he 

reasoned that where Stukeley saw these ‘buildings’ was in the field above 

Honeyditches. 

 

10.4.2 Excavations at Honeyditches 

The remains of a Roman villa were discovered in 1859, on land west of Seaton 

Church, below Stukeley’s ‘moated camp’ field. Sir Walter Trevelyan carried out 

excavations here during the 1860s. Hutchinson described the Roman villa at 

Honeyditches as being confined within a long narrow field (Figs.10.11-10.12). 

Hutchinson (1868, 379-80) carried out an excavation here and argued that the 

site was indicative of Roman construction and suggestive of a villa. He 

reasoned this because of the charcoal, flanged roof tiles and mortar mixed with 

pounded brick; he deduced the site to be a hypocaust or furnace of a villa. 

Hutchinson (1865, Diary vol.3, September) suggested the villa continued in 

occupation through the ‘Edwards, Henrys and into medieval times’. Whilst 

excavating the site Hutchinson found evidence of a medieval building, possibly 

ecclesiastical he suggested, from the presence of the slate tiles drilled with 

holes, which Hutchinson interpreted as belonging to a medieval chapel. 

Hutchinson (1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 60) suggested that the site was 

reused as an ecclesiastical estate as the adjoining field was called ‘Hermitage 

Close’. Davidson (1832, 10) recorded at Honeyditches (Seaton) that traces of 

elliptical-shaped mounds were found which were thought to be Roman, but the 

ground had been ploughed for many years and no conclusions were reached 

(Davidson 1832, 10). 
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Fig.10.11: Hutchinson’s map of the area surrounding Honeyditches, underlined in red  

(Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, opp.59).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.12: Hutchinson’s 

plan of Honeyditches 

and the long field he 

mentioned, at A 

(Hutchinson 1880, 

History of Sidmouth 

vol.1, 59). 
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10.4.3 Present day interpretation of Honeyditches 

The first recorded excavation of Honeyditches, which Hutchinson took part in, 

took place in the 1860s. There were further excavations in 1921, when 

fragments of tessera pavement were uncovered, which the Curator of RAMM 

requested for the museum (Fig.10.13) (Raleigh Radford 1922, 68). The 1969 

excavations revealed complex sequences of structures dating from the Late 

Iron Age to the late Roman period, and a Roman bathhouse with re-occupation 

in the 11th and 12th centuries, verifying Hutchinson’s findings of both Roman and 

suggested medieval material (Holbrook 1987, 59). A proposed housing 

development in the 1970s prompted the excavation of the adjoining field next to 

the already-identified Roman villa (Pollard 1972, 22). The lower part of the field 

contained traces of a road overlain with 1st and 2nd century pottery and glass, 

which was thought to be contemporary with the early Romano-British settlement 

that Hutchinson had documented. The excavations uncovered the foundations 

of stone walls, a mosaic pavement, and possibly the approach road to the villa 

(Pollard 1972, 224). The 1978 excavations revealed evidence of a Romano- 

British estate. The villa should not, however, be seen as isolated, but as an 

expression of Romanisation in an area thought to be largely unaffected by 

Roman influences. In the vicinity of Seaton are the Fosse Way, the Dorchester 

to Exeter road, the Roman villa at Holcombe, and possibly a Roman harbour at 

Seaton (Holbrook 1987, 81-2).  

 

Davidson was the only antiquarian to visit and record the discovery of the 

tessellated pavement at Holcombe Villa (Uplyme) (Davidson 1832, 50). In 

Davidson’s 1832 Commonplace book there are newspaper cuttings dated 1850, 

1854 and 1855 reporting on the discovery of a Roman tessellated pavement 

and baths at Holcombe Uplyme (Devon) where visitors could pay 6d to view the 

remains in an enclosed field called the Churchyard (Davidson 1832, 106, 118).    
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Fig.10.13: Radford’s plan of the site of Honeyditches and the drawing of the tessellated 

pavement that was taken to the Royal Albert Memorial Museum (Raleigh Radford 1922, opp. 

68). 

 

 

10.5 Stone Coffin, Littlecombe Three Acres, Branscombe 

10.5.1 Introduction 

Hutchinson (1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 82) wanted to excavate a stone 

coffin he had heard about at Littlecombe in Three Acres Field, Branscombe 

(Fig.10.14). Evidence of the coffin came to light in 1790 when a cart got stuck in 

a rut and broke the coffin lid. The skull and long bones were removed to 

Branscombe Vicarage, and buried in the churchyard.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.14: Hutchinson’s sketch map of the coffin location above Branscombe (Hutchinson 1880, 

History of Sidmouth vol.1, 82). 
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10.5.2 Excavation of the stone coffin 

Hutchinson obtained permission to excavate the coffin in 1857 (Fig.10.15). The 

coffin was 5ft [1.52m] from the hedge and 43ft [13.10m] from the eastern edge 

of the field: it was lying north-south which Hutchinson thought strange as he had 

expected it to be east-west, the same as a Christian burial. He took a spade, 

pickaxe, rake and probing iron to excavate the site, and found the coffin six 

inches [0.182m] below the surface. He made the observation that it could have 

been covered with a mound. The coffin was made from one block of chalk stone 

from Beer Quarries (situated two miles away) with crude tool marks visible 

inside. Only the head end was whole. The coffin was 7ft [2.13m] long, 2ft 10 

[0.91m] wide at the head end and 11½ inches [0.30m] deep inside: the sides 

were 3 to 4 inches [0.091 to 0.121m] thick. The only part of the coffin that had 

evidence of having been worked was the rebate all round the inside of the coffin 

to take the lid. There was a 1˝ diameter [0.030m] drainage hole in the bottom 

which Hutchinson stated was indicative of a medieval burial. The soil was 

carefully checked to back-fill the coffin, with the fragments of the stone packed 

back into the coffin, and the turf replaced. Thirty pieces of bone were found, 

‘uncalcined of course in this kind of burial’ (Hutchinson 1855, Diary vol.2, June), 

some being human, others bird. An iron rivet and a bronze fibula were also 

found (Fig.10.16-10.17) (Hutchinson History of Sidmouth 1880 vol.1, 82).  

  

 Hutchinson questioned why a murdered woman (a woman had been shot 

at Berry Farm, if indeed it was her) would have been so carefully buried in a 

stone coffin. If she was buried here in a regular way, was it possible that other 

coffins could be found in the area? However, no other coffins were found in this 

remote area, and there was no evidence to prove a burial ground existed here. 

Hutchinson wrote to George Oliver (1781-1861) (see Chapter 8), asking: 

• Why would a stone coffin be found here? 

• Could more coffins be found here, as the nearest buildings were a mile 

and a half away at Berry Farm? 

• Was it the custom to bury people so far from an ecclesiastical building?  

• Was it customary to bury people in un-consecrated ground, and if so, at 

what period and under what circumstances? (Hutchinson’s letter dated 

June 25 1855) 
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 Oliver replied that it was improbable that the murdered person would have 

been buried in the coffin, and that no chapel had been found in the vicinity 

(Oliver’s letter dated 1855, in Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 

opp.82). 

 

Hutchinson’s (1865, Diary vol.2, June) last Diary entry about the coffin 

recorded that all the stone had been removed for building stone. The 

documentation of the excavation of the coffin shows Hutchinson’s attention to 

detail and he recorded that all the artefacts had been given to the RAMM 

(Exeter). The coffin has been identified as Roman: and to date no other coffins 

have been found in the vicinity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.15: Hutchinson’s sketch of excavating the Stone Coffin (Sketch Book undated). 
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Fig.10.16: Artefacts found in the Stone 

Coffin drawn by Hutchinson (Hutchinson 

1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 83). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Fig.10.17: The bird bone as labelled by Hutchinson in the RAMM (Source: author). 

 

 

 

10.6 Davidson’s observations on Roman Roads and sites 

Davidson documented the route of Roman roads. In his notes on the Antiquities 

of Devonshire which date before the Norman Conquest (1861) Davidson 
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suggested 51 places where Roman roads could have passed through Devon: 

for example from Colyford to Gittisham (Davidson 1861, 47). Possibly he based 

his work on Stukeley’s maps, but we have no proof of this. Margary (1967) 

quoted Davidson’s findings, inferring Davidson was correct, although his map 

does not show all the roads Davidson identified (Fig.10.18). Davidson also 

listed 31 places where Roman coins had been found in Devon: in the majority of 

places no further investigation has been carried out, with the exception of 

Exeter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.18:  Map of the South-western Roman road network, showing some of the Roman roads 

Davidson suggested (Margary 1967, 84-5).  

 

 

12.7 Old Burrow Camp, North Devon 

12.7.1 Introduction 

Another site which we now know to be Roman, and that attracted the attention 

of John Chanter (1854-1939), was the earthworks at Old Burrow Camp 

(Countisbury). This site comprises a multivallated ditched and banked 

enclosure, the inner rectilinear measures 26m and the outer 28m with two inner 

circuits 18m apart, forming a square enclosure with rounded corners 90m in 

diameter (35112 PastScape, Old Burrow). 
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Chanter (1906a, 119) carried out a survey of Old Burrow Camp and 

suggested it had a complex layout; it was located on a hilltop that seemed to 

rise directly out of the sea, with a northern entrance (Fig.10.19). He observed 

that past antiquarians [he did not specify who] had suggested that Old Burrow 

Camp was Roman, but he stated that ‘it has not the slightest claim to be 

considered such’.  

 

 

 

Fig.10.19: The contours of Old Burrow Camp as identified by Chanter’s survey (Chanter 1906a, 

opp.118). 

 

 

10.7.2 The excavations of Old Burrow Camp  

Old Burrow Camp was excavated in 1912 and the report quoted Chanter’s 

observations. The conclusion reached was that the site was a Roman camp 

with a south-western entrance: there was no northern entrance, as Chanter had 

suggested, so his findings were refuted (Gray 1912, 714-7). The 1966 

excavations found a northern entrance (coast side), which confirmed Chanter’s 

survey results, and disagreed with Gray’s findings (Fig.10.20) (Grinsell 1970a, 

95). Excavations confirmed it as a Roman fortlet of the 1st century AD: it was a 

military post for temporary occupation to check the movements of the enemy 

along the Bristol Channel (Fig.10.21) (Fox and Ravenhill 1966, 4; Grinsell 

1970b, 94).  
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Fig.10.20: The 1912 survey plan of Old Burrow Camp, but it is difficult to equate it to Chanter’s 

(Gray 1912, 703). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig.10.21: Roman fortlet at Old Burrow, Countisbury (Fox and Ravenhill 1966, 7). 

 

10.8 Roman Exeter  

10.8.1 Introduction 

 John Leland (1503-1552) inferred Exeter as being Roman (Toulmin Smith 

1907, 228). John Hooker (1527-1601) argued it was built by the Britons and 

occupied by the Romans (Hooker 1765, 5-7). Thomas Moore (1560-1603) 

thought Exeter was a Roman station because of the surrounding road systems 

and the discovery of a Roman mosaic pavement, but possibly this information 

was added to Moore’s (c.1630, 139-40) manuscript when it was edited by 

George Oliver in 1811. Both Thomas Westcote (1567-1640) (c.1630, 127-46), 

and Tristram Risdon (1580-1640) (c.1632, 103) thought Exeter was Roman. 

Stukeley (1724, 156-8) stated that Exeter was the last Roman station in the 

southwest.  
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Polwhele (1797, 180) suggested that we know very little of the Romans 

in Devon, except that they occupied Exeter. Polwhele (1797, 184) saw Exeter 

as a British town, enclosed by a high bank and external ditch with a Roman 

wall, but historians (Polwhele did not specify who) suggested the walls were 

repaired by Athelstan, which proved there were already walls there. This was 

further proved (in Polwhele’s mind) when the wall was taken down and it was 

found that the wall foundations were older than the superstructure, with a 

different type of construction technique and cement.  

 

 

 The streets of Exeter had been raised above the level of the ancient 

pavements, and all the antiquities discovered in Exeter had been buried in 

‘adventitious earth’, much lower than the foundations of the present houses. 

Polwhele thought it was remarkable that so much had been preserved from the 

Roman period (Polwhele 1797, 185). 

 

10.8.2 Reconstruction of Exeter in the 1800s 

A large reconstruction programme was undertaken in Exeter in the 1800s, 

which William Shortt (1800-1881) (see Chapter Six), documented, salvaging 

coins and pottery from the building sites. 

 

10.8.3 Shortt’s numismatics evidence from Exeter 

Shortt’s Sylva Antiqua Iscana (1841) lists the coins found year by year on 

Exeter’s building sites. Shortt’s style was to list the place where the coins were 

found, together with a full description, an engraving and a potted history of the 

coin. An example which illustrates this is the quinarius of Septimius Severus 

which was found in Fore Street (Shortt 1841, 19). By 1840, the date of a coin’s 

discovery was being included, such as: April 24th 1840 in St Mary Arches Street, 

when Shortt (1841, 75) recorded that during the laying of a gas pipe a coin of 

Carausius was found (Fig.10.22). Shortt also recorded evidence of Greek coins 

and trade tokens. A charge was brought against Shortt that the Greek coins had 

been planted, and he left Exeter soon after this. However, Greek coins 

continued to be found and it was thought they had been brought to Exeter by 

Roman soldiers or through trading and Shortt had been the victim of a hoax 

(Parfitt 1879, 335-48).  
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Fig.10.22: The Roman coins Shortt recorded 

finding from Exeter building sites (Shortt 

1841, between 17 and 18). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10.8.4 Roman pottery found in Exeter by Shortt 

Shortt also collected fragments of what he called Roman pottery (coarse ware) 

and Samian ware found in Exeter. In the introduction on pottery in Sylva 

Antiqua Iscana (1842) he described all the different types of vessels found on 

Exeter’s building sites: culinary, sacred, domestic and sepulchral urns. He made 

comparisons with pottery found in Caerleon as recorded in Camden’s Britannia, 

and in London: similarly the potters’ names were compared and detailed in 

Archæologia vol.24, 198, although this article is not about Exeter pottery.  

 

The pottery sherds were documented in the same way as the coins, and 

Shortt (1841, 114) made comparisons with other places where similar items had 

been found. On the 24th August 1833 in South Street, on the same site as the 

mosaic pavement and the bathhouse, a Samian patera was found, made by 

Silvanus, a potter of note. Work by Silvanus had been found on other sites in 

Exeter. In New Market Street ‘rude Roman Sepulchral Urns’ with near-perfect 

rims were found: Shortt noted that the clay had been tempered with sea-sand 

and a gritty substance. Other pieces of Samian ware detailed by Shortt were 

decorated with hares, eagles, ducks, flowers and hunting scenes. He listed the 
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different potters’ names and marks, suggesting these could be used to date the 

vessels (Fig.10.23). These findings show Shortt’s attention to detail, and his 

knowledge of history.              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.23: Examples of the Samian ware 

that Shortt found in Exeter (Shortt 1842, between 

109 and 111). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roman pottery and coins were found during the 1938 excavation in Fore 

Street on the same site where Shortt had found material. Although Shortt had 

identified 41 different potters’ names in Exeter only one stamp on his list was 

found in the Fore Street assembly of terra sigillata: seven more marks were 

identified. The collection indicated that a large number of Gaulish potters had 

exported their wares to Exeter (Montague 1938, 84). Potters’ stamps were 

found on the amphorae handles and the mortaria rims; Shortt’s records show 

that he had identified five different stamps and the conclusion was that coarse 

ware was rare in the Exeter district (Montague 1938, 85). If Shortt had not 

documented the Roman potters’ marks in 1878, the information would have 

been lost, as workmen broke up the pottery for levelling stonework (Parfitt, 

1878-1879, 303-10). 
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10.8.5 The layout of Roman Exeter as seen by Shortt  

Shortt considered Isca (Exeter) to be a Roman winter camp, and listed the 

places where he thought the various Roman buildings had once stood. He 

endeavoured to trace the various locations of Roman buildings from the 

remains found in the different parts of the city during its reconstruction (Shortt 

1841, 15). The Praetorium he placed in Waterbeer Street, the Quaestorium in 

Broadgate because of the amount of Roman coins found there, the 

Auguraculum or temple near Broadgate, the Forum in Upper Market Street 

where a Roman vault had been found, and the Praetorian Gate near the River 

Exe; the site of the medieval Guildhall was formerly in Waterbeer Street but 

rebuilt in the High Street in 1464.  Shortt listed where each section of the army 

might have been placed in the city; for example he saw the Roman drill ground 

as extending over the area of Bedford Circus and Southernhay out towards the 

Castle (Fig.10.24) (Shortt 1841, 16). However, as his plan shows, Shortt’s 

deductions were pure fiction. Shortt did, however; correctly assign the City’s 

walls to the Romans, describing them as an ‘aggregate mass of stone pile and 

embedded together and filled with an unknown composition’ (Shortt 1842, 63). 

He noted that the stone was volcanic Heavitree breccia: and that they had been 

repaired by King Athelstan who fortified them with battlements, and towers, 

encircling the whole site with a deep moat (Shortt 1842, 64). 
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             Fig.10.24: Shortt’s fictional plan of Roman Exeter (Shortt 1842, 12-13).  

 

Shortt’s accounts of Roman Exeter are the only documented sources of 

archaeological discoveries made in the 19th century. These sites are now lost, 

due to the WWII bombing of the City and later excavations. Shortt’s 

interpretations and plan though were speculative, and today can only be seen 

as being of antiquarian interest (Bidwell 1980, 3). By 1849 Shortt had 

documented evidence of over 750 coins (Exeter Flying Post, Nov 22, 1849). His 

research illustrated the fluctuations in Exeter’s trade and prosperity (Goodchild 

1947, 230). Shortt moved to Germany in 1855, and the coins were 

subsequently donated to the RAMM. Shortt had recorded over 60 potters’ 

stamps by 1849 (Exeter Flying Post, Nov 22, 1849). The earliest recorded 

stamp was of the potter ‘Senicio’ dating to the Emperors Claudius and Tiberius, 

which has since been lost (Goodchild 1947, 230). It was thought that Shortt’s 

pottery collection had been lost, but it was found in the basement of the RAMM.  
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10.8.6 Other observations by Shortt on Roman Exeter 

Shortt also recorded finding tessellated tiles in Exeter, and a fragment of a 

Roman corridor mosaic thought to belong to an opulent town house was 

uncovered beneath St Catherine’s Almshouses (Fig.10.25). It was difficult to 

attribute the mosaic to a particular officina and it was most probably made by an 

itinerant worker, which was often the case in the 4th century (Holbrook et al 

1989, 47-51). No mention is made of Shortt’s recording at this location. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.10.25: The painting of the 

guilloche knot design found in 

St Catherine’s Almshouses 

(Holbrook et al, 1989, 49). 

 

 

 

 

 

Shortt frequently referenced Roman sepulchral urns and recognised that 

Romans were buried along the roadside. Shortt’s observations of sepulchral 

urns being placed alongside a road outside the fortress were confirmed by the 

discovery of three burials of this type in Holloway Street (Salvatore 2001, 125). 

The following sites were identified as being of Roman origin, by the Exeter 

Archaeological Field Unit in 1974. In Waterbeer Street, which Shortt frequently 

mentioned, an excavation revealed evidence of Roman buildings. In Trickhay 

Street and St Pancras Lane evidence of a legionary fabrica and a barrack block 

were uncovered (Griffiths 1974, 169-70), though not where Shortt had 

suggested they would be found. Comparing Shortt’s plan and Fox’s plan 

(Fig.10.26) of Roman Exeter, the only constant factor is the placement of the 

cathedral; the rest was supposition on his part and Fox (1969, 46) does not 

mention Shortt’s recording of coins or pottery. 
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             Fig.10.26: Fox’s suggested plan of Exeter (Fox 1969, 46). 

 

 

 

10.10. How antiquarians recorded their observations on Roman sites 

10.10.1 Introduction 

Before we answer the questions set at the beginning of the chapter we need to 

assess how the different antiquarians documented their observations on Roman 

sites. As previously stated the Blackdowns and the Quantocks form a boundary 

between the highly Romanised area to the east and the less Romanised areas 

to the west. The antiquarians presented their theories about specific sites, such 

as Moridunum, which was unique to Devon, and Exeter, where the majority of 

information came from Shortt.  
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10.10.2 Were the sites they saw actually Roman, according to present day 

interpretations? 

Interpretations by Devon antiquarians of Roman sites are sparse. This is not a 

reflection on their observations, as the majority of Devon’s Roman sites were 

not found until the 1900s. The Devon antiquarians theorised about the site of 

Moridunum, and Hutchinson correctly identified Honeyditches as being the site 

of a Roman villa. They all inferred that Exeter was Roman, and Shortt provides 

a unique record of coins and potter’s stamp and a tessellate pavement.  

  

10.10.3 Did the antiquarians recognise the relationship between Roman 

sites and other monuments in the landscape? 

The site of Moridunum was always discussed in relationship to Roman roads, 

harbours, and the interpretation of the word ‘Moridunum’. Polwhele showed an 

awareness of the relationship between Roman sites and other monuments in 

the landscape when he argued against assuming barrows were Roman solely 

because of their location along a Roman road.  

 

10.10.4 Did the antiquarians correctly date the sites as being Roman?    

Not all their interpretations were correct. Hutchinson did not recognise the coffin 

as Roman, but possibly this is exceptional as in all likelihood he did not know 

the Romans possibly used stone coffins. Shortt made the wrong supposition 

about the placement of buildings in Roman Exeter, but he was the only 

antiquarian to make this kind of suggestion. Chanter reached the wrong 

conclusion about Old Burrow Camp and its date as Roman.  

 

10.10.5 Did the antiquarians excavate the sites?  

Hutchinson was the only antiquarian to excavate a stone coffin, and give 

detailed accounts of the procedure, which are a valuable record, as is his 

excavation report of Honeyditches. Chanter made a section drawing of Old 

Burrow Camp. Shortt did not undertake any excavations. 

 

10.10.6 Was their evidence taken into account when investigations were 

undertaken at a later date? 

When further work was carried out by Holbrook at Honeyditches, Hutchinson’s 

account was mentioned. Shortt’s identification of potters’ stamps was noted by 
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both Montague and Parfitt. Davidson’s records of Devon’s Roman roads were 

quoted by Margary.  

 

10.10.7 What sites have been lost since the antiquarians’ recordings? 

The antiquarians’ record of Roman Devon provides the only evidence of these 

sites, such as at Honeyditches and Exeter. All of the antiquarians recorded sites 

where coins were found, and in some cases no further work has been carried 

out at these sites. 

 

10.11 An assessment of the antiquarian’s research into Roman Devon  

The overall aim of this chapter was to explore how the antiquarians recorded 

Roman sites, what emerges is limited evidence, because of Devon’s location. 

Their reasoning on the site of Moridunum was well argued, although wrong, as 

they linked it to a Roman harbour being at Seaton, based on a suggestion by 

Leland in the 16th century. The reasoning by Hutchinson on Honeyditches was 

correct, and his is a unique record of a site that has been destroyed through 

housing development. Again it is Hutchinson who provides a detailed account of 

an excavation of the stone coffin, which shows attention to detail and notes 

where the artefacts can be found. Whilst the excavation of Old Burrow Camp by 

Chanter in the early 20th century was the only example, although his reasoning 

was wrong. Shortt’s documentation of the discovery of Roman coins and pottery 

in Exeter was outstanding for the mid 1800s and was the only example we 

have. What was lacking from Shortt’s accounts were details of the Roman 

foundations he observed in Exeter when collecting the coins.   

 

10.12 The identification of early medieval sites by antiquarians and their 

present day interpretations 

10.12.1 Introduction 

In the second section of this chapter we will look at how antiquarians recorded 

their observations of early medieval sites. The questions to be answered with 

regards to what can be learnt from antiquarians are: 

• Were the sites they saw actually early medieval, according to present 

day interpretation? 

• What sites have been lost, leaving the antiquarians’ accounts as the 

only record left?  
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This section is limited to a discussion on the dating of hillforts, the battle of 

Bremeldown and the Battle of Pinhoe. Within the antiquarians’ accounts there 

are a few references to the early medieval period, mostly in connection with 

what they called encampments [hillforts]. They presented arguments why sites, 

especially hillforts, were not Roman, but were dubious as to their correct date. 

Hillforts and their interpretation by antiquarians were discussed in Chapter Nine.  

  

 Polwhele (1797, 187) was of the opinion that the Iron Age hillforts of 

Hawksdown (Axmouth), Musbury, Membury, Dumpton (Honiton), Belbury 

(Ottery St Mary) and Blackberry (Southleigh) could all be attributed to the 

Anglo-Saxon invasion, but he was not clear as to who built them. Davidson 

thought that the late Iron Age Romano-British circular earthworks at Hanna 

Ditches were the unfinished work of the Danish invaders dated to AD937; and 

could have been connected to the Bremeldown battle (discussed below) 

(Davidson 1861, 70).  

 

10.13 The Battle of Bremeldown 

Leland stated that the Battle of Bremeldown took place near Axminster, and that 

the sepulchres of many noble Danes slain by King Athelstan were buried in 

Axminster Church (Toulmin Smith 1908, 243). The same account was given by 

Camden (1695, 25-41); possibly he copied Leland’s account. Risdon’s (c.1632, 

20) interpretation was that the slain men were taken to a chapel of ease at 

Kilmington, the same as Swete (1794, Journal vol.9, 127-8). Pole (1617, 116) 

recorded the battle, but gave no date. He noted that the battle took place 

between King Athelstan’s army and the seven Danish princes’ army who 

camped on Bremeldown Hill. There was a heavy loss of men on both sides with 

6,000 Danes killed, including the princes, two dukes and the Bishop Alfoey of 

Sherborne. In memory of their death King Athelstan built a minster church at 

Axminster, and seven priests were ordered to pray for their souls.  

 

Pole (1617, 116) researched the story, and stated that the hill formerly 

called Bremeldown, to the east of Colyton, was now called Kingsdown and the 

battlefield site was situated three miles away in a field called Kingsfield (still 

called that today). Davidson (1835, 7) stated that in AD937 the bodies were 

buried in Axminster Cemetery, not the church. He also recorded that Stockland 



 323 

Great Castle could have been King Athelstan’s camp site, but this is six miles 

from Kingsdown.  

 

There is an imaginative description, by George Pulman (1875, 606-11), 

of the armies’ location, the key participants and the result. Pulman also 

recounted that in Axmouth Churchyard (six miles from the battlefield) a strata of 

human bones was found; unless these were the battle victims, he stated, it was 

difficult to account for such a large quantity of bones. If the site had been a 

plague burial the bodies would have been brought long distances, as Axmouth 

was a small village. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recorded the battle and that all 

the men were buried in Axminster Church (Swanton 2000, 49). Polwhele (1797, 

198) recorded that the battle had taken place in Kingsfield; possibly he copied 

this from Pole’s manuscripts which he had access to. This battle has also been 

recorded as taking place at Beandune near Bindon (Axmouth) (Higham 2008, 

28). 

 

10.14 The Pinhoe battle  

Risdon (c.1632, 92) stated that history reported a battle in AD1001, being 

fought at Pinhoe, near Exeter, against the Danes, although the correct date is 

AD1003 (Higham 2008, 66). The Danes besieged Exeter until the local citizens 

attacked their camp and after a fierce battle the Danes departed. Polwhele 

(1797, 198) suggested the battle date was 1003 (correctly), and stated that 

Pinhoe and the surrounding villages were burned to the ground. 

 

 

10.15. What do we learn from the antiquarians’ observations of early 

medieval sites? 

10.15.1 Were the sites they saw actually early medieval, according to 

present day interpretation? 

The antiquarians’ interpretation of the Iron Age hillforts of Devon as being early 

medieval was entirely wrong.  
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10.15.2 What sites have been lost, leaving the antiquarians’ accounts as 

the only record left?  

Little research has been carried out about the Battle of Bremeldown and its 

location. The Battle at Pinhoe has been researched, although the antiquarians’ 

accounts are not noted.  

 

10.16 Antiquarians’ observation on early medieval sites 

It is not really possible to make an observation on the dating of hillforts by 

antiquarians as there is limited evidence. As to the Battle of Bremeldown, there 

are two lines of thought that can be perused, one is that the antiquarians all 

copied and expanded Leland’s account. The other is that a battle did take place, 

whilst the antiquarians did not provide much information about the battle it is 

worth recording that it took place in Devon, although no archaeological 

information has been forthcoming. Having given a brief resumé of the 

antiquarian’s thoughts on early medieval sites we are presented with limited 

evidence. The Bremeldown battle is a mystery, as there is no 21st century 

evidence of a battle possibly it is waiting to be found. Having looked at the 

Roman and medieval sites we now need to move on to look at Devon’s castles 

and religious houses as recorded by the antiquarians to discover how much has 

been lost from the archaeological record.  
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       Fig.11.1: The east gateway of Hemyock Castle (Hutchinson 1851, unpaginated). 

 

11.1 Introduction 

In the previous three chapters we have explored the antiquarians’ research 

regarding earthworks and Roman sites. The aim of the following two chapters is 

to look at the antiquarians’ documentation of Devon’s castles and religious 

houses. In this chapter we will look at how the antiquarians recorded their 

observations on castles (for example Fig.11.1), and using Swete’s and 

Hutchinson’s illustrated field observations to make comparisons with present 

day interpretations in order to identify what has been lost from the 

archaeological record. The questions to be answered with regards to what can 

be learned from the antiquarians are: 

• Were the castles they saw actually castles, according to present day 

interpretations? 

• Did they make plans or provide illustrations of the castles? 

• Did they publish their findings? 

 

Antiquarians used the term ‘castle’ to describe both hillforts and stone-built 

castles, but in this chapter we are looking at medieval stone castles. Before we 
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look at how the antiquarians recorded castles, we need to define what castles 

are. 

 

11.2 The siting and definition of castles 

In Devon the distribution of castles is curiously uneven, with the majority 

concentrated in the south (Pettifer 1995, 52). The siting of medieval castles was 

tactical rather than strategic, and reflected the distribution of power amongst the 

barons and the king (Brown 1954, 217). A castle represented a compromise 

between the requirements of defence and those of domestic convenience, with 

a degree of incompatibility between the two roles (Pettifer 1995, xi). A castle 

was not just for defensive purposes, but could control a regional crossing point 

of routes, as at Bampton Castle, which may have originated as a fortified caput 

(head) (Higham and Hamlin 1990, 103). The early castles were motte-and-

bailey, purpose-built to suit the location. The motte was a mound, either 

artificially constructed or else built to make use of natural rocky outcrops. It was 

originally surrounded by a wooden palisade, which was later replaced by stone 

walls, encircling a keep, and the bailey was a fortified enclosure built next to the 

motte (Pettifer 1995, xv).  

 

Castles, unlike monasteries which were set up for perpetuity, were 

fortified residences and had no such claim to permanence (Thompson 1987, 4). 

By the 15th century castles were falling into decay of their own accord with the 

diminished need for defensive structures (Thompson 1987, 11). William 

Worcestre (1415-1482) recorded three castles in Devon10 (Harvey 1969, 19-29) 

(see Appendix 11.1). John Leland (1503-1552) during his journeys to Devon in 

1542 and 1545 documented six castles as ruins11 which could have only been 

reached by long periods of neglect (Thompson 1987, 19). What Leland 

understood by ruins could be misinterpreted; he described Totnes as being in 

ruins, whereas what he meant was the internal domestic buildings were in ruins 

(Thompson 1987, 105) (see Appendix 11.2). The outbreak of the Civil War in 

1642 altered the situation and fortification became a necessity, and ancient 

castles acquired a new function. The extent of the destruction that took place 

during this time has not always been appreciated. It could be argued, however, 

                                                 
10

 Lydford Castle, Okehampton Castle, Lundy Castle   
11

 Barnstaple Castle, Plympton Castle, Totnes Castle, Berry Pomerory Castle, Exeter Castle 
and Powderham Castle 
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that few castles were still in a state to be reused as the majority had already 

passed beyond repair (Thompson 1987, 136). We now look at the evidence 

provided by the antiquarians. 

 

11.3 Choice of sites  

Within Devon there were 30 castles, and 24 fortified houses (see Appendix 

11.3) (Higham 1988, 139). With the Norman Conquest came a rapid growth in 

castle building, and appeared as early as 1068, such as Rougemont (Exeter) 

(Higham 1999, 143). Devon’s castles were build in various forms, either of wood 

or stone, for a variety of purposes such as military or consolidation after the 

conquest (Higham 1999, 136). There were 15 motte and bailey castles, such as 

at Okehampton, Totnes and Barnstaple. Out of the 24 fortified houses 17 were 

given permission to crenellate, such as Hemyock, Bampton and Buckland 

Abbey (Higham 1999, 139). There was no major plan as to the location of 

Devon’s castles it was governed by local issues, such as military, domestic or 

economic (Fig.11.2). Another element of castle building was the effect on the 

location of the castle, which could create or enhance the economic life of an 

area, as at Plympton (Higham 1999, 138). An element often overlooked is the 

strong gatehouses at Torre and Tavistock Abbeys, which offered security to a 

rich community (Higham 1999, 141). Castles and fortified houses were not 

differentiated by the antiquarians they saw them as castles Fig.11.3 shows the 

location of the fortified houses.   

 

John Swete (1751-1821) documented five what we now define as 

castles12 and seven fortified houses13 (see Appendix 11.4) (see Chapter Six), 

whereas Peter Hutchinson (1810-1897) (see Chapter Seven) recorded three 

castles and one fortified house14 [underlined in red] (see Appendix 11.5) 

(Fig.11.2-11.3). Swete and Hutchinson provide illustrated details, and this was 

the criteria for their inclusion, as comparisons could be made with the depictions 

and the changes that have occurred over the previous two hundred years to the 

buildings. Not included in this chapter is Bampton Castle because of its 

similarity to Plympton of being a motte and bailey castle; also the fortified 

houses of Powderham and Tiverton. The façade of Powderham has changed 

                                                 
12

 Bampton Castle, Lydford Castle, Okehampton Castle, Plympton Castle, Totnes Castle 
13

 Hemyock Castle, Plympton Castle, Totnes Castle, Rougemont Castle  
14

 Lydford Castle, Plympton Castle, Rougemont Castle, Hemyock Castle 
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very little from Swete’s illustration, although alterations were carried out. 

Tiverton has not been included because the other examples described below 

provide a more detailed example of change (see Appendix 11.6).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig.12.2: Devon’s castles to c.1300 (Higham 1999, 137). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 329 

 

 

Fig.11.3: Devon’s fortified houses (Higham 1999, 138). 

 

11.4 Devon’s antiquarians recording of castles 

11.4.1 Axminster Castle 

William Pole (1561-1635) documented that he had seen the ancient records 

which testified to the existence of a ‘castle’ at Axminster, but it is not clear if he 

was referring to a castle or a hillfort (Pole 1617, 114). Tristram Risdon (1580-

1640) described Axminster as ‘retaining the memory of a warlike abode’ 

(Risdon c.1632, 18), although he did not record the site of a castle. James 

Davidson (1793-1864) presented a plan of Axminster (Fig.11.4) and suggested 

why there might have been a castle there (Davidson 1832, 14). He suggested 

that to arrive at a conclusion as to whether or not Axminster was a British village 

with a castle the following points must be considered: 

• Was it a defended site surrounded by a fence and ditch? 

• Was it at the intersection of roads near a stream?  
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• Was it on a defensible promontory and did the earthworks trace the 

contours of the hill?  

 
  Axminster fulfilled all the requirements Davidson (1833, 22) suggested. It 

was the site of an ancient settlement that had been reused by the Romans, 

being near the Fosse Way. Roman coins had been found when a drainage ditch 

was dug in what was called the ‘castle ditch’, along with evidence of a wall, 

although the castle’s construction was uncertain (Davidson 1861, 14). 

Axminster had been rebuilt so no relics remained, but it had to be a place of 

British settlement, Davidson (1833, 36) thought. 

 

A reappraised of Davidson’s views 150 years later suggested they were 

largely hypothetical, and the understanding of the early settlement of Axminster 

has not advanced significantly since Davidson’s observations. Evidence had 

been found of Roman coins, and topographically the site offered a suitable 

environment for a settlement (Silvester and Bidwell 1984, 33). The question of 

whether or not Axminster had a castle has not been resolved; Davidson argued 

for a castle, although he could find no evidence. There is no record of a castle 

on the tithe map, although there is a mention of one in a 13th century charter, 

which could refer to William Brewer who was granted permission in 1200 to 

build a castle wherever he chose, which could have been at Axminster (Higham 

1986, 182-3). Possibly the ‘old castle’ was a reference to an Iron Age enclosure 

as Davidson suggested, with Saxon Axminster retaining an element of 

enclosure. Although Axminster has little documentary evidence, a strong local 

tradition combined with place-name evidence and a royal licence does suggest 

the existence of a medieval castle. There is, though, insufficient evidence to 

prove that a castle had been built (Higham 1986, 182-3).       
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Fig.11.4: Davidson’s plan of Axminster and suggested location of the castle (Davidson 1833, 

frontispiece). 

 

11.4.2 Barnstaple Castle 

Leland saw Barnstaple’s ruined town walls and the magnificent ruins of the 

castle to the north-west of the town, with part of the dungeon standing (Toulmin 

Smith 1907, 169) (see Chapter Four); the same details were noted by Thomas 

Westcote (1567-1640) (c.1630, 296), and by Tristram Risdon (c.1632, 326), 

who stated that the castle was built by King Athelstan (see Chapter Five). The 

ruins were also observed by Swete (1796, Journal vol.13, 188) (Figs.11.5-11.6). 

Richard Polwhele (1760-1838) (1797, 236) described the castle as being 

surrounded by a moat and the town as having its original four gates (see 

Chapter Six). When the motte was excavated in 1927, the remains of a shell 

keep dating to the early 12th century were found (Renn 1973, 102; Pettifer 1995, 

53). There was evidence that timber and stone had been removed from the site 

and by 1326 the castle was in ruins (Oliver 1928, 222).  
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        Fig.11.5: Swete’s illustration of Barnstaple Castle, with the motte hidden by the trees  

 (Swete 1796, Journal vol.13, opp.188). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig.11.6: The remains of Barnstaple Castle’s motte and without the lime kiln (Source: author). 

 

11.4.3 Berry Pomeroy Castle 

Leland recorded a castle half a mile from the church (Toulmin Smith 1907, 219), 

and Pole (1617, 208) the Tudor mansion, whilst Polwhele (1797, 491) observed 

that the castle was an object of great curiosity to travellers. Swete (1793, 

Journal vol.4, 105) described the ruins as a ‘perspective vista’ of arches clad in 

ivy, and used artistic licence when depicting the interior (Figs.11.7-11.8). 

Extensive archaeological research was carried out at Berry Pomeroy during the 
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1980s and in 1996. The findings showed that the castle was built in the late 15th 

century, as a fortified house, within a deer park with a dry moat. The first house 

was demolished c.1560-1580, and a courtyard house built within the defences. 

There was a proposal to enlarge the house in 1600 and to build terraces on 

three sides, but the work was never completed, and the house was abandoned 

between 1688 and 1701. The site then became a source of building material 

and fell into the ‘romantic ruins’ that Swete described (Higham 1988, 145; 

Brown 1996, 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

    Fig.11.7: The romantic ruins of Berry Pomeroy Castle as painted by Swete (1793, 

Journal vol.4, 112). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.8: Possibly the view Swete painted of Berry Pomeroy Castle with the staircase to the 

right (Source: author). 
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11.4.4 Bickleigh Castle 

Swete (1796, Journal vol.11, 17) was the only antiquarian to record the site of 

Bickleigh Castle, and he inferred that parts of the castle were dilapidated and 

other parts were used for storage. He noted the stone mullion windows, and 

observed that part of the moat had been filled in. He visited the ruined chapel, 

and thought it picturesque (Figs.11.9-11.11). Bickleigh Castle is in fact a fortified 

house (Higham 1999, 139). Parts of the house were destroyed in the Civil War 

and have been much altered over the years (Pevsner 2002, 171).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Fig.11.9: The gatehouse of Bickleigh Castle painted by Swete (1796, Journal vol.11, 

opp.172). Which has been destroyed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 335 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.10: The west front of Bickleigh Castle dated 1796 (Swete 1796, Journal vol.11, 

opp.17). Where Swete appears to have depicted the tower as not attached to the front 

as it is today.  
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Fig.11.11: The west front of Bickleigh Castle with the added tower on the left side of the 

doorway (Source: author). 

 

 

11.4.5 Colecombe Castle 

Polwhele (1793, 311) recorded that Pole had rebuilt Colecombe Castle, as did 

Swete, who provided illustrations of the former fortified house (Figs 11.12-

11.13). It was destroyed in the Civil War and only parts were rebuilt, but the 

fireplace was still visible in the early 1900s (Fig.11.14). Swete (1793, Journal 
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vol.9, 72) wrote that the house had gone from being a ‘forum at Rome’ to a ‘cow 

market and a dung court’. No archaeological investigations have been 

undertaken and now there is no evidence of the house, therefore Swete’s 

pictures are a unique record of what has been lost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig.11.12: The west front of Colecombe Castle (Swete 1793, Journal vol.9, opp.72).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.13: The interior of Colecombe Castle (Swete 1793, Journal vol. 9, opp.72). 
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Fig.11.14:  Remains of Colecombe Castle fireplace in the early 1900s (Source: private 

collection of the Turl’s). 

 

11.4.6 Compton Castle 

Swete (1793, Journal vol.4,119-22) noted that Compton Castle had a fine 

gateway and towers, which showed its strength against attack; although some 

modern alterations [1793] had been carried out, and the western end was still in 

ruins, he described the castle as ‘in the highest state of picturesque perfection’ 

(Figs.11.15-11.7). The castle is a typical 14th century West Country hall house, 

which began as a tower house and in 1520 was transformed, and possibly the 

last true castle to be raised in England (Pettifer 1995, 55). 

 

 

 

Fig.11.15: The ivy-clad 

ruins of Compton Castle 

that Swete thought was 

picturesque perfection 

(Swete 1793, Journal 

vol.4, opp.119). It is not 

possible to recreate this 

picture today therefore 

Swete’s picture is a 

unique record of what 

has been lost. 
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Fig.11.16: Compton Castle (Swete 1793, Journal vol.4, 123). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.17: The façade of Compton Castle in 2015 is similar to Swete’s (Source: author). 

 

 

 

11.4.7 Hemyock Castle 

Leland documented three standing stone towers at Hemyock Castle (Toulmin-

Smith 1907, 74). Polwhele (1797, 335) described a ruined castle, where there 

had formerly been a portcullis and a moat, although the remains of round 

towers were visible which had recently been lowered. Hutchinson (1851, Diary 

vol.1, July) documented the castle as being 60yd [55m] square, with walls 3ft to 

4ft [0.9-1m] thick; with round towers 20ft [6m] diameter at each corner and in 

the middle of each wall. The main gate in the east wall was flanked by two 

round towers. The castle was surrounded by an almost-complete moat. A 
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modern farmhouse [1851] had been built in the gateway (Figs.11.18- 11.19). 

Hemyock Castle with its quadrangular layout was licensed in 1380. It has been 

suggested that the Royalists reduced the site to ruins in 1643 (Pettifer 1995, 

59), but this was evidently not the case as the towers were still standing when 

Hutchinson visited in 1851. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Fig.11.18: The east gateway of Hemyock Castle (Hutchinson 1851, unpaginated). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.11.19: All that remains of the east gateway arch, without the adjoining towers (Source: 

author). 
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11.4.8 Lydford Castle 

At Lydford Worcestre recorded a square castle built ‘in years long past’ (Harvey 

1969, 20). Westcote (c.1630, 358) documented that the castle had two small 

rooms on the ground floor and two above, that the roof had been repaired, and 

the surrounding ditches enclosed a half acre of land. Swete (1792, Journal 

vol.2, 5-19) documented a square building with battlements, situated on an 

artificial mound with chambers and a rubbish-filled dungeon (Fig.11.20). 

  

Hutchinson (1880, Diary vol.5, August) documented that the castle 

consisted of a keep 16yds [14m] square with 6ft [2m] thick walls, with three 

rooms above a dungeon, and a staircase built into the wall (Figs.11.21-11.24). 

Lydford Castle was set in the burh defences, with ring-works. There is the 

illusion that the site is a motte-and-bailey castle, but this is incorrect, as the 

keep was built first then earth banked up around the bottom to emulate a motte. 

Only the ground floor is original and the top stonework has been added (Renn 

1973, 235; Pettifer 1995, 59-60). The keep and bailey probably date from the 

12th to 13th century (Higham 1988, 143). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.20: Lydford Castle as depicted by Swete with Brent Tor in the background (Swete 1792, 

Journal vol.2, opp.2). An example of Swete’s artistic licence, because the Tor cannot be seen 

from here. 
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Fig.11.21: Lydford Keep (Hutchinson’s Sketch Book, 1851, unpaginated). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.22: The only difference to Lydford Keep in 2015 is the square roofline (Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.23: Location plan of 

Lydford Keep (Hutchinson 

1880, Diary vol.5, August). 
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Fig.13.24: The floor plan of Lydford Castle (Hutchinson 1880, Diary vol.4, August).  

 

11.4.9 Okehampton Castle 

Worcestre in 1478 recorded visiting the Earl of Devon in Okehampton Castle, 

en route to Cornwall (Harvey 1969, 39). Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, 38) wrote 

that Okehampton Castle was a ‘picturesque ruin’, a magnificent castellated pile 

crowned by a keep on a mound, that towered over the ruins. He gave the 

dimensions of the walls and rooms, noted the ornamental architecture, provided 

a plan, and also noted that the castle had been set within a deer park (Figs 

11.25-11.28).  

 

Okehampton Castle is a Norman motte-and-bailey castle on a spur 

above the West Okement River, with an irregular keep surrounding the motte. 

The 1970s excavations revealed two phases of construction dated to 1068-

1086 and the late 17th century respectively (Higham et al. 1982, 20). 

Okehampton Castle could be seen as a caput because of its location. By 1274 

the castle was described as ‘an old motte which is worth nothing’, but this did 

not mean it was a ruin, because by 1538 the castle was again in use. The castle 

was not slighted but fell into disrepair, as was often the case when castles came 

into Crown hands in the 16th century (Higham 1977, 13-14; Pettifer 1995, 61).  
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   Fig.11.25: Okehampton Castle as depicted by Swete (1789, Journal vol.1, opp.59.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig.11.26: Okehampton Castle in 2015, which is the same (Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.27: Plan of Okehampton Castle 

showing its chapel below the castle (Swete 

1789, Journal vol.1, opp.76). 
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             Fig.11.28: The suggested layout of Okehampton Castle (Higham 1977, 8). 

 

 

 

11.4.10 Plympton Castle 

Plympton Castle, Leland saw as a ‘fair large castle’ with the walls still standing 

and a dungeon, although the lodgings had been destroyed (Toulmin Smith 

1907, 216). Westcote (c.1630, 384) noted the turrets had been repaired, and 

Swete (1796, Journal vol.14, 25) recorded a castle here (Figs.11.29-11.31). 

Hutchinson (1888, Diary vol.5, July) painted a picture of the castle ruins, but 

recorded no comment.  

 

There was a castle at Plympton before 1130, although destroyed by 

1136, but known to have been rebuilt at a subsequent date with a shell keep on 

top of the motte, which by 1224 was siegeworthy (Higham et al. 1985, 73). The 

lord of the manor freed the local priory from the obligation of castle work, such 

as maintenance of the infrastructure (see Chapter 12) (Pettifer 1995, 61; 

Higham and Barker 2004, 103). 
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Fig.11.29: Swete’s view of Plympton Castle and the church, copied from one by Payne (Swete 

1796, Journal vol.14, opp.25). This view cannot be recreated today because of surrounding 

houses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig.11.30: The remains of Plympton Castle as painted by Hutchinson (1888, unpaginated.). 
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 Fig.11.31: Plympton Castle in 2015 with a hedge now defining where the upper wall once stood 

as painted by Swete and Hutchinson (Source: author). 

 

11.4.11 Rougemont Castle (Exeter) 

Leland noted Exeter Castle situated on the high ground (Toulmin Smith 1907, 

227). Risdon (c.1632, 101-11) recorded the commanding location of the now 

ruined 11th century castle, although the chapel and the circuit judges’ houses 

were still standing. George Oliver (1781-1861) (1850, 11) was the only 

antiquarian to publish Norden’s (1617) drawings of the castle (Fig.11.32). He 

detailed that by 1698 the castle ditch at the lower end of Northernhay had been 

infilled with rubbish and the castle gateway had been converted into a ‘pleasure 

house’, which was subsequently sold and the castle grounds were landscaped. 

He also recorded the building of the Session House within the castle grounds in 

1607, as well as a new Court House in 1774 and the new entrance from the 

High Street (Oliver 1850, 12-3). Hutchinson (1851, Diary vol.1, June) observed 

that the ditches were now laid out as lawns dotted with trees (Figs.11.33-11.34). 

Exeter Castle was built by William I, and towers mark the junctions between the 

city and curtain walls, and there is a later half-rounded bastion tower on the 

north-east corner with a short barbican. This Norman castle placed an 

emphasis on a strong gatehouse instead of the traditional keep (Renn 1973, 

185; Higham 1988, 143). 
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Fig.11.32: Plan of the City of Exeter 1617 (Oliver 1850, opp. 16) A=the site of the former 

drawbridge, C=the castle’s outer ditch, which the city made into butts, D=the castle’s inner ditch, 

which has been made into gardens, E=the former castle garden, G=the site of former castles 

orchards. 

 

 

 

Fig.11.33: The 

north-east gateway 

of Rougemont 

Castle (Hutchinson 

1883, Diary vol.1,  

April).  
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   Fig.11.34: The virtually unchanged view in 2015 (Source: author). 

 

11.4 12 Totnes Castle 

At Totnes Leland recorded the town walls, and the castle on the hill, which had 

a dungeon and well-maintained walls, although the internal domestic buildings 

were in ruins (Toulmin Smith 1907 218); as did Pole (1617, 294), Westcote 

(c.1630, 412) and Risdon (c.1632, 273). Polwhele (1803, 179) mentioned the 

castle was located on a mound. Whereas Swete (1792, Journal vol.2, 198-204) 

documented the castle as having deep ditches and high ramparts with the top of 

the mound surrounded by a wall, which he thought had once enclosed a 

castellated mansion. Within the castle walls there was a fir plantation, which 

Swete disliked because it blocked the view and detracted from the castle’s 

antiquity (Figs.11.35-11.36). Hutchinson (1880, Diary vol.5, July) recorded that 

the remains were ‘encumbered with trees and surrounding buildings’. He noted 

that the grassed interior was enclosed by a battlemented wall, with steps cut 

into it to reach the circular walkway of the shell keep (Fig.11.37). 

 

After the Norman conquest of the Saxon burgh of Totnes a motte-and-

bailey castle was built. The castle walls were maintained by the 15th century 

tenants, and no commoner’s rights - which would have allowed wood-cutting or 

stone-robbing - were allowed to accrue (Rigold 1954, 229). The 14th century 

shell keep had reconstruction work in 1326 when Edward II ordered the castle 
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to be repaired. The motte was once crowned by a timber tower (Pettifer 1995, 

63; Higham and Barker 2004, 189). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.11.35: Totnes Castle as painted by Swete in 1792 (Journal vol. 2, opp.28). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.11.36: The view in 2015 is the same as Swete painted (Source: author). 
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Fig.11.37: Hutchinson’s sketch of Totnes Castle, A=entrance, B=blocked doorway, C=the steps 

cut in the wall, D=doorway into a room in the wall (Hutchinson 1880, Diary vol.5, July). This view 

cannot be recreated today because of the surrounding houses. 

 

 

11.5 What do we learn from antiquarians’ observations on castles? 

11.5.1 Introduction 

Having reviewed the evidence presented by the antiquarians, we need to 

address the questions set at the beginning of the chapter. 

 

11.5.2 Were the castles they saw actually castles, according to present 

day interpretations? 

All the antiquarians correctly identified the stone buildings as castles. There is, 

though, the enigma of Axminster Castle, for which the antiquarians argued there 

could have been a castle, although there is no archaeological evidence to 

support their theory. Although Higham (1999, 139) states it had been destroyed, 

whereas in 1986 (182-3) he stated there was insufficient evidence to prove a 

castle had been built.   

 

11.5.3 Did they make plans or illustrations of the castles? 

With regards to plans, Swete provided a plan of Okehampton Castle in 1789, 

which is correct, when compared to Higham’s, as was Hutchinson’s 1851 plan 

of Lydford Castle. Oliver was the first to publish a plan of Rougemont Castle in 

1850. When we look at Swete’s 18th century and Hutchinson’s 19th century 
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castle illustrations, they both showed the ruins as they saw them. Their 

illustrations do provide evidence of what has been lost, Table 11.1. Therefore 

Swete’s and Hutchinson’s pictures provide a unique record of what has been 

lost from the archaeological record. 

 

Table 11.1: Evidence of antiquarians’ illustrations  

Plympton 
Castle 

Swete shows 
the keep wall 

Hutchinson the 
same 

Now destroyed 

Berry Pomeroy 
Castle 

Swete shows 
ruins 

 Difficult to see how much 
has further deteriorated  

Bickleigh 
Castle 

Swete shows 
ruined sections 

 Ruined sections have 
been demolished 

Colecombe 
Castle  

Swete showed 
ruins 

 Now totally destroyed 

Compton 
Castle 

Swete showed 
ruined sections 

 Ruined sections have 
been demolished 

Hemyock  Hutchinson 
showed towers 

Towers have been 
destroyed 

 

11.5.4 Did they publish any of their findings? 

Neither Worcestre’s nor Leland’s Itinerary were published in their lifetime, the 

same applies to the findings of Pole, Risdon, Westcote and Swete. Polwhele 

published his findings in 1793, as did Davidson in 1833 and Oliver in 1850. 

Hutchinson did not publish any research with regards to castles.  

 

11.5.5 Supplementary observations  

Polwhele (1797, 144-5) was the only antiquarian to note that Totnes, Plympton 

and Okehampton Castles were all built on mounds, and the only one to observe 

that the Rougemont Castle was built on the remains of an extinct volcano. The 

VCH, Devon identifies the site of castles but makes no reference to the 

antiquarians’ findings. 

 

Of the eight castles and seven fortified houses identified by the 

antiquarians, Table 11.2 shows who identified which location, but whether Pole, 

Risdon or Polwhele visited the sites is difficult to decide, as they could have 

copied Hooker’s manuscripts, whereas we know Swete and Hutchinson did 

visit. Having reviewed the evidence provided by the antiquarians about Devon’s 

castle we need to turn our attention to Devon’s religious houses to see if the 

losses sustained are similar.  
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Table 11.2: Devon castles and fortified houses as identified by 

antiquarians   

Castles    

Axminster Pole 1617 Risdon 1632 Davidson 1861 
Bampton Swete 1800   
Barnstaple Leland Risdon 1632 Swete 1796 
Lydford Worcestre 1478 Swete 1792 Hutchinson 1880 
Okehampton Worcestre 1478 Swete 1789  
Plympton Leland  Swete 1796 Hutchinson 1888 

Rougemont Leland Oliver 1850 Hutchinson 1851 
Totnes Leland Swete 1792 Hutchinson 1880 
Fortified Houses    
Berry Pomeroy Leland Polwhele 1797 Swete 1793 
Bickleigh Swete 1796   
Colecombe Polwhele 1793 Swete 1793  

Compton Swete 1793   
Hemyock Leland Polwhele 1797 Hutchinson 1851 
Powderham Leland 15XX Polwhele 1797 Swete 1797 
Tiverton Risdon 1632 Swete 1789  
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CHAPTER 12CHAPTER 12CHAPTER 12CHAPTER 12    

HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS RECORDED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS RECORDED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS RECORDED HOW DEVON’S ANTIQUARIANS RECORDED 

DEVON’S DEVON’S DEVON’S DEVON’S RELIGIOUS HOUSESRELIGIOUS HOUSESRELIGIOUS HOUSESRELIGIOUS HOUSES    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.1: The ruins of Barlynch Priory (Swete 1796, Journal vol.12, 54). 

 

12.1 Introduction 

In the preceding four chapters we have looked at the antiquarians recording of 

barrows, hillforts, Roman sites and castles and discovered the destruction of 

sites, through agricultural practises and development. In this chapter we will 

examine how Devon’s antiquarians recorded their observations on religious 

houses (Fig.12.1). This will be achieved by using documentary and field 

observations to make comparisons with present day interpretations, in order to 

identify what has been lost from the archaeological record. The questions to be 

answered with regards to what can be learnt from the antiquarians are: 

• Did they make plans or provide illustrations?  

• Did they publish their findings?  

The term ‘religious house’ has been used as a general catchphrase, as the 

antiquarians looked at both priories and abbeys.  

 

12.2 Devon’s religious houses 

12.2.1 The creation and destruction of monastic establishments    

Before we look at how Devon antiquarians chronicled religious houses, we need 

to establish that this section does not give details of the different monastic 
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orders, only the description of the different religious houses recorded by the 

antiquarians. An essential requirement was a supply of clean water, frequently 

in an isolated location where life could be adequately sustained; although the 

monastic orders were dependant on where their founders gave them land. The 

founders saw the establishment of religious houses as an insurance against 

damnation, not only for their souls, but also for their ancestors and descendants 

(Aston 2000, 17-9). None of the antiquarians questioned the location of the 

religious houses, noting only that the ruins were located in ‘picturesque’ 

settings.  

 

Religious houses were frequently situated alongside a castle, such as at 

Plympton where the monks were exempt from obligations of castle work which 

included the maintenance of the bridge, ditch, tower and palisade (see Chapter 

Eleven) (Higham and Barker 2004, 130). Religious houses had the same power 

as castles to attract trade, as at Tavistock, which developed into a borough 

sometime between 1108 and 1185 (Aston 2000, 151), or weekly markets, as 

held at Hartland (Risdon c.1632, 152). Religious houses were perpetual 

corporations, established with a continuity of policy and administration that 

looked to long-term planning and investment in estates, which in turn created 

wealth, and power over the population (Aston 2000, 157).  

 

Whilst not detailing the causes of their dissolution between 1530 and 

1540 we need to mention the effect of this event on the landscape and on the 

monastic community. The religious buildings and land were either sold off or 

leased out, and one of the conditions was for the removal of the roof, to make it 

impossible for any change of policy to restore the site to a religious community 

(Aston 2000, 160). Many religious sites became quarries, as at Newenham 

Abbey (Axminster); others, such as Torre Abbey (Torquay), became manor 

houses. The majority of religious houses disappeared within ten years, 

becoming secular estates in a secular landscape (Aston 2000, 161), something 

the antiquarians did not discuss.    

 

12.3 Choice of sites  

Domesday listed two monastic communities, Tavistock and Buckfast. By 1300 

there was a dramatic increase to 36 religious communities, possibly through a 
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growth in population, but more likely because throughout the whole of the 

Western Christian World, there developed an enthusiasm for monasticism, and 

nobles like William Brewer founded Dunkeswell Abbey in 1224 to save not only 

his soul but his descendants (Fig. 12.2) (Holdsworth 1999, 206-9). Hoskins’ 

(2003, 225) map identifies 32 sites, of which Swete documented 11 sites15 

(Barlynch Priory is not marked on the map) [underlined in red], (Fig.12.3) (see 

Appendix 12.1). Swete was the only antiquarian to provide illustrated details, 

and this was the criteria for the inclusion of these religious houses, as 

comparisons could be made with Swete’s depiction and the losses that have 

occurred over the previous two hundred years to the buildings. However 

mention is made of Buckfast Abbey, which was not recorded by Swete. How 

Swete made his choice of which religious houses to visit is difficult to answer, 

as Donn’s map only identifies Tavistock, Torre and Barnstaple, possibly he 

used Jones’ A Complete History of all the Religious Houses in the County of 

Devon (1755), which lists all the houses he visited. The facts about the religious 

houses’ foundation dates, their value at the dissolution, who bought them or 

who they were granted to, a list of all the abbots, and pensions paid to the 

monastic communities, are covered consistently by all the antiquarians; whether 

they copied each other’s findings is difficult to answer.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15

 Buckfast Abbey, Buckland Abbey, Dunkeswell Abbey, Forde Abbey, Hartland Abbey, Newenham 

Abbey, Tavistock Abbey, Torre Abbey. Barlynch Priory, Canonsleigh Priory, Frithelstock Prior, Polsloe 

Priory.   
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Fig.12.2: Religious communities in Devon (Holdworth 1999, 208).   

 

     Fig.12.3: Devon’s religious houses (Hoskins 2003, 225). The sites underlined in red were  

    visited by Swete in the late 1700s. 
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12.4 The recording of the religious houses by antiquarians 

The earliest antiquarian to provide information on a Devon religious houses was 

William Worcestre (1415-1482) (see Chapter Four), who recorded in his 

Itinerary that he stayed at Tavistock Abbey in 1478, over a hundred years 

before its dissolution, and documented that the abbey church measured 126 

paces [79m] long (Harvey 1969, 33;39). John Leland (1503-1552) recorded ten 

religious houses that had been ‘suppressed’ in 1536, but no other details16 (see 

Chapter Four and Appendix 12.2).   

 

Tristram Risdon (1580-1640), in the early 1600s, was the first Devon 

antiquarian to listed religious houses. He documented priories at Cornworthy 

(Risdon c.1632, 167) and Cowick (Risdon c.1632, 117) (see Chapter Five). The 

next Devon antiquarian was John Swete (1751-1821), who in the late 1700s 

provided illustrated descriptions of what he called the ‘romantic ruins’ of the 

religious houses he visited (see below). Richard Polwhele (1760-1838) listed 

two priories and seven abbeys17 (Polwhele 1797, 223-9) (see Chapter Six and 

Appendix12.3). 

 

 George Oliver (1781-1861) (see Chapter Six) was the first antiquarian to 

research and publish a complete history on the religious houses of Devon. 

Oliver’s first book, Historic Collections relating to the Monasteries in Devon 

(1820), was followed by Monasticon Diocesis (1841), which was later corrected 

and published by Dom John Stéphan as Ancient Religious Houses of Devon 

(1935). Oliver collected material from public records, medieval Episcopal 

registers and private papers. He adapted Aaron Arrowsmith’s map of 1814 that 

showed the sites of Devon’s religious houses (Fig.12.4) (Oliver 1854, ii). Oliver 

(1854, 69) was also the only antiquarian to note that many religious houses had 

town houses in Exeter, such as Buckfast Abbey. Oliver’s investigations 

prompted Brooking Rowe to document the Cistercian Houses of Devon 

between 1875 (329-366) and 1876 (797-893) in RTDA, although there is no 

mention of the buildings, like Oliver’s accounts. James Davidson (1793-1864) 

was the first and only antiquarian to publish an illustrated book devoted to the 

                                                 
16

 Barnstaple Priory, Cornworthy Priory, Frithelstock Priory, Modbury Priory, Pilton Priory, 
Plympton Priory, Totnes Priory, Exeter Priory, Newenham Abbey and Torre Abbey  
17

 Priories at Barnstaple, Canonsleigh Abbeys at Buckland, Buckfastleigh, Ford, Hartland, 
Newenham, Tavistock, Torre  
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history of one abbey being The History of Newenham Abbey in the County of 

Devon (1843) (see Chapter Six).   

 

 

 

Fig.12.4: Oliver’s adapted map of Devon’s religious houses (Oliver 1854, frontispiece). 
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12.5 Devon’s religious houses 

12.5.1 Barlynch Priory (Brompton Regis) 

Swete (1796, Journal vol.12, 54) saw the ruins of Barlynch Priory as ‘having 

little to gratify antiquarian research, as it had no pretension to magnificence with 

rude masonry’, and a cottage had been built against the south wall (Fig.12.1). 

Swete was the only antiquarian to record the details of this now-forgotten priory. 

Now only part of the wall remains. 

 

12.5.2 Buckfast Abbey 

The ‘skeleton of a huge body’ whose ruins ‘may move beholders both to wonder 

and pity’ was how Risdon (c.1632, 152) described Buckfast Abbey, the only 

antiquarian to document the site (Fig.12.5). The Abbot’s Kitchen Tower and 

enough of the abbey ruins remained to make a plan (although it was not 

included) (Brooking Rowe 1876, 797-808). In 1882 the site was bought by a 

community of French Benedictine monks, who built a new abbey on the former 

abbey’s site. The abbey was consecrated in 1932 (Stéphan 1935, 29).The 

abbey was the site of an archaeological excavation in the early 1980s by Brown 

(1988, 13-90), but no mention is made of Risdon’s recording. 

 

 

                    Fig.12.5: The ruins of Buckfast Abbey in 1734 (Stéphan 1935, 29). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 360 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.6: Buckfast Abbey in 2016, although nothing remains of the original abbey 

(www.buckfast.org.uk). 

 

12.5.3 Buckland Abbey 

At Buckland Abbey Swete saw a square tower in the centre of a ‘large pile of 

buildings’, and to the left was a ‘Gothic edifice’. This, Swete thought (1792, 

Journal vol.4, 180), had been converted into a barn, because the buttresses 

were too slight to have been for supports and were possibly added at a later 

date. It was, however, picturesque, ‘finely touched by the pencil of 

time‘(Figs.12.7-12.8). The abbey was recorded in 1875 as a ‘romantic ruin’ 

(Brooking Rowe 1875, 390). What Swete described was the 15th century Great 

Barn with an arched-braced roof and, although drawn from a different angle, 

Buck’s engraving of 1734 (Fig.12.9) showed the buttresses Swete depicted 

(Gaskell Brown 1995, 37). The abbey church was converted into a residence; 

there is no mention of Swete’s observations in Gaskell Brown’s excavation 

report, possibly because Swete did not provide any archaeological information. 
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Fig.12.7: The barn at 

Buckland Abbey (Swete 

1792, Journal 4, opp.180). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Fig.12.8: The 

barn in 2015 with 

the same number 

of buttresses as 

Swete depicted 

(Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.9: The Great Barn at Buckland Abbey as engraved by Buck in 1734 (Gaskell Brown 

1999, 80). 
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12.5.4 Canonsleigh Priory 

At Canonsleigh Priory Swete (1800, Journal vol.2, 90-3) saw what he thought 

were Gothic-styled ruins (Figs.12.10-12.13). The original priory gate had been 

blocked by a shed for cattle feed, and the limestone walls of the recently-

demolished [1800] chapel had been converted into manure [lime]. He felt that 

the building had been desecrated. Lysons, in his Magna Britannia (1822), 

mentioned that the walls of Canonsleigh Priory had been converted into a coach 

house (Lysons, 1822, cccxliv). No archaeological investigations have been 

carried out at Canonsleigh to-date, and Swete’s illustrations are a unique 

record. 

 

 

Fig.12.10: 

Canonsleigh Priory, 

showing the cattle 

shed, with the 

gatehouse behind, 

which is still there 

today (Swete 1800, 

Journal vol.20, 

opp.90). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.11: It is not 

possible to recreate 

Swete’s illustration, 

because from the cattle 

shed the gatehouse is 

invisible, therefore an 

example of Swete’s 

artistic licence, however 

this section of the barn 

is correct (Source: 

author). 
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Fig.12.12: The 

ruins of the 

eastern walls of 

Canonsleigh 

Priory (Swete 

1800, Journal 

vol.20, opp.102). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.13: The 

ruins of the 

eastern walls of 

Canonsleigh, 

now without the 

arched doorways, 

possibly Swete 

added these 

(Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

 

12.5.5 Dunkeswell Abbey  

Risdon (c.1632, 43) saw Dunkeswell Abbey’s ‘ruins lie low in the dust’. Milles 

(1742-1762, 106) visited Dunkeswell Abbey, and drew the gatehouse 

(Fig.12.14), but recorded no observations. Although Swete (1794, Journal vol.9, 

25) saw the picturesque ruins of what he thought had once been a large 

complex (Figs.12.15-12.16). At the Dissolution everything was sold and the 

building material removed, although it was still possible in the dry summer of 

1876 to see the outlines of the buildings (Brooking Rowe 1875, 390). An 
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earthwork survey carried out in 2000 revealed the abbey’s boundaries and 

internal layout (Hunt 2000, 223-5).    

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.14: Milles’ 

drawing of 

Dunkeswell Abbey’s 

gatehouse (Milles 

1747-1762, 106).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.15: The gatehouse of Dunkeswell Abbey as seen by Swete in 1794, possibly the side 

view of Milles’ illustration (Swete 1794, Journal vol.9, opp.23). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Fig.12.16: 

The remains of 

the gatehouse 

in 2015 

(Source: 

author). 
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12.5.6 Forde Abbey 

Leland visited Forde Abbey in 1536 and recorded there were 12 books in the 

Library (Toulmin Smith 1907, 243). Risdon (c.1632, 15) thought the fabric of 

Forde Abbey had ‘yielded to the antiquity of time’, which showed its former 

magnificence. Swete (1794, Journal vol.9, 113) described the abbey’s location, 

set at the end of an avenue of lime trees. He saw, on the west side of the 

house, an arcade formed of Gothic pillars and saw the south side as 

‘superlatively fine and magnificent, superior’ to anything else he had seen. 

Swete recorded that the former abbey had been in the hands of the same family 

for many years; and they had incorporated modern [1794] additions within the 

ancient abbey buildings, yet all ‘wore the garb of antiquity’. To prove his point 

he painted the south front from the sylvan scenery across the lake in front of the 

house (Figs.12.17-12.18). The former abbey is still a family home, parts of 

which are open to the public, and is virtually the same as Swete painted.  

 

 

Fig.12.17: The 

east view of 

Forde Abbey 

as Swete 

depicted it in 

1794 (Swete 

1794, Journal 

vol.9, 180). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.18: 

Swete’s 

recreated view 

of Forde Abbey 

in 2015; virtually 

unaltered except 

for alterations to 

the windows 

(Source: 

author). 
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12.5.7 Frithelstock Priory 

 

Fig.12.19: Frithelstock Priory as Buck painted it in 1734 (Pearse Chope 1929, opp.8). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.20: Frithelstock 

Priory as Swete saw it in 

1792 (Swete 1792 vol.1, 

opp.100). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.21: Frithelstock 

Priory in 2015, now 

without sections of the 

south wall 

Buck and Swete 

depicted (Source: 

author). 
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Risdon (c.1632, 275), wrote that Frithelstock Priory’s bells were still in place, 

whereas Swete (1792, Journal vol.1, 100), described the ruined remains of the 

north and south walls as ‘picturesque’ and the church as ‘contiguous to the east 

end of the priory’ (Figs.12.19-12.21). The ruins were the remains of a monastic 

church, with sections of the west, north and south walls still standing, which 

Swete observed (Ralegh Radford 1933, 20). A survey of the priory in 1929 still 

described the ruins as ‘picturesque’ (Pearse Chope 1929, 168; 186).  

 

 

12.5.8 Hartland Abbey 

Risdon (c.1632, 236) wrote that parts of Hartland Abbey were still standing, and 

Swete (1796, Journal vol.13, 58) documented the abbey as having been 

converted into a private house (Figs.12.22-12.23), whilst Polwhele (1803, 226) 

described it as the best endowed house in Devon. Oliver (1820, 79) recorded 

that Bishop Stapledon saw the abbey in a ruinous condition and ordered the 

abbey church to be rebuilt. At the Dissolution the abbey was converted into a 

private residence and little now remains of the original abbey, which is a family 

home, and hotel, and virtually the same as Swete painted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.12.22: Hartland Abbey as depicted by Swete (1796, Journal vol.13,58). 
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                   Fig.12.23: Hartland Abbey in 2012 (www.hartlandabbey.co.uk)  

  

12.5.9 Newenham Abbey (Axminster) 

Worcestre visited Newenham Abbey in 1478. He recorded the measurements of 

the abbey church, as being 76 paces [40m] long and 40 paces [21m] wide 

across the choir (Harvey 1969, 39). Swete (1795, Journal vol.9, 120) wrote that 

there was a jumble of ruins, parts of which had been converted into a 

farmhouse (Fig.12.24). Davidson (1843, 151) recorded that stone had been 

removed for building the manor at Ash, which was destroyed by fire in the Civil 

War.  

 

Davidson published The History of Newenham Abbey (1843) compiled 

from historical sources and his own investigations. Davidson’s work outlined the 

history of the Abbey, its endowment, its building, with a list of its Abbots, and 

noted the help he had received from Oliver (Davidson 1843, 11-99). He 

produced a ground plan of the abbey ‘with some expense of time and labour’, 

noting that the only remaining relic was the eastern window (Davidson 1843, 

143). He documented the bases of the octagonal columns, the three altars in 

the north and south aisles, one foliated boss and the yellow glazed floor tiles 

(Figs.12.25-12.27). He detailed the domestic buildings connected to the abbey, 

but it was not possible to trace their foundations as a farm had been built 

against the western side of the cloister (Davidson 1843, 150-1).  

 

Davidson (1843, 152) recalled the abbey’s stone doorways being re-used 

in Axminster buildings, because it was easier to demolish buildings than quarry 

stone (Fig.12.28; 12.29). All the illustrations Davidson used are by Spreat (see 
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Chapter Eight). Peter Hutchinson (1810-1897) recorded in 1872 that the ruins 

were gradually vanishing, although the gable end with three windows was still 

standing, and that the chapel had fallen down in 1867 (Hutchinson 1872, Diary 

vol.4, August).  

 

Salvage operations in 1981 provided limited evidence of the structural 

features of the abbey, except to validate Davidson’s observations about the 

floor tiles, which were commonly found in Devon churches (Allan and Silvester 

1981, 164). Davidson’s plan of the Abbey was correct, although lacking a scale, 

and he had recorded the position of six altars in the north and south side aisles, 

and the pier foundations (Allan and Silvester 1981, 168). Roman tiles had been 

used as hardcore in the foundations and although Davidson argued for a 

Roman predecessor to Axminster they came from Woodbury, outside 

Axminster, the site of suggested Roman station Moridunum (see Chapter 12) 

(Allan and Silvester 1981, 168). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Fig.12.24: The ruins of Newenham Abbey (Swete 1795, Journal vol.9, opp.119). 
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Fig.12.25: Ground plan of Newenham Abbey 

a=chapel, b=church, c=cloister, d=Chapter, e=possibly the Abbot’s lodging, f=kitchen,  

g=refectory, h=infirmary and i=lavatory (Davidson 1843, opp.143). 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Fig.12.26: The east window of Newenham Abbey (Davidson 1843, frontispiece).  
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Fig.12.27: Octagonal columns and foliated boss (Davidson 1843, opp. 146). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.28: The 

reuse of window 

and door arch in 

Axminster. The arch 

can be found in 

Church Street in 

2015 (Davidson 

1843, opp.152). 
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Fig.12.29: The archway Davidson depicted in 2016 

(source: author) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12.5.10 Polsloe Priory 

Risdon (c.1632, 113) stated that the former priory was now a dwelling, while 

Swete (1801, Journal vol.20, 188) saw Polsloe Priory as dilapidated, and the 

buildings had taken on the ‘garb of an ancient mansion’ (Figs.12.30-12.31). It 

was once the only nunnery in Devon. In 1899 the Bradbeer brothers bought the 

priory and the surrounding land to build workers’ cottages, however, they 

recognised its historic importance and tried to sell it to Exeter City, but they 

turned it down; eventually the brothers gave the priory to the City in 1934. An 

excavation was carried out in the late 1970s. The west range is now used as a 

community centre (Cornforth 2014, Exeter Memories Forum). 
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         Fig.12.30: Swete’s illustration of Polsloe Priory (Swete 1801, Journal 20, opp. 188).  

 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.31: The altered remains of Polsloe Priory, it is difficult to equate the remains to the 

former priory (Source: author). 
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12.5.11 Tavistock Abbey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Fig.12.32: The converted grist mill at Tavistock Abbey (Swete 1793, Journal vol.4, 162). 

 

Worcestre spent the night at Tavistock Abbey in 1478, and recorded that the 

abbey church measured 126 steps [79m] (Harvey 1969, 33). Risdon (c.1632, 

213) stated the ruins depicted a once-magnificent building, and he noted 

fragments of the abbey buildings had been incorporated into secular buildings. 

Bishop St. Rumon was buried in the abbey church, and Risdon inferred what 

the sepulchres might have looked like. Swete (1793, Journal vol.4, 159) stated 

the abbey had been converted into a grist mill (Fig.12.32), and only the gateway 

pinnacles showed any sign of its former splendour (Figs.12.33-12.34). 

  

An Act of Parliament was passed in 1540 for the rebuilding of the 

‘decayed houses in Tavistock’ and probably many of the ruined abbey buildings 

were dismantled for this purpose. The ruins of the abbey church were razed to 

the ground in 1670 and a school built. In the early 1800s the remains of the 

abbey buildings were used to build what is now known as the Bedford Hotel 

(Stead 1999, 151). No archaeological evidence has been found of the grist mill 

that Swete drew in 1793, so it is an irreplaceable record.  

 

Returning to Risdon’s observations on the bishop’s burial, an excavation 

in 1997 revealed three burials, one of which was a mitred bishop. The burial 

was identified by the textiles, dated to no later than the mid-14th century, and 
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found in a stone coffin. The burials might have been of a later date, however, as 

the monks could have used a set of vestments from its treasury to clothe the 

bishop for burial (Rogers 1999, 184-9). What is not mentioned by any of the 

antiquarians is the printing press that was used by the monks to print an English 

version of Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy in 1525 (James 1925, 67).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.33: The gateway to Tavistock Abbey (Swete 1793, Journal vol.4, opp.159).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.34: The arch in 2015 is as Swete painted it, the difference is the surrounding buildings 

(Source: author). 
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12.5.13 Torre Abbey  

Risdon (c.1632, 147) recorded that the abbey had been converted into a house 

after the Dissolution, for which Swete (1793, Journal vol.6, 87-93) provided an 

illustration of the gatehouse and a depiction of the front of the house. He 

described the ‘venerable’ remains of the abbey, and he saw the fortified 

gateway and battlements. He told the story of the Spaniards who starved to 

death in the barn [Spanish Barn]; he considered this story to be true, because 

Mr Carey [the owner] had told him about the cannon balls lodged in the garden 

walls and skulls that had been dug up in the grounds, and not from the monks 

cemetery (Figs.12.35-12.40) (Swete 1793, Journal vol.6, 98-9). Oliver (1840, 

60) recorded the remains of the chapel and chapter. The former secular 

buildings have been converted into an arts and tourist attraction. The 

gatehouse, the barn and the front elevation of Torre Abbey still look today much 

as they did when painted by Swete.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.35: The gatehouse 

of Torre Abbey (Swete 

1793, Journal vol. 6, 87). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.35: The 

gatehouse in 2015, 

without the pointed 

roof, and the altered 

adjoining building 

(Source: author). 
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Fig.12.36: The front of Torre Abbey from the seaside, with the changed perspective 

(Swete 1793, Journal vol.6, 94). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.37: The changed façade of Torre Abbey in 2015 with the altered tower roof, and added 

crenellations (Source: author). 
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Fig.12.39: The Spanish Barn at Torre Abbey (Swete 1793, vol.6, 93).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.12.40: The Spanish Barn at Torre Abbey in 2015 is virtually the same. It is though 

impossible to recreate Swete’s picture with the gatehouse; an example of Swete’s artistic 

licence (Source: author). 

 

  

12.6 What do we learn from antiquarians’ observations on religious 

houses? 

12.6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we have not discussed details of the religious houses’ 

foundations and dissolution mentioned by the antiquarians. Worcestre provided 

some details about the buildings, as did Risdon a hundred years later, and 

Polwhele 150 years later only listed them. The information provided by 
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Polwhele was document-based, and the same argument can be made for 

Oliver. Davidson, on the other hand, provided both detailed both documentary 

and field-based evidence of Newenham Abbey. The VCH, Devon (1906) makes 

no reference to any religious houses. 

 

We have though examined Swete’s documented illustrations, which 

provide a record of what has been lost from the archaeological record. Swete 

identified changes to the religious houses and in the case of Barlynch, 

Dunkeswell and Newenham their total destruction. We therefore have the basis 

of evidence with which to assess how much of the religious houses buildings 

remains (Table 12.1). Swete’s illustrations provide an irreplaceable depiction of 

religious houses in the late 18th century, where we have evidence of three that 

have been totally destroyed, and three where further deterioration can be 

identified. For the remaining six religious houses show there is still evidence of 

the buildings as Swete depicted them. 

 

Table 12.1 Loss to religious houses  

Buckfast Abbey Ruins in 1734 Totally destroyed 
Canonsleigh Priory Ruins of eastern walls   Now seen further deterioration 
Dunkeswell Abbey Gatehouse standing Now only ruins of walls 
Frithelstock Priory Church ruins Now seen further deterioration 
Newenham Abbey Sections of ruined walls Totally destroyed 

Tavistock Grist mill Totally destroyed 

 

12.6.2 Did the antiquarians make plans or provide illustrations of the 

religious houses? 

As was the case with the illustrated descriptions of castles (see Chapter Eleven) 

it is Swete who provides pictures of the former religious houses, in some cases 

making the buildings look more picturesque than they actually were. There is a 

degree of accurate portrayal, especially at Torre and Ford Abbeys and the 

Great Barn at Buckland Abbey, and at Canonsleigh, Frithelstock and Polsloe 

priories. At the abbeys of Barlynch, Dunkeswell, Newenham and Tavistock 

comparison is not possible because virtually nothing survives since Swete drew 

his pictures and so his illustrations are a unique record of what has been lost. 

Davidson was the only antiquarian to devote a whole publication to recording a 

site, namely Newenham Abbey, where he provided illustrations, along with a 
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floor plan, the only plan we have of a religious house provided by an 

antiquarian.  

 

12.6.3 Did the antiquarians publish any of their findings? 

Risdon completed his Survey of Devon (c.1632), although his findings were not 

published until 1811. Polwhele published his research in The History of 

Devonshire (1797-1806). Oliver published two accounts of Devon’s religious 

houses: Historic Collections relating to the Monasteries of Devon (1820), and 

Monasticon Diocesis Exoniensis (1846). Davidson published The History of 

Newenham Abbey (1843). Swete, however, did not go into print; although his 

journals were later published. What has become clear over the last five 

chapters is that the antiquarians recognised the loss and destruction that has 

occurred to Devon’s archaeological past, although they would not have 

expressed it so simply. In Chapter Thirteen we will turn to another aspect of the 

research of what has been lost from the archaeological record and asses how 

antiquarians documented Devon’s churches and their destruction. 
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Fig.13.1: Bicton Church which has been totally rebuilt since Spreat’s 1842 (5) engraving.  

 

13.1 Introduction 

So far a wide range of antiquities have been identified by the antiquarians, from 

earthworks to Roman sites to castles and religious houses. Whereas in the 

previous chapters we had a range of antiquarians providing information on what 

has been lost, in this chapter we are more reliant on the information provided by 

James Davidson (1793-1864) (see Chapter Six) and William Spreat (1816-

1873) (see Chapter Seven). This chapter identifies what antiquarian records tell 

us about what is missing or has been moved in Devon’s churches, as a result of 

16th century doctrine changes and Tractarian policies during the 19th century, 

known as Victorianisation, as at Bicton Church (Fig.13.1). After reviewing why 

antiquarians looked at churches, we will look at a résumé of the secular and 

social influences that brought about the changes to the liturgy and, in turn, the 

alterations to the churches’ internal layout. The next section makes 

comparisons between the antiquarians’ accounts and personal visits to the 

churches. Following on from this is a discussion about the Victorian changes, 

which analyses the results of the fieldwork.  
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Francis Kilvert (the diarist) vividly described St Harmon’s Church (Powys) 

in 1876 as ‘built in the Dark Ages fifty years ago, simply hideous and the interior 

was worse-a bare cold squalid interior and high ugly square boxes for seats, a 

three-decker pulpit and desk, no stove, a flimsy altar rail, a ragged faded altar 

cloth, a singing gallery with a broken organ, a dark little box for a vestry’ 

(Plomer 1973, 308). Davidson did not record any churches in such a ruinous 

condition as Kilvert and Molland Church (Fig.13.2) may now be seen as a 

typical Devon church before the churches underwent Victorianisation.  

 

Davidson visited 499 Devon churches between 1825 and 1850 and 

recorded their descriptions. A newspaper (unnamed) cutting in Davidson’s 

Church Notes vol.3, dated 1857, stated that ‘a gentleman of this county has 

accomplished an arduous but interesting task of recording all the churches and 

Episcopal chapels in the County of Devon’, and the report concluded with, ‘five 

quarto volumes of manuscripts, a work perhaps does not exist for any other 

county in the Kingdom’ (Davidson 1843, vol.3, opp.1). Davidson and other 

antiquarians’ records tell us what has been lost during Victorian restoration and 

rebuilding of Devon churches. 
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Fig.13.2: The interior of Molland Church that has virtually remained unchanged since the 1800s 

although sensitively restored in 1935-9. This is not an example of the ‘hideous interior’ that 

Kilvert was describing, but it demonstrates what has been lost through Victorianisation in other 

Devon churches (Source: author).  

 

13.2 Why antiquarians looked at and recorded churches  

13.2.1 Introduction 

This section discusses the causes and consequences of the devastating attacks 

on medieval tomb monuments and churches, from Henry VIII through to the 

Victorians which provided the motivation for the development of British 

antiquarian studies from the 16th century onwards. With the antiquarians’ 

records becoming a primary source for later historians and archaeologists their 

descriptions are often all that survives of monuments, their inscriptions, and 

even a church (Lindley 2007, 1-4). The 16th century was the age of ‘deliberate 

disrespect for the dead’ with the re-use of medieval monuments either for 

secular building, or reclaimed by a different family for their tomb (Lindley 2007, 

1-3). The first assault on the tomb monuments was under Henry VIII with the 

destruction of the monasteries, which were frequently the burial sites of the 

nobility.  
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13.2.2 Doctrinal changes between 1533 and 1580 

The Henrician religious insurrection had been preceded by a campaign against 

heresy, and instigated the final break with Rome in 1533 with the renunciation 

of the veneration of the saints and religious relics, the use of lights (candles) 

throughout the church and the doctrine of Purgatory. From 1520 there had been 

growth in Iconoclasm of religious images and the destruction of the Rood (Duffy 

1992, 379-81). By 1536 the dictates included the cessation of intercession for 

the dead, which was central to late medieval worship, the reliance on saints’ 

patronage and feasts days were banned, due to a reluctance to work on these 

days (Duffy 1992, 389-94). There was a clerical resistance to this change but an 

Injunction insisted upon obedience to the legislation and denunciation of the 

Pope’s supremacy. The Injunction banned not only pilgrimages, but also the cult 

of saints, burning of lights, and stated that churches services should be in 

English; with 1539 being seen as the turning point for the instigation of 

Protestantism (Duffy 1992, 398-422). 

 

 Henry’s death in 1547 ended the link to the traditional framework of 

Catholicism and saw a further move to Protestantism, with the reaffirmation of 

all the Henrician reforms. The Edwardian Chantries Act justified the dissolution 

of the Chantries on religious grounds, so destroying another tradition institution 

(Duffy 1992, 462). Other changes occurred in 1552, with the issue of a new 

prayer-book which eliminated the Eucharistic piety, with the biggest rejection to 

this being in the Westcountry. This was followed by the removal of stone-altars 

and the disposal of sacred objects, all part of the tradition of Catholicism 

worship (Duffy 1992, 487).  

 

 We now turn to the ‘Marian Reaction’ brought about by Mary’s accession 

in 1553, which the clergy failed to implement, as it was seen as a mixture of 

nostalgia and an attempt to re-establish the Catholic belief. Their objectives 

were to return to the former ceremonies and restore all the traditions and 

artefacts that had been stripped from the churches, especially the return of a 

high altar. All this could be seen as another dimension of recasting of 

Catholicism with the importance of redemption that was a feature of a 

devotional regime (Duffy 1992, 524-56). With the accession of Elizabeth in 1558 

parishes embarked on the third religious transformation in a dozen years, the 
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only constant was the use of English for the religious services. Injunctions 

called for the repression of Catholicism and a return to the true religion based 

on Edward’s reform policies. This was the repression of saints and images, the 

removal of altars, along with all monuments. This change to Protestantism was 

undertaken as a weary obedience to the crown, with the costs born by the 

parishioners. Therefore between 1570 and the 1580s the reform over traditional 

religion was silently and indiscernibly enacted (Duffy 1992, 568-88). Although 

there had been three radical reversals of doctrine in little over two decades, by 

the end of the 16th century Catholicism had all but disappeared from the Church 

of England.  

 

13.3 Tudor antiquarians and their study of monuments 

The Tudor antiquarians were influenced by the medieval antiquarians’ tradition 

of recording monuments, which helped to ensure the survival of medieval 

historiography (Gransden 1982, 475). As early as c.1428 a St Albans 

(Hertfordshire) monk stated that memorials to the dead would disappear if 

written accounts were not kept of the inscriptions of the deceased’s deeds on 

grave slabs, and because of the monk’s records archaeologists in the 1800s 

were able to accurately locate most of the recorded burials (Lindley 2007, 54-5). 

 

 The Dissolution and the Reformation were disastrous for the material 

heritage of religious imagery, and the difference between the late-medieval 

antiquarians and the Tudors was that the latter formed a nationwide network of 

information sharing, which was formalised in the foundation of the Society of 

Antiquaries of London (c.1586) (see Chapter Three) (Lindley 2007, 61-2). With 

the development of heraldry from 1530 onwards, planned visitations took place 

to restrain the unauthorised use of arms. Monuments also allowed gentlemen to 

trace their family connection, which John Swete (1751-1821) did when he 

visited Gittisham Church to look at the Beaumont memorial (Swete 1794, 

Journal vol.9, 49) (see Chapter Six). From 1618 all monuments’ designs had to 

be submitted to the Earl Marshal (Lindley 2007, 91). An example of 

misappropriation can be found in Crediton Church (Devon) where Thomas 

Tuckfield erected a tomb monument to his father and gave him the title of 

‘esquire’, to which he was not entitled. Thomas had tampered with family 

documents and the Tuckfield coat of arms and title ‘esquire’ were erased from 
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the inscription, and the plain replacement stone can be seen in the north 

chancel wall (pers comm 2012 by a Crediton Church governor).  

  

  We have evidence from John Leland (1503-1552) (see Chapter Four) for 

example, who wrote that the Fitzwilliams’ remains were transferred from Tickhill 

Friary to Tickhill parish church (West Riding, Yorkshire) (Toulmin Smith 1907, 

36). Leland was the first antiquarian to reference medieval tomb monuments, 

and his notes underpin much of the research of the 16th and 17th antiquarians 

(Lindley 2007, 66). William Camden’s (1551-1623) 1607 edition of Britannia 

details inscriptions of early medieval monuments (Lindley 2007, 70). It was clear 

that historical research into medieval manuscripts was essential to identify a 

monument which had been destroyed in the 16th century. John Stow (1525-

1605), for example, published a list of London’s church epitaphs in 1633, 

making London the first city to have its monuments systematically listed. 

 

Drawing this section to a close, we realise how much Tudor antiquarians 

were indebted to the preservation of medieval text and records of tomb 

monuments, all of which were the result of first-hand observations. Tudor 

scholars did not inherit a coherent tradition of antiquarianism as they were too 

distant from the medieval past, and the Dissolution and Reformation formed a 

distinct break between the Tudors and the medieval period. They did, however, 

have common concerns: the textual recording of objects, and the belief that 

tomb monuments were worth studying. Both Leland and Camden saw the 

recording of monuments as only part of their wider recordings of England and 

Wales. An authority independent of the written text was the heralds’ church 

notes compiled by the heralds Nicholas Charles (1582-1613) and William 

Wyrley (1565-1618), which can be seen as an awareness that drawing 

monuments was invaluable in identifying secular ownership of land and titles 

(Lindley 2007, 78-9; 92).  

 

13.4 The 17th century assaults on tomb monuments 

During the Civil War (1642-1651) the ideology connected to medieval tomb 

monuments was again being destroyed, and against this backdrop John 

Weever (1576-1632) published Ancient Funerall Monuments (1631), one of the 

first records to contain pictorial representation of high to late medieval tombs 
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and give examples of brasses that had been removed, showing his realisation 

of the value of pictorial records for posterity and an authority distinct from text 

(Lindley 2007, 99). Most of the monuments Weever illustrated have now gone 

(Lindley 2007, 102) and even during Weever’s lifetime brasses he had recorded 

were removed, showing yet again the opposition to medieval monuments as 

remnants of Catholic beliefs (Weever 1631, 692-3), and the value of 

antiquarians’ records. The Civil War posed a greater threat to the tomb 

monuments than the Dissolution and the Reformation, but before we look at the 

effects we need to briefly assess the causes which preceded it. 

 

 Archbishop Laud (1573-1645) directed that churches should be 

decorated and the main focus should be on ceremony to emphasise the 

sacredness of the space and the site of liturgical objects (font, altar and pulpit). 

He enforced the rule that the altar should be raised and surrounded by rails at 

the east end of the church, which the Puritans were totally opposed to (Lindley 

2007, 110). The Puritans revolted against the Laudian revival of the pre-

Reformation Catholic traditions, as their theological emphasis was on Bible-

reading, and the whole rationale for figurative monuments was attacked. Tomb 

monuments in this period occupied a conspicuous place in Jacobean and early 

Caroline churches, and, because of their size, they dominated the interior of the 

church, with Eggesford (Devon) being an example (see below). In 1641 the 

Commons passed legislation against the erection of stone altars, images and 

tomb monuments if they contained superstitious images or inscriptions, all of 

which were seen as idolatrous. The Puritans wanted to cleanse the church of 

images (Lindley 2007, 114). As a consequence all monuments became 

vulnerable to being defaced. At Exeter Cathedral (1644), for example, the 

troops struck off the heads, noses, hands and arms from all the monuments, 

statues and effigies (Lindley 2007, 117).  

 

 To draw all this evidence of destruction together we need to recognise 

that the first half of the 17th century was a paradox; on one hand there was the 

advancement of antiquarian scholarship with Weever’s Ancient Funerall 

Monuments (1631), and on the other hand was the culture of visiting churches 

and the recording of imagery. The extensive attacks on the monuments during 

the Civil War were as a result of a struggle for political and ecclesiastical power. 
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With the church restorations of the 18th and 19th century more monuments were 

moved or destroyed, examples of which we shall see from Davidson’s notes. 

The conclusion of this section has to be that antiquarians’ records are frequently 

the only evidence of former furnishings and fabric within a church, and this 

tradition of visiting and recording was continued in Devon from the 18th century 

with Swete, Richard Polwhele (1760-1838), and George Oliver (1781-1861), but 

principally by Davidson, in the 19th century. In the 20th century Beatrice 

Cresswell (1862-1940) documented evidence from a large number of Devon 

churches. We have pictorial evidence of the exterior and interior of churches 

from William Spreat (1816-1873) in the mid-1800s, and in the early 1900s 

photographic evidence from John Stabb (1863-1915). Devon’s churches may 

have escaped the wholesale destruction found elsewhere because of their 

location, but as we shall see in the following sections Devon’s churches did 

undergo transformations caused by changes in theological thinking which has 

continued into the 21st century.  

 

13.5 The secular and social influences that brought about changes to the 

exterior and interior of the church  

13.5.1 Introduction 

Having reviewed why antiquarians recorded the interior of churches, and before 

we look at the changes brought about by the Victorians and the consequential 

loss of artefacts, we need to look at the development of the church since the 

medieval period onwards, showing that change within the church is not a new 

phenomenon, but a constantly recurring fact.  

  

13.5.2 The early church 

The early parish church was designed with a clear purpose: to accommodate 

the congregation and provide a liturgical space for the celebration of Mass (Platt 

1981, 13). Bishop Quinel of Exeter in 1287 produced a list of the minimum 

requirements for every church, specifically a plate (paten), chalice, cup and pyx 

[a box for the reserved sacrament, and one for the un-consecrated bread]. A 

pyx was found at Warkleigh in the parish chest in 1888, although is now missing 

(Fig.13.3). There should also be at least one fixed stone altar, cloths and 

canopy, a stone font with a locked cover, an image of the patron saint, the 

Virgin Mary, a portable cross and various books (Platt 1981, 27). The Bishop of 
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Exeter upheld these requirements by asking churches in 1808 for an inventory 

of their furnishings, and at Combe Raleigh, for example, they listed a font, two 

Bibles, velvet cushions and cloth, in the chancel a communion table with rails, 

and matting for the communicants to kneel on, linen, flagon, cup, and two 

chests (DHC, 567A P1 11). During the 12th and 13th centuries there was an 

elaboration of the chancel, with the insertion of a piscina [a stone basin in which 

the priest rinsed the chalice and paten after Mass], and a sedilia [stone seats] 

built in the south wall of the chancel (Platt 1981, 38-47).  

 

 

 

Fig.13.3: The pyx (tabernacle) once used in Warkleigh Church now missing (Cresswell 1924c, 

248) 

 

13.5.3 The Reformation   

One of the focuses of the reformation was economic, reflecting the discontent of 

the clergy at being made to submit to secular demands by restricting clerical 

pluralism (Lindley 2007, 9). The administrative tidying-up of church finances in 

the 13th century resulted in the parishioners being responsible for repairs and 

rebuilding of the churches, and the instigation of a Church rate, which resulted 

in the appointment of churchwardens who were responsible for the care of the 

fabric and beautifying the church (Platt 1981, 88). By 1547 the Chantries Act 

forbade the promulgation of the ideas of Purgatory, and chapels were destroyed 

(Platt 1981, 148-9). Then the churchwarden had to whitewash wall paintings 

and replace them with texts, and stone altars had to be replaced with movable 

altars (Platt 1981, 155). The new liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer (1549) 
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necessitated changes to the church layout, with the congregation becoming 

spectators not participants. By the end of the 16th century the transformation of 

the clergy and the church had taken place. The church was no longer a place of 

perpetual social memory, where the interior was full of visual mnemonics for 

intercessory prayers (Finch 2003, 404), and the effects were cataclysmic: a 

thousand years of tradition had been destroyed in a few decades, and 

monuments became secular and focused on the deeds of the deceased (Finch 

2003, 34). 

 

13.5.4 The Church from the 1660 onwards 

The Civil War and the Interregnum did not result in a total suppression of 

worship as prescribed in the Book of Common Prayer, and after the restoration 

of Charles II there was a return to the liturgical practices of 1630 (Yates 2000, 

xviii). At the end of the 17th century there was an increase in building, and 

furnishing churches with seating and pulpits, essential to the new auditory form 

of worship from the 1620s onwards, with no screen, galleries on three walls, 

and an altar against the east wall (Addleshaw 1946, 53). The other major 

features of the church were the three-decker pulpit and the placement of the 

font where it was most convenient for public baptism.  

 

13.6 The church from 1700 onwards in Devon 

The diocese of Devon was administered by the Bishop, who undertook triennial 

visitations, and before each visitation a questionnaire had to be completed by 

the churchwardens on the church’s state of repair, as they were legally 

answerable for the churches’ upkeep (Warne 1969, 15). They could still be 

excommunicated for failure to keep the church repaired, and this happened at 

Axmouth and East Budleigh, but was rescinded on completion of the repairs 

(Warne 1969, 52). The 1640 Canons and Prayer Book rubrics set out how 

churchwardens were to keep the church repaired, and Canon 81 required all 

churches to have a stone font, which had previously been optional in Devon 

(Warne 1969, 51).  

 

 Another of the churchwardens’ duties was to allocate seats according to 

rank, and the plan of Buckerell Church (Fig.13.4) illustrates the marked social 

stratification in rural areas. The most important seat belonged to the squire, the 
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vicar’s family next, followed by Admiral Graves, then the parishioners, their 

allocations graded according to the importance of their land holdings, and finally 

the poor, who were divided according to their sex. This division had a social as 

well as a theological significance: the ‘important’ seats faced the pulpit rather 

than the altar, suggesting the ministerial word was more important than the altar 

(Warne 1969, 57).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.4: The 1773 seating plan of Buckerell Church, identifying the social status of the 

congregation (Warne 1969, 60-61). 

 

 At the beginning of the 18th century the population of Devon was the 

fourth highest in England, with this came applications for the enlargement of 

churches and licences to erect galleries (tiered upper storied seating). When a 

licence was granted to West Alvington Church for example, they documented 

the changes (Table 13.1) (Warne 1969, 62). 
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Table 13.1: The changes to West Alvington Church (Warne 1969,62) 

1788 The aisle was given a ceiling and seating   

1789 The remaining sections of the church were given a ceiling 

1790 Three new windows were built and two windows in the east aisle glazed. 
The south aisle was fitted with box-pews 

1792 The reading desk was moved from the middle of the north aisle to the 
south aisle. A new Gothic pulpit was made from the old pew-ends. 
Cornices were added to the ceiling 

1793 The north wall was walled up. 15 new pews were placed in the north 
aisle 

1799  An oak floor was laid in the sanctuary 

1803 A new altar screen was made. Carved oak benches from Parkham 
Church were reused in the church 

1813  A gallery was built across the west end of the church and seats placed 
underneath 

1813 A new velvet cushion and communion table covering were given to the 
church 

 

This detailed document tells us of the ongoing changes to the church, 

and this is the first dated evidence we have of a new ceiling: previously the 

change was from open timber-framed roofs to flat. When the churches were 

altered under the Tractarian influences, a requirement was that the church roof 

had to be open, showing the woodwork. The church had to have raised seats or 

box-pews, and at West Alvington the pew-ends were reused to make a new 

altar screen. From licences we know that chancel screens were removed from 

Cadleigh (1737), South Molton (1758) and Whimple (1777) (Warne 1969, 59). 

We will return to this discussion. 

 

13.7 The Victorian church of the 1840s to 1900 

It can be argued that between 1800 and 1870 the Church of England was 

simultaneously in a state of transition and continuity with the past. It underwent 

a transformation more rapid than had been experienced since the Reformation. 

The church, which had been closely linked to the political and legal systems, 

now became a denomination, powerful and legally the established Church. This 

caused a change in theological thinking; John Keble’s Assize Sermon (1833) 
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argued for the reinstatement of the lost Christian traditions and basically a 

return to the altar as a focal point of worship. This is the background to the 

radical alterations to churches and the creation of what we see today, caused 

amongst other things by changes in theological thinking, resulting in changes to 

the church layout, brought about by the Cambridge Society, the Tractarians and 

the Romantic Movement.  

 

13.7.1 The Cambridge Camden Society and the Tractarians 

The Tractarians and the Cambridge Camden Society wanted the Church to 

return to becoming central to daily life, with the symbolism of the sacrament 

(Webster 2000, 349). They gave clear guidance to the church’s interior 

arrangements with the focus on the nave, the removal of pew ownership and 

the comfort of domesticity in the box-pews. One of the most important aspects 

was the return to a raised altar, visible from all parts of the church, away from 

the pulpit that had been predominant in the Georgian period (Webster 2000, 

353). 

 

13.8 Integration of fieldwork and documentary evidence 

13.8.1 Introduction to the interior church fittings  

The suggested date for the start of the Tractarian influences on church 

restoration was 1840 (Brandwood 1987, 392). Although in Devon we have 

examples of restorations being carried out from the 1800s, the boom was 

between 1860 and 1880, making Devon slightly later than the average. The 

fashion for rebuilding started in 1840, peaking in the 1870s, so again later than 

the national average (Tables 13.2; 13.3). How many churches were restored to 

the Tractarian principles in Devon is difficult to ascertain with accuracy, 

although Dawlish, Down St Mary and Woodbury are examples of Tractarian 

churches with Sowton (Fig.13.5) being seen as a classic.  

 

 Table 13.2: The dates for the restoration of Devon churches   

1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 

4 3 6 18 9 23 26 25 11 6 
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Table 13.3: The dates for the rebuilding of Devon churches 

1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 

4 3 3 8 6 8 12 4 ------ 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.5: The interior of Sowton Church sanctuary decorated to Tractarian principles, with 

painted walls, a raised highly-decorated altar and the commandment panels either side of the 

stained glass window (Source: author).  

 

Whether a church needed rebuilding or restoring was a matter decided 

by the parish or a reforming vicar, and we have an example at South Huish, 

which Davidson visited in 1841, though did not comment on the state of repair, 

but by 1866 Archdeacon Earle described the church as ruinous and decided it 

was not worth restoring, and thought a new church should be built at Galmpton 

(Cresswell 1923b, 201). Parts of the old church were reused; the south arcade 

was rebuilt at Dodbrooke Church, the font at the new church at Galmpton, the 

screen to a house in Bowringsleigh, and possibly the benches were reused at 

Powderham Church (Pevsner 2002, 746). Having reviewed when Devon’s 

churches were restored or rebuilt we move on to look at the evidence from pre-

Victorianisation and what we learn from written and pictorial evidence of what 

has been lost or moved within the church.  

 

The terminology used in the text is shown on two plans. The first plan 

(Fig.13.6) shows the layout of the church, identifying the nave, aisles and 

chancel. The second plan (Fig.13.7) identifies the features and fittings within a 
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church that will be discussed, proceeding from the west end through to the east 

end. Pevsner’s map recorded the location of the churches, with those open and 

visited highlighted in green and those visited and locked in red (Fig.13.8). 

Referencing of the churches is set out in Appendix 13.1, which documents the 

name, of the place and the church, the date it was built, if rebuilt, names of the 

antiquarians and when they visited a church.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.6: The layout of the church interior (Betjeman 1980, 42). 
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Fig.13.7: Key to interior fittings within a church (Jones 1960, 1). 
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Fig.13.8: Map of Devon showing location of churches (Pevsner 2002, frontispiece)  
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13.9 Evidence of moved or lost fittings 

13.9.1 Introduction 

Having looked at the reasons why churches were altered we now need to look 

at the fixtures and fittings that have been moved, or removed since Davidson 

visited Devon’s 499 churches between 1825 and 1850. Spreat’s engravings are 

all dated 1842, but we have no knowledge of when he actually visited the 

churches, the same with Stabb, and his observations are dated 1911-1929. As 

previously stated in Chapter 2, 194 churches were visited to ascertain the 

extent of loss that occurred to Devon’s churches, which is a central theme to 

this thesis. The items looked at are porch, font, aisle, pulpit, pews, altar and 

altar screen, piscina, sedilia, floor, wall paintings and royal coats of arms, 

gallery, organ, chandeliers and monuments. The references for all the footnotes 

will be found in Appendix 13.2. 

 

13.9.2 The porch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              Fig.13.9: The porch of Weare Giffard Church (Source: author). 

 

By the 11th century, the established principle was to enter the church by the 

south door from the southern churchyard, and by the 12th century the door was 

normally protected by a porch (Fig.13.9) (Friar 1996, 355). Later porches were 

used for liturgical purposes, and as such attracted endowments, with porches 

having ornamented stone work and a tympanum above the door, as at Tiverton, 

which ceased at the Reformation in the early 16th century (Fig.13.10).  
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             Fig.13.10: The carved tympanum in Tiverton Church 

porch (Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Davidson identified four churches where the vestry was in the porch18, 

and 11 porches19 all of which have been removed, also fives niches20 and ten 

water stoups21 which have been destroyed, although we have no date for this. 

 

13.9.3 The font 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.11: The font at the western end of Lifton Church 

(Source: author). 

 

The font (Fig.13.11) was traditionally found at the west end of the nave, at the 

symbolic start of a Christian’s journey, and was one of the liturgical centres 

(Yates 2000, 34). At the Savoy Conference (1661) it was agreed that the font 
                                                 
18

 Axmouth, Berry Pomeroy, Kelly, Musbury 
19

 Bradworthy, Braunton, Buckfastleigh, Chudleigh, Colaton Raleigh,  Cullompton, Eggesford, 
High   
  Bickington, Malborough, Sticklepath, Wembworthy 
20

 Bickleigh, Cadbury, Cheriton Fitzpaine, Chumleigh, Thrushelton 
21

 Bigbury, Ipplepen, Lympstone, Malborough, Milton Abbot, Moretonhampstead, Plymtree,  
  Thurlestone, Thrushelton, Virginstow 
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could be placed wherever it was most convenient to the congregation 

(Addleshaw 1948, 66). Davidson documented fonts that were reinstated after 

being found outside the church, (Table 13.4) as well as six that were formally 

encased22 (Fig.13.12), seven that have been moved23, and eight that have been 

replaced24 within the church, and four25 that have been changed since Davidson 

visited the church. The font in Alphington Church was moved to the north door 

in 2015, so families can feel involved in the baptism (Meadowcroft 2015, 29), a 

return to the Savoy Conference dictate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Fig.13.12: The only example of an encased font at Swimbridge (Devon) (Source: author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 13.4: Fonts that were found and reinstated 

                                                 
22

 Braunton, Dolton, Kingsbridge, Sampford Courtenay, Shebbear, Torrington 
23

 Axminster, Dittisham, Morchard Bishop, Paignton, Upottery, Honeychurch, Milton Abbot 
24

 Zeal Monachorum, Silverton, Sidmouth, Chulmleigh, Clyst St Mary, Kenton, Sticklepath, 
   Poughill 
25

 Zeal Monachorum, Silverton, Seaton, Filleigh 
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Luppitt Primitive font removed Reinstated in 1890, 
after being found in a 
hedge 

Sign in the 
church 

Dittisham Removed in the 
Commonwealth period 
Cresswell 1922a, 139  

Reinstated after 
found in a field 

Davidson 
1847, vol.2, 
645 

Drewsteignton Cresswell 1921a, 62 Reinstated after 
found in the rectory 
garden in 1916 

Davidson 
1831, vol.2, 
93 

Littleham 
(Bideford) 

Cresswell 1923a, 133 Reinstated after 
found in a farmyard in 
1847 

Davidson 
1848, vol.1, 
57 

Marwood Cresswell 1922a, 211 Reinstated after 
found under the 
church floor 

Davidson 
1844, vol.1, 
633 

Buckland 
Monachorum 

Cresswell 1922b, 65-8 The buried font was 
given to Horrabridge, 
who then gave it to 
Yelverton 

Davidson 
1848. vol.4, 
589 

North Tawton Cresswell 1921c, 210 Norman font was 
reinstated after found 
in rectory garden 

Davidson 
1849, vol.4, 
81 

Ottery St Mary Dilapidated 15th century 
font was removed in 
the church restoration 

Cresswell 1919b, 109-
16 

New font installed in 
1850, designed by 
Butterfield using local 
marble 

Davidson 
1843, vol.3, 
178 

 
 

13.9.4 The aisle 

 

 

Fig.13.13: The nave 

and the south and north 

aisles, with the chancel 

at the east end of 

Tavistock Church 

(Source: author). 

 

Aisles were added 

to the nave to 
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provide additional space for the congregation (Fig.13.13) (Friar 1996, 4). We 

learn from Davidson of four chapels26 now removed from the aisles and of eight 

vestries27 formerly in the aisles, and at Great Torrington, where there was a 

room above the north aisle, now removed. 

 

13.9.5 The pulpit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.14: A wine-glass-shaped pre-Reformation pulpit in Dartmouth Church on the north wall 

(Spreat 1842, 51). It is still in the original place, although the box-pews have been removed. 

 

With the advent of itinerant preachers in the 14th century the need for a 

pulpit arose (Fig.13.14). The post-Reformation liturgical changes resulted in a 

greater emphasis on direct communication with the congregation and the pulpit 

became central to the auditory form of worship (Friar 1996, 367-8). From the 

16th to 18th century pulpits and reading desks were combined into ‘double-

decker’ or even ‘three-decker’ pulpits, which towered over the box-pews, 

complete with sounding boards decorated with a trumpet-blowing angel. The 

only recorded example of a pulpit on top of a screen was at East Budleigh and 

now removed (Fig.13.15) (Cresswell 1920e, 30).  

 

 

 

                                                 
26

 Awliscombe, Axmouth, Bridford, Uplyme 
27

 Atherington, Chudleigh, Colaton Raleigh, Kelly, Northam, Thurlestone, Tiverton, Whitechurch 
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Fig.13.15: The pulpit on top of the screen with a sounding board above it at East Budleigh 

Church, now removed (Creswell 1920e, 30). 

 

New liturgical changes and the accent being placed on the Sacrament 

resulted in the removal of multi-decker pulpits. A picture in Bovey Tracey 

Church (undated) shows the two-decker pulpit complete with sounding board on 

the north side of the church; it is now at the east end of the south aisle minus 

the canopy (Figs.13.16-13.17). Davidson recorded evidence of where ten 

pulpits28 were replaced and ten moved29, and six sounding boards removed 

from multi-decker pulpits30. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28

 Ipplepen, Dartington, Butterleigh, Ashcombe, North Tawton, Stoodleigh, Chudleigh, Venn Ottery, 

Dunsford, Lympstone 
29

 Axminster, Braunton, Harberton, Branscombe, Drewsteignton, Atherington, Buckland Monachorum, 

Tiverton, Modbury, Uplyme 
30

 Torrington, Bigbury, Kenton, North Molton, Ottery St Mary, Warkleigh 
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Fig.13.16: The three-decker pulpit at Bovey 

Tracey with sounding board on the north wall, 

now on the south wall minus the sounding board 

(undated picture in Bovey Tracey Church). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.17: The interior of Bovey 

Tracey Church 2015, showing the 

tympanum, box-pews, and 

sounding board above the pulpit 

that have been removed. 

 

 

 

13.9.6 Pews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig.13.18: The original box-

pews at Woolfardisworthy 

(Source: author). 
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13.9.6.1 Introduction to the changes to church seating 

Georgian box-pews (see Fig.13.18, for example) was one aspect of the church 

that the Cambridge Camden Society (hereafter CCS) wanted to change; they 

desired uniformity of seating, abolishing inappropriate seats, which either 

belonged to the gentry, rented seats and the stigma of free seating for the poor 

(Webster 2011, 197-8).  

 

13.9.6.2 Historical overview 

Medieval worshippers moved about the nave, either standing or kneeling, and it 

was not until the later Middle Ages that fixed seats were provided (Brown 2011, 

2). The date of fixed pews is difficult to determine, although the prevalent view 

is that seats were rare before the 14th century and only became established in 

the 15th century, after the Reformation, when the emphasis moved from the 

Eucharist to the ‘word’ and fixed seating became widespread (Brown 2011, 2). 

There is written evidence of this in the Dartmouth churchwarden’s accounts of 

1483 (Barnwell 2011, 75). The traditional view for the proliferation of seating in 

the 1550s was preaching, but there were other reasons, such as the economic 

boom which created a class-conscious society that moved away from standing 

to sitting (Barnwell 2011, 82-3).  

 

A requirement of the 17th century was the replacement of the Mass by 

the Word in an ‘auditory’ layout with simple, doored, bench pews facing the 

pulpit and the altar shut away behind the screen. The re-pewing of churches 

resulted in pews running in all directions, but most could see the pulpit. Box-

pews were seen as insolent, and attracted the indignation of the 19th century 

ecclesiological reformers (Brown 2011, 3). This is too simplistic a view; the 

issue was more complex than that: church seating was loaded with meaning , 

the rich shut away in comfort and the poor on benches in the nave or hidden 

away in the galleries. Those seated in the galleries could look down on the rich 

and this was seen as both a physical and visual division between private pews 

and free seating and represented an unacceptable ‘private domain’ (Webster 

2011, 197-9). The interior of St Andrew’s Church (Plymouth) shows all that was 

considered wrong, with galleries, box-pews, benches and the three-decker 

pulpit filling the church (Fig. 13.19-13.20). 
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    Fig.13.19: The interior of St Andrew’s Church (Plymouth) (Dixon undated). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.20: The interior of St Andrew’s Church in 2015 (Plymouth Minster). 

 

Dr. Neale highlighted the importance of access for all to churches and 

sought to have free seating to achieve this end (Addleshaw 1948, 97). This was 

partly solved by The Commissioners’ Church Building Act (1818) which 

provided grants towards free extra seating, and box-pews were phased out, or 

the doors removed (Webster 2011, 204-8). These changes were responsible for 

the destruction of irreplaceable historical fabric (Webster 2011, 209). With the 

Victorian restoration, criteria were laid down: all free east-facing seats and 

bench-ends were to be carved using medieval patterns; in the Westcountry it 

was found that many churches’ layouts could not be improved on as the pews 
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already faced east (Cooper 2011, 221). The Society for the Enlargement and 

Building of Churches and Chapels provided grants for free seating in churches. 

We have evidence of grants towards free seating on boards in the church 

porches of Malborough (1868) £100, Tavistock (1833), Upottery (1827) and 

Widecombe-in-the-Moor (1870) £30. What has not been detailed is how many 

churches had box-pews made by placing a framework over the carved bench 

ends, which have since been removed or were torn out and replaced with 

‘modern’ benches.  

 

The current policy of many parishes is to sell off Victorian pews to open 

up the church for concert and meeting venues. This has divided worshippers 

into those who want to retain the traditional pews and those who want the 

flexible seating provided by stackable chairs. The supporters of the former 

‘reordering’ schemes say the medieval church did not have fixed seating, and 

the opponents think modern chairs have destroyed the church’s historic 

atmosphere. In fact this is just another chapter in the development of the 

church’s fittings as we have seen over the centuries. At Littlehempston the 

redundant benches were sold at £120 each in 2014, and the remaining ones 

now have casters so the church can be used for secular events.  

 

13.9.6.3 Davidson’s evidence of changes to church seating 

Davidson documented that in 58 churches the seats were modern, which others 

have taken as suggesting that box-pews had been removed, although Davidson 

does not specifically say this. There are, though, 12 examples of pews that 

have been altered since Davidson recorded them31. At High Bickington there is 

an example of the Victorian disregard for history: when the church was restored 

builders muddled up the medieval bench-ends and did not replace them as 

sets, and also introduced bench-ends from other churches, thus destroying their 

symbolic meaning. At Cullompton the pews were taken down, implying that the 

box-pews were altered to benches (Davidson 1843, vol.3, 447). At Littleham 

(Barnstaple) the doors were reduced in height and retained until 1848 

(Davidson 1848, vol.4, 57); at Wembury the upper portion of the box-pews were 

placed on top of the old benches, now removed (Davidson 1840, vol.2, 917).  

                                                 
31

 Aston, Ashwater, Chudleigh, Eggesford, Harpford, Holcombe Burnell, Holsworthy, Lewtrenchard, 

Littleham (Bideford), Loddiswell, Merton, Thurlstone 
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13.9.7 The rood screen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.21: The screen with rood loft at Marwood Church across the south chancel aisle, 

formerly a chapel and now housing the organ (Source: author). 

 

 

 

Fig.13.22: The back 

of the rood at 

Marwood Church, 

showing the width of 

the rood, but it is 

minus the front 

panelling (Source: 

author). 

 

 

 

Before the 14th century the chancel screen served as a division between the 

nave and the chancel, and supported the rood (beam) and images of the Virgin 

Mary. During the 14th century the use of the screen became more complex and 

the idea of an ‘iconostasis’, an image-bearing screen, developed, with a rood 

loft (a projecting gallery above the screen) (Figs.13.21-13.22) distinct from the 

screen used to read the gospel (Blight Bond 1902, 534). Rood lofts were used 

as musicians’ galleries during and after the Reformation (Blight Bond 1902, 

535). 
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 The rood lofts were usually 6ft [1.8m] wide with a series of flat panels on 

either side divided by carved standards and painted with scenes of the Bible. 

The back of the rood loft at Marwood (Devon) is still visible today but the front 

portion was cut down in 1850 by order of the vicar, and thrown out of the 

church; at Calverleigh it fell to pieces in 1887 (Blight Bond 1902, 542). The 

tympanum (an enclosed space between the rood loft and the roof or the chancel 

arch) completed the division between the nave and the chancel. It was 

customary to fill this space with saints or wood or lath and plaster, or painted 

with the Crucifixion. At the Reformation and in pursuance of Canon 1640, many 

were removed and in places the screen plastered over and painted with the 

Creed and the Ten Commandments. The rood was viewed with indifference and 

suspicion, a relic of papal domination. Some rood lofts escaped destruction, as 

at Atherington, where it was decorated with coats-of-arms and texts and was 

still there until 1902, but is now plain wood (Blight Bond 1902, 547). During the 

Victorian restoration or rebuilding they were swept away, and at Woodbury, the 

Rev. Fulford removed the tympanum (Blight Bond 1902, 544-5). One of the few 

surviving examples is at Molland Church, painted with a Royal Coat of Arms 

(Fig.13.23). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.23: The Royal Coat of 

Arms above the screen at 

Molland Church, although the 

brace makes it difficult to 

photograph (Source: author). 

 

 

 

In the early 1800s there were nine rood lofts in Devon, only five by 1822, 

and now only in situ at Atherington and Marwood. There is no mention of the 

removal of rood in the 1500s by Davidson or Blight Bond. The removal of 

screens in the 19th century was through prejudice or the disinclination to incur 

the expense of their repair when the architects remodelled the church during its 

Victorian restoration. A total of 77 screens were destroyed in Devon, of which 
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Davidson documented eight32 (Appendix 13.3 gives the full list) (Blight Bond 

1902, 549-50). At Ashprington three screen panels were removed to the RAM 

(Exeter), as they had been left to decay in the tower (Fig.13.24) (Davidson 

1847, vol.2, 661). Devon is distinct in having the work of local craftsmen, 

erected as a result of parishioners’ efforts to beautify their church (Blight-Bond 

1902, 537). Although outside the remit of this research into what antiquarians’ 

records tell us about what has been lost, it is worth noting that Devon has 

examples of a Flemish screen at Kenton, French at Colebrook, Spanish at 

Halberton and Italian at Swimbridge (Blight-Bond 1902, 539). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.24: The screen doors removed from Ashprington Church because of their neglected 

state that are now in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter (Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32

 Ashcombe, Iddesleigh, Marlborough, Moretonhampstead, Sheepstor, Stoke Rivers, Wembury 
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13.9.8 The altar and altar screen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.13.25: The movable wooden communion table at Aylesbeare Church (Source: author). 

 

In the early church the altar was erected over a saint’s buried relics and it was 

customary to have only one altar, which in the medieval period was hidden in 

the chancel behind the rood-screen (Addleshaw 1948, 18). One definition of an 

altar is a medieval stone block where the Eucharist was celebrated, although it 

is also used to define post-Reformation communion tables (Fig.13.25). During 

Mary’s reign the stone altars were returned, only to be thrown out by Elizabeth 

(Friar 1996, 10). With the introduction of the first English Prayer Book (1549) a 

new form of liturgy developed that increased the laity’s participation in the 

service, and movable wooden communion tables were introduced, these tables 

were kept against the east wall in the sanctuary except during the communion 

service when they were placed in the nave. This necessitated the removal of 

stone altars. The controversy about altars continued and between the 1600s 

and the Civil War Bishop Laud insisted that the clergy think about the principles 

connected to the position of the altar in a building that was used for Prayer Book 

worship (Addleshaw 1948, 108). 

 

 The heavy wooden communion table was difficult to move and it was 

often left in the nave, but the disadvantages were that the table was used by the 

laity. The Puritans wanted to retain the practice of taking the communion to the 

people in the pews and not kneeling round the table. Laud wanted the altar 

returned to the east wall, but a compromise was reached, with the altar staying 



 412 

in the nave surrounded by wooden rails at which people knelt (Addleshaw 1948, 

127). Charles I decreed the altar should be kept against the east wall, although 

by 1643 an ordinance was passed forbidding this; at the Restoration the altar 

again returned to the sanctuary with surrounding rails (Addleshaw 1948, 146). 

In the auditory church the altar was hidden. Before we look at Davidson’s 

observations in Devon we need to recognise that there has been a return to a 

second altar in the nave because of changes in the revised prayer book liturgy 

(MOger 2011, 9), with examples in Tiverton and Modbury.     

 

 Although Davidson documented churches which had a free-standing 

table, for example at Woodbury Church, it is now against the east wall. 

Davidson identified a stone altar at South Zeal, and one at Winkleigh that came 

from Down St Mary: both have since been removed. At Broadhembury 

(Fig.13.26) the altar is still free-standing, surrounded by rails as Davidson 

recorded. Although Davidson’s records tells us about altar tables, it has not 

always been possible to ascertain if they are still there, because chancel 

screens have been locked or the altar has been covered, so no figures would 

be accurate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.26: The altar at Broadhembury Church with the removable altar rails and seating on four 

sides, arranged how it would have been pre-Restoration (Source: author). 

 

Davidson noted that twelve churches had new altar screens, but no 

description, so it is not possible to determine if they are the ones now in the 
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churches. Five painted altar 33screens have been removed and changed to 

plain wood. In seven churches the screens have been changed34 from wood to 

marble, while the opposite happened at Ashprington and Milton Abbot in 1909. 

At Gittisham there is a screen but when Davidson visited there was not. The 

same was true at Rewe, whilst at Silverton there are now curtains not an oak 

screen, and at Bickleigh (Plymouth) it was granite and now is fused blue and 

gold glass. Parkham now has a shelf and Bradninch no screen, while at 

Lamerton there is now a screen, the same as at Dawlish, of fused glass.  

 

13.9.9 The piscina and sedilia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.27: The piscina and sedilia at Axminster Church (Source: author). 

 

The piscina is usually located near the altar (Friar 1996, 345). In some churches 

a sedilia may be found next to the piscina with two or three seats set under an 

arch, either in a level row or stepped, and used according to rank, with the 

deacon sitting nearest to the altar such as at Axminster Church (Fig.13.27). 

Frequently in the Victorian restorations the chancel floors were raised to elevate 

the altar with steps, which makes the sedilia seat appear uncomfortably low 

(Friar 1996, 409). Davidson identified churches where six sedilias35 and 16 

piscinas36 have been destroyed and eight moved during church 

                                                 
33

 Chumleigh, Littlehampstead, Marwood, Petrockstowe, South Milton 
34

 Great Torrington, Kenton, Lifton, Merton, Modbury, Winkleigh, Warkleigh 
35

 Hartland, Lamerton, Silverton, Widecombe-in-the-Moor, Sourton, Sowton 
36

 Ashwater, Aveton Giffard, Broadclyst, Clyst St George, Coryton, Dartington, Molland, Northam, 

Otterton, Sidmouth, Virginstow, Warkleigh, Wembworthy, Whimple, Witheridge, Woolardisworthy 
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restoration37.The piscinas were restored in Cadbury and Newton St Petrock 

churches 

 

13.9.10 The floor 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.28: Ancient tiles in 

Haccombe Church, showing the 

type that would have possibly 

been found before churches 

were restored or rebuilt (Source 

author). 

 

Davidson documented floor tiles decorated with roses, lions and fleur-de-lis in 

eight churches38, but we have no illustrations. Possibly they were similar to the 

medieval tiles found at Haccombe Church (Fig.13.28). Friar (1996, 455) 

suggested that it was possible to identify individual tiles from monasteries or 

made by itinerant workers who set up temporary kilns with a selection of wood-

block stamps. This could possibly explain the tiles Davidson recorded, which 

either came from Frithelstock Priory or itinerant workers, as all the churches are 

within a fifteen mile radius of Frithelstock Priory. In the Holsworthy Deanery 

nearly all the churches originally had Burun floor tiles (made in Barnstaple) 

which have mostly been removed, although one example can be seen in Abbots 

Bickington Church (Fig.13.29) (Cresswell 1922c, 4). Davidson identified 13 

churches with ecclesiastical tiles which have now been removed39. Two unusual 

floors Davidson documented was a pitched flint stone floor, like a road, at 

Bulkworthy (Davidson 1849, vol.4, 197), and at Honeychurch a mixture of lime 

and sand (Davidson 1849, vol.1, 523), both now replaced. 

 

 

 

                                                 
37

 Bovey Tracey, Chumleigh, Woodbury, Malborough, Stoke Gabriel, Mardon, West Down, Witheridge 
38

 Cookbury, Frithelstock, Merton, Newton St Petrock, Northlew, North Tawton, Sheepwash, Warkleigh  

 
39

Ashreigney, Awliscombe, Belstone, Bradworthy, Broadhembury, Cadbury, Cookbury, Dittisham, 

Littleham (Bideford), Stoodleigh, Tavistock, Weare Giffard, Woolfardisworthy  
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          Fig.13.29: Surviving example of Burun tiles at Abbots Bickington Church (Source: author). 

 

13.9.11 The gallery  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

                   Fig.13.30: The western gallery in Sidbury Church (Source: author). 

 

The galleries situated at the west end of the church were originally built to 

accommodate the choir and musicians, following the 1644 Act which forbade 

the use of organs (Fig.13.30) (Addleshaw 1948, 98). The rood loft timbers were 

frequently reused to build the gallery, such as at Bovey Tracey. Besides 

housing the choir, they were used for family pews, and servants. With the 

advent of the ‘auditory’ church in the 18th century galleries were also built on the 

north, south and east walls to accommodate the growing population. During the 

Victorian restorations many galleries were removed. Davidson recorded 

churches where galleries had been removed (Table 13.5) and Hutchinson 

(1852, Diary vol.1, August) wrote in his diary that it cost £900 to remove the 
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galleries in Sidmouth Church. A photograph of Swimbridge Church dated 1880 

shows the western gallery before it was removed (Fig.13.31).  

 

Table 13.5: The number of galleries removed from churches (see 

Appendix 13.2) 

Location in the church Number 

West end of the church 125 

North wall 26 

South wall 221 

East end of the church 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.31: The western gallery in Swimbridge before it was removed in 1880 (picture found in 

the church). 

 

13.9.12 Wall paintings 

 

 

 

Fig.13.32: A wall painting of the Christ Child 

discovered in 1849 in Cullompton Church. The vicar 

thought it distracted the congregation and so had it 

whitewashed over (Cresswell 1920b, opp. 11). 
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In AD604 St Gregory the Great decreed that the walls of parish churches were 

to be ‘biblia pauperum’ (bibles of the poor) and by the Middle Ages they became 

like picture books, with the plaster painted for the edification of the illiterate, 

illustrated with the lives of saints and judgement to instigate obedience and fear, 

for example at Cullompton Church (Fig.13.32). In 1547 Parliament ordered the 

obliteration of popish and superstitious images, and again in 1644 during the 

Civil War wall paintings were either whitewashed, removed, or covered with 

Biblical texts (Friar 1996, 486-7). Hutchinson (1880, 3) observed during the 

restoration of Sidmouth Church the destruction of a wall painting (Fig.13.33). At 

Bishop’s Tawton a newspaper cutting (1849) records that a 10ft [3.0m] fresco 

with figures of St Christopher and St Michael and the Dragon was found, now 

destroyed (Davidson 1849, vol.1, 537). Davidson documented ‘ancient art’ 

which has since been destroyed at ten churches40. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.33: The wall painting that was destroyed when Sidmouth Church was rebuilt (Hutchinson 

1880a, 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
40

 Bovey Tracey, Bradstone, Cadeleigh, Kentisbeare, Lutton, Paignton, Poughill, Talaton, Winkleigh, 

Woolfardisworthy 
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13.9.13 The organ 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.34: The organ in Sidmouth Church in the 

western gallery, now removed (Hutchinson 1880a, 

101).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the 10th century, ‘portative organs’ accompanied the singers of plainsong, 

and by the 15th century most parish churches possessed an organ, although, by 

1536 the playing of the organ was seen as one of the ‘84 Faults and Abuses of 

Religion’ and they were removed from the churches. The 1660 Restoration saw 

an upsurge in organ building, but many parishes resisted because of the 

popularity of the choirs (Yates 2000, 64). These new organs replacing the 

choirs were sited in the western gallery or the chancel as at Sidmouth Church 

(Fig.13.34) (Friar 1996, 325-6). During the Victorian reordering of the churches 

the liturgical aspects were reassessed and it was thought that, as the choir 

played a part in parochial worship and as such needed to be seated in the 

chancel, it followed that the organ needed to be placed there (Addleshaw 1948, 

217). Davidson’s documented evidence of 28 organs being moved from the 

west gallery41 and four around the church42.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41

 Ashwater, Axminster, Bishop Tawton, Bovey Tracey, Broadclyst, Cheriton Fitzpaine, Colaton Raleigh, 

Crediton, East Budleigh, Exminster, Filleigh, Gittisham, Ipplepen, Kenton, Kingsbridge, Lamerton, 

Milton Abbot, Oakford, Otterton, Ottery St Mary, Paignton, Sowton, Tiverton, Topsham, Totnes, 

Walkhampton, Wembury, Witheridge, Woodbury 
42

 Sidmouth, South Molton, Tawstock, Whitchurch 
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13.9.14 The chandelier 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.35: The chandelier 

in Tiverton Church 

(Source: author).  

 

 

 

 

 

Evening services were uncommon before the introduction of oil and gas lights, 

and we know from Hutchinson that gas lamps were not introduced into 

Sidmouth Church until the 1860s. From Davidson’s accounts we know that the 

chandeliers in seven churches have been removed. At Dartmouth, only two 

remain out of the three, Davidson (1847, vol.2, 697) recorded, and the one at 

Lewtrenchard was stolen in 1900 (Davidson 1849, vol.2, 421). At Tiverton the 

chandelier was bought by the church in 1707, but during the restorations (1856) 

it was removed to Holcombe Court and the Dean and Chapter brought it back in 

1942 (Fig.13.35) (Table 13.6) 

 

Table 13.6: Date chandeliers were removed from churches  

Axminster dated 1750 Davidson 1835, vol.3, 15 
Kenton dated 1750 Davidson 1846, vol.2, 229 
Northam dated 1750 Davidson 1848, vol.1, 29 

Ashcombe converted to gas Davidson 1846, vol.2, 253 
Kingsbridge converted to gas Davidson 1841, vol.2, 797 
South Molton converted to gas Davidson 1841, vol.2, 857 
Torrington converted to gas Davidson 1843, vol.1, 281 
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13.9.15 The Royal coat of arms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.36: The royal coat of arms in Frithelstock Church (Source: author).  

 

The royal coats of arms were erected as a token of loyalty and obedience to the 

crown, and as such to the sovereign as head of the Church, symbolic of the 

Church’s reliance on the civil powers; especially true after the restoration of 

Charles II (Addleshaw 1948, 101). There is no known statute relating to this 

practice and during Mary’s reign they were removed from the rood to make way 

for statues of the Virgin, which was reversed by Elizabeth, who ordered her 

arms to be placed above the rood (Yates 200, 31). In 1614 the Archbishop of 

Canterbury instructed all churches to have painted royal arms, which during the 

Commonwealth period were destroyed, hidden or turned round and repainted 

with the Commonwealth arms (Friar 1996, 392). On the restoration of Charles II 

a statute decreed that the royal arms should be displayed in all churches, 

surrounded by a spiritual text (Friar 2000, 349). During the Victorian restorations 

many were moved or destroyed. 

 

 One of the most striking examples of a royal coat of arms can be found 

at Frithelstock Church, painted directly on the wall (Fig.13.36). Table 13.7 

details six examples from the 194 churches visited where the arms have been 

moved or are missing. 
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Table 13.7 Royal coats of arms that have been moved 

Bovey 
Tracey 

Formerly over rood loft Moved to above 
tower door 

Davidson 1847, 
vol.2, 185 

Broadclyst Formerly over tower 
door 

Moved to above 
south porch door 

Davidson 1843, 
vol.3, 529 

Cheriton 
Bishop 

Formerly on side aisle 
screen  

Moved to west end 
north aisle 

Davidson 1843, 
vol.2, 53 

North Molton Formerly on chancel 
panelling 

Moved to above 
south door 

Davidson 1844, 
vol.1, 413 

Woodbury  Formerly on chancel 
arch 

Moved to south 
wall 

Davidson 1840, 
vol.3, 313 

Kelly Removed by the time of 
Davidson’s visit 

 Davidson 1849, 
vol.4, 497 

 

 

13.10 Monuments in churches 

13.10.1 Introduction 

Monuments were seen as artefacts and as such expressed the status and 

material culture of the elite. In the medieval period memorials to the dead were 

floor ledger stones with incised coffin-shaped lids, which by the 13th century had 

developed into chest-tombs (Finch 2003, 438). These chest-tombs evolved to 

be decorated with carved effigies. By the late 15th century they had become 

free-standing canopied chest-tombs with stylised figures. Fashions changed in 

the mid-16th century to mural monuments, with the bust or half effigy of the 

deceased (Aston 1988, 21; Roffey 2003, 346). Memorials with only the 

deceased’s coats of arms did not provoke hostility to religious imagery and 

stressed the honourable lineage of the dead (Aston 1988, 34). 

 

Recumbent figures continued into the 16th and early 17th centuries with a 

proliferation of non-devotional postures (Lindley 2007, 33). The 17th century saw 

lavish monuments, with kneeling and recumbent figures, and children carrying 

skulls as an indication of early mortality. During this time there was a 

proliferation of heraldry. By the 18th century black and white marble memorials 

became the fashion, along with sarcophagi with reclining figures. Other types of 

memorial were small portrait medallions, amorini urns and scrolls, and by the 

19th century the monuments reflected the taste in neo-classical architecture 

inspired by Greek designs and the Grand Tour (Friar 1996, 303-7).  
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Davidson recorded effigies, wall monuments, ledger stones and brasses, 

which were linked to the changes in the fashion of the day, and social and 

political influences (Esdaile 1946, 5; Roffey 2003, 443). These four types of 

memorial will be discussed individually. 

 

13.10.2 Effigies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.37: The effigy of a Lady possibly a cenotaph to Elizabeth de Bohun in Powderham 

Church (Source: author).  

 

We have documented evidence of effigies that have been moved 

between and around churches, as at Powderham Church (Fig.13.37) (Table 

13.8). Davidson (1843, vol.3, 485) recorded an effigy at Butterleigh, now lost. 

The memorial to the Chichester family (1648) was removed from Eggesford 

Church in 1718 when Fellows brought the Manor: some time later it was 

returned to the church, but that date is unknown. When Davidson visited the 

church in 1844 the memorial was boarded-up in a room in the north aisle, and it 

was not rebuilt until 1867 on the south wall (Cresswell 1912d, 84). Davidson 

suggested there might have been effigies under the arches at five churches 43. 
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 Haccombe, Luppitt, Tavistock, Thurlestone, Upton Pyne 
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Table 13.8: Effigies that have been moved  

Recumbent effigies of possibly 
the Prideaux from Nutwell 
Court private chapel 

Woodbury Church 
chancel arch 

Davidson 1840, 
vol.3, 313 

Effigies of Sir John and Lady 
Bassett (1240) from the ruins 
of Umberleigh Manor 

Atherington Church Stothard 1817, 
unpaginated 

Two effigies possibly from 
Newham Abbey 

Axminster Church, 
chancel arches  

Cresswell 1912a, 
130 

Effigy of a Lady, possibly 
Elizabeth de Bohun (1316) 
moved from window sill to 
pulpit steps at Powderham 

Powderham Church under 
an ogee arch in north 
chancel wall 

Cresswell 1923a, 
196 

Weare Giffard Church a knight 
and a Lady, formerly together  

Now separated on two 
window sills 

Davidson 1848, 
vol.4, 61 

Effigies of Sir John Sully and 
his wife from Iddesleigh 
Church 

In Credition Church 
moved from the chancel 
choir to the east end of 
the south aisle  

Pers.comm. 
governor of 
Credition Church 

 

 

13.10.3 Missing and moved monuments 

Davidson documented wall monuments and, for example, saw the large 

monument to Elizabeth Calmady (1694) at Wembury Church which was on the 

south chancel wall obscuring the altar until 1860. In 1886 it was moved to the 

east end, then to the west end of the south aisle. It is now surrounded by 

railings and it is impossible to see the whole monument. There are five other 

large monuments44 which have been moved.  

 

Davidson recorded 2566 wall monuments in the sample of 194 churches 

visited, and as far as it has been possible to reconcile the names and 

inscriptions through locked chancel screens, towers and vestries, the total 

number of missing wall monuments is 772, but is probably much higher (Tables 

13.9; 13.10). 
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 Barnstaple, Chittlehampton, Clyst St Mary, Exminster, Otterton  
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Table 13.9: Churches where monuments have been moved 

Otterton Chest tomb Removed from the 
church, and now lost  

Davidson 
1835, vol.1, 
237 

Exminster Petre monument 
(1608), originally north 
chancel wall 

Moved to south 
chancel wall 

Davidson 
1845, vol.2, 
205 

Clyst St Mary Originally wall tablets 
where on south aisle 
wall 

Moved to north aisle 
wall when church 
restored 

Davidson 
1840, vol.1, 
321 

Barnstaple Originally wall tablets 
where on south aisle 
wall 

Moved to north aisle 
wall and now grouped 
together 

Davidson 
1830, vol.5,  

Chittlehampton Originally the Colley 
memorial was in the 
chancel 

Moved to north 
transept, then 
returned to the 
chancel 

Davidson 
1849, vol.5, 
329 

 

 

Table 13.10: Missing wall monuments by year as Davidson identified them 

1500 1550 1600 1650 1700 1750 1800 1850 

1 19 45 142 161 175 222 7 

 

13.10.4 Ledger stones 

During the 17th century the incised slabs were replaced with ledger stones, 

which remained popular into the mid-19th century (Friar 1996, 245-6). Davidson 

documented inscriptions on the floor slabs, mentioning that many were so worn 

he could not read them or were hidden by pews. Today many ledger stones 

have been moved from their original position in the church, such as by Milles at 

Exeter Cathedral (see Chapter Six), and grouped together, hidden under pews 

when the church was re-seated or re-floored. Davidson documented 15 ledger 

stones with incised crosses45. The peak of floor burials was from the 1650s, 

declining in the 1800s as Table 13.11 illustrates. Davidson documented 1641 

inscribed slabs in the sample, 1016 are now lost. This is not the correct total 

because of carpeted floors, the present position of pews and worn inscriptions. 
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 Awliscombe, Branscombe, Bickleigh, Combe Raleigh, Cotleigh, Cullompton, East Budleigh, 

Lewtrenchard, Moretonhampstead, Musbury,Parkham, Seaton, Sidmouth, Sydenham Damerel, Winkleigh  
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Table 13.11: The number of missing inscribed stones by year 

1500 1550 1600 1650 1700 1750 1800 1850 

4 21 136 286 224 190 153 2 

 

13.10.5 Brass monuments 

A popular form of medieval monument was brasses, with the engraved brass 

plate affixed as a memorial on the wall, floor or tomb-chest (Friar 1996, 65). 

During the Reformation they were seen as popish and torn down, often to 

reappear as a palimpsest engraved on the reverse of the medieval original. 

Dean Milles (1714-1784) (see Chapter Six) documented a fragment of brass 

engraved with a knight and a lady at Luppitt (Milles 1747-1762, 193). This 

palimpsest was found in a hedge bank (1906); it had been engraved on both 

sides, and the female figure has brooches with the shields of Sir William 

Bonville (1408) on her shoulders (Fig. 13.38) (Cresswell 1920b, 121). This 

brass was in the church in 2010 but in 2015 only a brass rubbing remains. 

During the Civil War and the refurbishing and rebuilding of the 18th and 19th 

centuries many brasses were destroyed (Fig.13.39). Davidson identified 22 

missing brasses46, and Leland one at Dartmouth (Rogers 1877, 238).  

 

 

 

 

 Fig.13.38: A drawing 

of the Luppitt brass 

(Cresswell 1920b, 

121). 
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 Bickleigh (Plymouth), Bigbury, Braunton, Chittlehampton, Colaton Raleigh, Dunkerswell, Ermington, 

Honiton, Ipplepen, Lifton, Luppitt, Lustleigh, Modbury, Otterton, St-Giles-in-the-Heath, Sandford, 

Sidbury, Sydenham Damerel,  Tedburn St Mary, Uplyme,   
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               Fig.13.39: The tomb-chest in Kentisbeare Church with missing brass (Source; author). 

 

13.11 Pictorial evidence of change 

13.11.1 Introduction 

Having looked at the artefacts that Davidson documented that have been 

moved or removed from the churches, we now need to review the evidence 

provided by antiquarians of the building itself. The following antiquarians 

provide illustrated evidence of churches that have been rebuilt: John Swete 

(1751-1821) (see Chapter Six), William Spreat’s (1816-1873) (see Chapter 

Seven) Picturesque Sketches of the Churches of Devon (1842) contains 

engravings of Devon church exteriors and interiors, similarly John Stabb’s 

Some Old Devon Churches (1911). Their evidence from 19 churches47 is 

detailed below and in Appendix 13.4). 

 

13.11.2 Examples of where antiquarians engravings are the only 

remaining evidence we have of the original church  

The rebuilding of Filleigh Church in 1730 was because Lord Clinton, the rector, 

churchwardens and thirteen land-owning parishioners petitioned to demolish the 

church as it was ‘very strait and incommodious’. The Bishop of Exeter granted a 

licence to demolish the church (Warne 1969, 56). Spreat’s engraving of the 

church in 1842 is all that remains, as the church was remodelled in 1876. 

Davidson visited Filleigh in 1849 (vol.1, 357) and wrote that no ancient features 

                                                 
47

 Bicton, Buckerell, Clyst St George, Cockington,  Dartington, Dunsford, Filleigh, Honiton, Lympstone, 

Otterton, Ottery St Mary, Pinhoe, Powderham, Silverton, South Molton,  Thorverton, Totnes, Warkleigh, 

Whitestone   



 427 

remained. The new church has an apsed chancel and a south aisle, with a 

highly decorated interior (Figs.13.40-13.41). 

 

 

 

Fig.13.40: Spreat’s 1842(27) engraving 

of Filleigh Church, identifying what has 

been destroyed. 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.41: The 1876-1877 alteration to 

the church façade at Filleigh with the 

addition of an apse at the east end, a 

south chapel, and spire to the tower. 

The gravestones date to before 

Spreat’s engraving (Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

13.11.3 Dawlish Church  

Swete (1795 Journal vol.2, 177-8) described Dawlish Church as a stuccoed 

church crested with battlements and pinnacles, with a projecting turret at the 

east end, having a handsome southern aspect, and with a niche between the 

windows. Polwhele (1797, 153) described Dawlish church as a Gothic pile, 

consisting of a nave, chancel and north aisle, with plain glass windows. Oliver 

(1840, 46) stated that the church was dilapidated and an Act of Parliament was 

granted in 1815 to enlarge and repair it. Repairs were carried out in 1824, and it 

was then rebuilt in 1874, when the battlements, niches, and the entrance porch 

were removed (Pevsner 2002, 330) (Figs.13.42-13.44). Therefore Swete’s 

illustration is a unique record of the original church. 
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Fig.13.42: The southern façade of 

Dawlish Church in 1795, showing 

the southern entrance and 

projecting tower in a parkland 

setting with no headstones (Swete 

1795, Journal vol.2,178). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.43: The altered southern façade 

of Dawlish Church, undated (Bradshaw 

2007, 8). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.44: The altered southern façade 

today with the enlarged southern 

transept and removal of the building at 

the eastern end. Note the headstones, 

but none are dated earlier than 1860 

(Source: author). 

 

 

 

 

13.11.4 Bicton Church 

The only evidence we have of the earliest Bicton Church is Swete’s 1795 

(Journal vol.10) illustration, which bears no resemblance to Spreat’s (1842, 5) 

engraving, before it was rebuilt in 1850 (Figs.13.45-13.47). Only the tower and 

nave wall remain of the old church (Pevsner 2000, 173).  
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Fig.13.45: Swete’s picture of Bicton Church in 1795 (DHC, 564M/F8/26). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Fig.13.46: Spreat’s 1842 (5) engraving of           Fig.13.47: Bicton Church 2015 (Source author).                  

Bicton Church, identifying what has been destroyed.  

 

13.11.5 Otterton Church 

Swete’s picture of Otterton Church in 1795 and Spreat’s 1842 (33) engraving of 

Otterton Church is all the evidence that remains of the original church, along 

with the plan of the original layout, because the church was totally rebuilt in 

1896-1871 (Figs.13.48-13.51). Both Bicton Church and Otterton Church are 

examples of where we have evidence from both Swete and Spreat’s engravings 

of what the original churches looked like, which would have been lost were it not 

for thier records. 
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Fig.13.48: Swete’s picture of Otterton Church. It is not possible to recreate this view in 2016 

because of houses (Swete 1795, DHC,564F8/13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Fig.13.49: Spreat’s 1842 (59) engraving of Otterton Church.      Fig.13.50: Otterton Church 2015  
        (Source: author). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Fig.13519: The original layout of Otterton  

Church (Cresswell 1920e, opp.168). 
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13.12 Examples of where illustrations provide evidence of change  

In the previous section we looked at examples where Swete and Spreat 

provided illustrations of the original churches, this portion reviews the evidence 

from different illustrated sources. We will consider Branscombe Church, where 

we see the movement of fixtures and fittings around the church, followed by 

Clyst St George, which was one of two churches destroyed by enemy bombing 

during WWII outside Plymouth and Exeter, then at the church at Buckfast which 

was destroyed by fire, and finally Dartington Church, which was moved to a new 

location (other examples of destroyed churches that have been rebuilt can be 

found in Appendix 13.5. 

  

13.12.1 Branscombe Church 

Branscombe Church still retains the air of a Georgian church with box-pews, 

three-decker pulpit and an altar surrounded by rails on all four sides, although 

the church was restored by W.D. Caröe in 1911 (Pevsner 2002, 204). In 1905 

the church was considered to be in ruins, with the humidity destroying the 

fresco on the east wall and the lettering on the north wall, both now obliterated. 

During the restoration the floor was lowered to drain the church, the best box-

pews were retained and moved to the north aisle (Cresswell 1911b, 6-11).  

  

Stabb’s (1911, 18) photographs show the church after the restoration in 

1911. The three-decker pulpit formerly on the south wall has been moved since 

1911 to the north transept arch (Figs.13.52-13.53). Formerly the font was a 

fluted stone pillar containing an earthenware pudding basin, placed under the 

window. The new font is at the west end near the door and came from East 

Teignmouth, and the window has been infilled (Cresswell 1911b, 8) (Fig.13.54). 

An 1860 painting shows the parishioners taking communion at the altar rails 

(Fig.13.55). Stabb’s photograph shows the altar surrounded by rails on four 

sides, and Mrs Wadham’s monument (1583) on the north chancel wall; it was 

moved to the north wall in the north transit, now it is on the west wall of the 

south transept (Figs.13.56-13.58).  
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Fig.13.52: Branscombe’s pulpit on the north wall  Fig.13.53: Branscombe’s pulpit 

(Stabb 1911, 18).       removed to the south wall (Source: 

   author).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                

 

 

 

                 

 

 

 

Fig. 13.54 Branscombe’s former  

 Fig.13.55: Branscombe’s new font 

font (Stabb 1911, 20).    at the west end of the church (Source  

      author). 
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Fig.13.56: The 1861 painting of Branscombe’s 

altar with the congregation kneeling along the 

rails, possibly in the nave and not in the 

chancel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.57: Stabb’s (1911, 19) photograph of Branscombe’s       Fig.13.58: Branscombe’s altar 

altar with rails and Mrs Wadhams’ monument.                   with rails on four side (Source:  

        author). 

 

 

13.12.2 The bombed church of Clyst St George  

Clyst St George Church was destroyed by enemy action on the 31st August 

1940, when an incendiary bomb set fire to the church, although the tower and 

parts of the walls survived. Spreat’s (1842, 4) engraving shows the original 

church (Figs.13.59-13.60). Davidson (1840, vol.3, 317) described the church 

with modern pulpit and pews, an octagonal font, with a gallery across the west 

end. The Rev. H.E. Ellacombe set out to ‘modernise the church’ to Tractarian 
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principles between 1850 and 1885. He removed the chancel screen and 

tympanum, and panelled the tower arch, painted the floor, removed the box-

pews and decorated the chancel with Minton tiles. He removed all the ancient 

inscribed floor-stones and replaced them with tiles (Cresswell 1920e, 79-83). 

The two postcards show a highly-decorated sanctuary with stencilled walls of 

texts and designs, fluted columns and foliage capitals (Figs.13.61-13.62). The 

plan shows the placement of the font in the church (Fig.13.63). The two 

paintings by Leighton Hall Woollatt (1940) show the bomb damage (Figs.13.64-

13.67) and the photographs give further details of what has been lost. When the 

church was rebuilt in 1952 it was in a plainer style, although the same size.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.13.59: Spreat’s 1842 (4) engraving of             Fig.13.60: Clyst St George Church in 2015  

Clyst St George before it was bombed in  (Source: author). 

WWII.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.13.61: The east-end 
of Clyst St George 
Church before it was 
destroyed (undated 
postcard). 
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Fig.13.62: The north 
aisle of Clyst St George 
Church before it was 
destroyed (undated 
postcard). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Fig.13.63: The 
ground plan of 
the old church 
(Cresswell 
1920e, 77). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.64: The east-end of the destroyed Fig.13.65: The exterior of the bomb-damaged 

 Clyst St George Church (Woollatt dated 1940). Clyst St George Church (Woollatt dated 1940). 



 436 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.66: A faded photograph of the 

vegetation growing inside the church 

(undated). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.67: The interior of Clyst St George Church in 2015 (Source: author). 

 

 

13.12.3 The fire-damaged church at Buckfastleigh 

On the 21st July 1992, Buckfastleigh Church was set alight by an arsonist, and 

all that remained standing were the walls and the tower (Figs.13.68-13.69). We 

can still see the sedilia and piscina in the chancel, and the three steps to the 

sanctuary where the altar stood. Davidson (1847, vol.2, 545) recorded a carved 

oak altar, altar screen, modern carved pulpit, and new oak-ribbed ceiling with 

gold painted bosses. When the church was restored in 1844-1845 the western 

gallery was removed. The photographs show the church interior before and 

after the fire (Figs.13.70-13.72). All that was saved was the font which is now in 

the new church in Buckfastleigh, sadly kept locked. 
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Fig.13.68: An undated photograph of Buckfastleigh Church before the fire (Cresswell 1922a, 

73). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.13.69: Buckfastleigh Church in 2015 (Source: 

author). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Fig.13.70: The interior of the 

church (undated) before the fire 

(Mid Devon Times 1992). 
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Fig.13.71: the interior after the fire (Mid Devon Fig.13.72: The interior in 2015 (Source:author). 

Times 1992). 

 

 

 

 

 

13.12.4. The church at Dartington which moved 

Polwhele (1797, 481) described Dartington Church as well-built with a wooden 

roof, an altar screen engraved with the Lord’s Prayer, and a painted wooden 

screen. Spreat’s (1842, 36) engraving shows the original church (Figs.13.73- 

13.74), which was located to the north of Dartington Hall. It was demolished in 

1873, except for the tower. The new church was rebuilt in 1878-1880 on the 

corner of the present A384. Pearson copied the plan of the original church, 

reusing the materials and fittings, although the tower was new (Pevsner 2002, 

308). The floor and wall monuments were placed in the original tower which is 

kept locked; so it is not possible to identify what has been lost (Spreat 1842, 

36), and access is not possible today. 
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Fig.13.73: Spreat’s 1842 (36) engraving of the   Fig.13.74: The new Dartington Church  

original Dartington Church.    in 2015 set back from the A385 

(Source: author). 

 
 

The evidence provided by the antiquarians shows what has been lost 

due to internal alterations, bombing and fire in Devon churches. Whilst we think 

we see the church as it always was, or gradually altered over the years, in 

reality many churches have undergone dramatic change. Without the 

antiquarians’ records and illustrations the history of the churches and 

monument records would be lost from memory, something which cannot be 

replaced. We will return to this discussion. 

 

13.13 What do we learn from antiquarians’ documenting changes within a 

church?  

13.13.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we have examined the reason why the antiquarians recorded the 

memorials to the dead and as we have seen the results are substantial, with 

regards to what has been lost and moved. In Devon we have the unique 

illustrated documentation by Swete, Davidson, Hutchinson, Cresswell, Spreat 

and Stabb; which allows us to identify destroyed or moved fixtures and church 

buildings: which has confirmed the value of undertaking such a survey to 

assess the antiquarian’s contribution to the study of Devon’s ecclesiastic 

history. We now consider the changes recorded by the antiquarians; the 

numbers quoted are out of 194 churches visited in the survey. 
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13.13.3 The loss or movement of fixtures and fittings 

It is Davidson, Cresswell, Spreat and Stabb who provides the majority of the 

evidence of moved or lost fixtures from the church interiors. If we look at Table 

13.12 we can see the loss that has occurred.  

 

Table 13.12: List of alteration and loss to Devon’s churches 
 
Porch Removed vestries, niches and water stoups   30 
Font Removal of casing, moved, replaced, reinstated 33 
Aisle Removed vestries and chapels  12 
Pulpit Includes replaced, removed removal of sounding 

board 
21 

Pews Removed Box-pews and altered 58 
Rood Screen Removed 77 
Altar Removed stone 2 
Altar screen Removed or changed 21 
Piscina Removed 16 
Sedilia Removed 6 
Floor Floor tiles removed  22 

Gallery Removed 175 
Organ Removed or moved 32 
Wall paintings Removed 12 
Chandeliers Removed  8 
Royal Coats of 
Arms 

Removed 6 

Effigies Moved to other churches 6 

Large monuments Moved around churches 7 
Wall monuments Lost 772 
Floor monuments Lost 1016 
Brasses Lost 24 

 

 

Within the porches we have evidence not only of vestries removed, 

though Davidson does not state where they were removed to, and statue niches 

and water stoups destroyed. It is worth noting that six early decorated fonts had 

been thrown out of the churches (no date given) which were later reinstated, 

possibly because they were seen as primitive. Davidson mentioned 21 

churches that had ‘modern’ pulpits, suggesting that the two-and three-decker 

pulpits had been removed because of the liturgical changes. The Georgian box-

pews were an anathema to the ecclesiologists, and whilst Davidson 

documented churches as having modern seating, he does not record this as the 

removal of box-pews, and only gives positive alteration as happening in 12 

churches, although there are 58 churches where this happened.  
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 The removal of 75 chancel screen was recorded by Davidson and Blight-

Bond. The majority were removed in the 19th century, and whilst it would be 

easy to condemn the Victorians for their destruction, it needs to be realised it 

was all part of progress and changes in the theological thinking of the day. 

There could be a large number of churches whose altars have been changed, 

but due to locked chancels this was not a figure that could be obtained. Again 

the removal of piscina and sedilia was down to change and the requirement to 

modernise the chancel, as was the change in flooring, which must have 

destroyed or hidden enumerable floor ledger stones.  

 

An area of wholesale change was the removal of galleries, which were 

abhorrent to the Tractarians because of the social divisions they caused. We 

have no record of the number of destroyed wall memorials and wall paintings 

which took place when the galleries were erected. Within Devon 175 galleries 

were removed; and three churches (Silverton, Ashreigney and High Bickington) 

had galleries across the east wall, above the altar, when the focus of worship 

was the pulpit at this period. Davidson was quite specific in recording the 

influence of the Tractarians on the modernising of Aylesbeare, Cadbury, Down 

St Mary and Sowton churches, especially of the chancel and the placement of 

the altar on a raised dais reached by steps.      

 

 Another large scale area of change was the removal of monuments; 

firstly we have the movement of six effigies between different churches and 

within the church. This information is not given in the churches where the 

effigies now reside, allowing the public to think they have always been there. 

Secondly is the loss of 772 wall monuments from the 2566 that Davidson 

recorded, which is a low estimate due to access issues and their later 

movement around the churches. Hutchinson argued in Sidmouth Church for the 

wall monuments to be replaced in their original position with their surrounding 

boarders, which was finally agreed after the restoration of the church. At the 

present time after the latest modernisation they are now all grouped together on 

the south wall hidden behind the organ. The largest loss is of the loss of 1016 

ledger stones from the 1641 that Davidson documented. If this number of lost 

memorials was replicated in the remaining 205 churches not surveyed, the 

question has to be asked was if Devon was unique, or does it follow a national 
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trend? However, Devon is fortunate in having the evidence provided by 

Davidson of the loss.  

 

13.13.3 The alterations to church buildings 

What clearly emerges from Davidson’s 19th century documentation of the 

churches’ exterior is that the majority of the churches are almost identical to 

what we see today. The exceptions being where the churches have been 

rebuilt, or restored, as in Table 13.13, Spreat’s 19th century illustrations 

presented another story, as out of his 74 engravings of churches 1648 (see 

Appendix 13.4) have been altered and three49 rebuilt. Some changes are slight, 

such as lowering the spires on Bishop Nympton tower, or more extensive as at 

Thorverton with the addition of a northern aisle, not to mention the complete 

rebuilding such as Lympstone. None of this would be known but for the 

antiquarians records.  

 

Table 13.13: Churches that have been rebuilt  

Filleigh Remodelled  1876 

Dawlish Remodelled 1860 onwards 

Bicton Rebuilt 1850 

Otterton Rebuilt 1896-71 

Branscombe  Remodelled 1911 onwards 

Clyst St Mary Bombed Rebuilt 1952 

Buckfastleigh Arson attack Ruins 

Dartington Moved Rebuilt 

Aveton Gifford Bombed Rebuilt 

Sydenham Damerel Burnt  Rebuilt 

Lamerton Burnt Rebuilt 

Honiton Burnt twice Restored 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
48

 Bishop Nympton, Buckerell, Cockington, Dunsford, Gittisham, Moretonhampstead, North Molton, 

Ottery St Mary, Pinhoe, Powderham, Silverton, South Molton, Thorverton, Totnes, Warkleigh, 

Whitestone 
49

 Heavitree, Holcombe Burnell, Lympstone 



 443 

13.14 Background to what has been lost  

This is the background to what has been lost in churches. Possibly Davidson 

realised what was happening with the restoration and rebuilding of Devon’s 

churches and so recorded all the churches before their destruction. Were 

Davidson’s and the other antiquarians’ records correct? For the internal 

placement of fixtures and fittings the answer has to be yes. Polwhele’s 

comments correspond with Davidson’s and Hutchinson’s, so the assumption 

must be they are correct. Although Milles provided evidence of painted glass, as 

did Davidson, as so many windows have been altered it would need a complete 

study to assess what has been lost.  

 

The data collected from the churches highlights the importance of 

unpublished antiquarian records. None of the antiquarian records can be seen 

as definitive because of access issues, Davidson wrote, the monument 

inscriptions were illegible, or hidden. What does come over is the enormity of 

the task that Davidson carried out between 1825 and 1850 with regards to 

access and travel, and his records highlight the amount of what has been 

moved within the churches and lost from memory. The church was supposed to 

be a safe place and a shrine to past generations, where memory was preserved 

and items treasured, but this does not seem to be the case, as the social and 

political influences of the day caused changes to the Church.  

 

13.15 The evidence from antiquarians and fieldwork 

13.15.1 Introduction 

From the collated information it can be seen that there was large-scale 

destruction associated with the restoration and rebuilding of churches, but 

whether it was all down to the ecclesiologists’ influence or other social 

pressures is hard to decide. Honeychurch escaped restoration because of the 

scattered nature of the parish and lack of funds, and other churches only carried 

out small-scale modernisations. The loss of fixtures and fittings indicates the 

amount of change that has occurred since Swete’s comments in 1797 through 

to Cresswell’s diocesan books dated from 1912-1925. There are too many 

minute details to include them all, such as the comments about the lectern, 

found in the thatch of Sid Abbey (not an abbey, as the building dates from the 

early 19th century) from Sidbury Church.  
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13.16 A brief overview of churches and their adaption to the 21st century  

The church in the 21st century has had to adapt to a declining congregation, by 

modifying space within the church for other uses. There seem to be four areas 

of change that can be identified in Devon. The first is the provision of a kitchen 

as at Modbury. At Gittisham is the second, the provision of a children’s area. 

The third is the enclosing of the narthex (an area at the west end of the church) 

to hold small meetings as at Kenton. The fourth is the provision of a toilet within 

the church as at Ottery St Mary. Former areas of chantry chapels are being 

used to hold weekday services as at Broadclyst, and there are carpeted social 

areas for small meetings as at Kingsbridge. There is also a return to the 

practice of placing an altar at the top of the nave, as at Tiverton.  In conclusion, 

from the survey we learn that the churches at Molland and Tipton St John are 

the only churches in the Devon that Davidson could walk into today and see 

virtually no change; many have been altered beyond recognition with their 

rebuilding or restoration and loss of internal fixtures and fittings.   

 

13.17 Overall conclusions to the antiquarians’ findings on churches 

In this chapter we have studied another aspect of the antiquarians’ recording of 

sites, this time Devon’s churches, which has embraced a wide range of factors. 

We have not only looked at the buildings, but also the fixtures and fittings That 

would have been integral to these structures to identify what has been lost from 

the archaeological record. We have analysed the alteration and rebuilding of 

churches, the movement of fixtures and fittings and the loss of, not only 

memorials, but box pews, pulpits, galleries and rood screens. My results show 

that the traditional view of the church remaining unaltered over the years is an 

illusion. Yes, there are a few churches that have not undergone alterations, but 

in the survey of 194 churches we only saw three that remained the same. The 

total loss, which has to be an underestimate due to access issues, is 2350 

fixtures, fittings and memorial from 194 churches. This works out at an average 

of 12 items per church, but this is a false picture as some churches had no 

memorials, no gallery or rood screens, whilst others, originally had all these 

items, but which were later destroyed. All of which clearly shows the importance 

of the antiquarians documentary evidence from the 18th century onwards. 

Chapters Eight through to Thirteen have discussed the causes and 
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consequences of the antiquarians documenting archaeological sites, we now 

need to review their findings. 

 

13.18 Summary of the antiquarians’ findings from Chapter Eight to 

Thirteen.  

13.17.1 Introduction 

In Chapters Eight to Thirteen we have explored and analysed the antiquarians’ 

research, where the range of evidence suggests that we have qualitative 

accounts by local topographers. We now critique these to show the 

antiquarians’ development of archaeological research and explorations and 

demonstrate the type of information that t has been lost from the archaeological 

record.  

  

13.18 Critique of the antiquarians’ documentation of archaeological sites 

13.18.1 Introduction 

Having presented the various strands of research through case studies it is now 

time to move towards presenting an overview of the antiquarians’ research into 

barrows, hillforts, castles, religious houses and churches; where their 

documentation has shown a progression of archaeological techniques. This will 

be discussed again in Chapter Fourteen. We start by looking at the exploration 

of barrows. 

 

13.18.2 Barrows 

Barrows have always been objects of fascination for the treasure they might 

contain, and in Devon there are records of this since AD1342. There are also 

the comments by the 18th century antiquarians onwards of them once being 

revered as burial places, but now often being used as quarries for building 

stone. Against this background in Chapter Eight we saw the development of 

antiquarians’ ideas and excavating techniques. It became clear there was no 

difference in the way excavations were carried out; all barrows were excavated 

with a central trench by workmen. Swete documented this in the 18th century 

and we know Kirwan used labourers in the 19th century. Whereas Hutchinson 

undertook all his own excavations, and was critical of those who employed 

labourers, as they were often not supervised. We have no idea if Chanter in the 

20th century employed workmen or carried out his own excavations.  
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 Davidson provided plans of an excavation in the 1830s, but it is not until 

Kirwan in the 1860s that we have specific descriptions of the barrows’ 

construction, section drawings and illustrations of the artefacts. It is, though, 

Hutchinson who presents the most precise account of the barrows around 

Sidmouth, all numbered and marked on map (Fig.8.33). No other antiquarian 

does this. Through Hutchinson we learn of their construction, if they have been 

excavated, descriptions of the artefacts and where they have been deposited, 

and their total destruction. Chanter, 85 years after Hutchinson, also provided 

maps and the latitude and longitude co-ordinates of a barrow, but no details of 

any artefacts found. All three antiquarians define the construction of the barrows 

and their contents, which are shown on the section plans; it is though Kirwan 

and Chanter who use a key to explain the different layers. None of the 

antiquarians used a scale or directional arrow on their drawings, but it has to be 

remembered this was before the conventions of archaeological drawings had 

been established. By today’s archaeological depictions their drawings might be 

considered ‘primitive’, but they do impart the information the antiquarians were 

trying to give to the readers of their accounts, today the reader of archaeological 

reports is more used to a section drawing as shown in Chapter Fourteen.     

 

 In this chapter we analysed Chanter’s work on recording Exmoor’s stone 

rows; although fully documented with references and measurements no overall 

conclusion was reached about their origin. It is though an example of how 

recording was undertaken at the beginning of the 1900s, which has not been 

undertaken since.   

 

13.18.3 Hillforts 

In Chapter Nine we explored how the antiquarians’ documented hillforts, where 

they went from recording the location of a ‘castle’, as the early antiquarians 

called hillforts, to site plans and location maps. As early as the mid-1700s we 

see a plan of Sidbury Castle by Milles and in the early 1800s plans of Membury 

Castle and Musbury Castle by Davidson. It is though Hutchinson who provides 

maps of hillforts locations, and site plans, along with the amount of destruction 

they have suffered. Shortt produced plans in the mid-1800s, whereas Chanter 

in 1906 produced profile contours of the North Devon hillforts. Neither Shortt nor 
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Chanter left, as far as we know, any notebooks, so it is not possible to say how 

they achieved these drawings.     

 

 Hutchinson was the only antiquarian to provide outstanding coloured 

drawing of the ‘bone beds’ from his excavation of High Peak. His research and 

attention to detail provided later archaeologists in the mid-1960s with all the 

information they needed to correctly identify the pottery. The same point can be 

made about there being no drawing conventions for archaeological sites in the 

late 19th century, although when visiting the hillforts it is possible to trace some 

of the features as portrayed by Hutchinson, such as the remains of the sunken 

road at Belbury Castle.  

  

13.18.4 Roman sites 

Reviewing the evidence from Roman sites in Chapter Ten we see the 

antiquarians’ using solely documentary research for their investigations into the 

elusive site of Moridunum. All the antiquarians from Leland onwards in the 16th 

century made suggestions to its location. It was Hutchinson who provided the 

most thought out arguments for why various sites should be correct, but he, like 

the others, were wrong. This is not really a criticism, as there were only maps 

and vague descriptions on which to make a judgement. Again it is Hutchinson 

who detailed the excavations of the Roman villa at Honeyditches and presented 

the lines of reasoning, which proved to be correct when later archaeologists 

carried out excavations. We have the unique account of the excavation of a 

Roman stone coffin, by Hutchinson. No other antiquarians recorded an 

excavation in such detail. Chanter provided plans of Old Burrow Camp, but his 

reasoning was incorrect, and he did not give the impression of having read later 

antiquarians’ reports, which might have helped him to make a correct 

interpretation. 

 

Shortt was the only antiquarian to publish material on the coins and 

pottery he found in Roman Exeter. His work has not been quoted by later 

archaeologists when carrying out excavation in Exeter, possibly because most 

of the sites where he recorded finding artefacts was bombed in WWII and the 

exact locations were vague 
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13.18.5 Castles 

It has to be recognised that the principal antiquarian in Chapter Eleven was 

Swete, who provided illustrated documentary evidence of eight castles and 

seven fortified houses. Field visits identified what has been lost since Swete’s 

documentation, where evidence was found of destroyed sites and further decay 

that has occurred over the last 200 years. Were it were not for Swete’s 

illustrations we would have no idea of what has been lost from the 

archaeological record.  

 

13.18.6 Religious houses 

The same criteria used to ascertain the losses to castles were again applied to 

religious houses, as discussed in Chapter Twelve, where it is again Swete who 

provides the illustrations. Here we are presented with a different scenario, as 

the abbeys of Buckland, Ford, Hartland and Torre and parts of Tavistock are the 

same as Swete painted them, as they have all been converted in to domestic 

dwellings. Swete records the partial destruction of three religious houses, and 

Davidson the gradual decay of Newenham Abbey. All this evidence shows 

similar patterns of decay and destruction to all Devon’s religious houses.   

 

13.18.7 Churches 

In Chapter Thirteen the antiquarian who provided invaluable evidence of the 

destruction of Devon’s churches was Davidson: without his documentation we 

would not know of all the changes that have taken place externally and 

internally to Devon’s churches. We can trace the destruction of churches and 

their memorials back to Leland in the 16th century. It is though Davidson who 

provides us with the information to trace the alterations and destruction that has 

occurred in the church from 1825 to 1850, and Cresswell from 1912 to 1925. 

However, the dramatic changes that Davidson and, to a degree, Cresswell 

recorded could not have happened since the Ancient Monuments Consolidation 

and Amendment Act of 1913. Today a faculty has to be applied for to make any 

alterations, and these are recorded online, but not in the manner Davidson 

recorded them. 
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13.18.8 Overall Conclusion  

As this overview sought to demonstrate, the Devon antiquarians have provided 

unparallelled documented evidence of archaeological sites (which includes 

churches) to identify what remains and what has been destroyed since their 

investigations from the 16th century. Throughout this section it has become clear 

that the antiquarians’ evidence is vital to our understanding of Devon’s 

archaeological past. These last six chapters have addressed many diverse 

archaeological issues, with this overview demonstrating the wide range of sites 

and antiquarians documented over a period of 500 years. At a general level we 

have discussed the antiquarians’ recording of sites and at a specialised level we 

have analysed the illustrated accounts of excavation. What remains is to draw 

together all the strands of information presented to us by the antiquarians to 

draw all the evidence together in Chapter Fourteen and answer the questions 

asked in Chapter One at the beginning of this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 14CHAPTER 14CHAPTER 14CHAPTER 14    

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONSDISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONSDISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONSDISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.1: Hutchinson’s 1876 map of the Sidmouth to Exmouth railway line, closed in 1967 

(Hutchinson History of Sidmouth 1880, vol.4, 178). 

 

14.1 Introduction 

This research examined a total of 21 antiquarians, extending from the 15th to 

the 20th centuries (see table 14.1), which have been discussed chronologically 

in Chapter Five to Seven. The previous chapters presented the various strands 

of the different antiquarians’ research through a series of case studies where 

the overall aims were to look at the lives of the Devon antiquarians and their 

research to discover what had been lost from the archaeological record. It is 

therefore time in this chapter to move towards analysing the results of the 

antiquarians’ documentation of sites. But before we analyse this for this thesis, 

we first need to give a general overview of the subjects discussed in the 

preceding chapters and reiterate the aims.  
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Table 14.1: The antiquarians discussed in the thesis  

Chapter 5 National travellers to Devon  
William Worcestre  1415-1482 
John Leland  1503-1552 
William Camden  1551-1623 

William Stukeley  1678-1765 
Chapter 6 16th and 17th century antiquarians  
John Hooker  1527-1601 
Thomas Moore  1560-1603 
William Pole  1561-1635 
Thomas Westcote  1567-1640 

Tristram Risdon  1580-1640 
John Prince  1643-1723 
Chapter 7 Georgian antiquarians  
Jeremiah Milles  1714-1784 
John Swete  1751-1821 
Richard Polwhele  1760-1838 
Henry Woollcombe  1778-1847 

George Oliver  1781-1861 
James Davidson  1793-1864 
Chapter 8 Victorian antiquarians  
William Short  1800-1881 
Peter Hutchinson  1810-1897 
William Spreat  1816-1873 

Richard Kirwan  1830-1872 
John Chanter  1854-1939 

 

 

14.2 General overview and the aims 

In Chapter One, we introduced the subject of the thesis, and established the 

aims to be addressed, and they were: 

• To review Devon’s antiquarians’ lives and the origins and development of 

archaeological research in the county 

• To provide documentary proof from both the antiquarians unpublished 

and published literature to show evidence of the loss and destruction of 

antiquities and sites 

 

The first aim was achieved by reviewing the antiquarians’ lives and their 

research, rather than looking at the archaeological sites of earthworks and 

standing buildings and discussing the antiquarians’ observations. The 

antiquarians needed to be placed in a chronological context, so that their 

observations on a site had a time perspective, and showed how archaeological 

ideas and techniques developed. The second aim was accomplished by using 
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antiquarians’ material and field visits to ascertain what had been lost and 

destroyed. 

 

 The discussion of methodology and sources in Chapter Two set the 

parameters for the thesis, and introduced the antiquarians, their methods of 

collecting material and areas of research. This identified the vast amount of 

unpublished material that was available to answer the question regarding what 

had been lost from the archaeological record. In Chapter Three we considered 

the foundation of the Devonshire Association against the background of national 

archaeological organisations to provide a regional context for this type of study. 

In Chapter Four we looked at the antiquarians who visited Devon from the 

1400s to the 1700s and noted that their work was frequently quoted by later 

antiquarians. The lives and research of the eighteen Devon antiquarians were 

discussed in Chapters Five through to Seven, here we saw how they changed 

their methods of inquiry from carrying out documentary research, to field visits, 

then to undertaking excavations.  

 

 In Chapters Eight and Nine we turned from considering the antiquarians 

lives to looking at their recording of archaeological sites. Working 

chronologically we discussed their observations on barrows and their 

excavation; then we looked at the antiquarians’ examination of hillforts and in 

the case of High Peak (Sidmouth) its partial excavation. In Chapter Ten we 

discussed the antiquarians’ arguments about the site of Moridunum and the 

discovery of coins and pottery from the remains of Roman Exeter. Alongside 

this was the excavation of Honeyditches and a Roman coffin (Branscombe). 

Chapters Eleven and Twelve presented a different scenario, here both 

documentary, but principally pictorial evidence, provided by Swete and 

Hutchinson were used to identify what the impact of time has been on Devon’s 

castles and religious houses when compared to field visits. As it will be recalled 

it was identified that all had suffered some damage but Colecombe Castle had 

been totally destroyed. The same applies to the religious houses, and here we 

see the total destruction of Buckfast Abbey, Newenham Abbey and Tavistock 

Abbey.  
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What became apparent in Chapter Thirteen was the potential damage 

that has been posed to the collective memory within churches, not only with the 

loss of memorials but with the process of changing traditions and customs 

which are less tangible, but are still losses, as principally we have seen 

identified by Davidson. Having presented this brief overview, we now need to 

analysis specific themes and patterns. 

 

14.3 The lives of the antiquarians 

What, then, were the achievements of the antiquarians, where we see 

fundamental differences between the 16th and 17th century antiquarians and the 

Georgian antiquarians, but not such a marked difference between the 

Georgians and the Victorians?. The early antiquarians had a sense of 

communal endeavour, which was a new phenomenon, and they had a nation- 

wide network of communications, which transcended religious and political 

beliefs and social class. Their networks were formalised and explicitly fostered 

for the exchange of ideas and information. This spread of information was 

further facilitated by printing, which enabled the rapid dissemination of 

knowledge (Lindley 2007, 62).      

  

 The travelling antiquarians came to Devon to collect information both 

from documentary sources and by observing the landscape and visiting 

churches. Since Leland collected his material for what is now called his 

Itineraries there has been the recurring theme of copying material, without 

referencing, which continued within Devon well into the early 1800s with 

Polwhele. 

  

 This theme of sharing or coping, or today what we would call plagiarism 

of research, was a feature of the 16th and 17th century antiquarians as we have 

seen. The earliest record we have in Devon of copying material was by Hooker, 

who had copied material from the Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577), which was in 

parts based on Leland’s manuscripts.  A pattern then emerges of Moore, Pole, 

Westcote, Risdon and Prince all copying Hooker’s manuscripts to write a history 

of Devon. Therefore the question, which cannot be answered with any certainty, 

is how much material did the six early antiquarians provide that was new, as all 

except Prince’s manuscripts were edited and published later? Possibly this 
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criticism should not be made of these antiquarians, as documentary research 

was the norm during the 16th and 17th century. Another question which could be 

asked is how much evidence has been lost from their accounts, because later 

editors felt it was not importance or irrelevant in the early 1800s, yet today could 

be seen as important? Something we also cannot answer, unless their original 

manuscripts can be traced. 

 

 In the past antiquarians saw themselves as ‘literary borrowers’, taking 

what they found useful, especially with the paucity of books that they could use 

(Hammond 2003, 47). Today plagiarism is seen as an ‘authorial sin’ yet it was 

not always regarded that way. The concept of intellectual property made no 

sense to the early writers as they wanted to share the information (Blakely 

2015, 29). What we do not know is how much, if at all, did these antiquarians 

travel around Devon collecting information, or was the word ‘travel’ a figurative 

metaphor  used as a way of imparting knowledge? 

 

 Within the next group of six Georgian antiquarians we are presented with 

another pattern, principally collecting material first-hand and using earlier 

antiquarians’ manuscripts to write a history of Devon. As was discussed in 

Chapter Seven, all six antiquarians carried out field visits to collect original 

material. There was, however, some use made of contemporary antiquarians’ 

manuscripts, often not referenced as in the case of Polwhele using Milles 

material. The unanswerable question has to be asked, how did Polwhele obtain 

a copy of Milles’ unpublished research, was it possibly through clerical 

contacts? Davidson collated all the antiquarians’ material together in his Notes 

on the Antiquities of Devonshire which dates before the Norman Conquest 

(1861), but he referenced all the resources he used. The question here is where 

did Davidson collect this material from, and how? This can be partially 

answered. Davidson edited a Bibliotheca Devoniensis (1852), and would have 

known of Camden’s, Stukeley’s and Lysons’ material, and possibly the other 

material he quoted from.  

 

Swete made field visits, and the impression from his Journals is that he 

must have obtained information from other sources, but there are no references 

as such. Woollcombe, replied heavily on other antiquarians’ material which he 
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referenced to write his accounts of Devon hillforts, but he could not have used 

Davidson’s sources as this was not published until 1852 and Woollcombe’s 

manuscript is dated 1839: although Davidson had published some of his 

material in the Exeter newspapers. Therefore the observation has to be made 

that Milles, Swete and Davidson were more reliant on primary sources than 

documentary sources. There is a question mark over Polwhele’s research, 

because he did admit to relying on other clergy for information.    

 

 There was no continuity between the Georgian and the five Victorian 

antiquarians who were not attempting to write a history of Devon: the trend here 

was to carry out excavations, as discussed in Chapter Seven. They all carried 

out fieldwork in the form of collecting information; in the case of Shortt in Exeter, 

Hutchinson from different parts of Devon, Pengelly concentrated his research in 

South Devon, and Kirwan worked mainly in East Devon, and Chanter in North 

Devon. The exception is Spreat, who visited the 74 churches across Devon, for 

which he made lithographs. Hutchinson, Pengelly, Kirwan and Chanter all 

carried out excavations (see below).  

 

 The overall conclusion from looking at the lives of the eighteen 

antiquarians has to be there was no connection between the three groups of 

Devon antiquarians’, they were divided by time, conventions of the day and the 

growth of archaeological reasoning and techniques. They did quote each 

other’s research, especially the earlier antiquarians: later antiquarians quoted 

their contemporaries and national and European researchers.  

 

 Another important consideration with regards to the antiquarians is their 

unpublished and published material. The 16th and 17th century antiquarians 

established the pattern of writing a history of Devon, which only Prince 

achieved, but in reality it was the genealogy of Devon families. Only one 

Georgian antiquarian, Polwhele, succeeded, with help from many sources, to 

publish a History of Devon (1797). There was though Milles’ ‘Questionnaires’ 

and ‘Parochial Collection’ (unpublished); and it is interesting to note that none of 

the other antiquarians used the format of sending out a questionnaire; possibly 

because they did not have the clerical connections. Swete collected information 

in his Journals, but we do not know if he intended to publish them. The last 
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antiquarian in this group is Davidson, who collected information on 499 Devon 

churches, a unique manuscript. 

 

The Victorian antiquarians did not follow the established pattern of writing 

a history of Devon. They wrote about their excavations, which were published, 

both in the Reports and Transactions of the Devonshire Association and 

nationally in The Journal of the British Archaeological Association and the 

Antiquaries Journal. The exception to this is Hutchinson, who kept a Diary and 

wrote a History of Sidmouth (1880), both full of archaeological facts, and 

published other literature. From the discussion so far, the research has 

identified four key untapped resources, not only for the archaeologist but also 

for the social historian and the church authorities. They are Milles 

‘Questionnaires’ and ‘Parochial Collection’, Swete’s ‘Journals’, Davidson’s 

‘Church Notes’ and Commonplace Books, and Hutchinson’s ‘Diaries’ and 

History of Sidmouth. 

 

14.4 The individual antiquarians 

Within this thesis we have sought to explore the lives and research of eighteen 

Devon antiquarians, and there are several important observations that need to 

be made about the individual antiquarians. From the analysis of their research 

in previous chapters we have discovered there were no real connections 

between the three groups. There are though five outstanding antiquarians who 

made an exceptional contribution to the history of Devon’s archaeological past, 

and too often their research and observations have been forgotten. They are 

Jeremiah Milles (1714-1787), John Swete (1751-1821), James Davidson (1793-

1864), Peter Hutchinson (1810-1897) and Richard Kirwan (1830-1872). This is 

not to say the other thirteen did not make a contribution, but these five were in a 

class of their own. 

 

 These five antiquarians all show initiative with the type of research they 

carried out. Milles was the first and only antiquarian to send a questionnaire to 

all the 441 Devon parishes asking for information. He asked 113 questions, 

which ranged from parish matters, including the church, archaeology-related 

questions about earthworks and former religious houses, flora and fauna, 

agricultural and geological matters (See Appendix 6.1). If we look at the 



 458 

answers from 263 parishes, some provided a considerable amount of material, 

others relatively little. Milles visited 318 parishes between 1747 and 1762, to 

supplement the questionnaire answers. Both these manuscripts still remain 

unpublished and possibly unknown by many current researchers, but provide a 

snapshot of Devon in the mid 18th century.   

 

 Swete followed Milles by touring Devon during the late 1700s, where he 

visited approximately 225 places (See Appendix 6.2). If we were to cut away 

Swete’s romantic notions and focus on the facts he is recording there is an 

untold wealth of information about Devon contained in his Journals. Not only 

archaeological, as we have seen in regards to castles and religious houses, but 

comments about earthworks, and aspects relating to gardens and the 

landscape: the list could go on. Another aspect that clearly emerged from 

Swete’s Journal was his recording of everything that interested him, so not 

mentioned by other antiquarians. He recorded 186 Devon estates; today many 

have been broken up, such as the Retreat at Topsham where the house has 

been converted into flats, or are now owned by the National Trust, for example 

Killerton (see Appendix 14.1). Hutchinson also, between 1871 (Diary 1871, 

vol.3, July) and 1882 (Diary vol.5, March), was recording the sale of the large 

estates around Sidmouth. Swete provided illustrations of 27 mills, which could 

tell archaeologists about the different types of mills; many, such as the mill at 

Kenn have been, destroyed (Fig.14.2) (see Appendix 14.2). Leland also 

documented stone bridges, as did Swete, for which he provided 53 illustrations 

of the 67 he noted (Fig.14.3) (see Appendix 14.3). Many of these have been 

demolished or rebuilt because of the increase in the volume of traffic. There are 

two more examples of Swete’s recordings; firstly he painted pictures of 16 lime 

kilns, many of which have since been demolished, such as the one at 

Branscombe (Fig.14.4) (see Appendix 14.4), and secondly 20 quarries, the 

majority of which have since ceased production, as at Exminster (Fig.14.5) (see 

Appendix 14.4). This thesis has raised a number of questions and exposed 

other hitherto forgotten areas of research that need further investigations, such 

as Swete’s observations on the above subjects. Another further area of 

research would be to revisit the gardens Swete observed, to assess the 

changes that have occurred over the last two hundred years, or to determine if 

they have become ephemeral art forms that only exist in Swete’s Journals?  
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Fig.14.2: The now-destroyed overshot mill at Kenn (Swete 1795, Journal vol.11, 27). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.3: Thorverton Bridge with the centre section washed away ((Swete 1792, Journal vol.11, 

41), later rebuilt. 
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Fig.14.4 The now-

destroyed lime kiln at 

Branscombe (Swete 

1795, Journal vol.12, 

84). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.5: The site of the 

now- disused quarry that 

Swete painted at Exminster 

(DHC, 564M/F16/137). 

 

 

 

 

 

The next antiquarian is Davidson, in his work we see another aspect of 

recording information, this time the focus is on Devon’s churches. It is an 

understatement to say this work is unique, it is a tour de force of documented 

information concerning Devon’s 499 churches between 1825 and 1850. 

Davidson detailed the minutiae of the churches and in some cases the 

inscription on the gravestones, which was not discussed in this thesis. Why he 

did this cannot be answered, one suggestion could be because of the 

alterations and rebuilding of churches that was being undertaken at this time, 

and he felt it was important to register the changes. Another further area of 

research would be the study of the chapels mentioned by Milles, Polwhele, 
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Davidson and Hutchinson that have since been converted into houses, used as 

barns, or destroyed. Polwhele (1793, 73) noted that Rushford Chapel had been 

pulled down because it obstructed the view from Major’s Hoare’s house. The 

Chapel’s stone was reused to repair Hoare’s house and wall. For Milles’ list of 

destroyed chapels see Appendix 14.6.  

 

With Hutchinson it is difficult to know where to begin when analysing his 

work, he was a polymath who recorded not only the daily minutiae of Sidmouth 

in his Diaries, but his travels around England and to London and France to 

research ancient documents for his History of Sidmouth (1880). However, his 

greatest contribution to Devon has to be his recording of archaeological sites, 

starting with barrows, for which he provided detailed maps of the barrows 

around Sidmouth; the only antiquarian to carry out this kind of investigation  

anywhere in Devon in the late 1800s. It was not until Grinsell, in 1983 was this 

exercise repeated. His attention to detail can be seen in his site plans of Devon 

Iron Age hillforts. As for his excavating techniques, they were exceptional, 

especially for the period, where or who he learnt his techniques from he does 

not mention, or possibly it was intuitive. We know the direction in which the 

trenches were placed, the composition of the different layers contained in a 

barrow, we have detailed drawings of the artefacts that were found and where 

they have been deposited. The same facts can be repeated for his surveyed 

plans of hillforts. This list does not do justice to the man, who has left an almost 

forgotten legacy of information about East Devon.    

 

The last antiquarian is Kirwan, who was different again, yet he too 

recorded barrows, where he specified all the same details as Hutchinson. His 

speciality was introducing the reader to elements of discussion that in the 1870s 

they had possibly not considered, or even known about outside antiquarian 

circles. Such as making comparisons between the Broad Down shale cup and 

the Rillaton gold cup, discussions on ‘stone-hammers’ with Nilsson’s 

Scandinavian theories, and dating evidence from the barrows. 

    

A theme running through these five antiquarians’ work is one of attention 

to detail and outstanding illustrations, and the lengths they went to carry out 

research. It needs to be mentioned that none of the first four antiquarians’ work 
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was published, whilst Swete’s was transcribed and Hutchinson’s translated, 

neither Milles’ nor Davidson’s has been. With regards to Kirwan’s published 

material, we have evidence of a wealth of archaeological material, 

complemented by theoretical arguments: the first and only antiquarian to supply 

this information. The overall conclusion has to be that these five antiquarians 

left to Devon a rich archive of archaeological information, of which much has 

been lost. Possibly today we could say there were shortcomings with the 

antiquarians’ documentation of sites, but the overall impression is one of being 

presented with enough facts to make an informed judgement, and be able to 

visit a site and compare it with the antiquarians’ accounts.  

  

One of the aims of this thesis was to advance our understanding of the 

origins and development of archaeological ideas and techniques in Devon. To 

this end we need to review how much artistic licence was taken by the 

antiquarians, with regards to their maps and paintings of castles and religious 

houses. This is followed by a discussion of the antiquarians’ depictions of 

barrows and hillforts, before looking at their excavation techniques.   

 

14.5 Was any artistic licence taken by the antiquarians?   

14.5.1 The use of maps by the antiquarians  

Although we have mentioned that Hutchinson created his own maps, as was 

shown in Chapter Nine, we have not analysed them to see if they were correct, 

and from where he obtained his information. A cartographic revolution took 

place simultaneously with the proliferation of antiquarianism in the 16th century 

(Lindley 2007, 65), although maps were not discussed by the 16th and 17th 

century Devon antiquarians, nor do we have records of maps being used by 

them. In the 18th and 19th century it could be argued that county maps were 

practically important, because of their symbolic significance to the gentry, but 

again we have no mention of this by the Devon antiquarians, except for Swete 

in the early 19th century and Hutchinson in the late 19th century. Swete was the 

first antiquarian in his Journals to make reference to Donn’s maps and as 

Swete’s map of the Yealm estuary  is identical to Donn’s (1765) map (Figs. 

14.6;14.7) the conclusion has to be that Swete did not take any artistic licence  

with regards to maps. 
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Fig.14.6: Swete’s map of the River Yealm (Swete 1793, Journal vol.7, 11). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.14.7: Donn’s map of the River Yealm  which Swete must have copied (Donn 1765, sheet 

10b). 

 
 

 Hutchinson discussed the merits of different map makers. He saw 

Donn’s maps (1765) as ‘creditable, but only for the principal roads’ and 

Greenwood’s maps (1827) of 1˝ to the mile scale as ‘useful’ (Hutchinson History 

of Sidmouth vol.3, 91). This leads us on to consider Hutchinson’s site maps, 

which we know he engraved. If we look at his map of the Axe Valley (Fig.14.8), 
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and compare it with Donn’s (Fig.14.9) and Greenwood’s (Fig.14.10), the former 

is a possible match; however, when we look at Greenwood’s it is almost 

identical. What Hutchinson has done is trace off the principal roads, then he has 

added in extra information, such as the location of Honeyditches, and Seaton 

Down, and also corrected the form of the Iron Age hillforts of Hawkesdown and 

Musbury Castle, (underlined), all of which he had visited and surveyed. Another 

example is Hembury Fort, here Hutchinson (Fig.14.11) has done the same 

thing, namely used Donn’s map (Fig.14.12) for the roads and Greenwood’s 

(Fig.14.13) for the detail of the fort and added in extra details as shown below. 

The map Hutchinson provided for the Barrow Committee report (1880, opp.123) 

is based on Greenwood’s and is correct. None of Hutchinson’s maps have a 

scale, although Donn’s did. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.8: Hutchinson’s map 

of the Axe Valley, showing 

the location of Hawkesdown 

Camp and Musbury Castle, 

Seaton Down and 

Honeyditches all underlined  

(Hutchinson 1880, History 

of Sidmouth vol.1, 62).  
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Fig.14.9: Donn’s map ofhe Axe Valley, only showing Musbury Castle (Donn’s 1765, sheet 8b). 

 

 

 

Fig.14.10: Greenwood’s map of the Axe Valley, showing Hawkesdown and Musbury Castle, but 

not the site of Honeyditches and Seaton Down (Greenwood 1827 sheet 5). 
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Fig.14.11: Hutchinson’s map of Hembury Fort (Hutchinson 1880, History of Sidmouth vol.1, 51). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.12: Donn’s map showing the site of Hembury Fort (Donn 1768, Sheet 8a). 
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Fig.14.13: Greenwood’s map of Hembury Fort, without the details of Buckerell Knapp, and 

Bushy Knapp (Greenwood 1827, Sheet 5).  

  

14.5.2 Roman and medieval sites 

Within Chapter Ten we discussed the antiquarians’ observations on Roman 

sites, here it is difficult to identify if they used artistic licence. Their arguments 

on the location of Moridunum were theoretical and based on the facts as they 

interpreted them in the period in which they lived. Although Davidson suggested 

the site of Woodbury (Axminster) in 1861, this was never pursued and was not 

mentioned by Weddell in the 1993 excavations of the then-suggested site of 

Moridunum. Shortt fully documented the coins and pottery he found in the 

foundations of Roman Exeter, and this can be substantiated as correct by 

comparing his illustrations with the artefacts held at the RAMM.      

 

 Unfortunately, we know relatively little about the site of the Battle of 

Bremeldown, all we have are accounts dating from Leland’s observations in the 

16th century. Later antiquarians continued (possibly) embellishing the story, right 

up until Pulman in 1875. No archaeological exploration has been undertaken to 

prove or disprove their theory, so possibly there is a touch of artistic licence 

being taken with the story. Having reviewed the antiquarians’ interpretations of 

maps and Roman sites, we need to turn our attention to the pictorial evidence 

provided by Swete and Hutchinson of castles and religious houses 
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14.5.3 Devon’s castles   

Whereas in the previous chapters we relied heavily on documentary evidence, 

in Chapter Eleven we use the unique illustrated evidence provided by Swete of 

his travels around Devon, and Hutchinson’s. However, before we can assess 

how accurate their illustrations were, we need to analyse if Swete took artistic 

licence with his illustrations.  

 

 Swete made sketches on location and completed them during the winter 

months. We know Swete framed his views, and added incidental figures to 

demonstrate a topic, such as fishermen by rivers. The landscape artist, William 

Payne visited Swete in the 1790s and gave him lessons and we know Swete 

copied some of Payne’s illustrations into his journals (Gray 1997, xxi; Gray 

1999, xiv). There are aspects of Swete’s depictions that he omitted, leaving out 

features which he considered not ‘picturesque’, especially what he called 

‘modern’ additions to buildings (Gray 1998, xvi). As we saw in Chapter Six, 

Swete altered the lines of the wall at Torre Abbey, making it appear more 

romantic than the straight top wall he actually saw, and the same as we see. 

Similarly at Dawlish Church he omitted the tomb stones. 

 

 The assumption could be made that Swete’s illustrations have been 

adapted to suit the picturesque that he was trying to depict, by leaving out 

buildings or altering the perspective. But the range of evidence provided by field 

visits proves this is not correct; yes, we do have the alteration of the wall and 

arches at Torre Abbey, and the alteration to the perspective of Old Walls 

(Bishopsteignton), although the windows were correct. Often with Swete’s 

pictures the framing of the subject distracts from the actual building, because 

Swete wanted to present the picturesque view. An example of where it is still 

possible to create the same picturesque view as Swete did is at Columbjohn 

Chapel. We have his original sketch and finished picture, and the view in 2016 

for comparison (Figs.14.14; 14.15; 14.16) 
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Fig.14.14: Swete’s original sketch of 

Columbjohn Chapel (DRO, 

564m/F17/175). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.15: Swete’s finished picture of Columbjohn Chapel (Z19/2/21/no#). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.16: 

Columbjohn Chapel in 

2016 (source author). 
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Having discussed Swete’s artistic interpretations we need to return to the 

subject under discussion. Swete visited and painted pictures of twelve, what he 

called ‘castles’ and Hutchinson five, as we analysed in Chapter Eleven, 

although as Table 14.3 shows there were six castles and six fortified houses. 

We could make the assumption that Swete chose the castles to visit because 

the following castles were shown on Donn’s map: Bampton, Barnstaple, 

Bickleigh, Berry Pomeroy, Lydford, Okehampton, Plympton and Powderham. 

What is strange is that the castles at Colecombe, Compton, Totnes and 

Tiverton were not recorded by Donn although Swete visited them. Today there 

are recognised to be 30 castles and 24 fortified houses in Devon (Higham 1999, 

206-9). 

 

Table 14.2: Castles and fortified houses visited by Swete  

Castles  
Bampton Swete 1800 
Barnstaple Swete 1796 
Lydford Swete 1792 
Okehampton Swete 1789 

Plympton Swete 1796 
Totnes Swete 1792 
Fortified Houses  
Berry Pomeroy Swete 1793 
Bickleigh Swete 1796 
Colecombe Swete 1793 

Compton Swete 1793 
Powderham Swete 1797 
Tiverton Swete 1789 

 

 If we analyses Swete’s depictions of castles a pattern emerges (see 

Table 14.3) of the sites remaining the same, especially with the castles located 

on a motte, such as Bampton, Barnstaple, Okehampton, Plympton and Totnes. 

Swete’s plan of Okehampton was the first by an antiquarian of a castle, and 

when compared to Highman 1977 plan is correct The fortified houses present a 

different picture: the facades of Bickleigh, Powderham and Tiverton are almost 

the same, although it is difficult to equate Swete’s pictures with the remains we 

see today at Berry Pomeroy and the ruined section at Compton. Swete’s 

illustration of Colecombe Castle is all we have of the ruins, as today there is 

nothing left. So by reviewing the evidence presented by Swete we have an 18th 

century picture of how he saw Devon’s castles, which can be equated with the 
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remains we see today and the unique documentation of a destroyed fortified 

house, Colecombe Castle. We now need to look at the evidence presented by 

Hutchinson.    

 

Table 14.3: Differences to the castles as identified by Swete and in 2016 

Castles   
Bampton Motte Same   
Barnstaple Motte Same 
Lydford Keep Same 

Okehampton Ruins Has undergone further decay 
Plympton Motte Same 
Totnes Motte Same 
Fortified 
Houses 

  

Berry 
Pomeroy 

Ruins Difficult to equate with the view Swete 
painted 

Bickleigh West façade 
and gate house 

West façade the same but the gatehouse 
has been destroyed  

Colecombe Ruined façade  Now totally destroyed, so can make no 
comparison  

Compton Façade and a 
ruined section 

The façade is almost the same but it is not 
possible to match the ruined section in 2016 

Powderham Façade The façade is almost the same in 2016 
Tiverton Tower and gate 

house 
The tower has been repaired but still 
identifiable. The gatehouse has been 
demolished 

 

 Hutchinson visited five castles and one fortified house (see Table 14.4), 

and these visits were undertaken when he was attending the Annual meetings 

of the Devonshire Association, with the exception of Hemyock, where he visited 

friends. As the illustrations in Chapter Eleven show Hutchinson was correct in 

his depictions (see Table 14.5), as were his plans. Having ascertained that 

neither Swete nor Hutchinson took artistic licence with their illustrations of 

castles we need to turn our attention to Swete’s portrayal of religious houses.  

 

Table 14.4: Castles and fortified houses visited by Hutchinson 

Castles  
Lydford Hutchinson 1880 
Okehampton Hutchinson 1880 

Plympton Hutchinson 1888 
Rougemont Hutchinson 1851 
Totnes Hutchinson 1880 
Fortified Houses  
Hemyock Hutchinson 1851 
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Table 14.5: Differences to the castles as identified by Hutchinson and in 

2016 

Castles   
Lydford Keep and false motte Same 
Plympton Motte Same 
Rougemont Northeast gateway  Same 

Totnes Motte and walls Same 
Fortified Houses   
Hemyock Towers either side of the east gateway Destroyed 

 

14.5.4 Devon’s religious houses 

Here, as in the last section, we are looking at Swete’s depictions of historic 

sites, in this case his eleven illustrations of religious houses (see Table 14.6) to 

see how correct they were. With the exception of Barlynich, Dunkeswell and 

Tavistock the rest were identified on Donn’s map. The overall conclusion has to 

be that Swete correctly portrayed Buckland’s Great Barn, Ford Abbey, Hartland 

Abbey, Tavistock Abbey and parts of Torre Abbey (although the roof line has 

been altered in the main house) when compared with the buildings today. The 

same could be said for Canonsleigh Priory, although Swete painted a picture 

that is impossible to replicate, and the eastern ruins have undergone further 

decay. With regards to Dunkeswell and Frithelstock they have both suffered 

further devastation, the same as Newenham which was in ruins when Swete 

visited the site (see Table 14.6). Out of the 32 recorded sites of religious houses 

(Holdsworth 1999, 206-9) Swete visited 11. Therefore it can be stated that 

Swete did not use artistic licence when providing illustrations of the religious 

houses. The last section to examine is if any artistic licence was taken by the 

antiquarians when they looked at Devon’s churches. 
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Table 14.6: Religious houses that Swete visited  

Barlynich Swete 1796 
Buckland Swete 1792 
Canonsleigh Swete 1800 
Dunkeswell Swete 1794 

Ford Swete 1794 
Frithelstock Swete 1792 
Hartland Swete 1796 
Newenham Swete 1795 
Polsloe Swete 1801 
Tavistock Swete 1793 

Torre Swete 1793 

 

 

Table 14.7: How Swete depicted the religious houses 

Barlynich Ruins and a wall Now rubble 
Buckland Barn wall with 

buttresses 
Same 

Canonsleigh Gatehouse and the 
ruins of the eastern 
walls 

Gatehouse still there and ruins have 
undergone further decay  

Dunkeswell Gatehouse Now just a wall 
Ford East façade Almost the same 
Frithelstock Standing wall Walls have undergone further decay 
Hartland Façade  Almost the same 
Newenham Ruins Totally destroyed 

Polsloe Façade Some similarities to Swete’s illustrations  
Tavistock Grist mill and 

gateway into Abbey 
The grist mill has been destroyed and the 
gateway is the same 

Torre Gatehouse, façade, 
Spanish Barn 

Gatehouse almost the same. Some 
alterations to the buildings since Swete 
painted the façade. The barn is the same. 

 

14.5.5 Devon’s churches 

In Chapter Thirteen we were presented with both documentary and illustrated 

evidence of 194 Devon churches, and there are several important observations. 

If we look at Davidson’s evidence first, there is no reason to believe that he was 

not correct, as many of the fixtures, fittings and the memorials he recorded are 

still in situ. Although, as we know, many that he did record have been either 

moved or destroyed. Later alterations were recorded by Cresswell, which meant 

later losses of, in particular, memorials could be traced and dated. An example 

of Davidson’s thumbnail sketches, to be found in his ‘Church Notes’ can be 

seen in his record of Widworthy Church. Here Davidson sketched Sir William 
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Prouz, but he made no mention of the knight being recessed under the arch 

(Figs.14.17; 14.18). Possibly it was moved later but there is no record of this.  

 

 There is no evidence of why Davidson (1850, 12) undertook his survey of 

churches, possibly because of a desire to ensure the preservation of memory of 

the church as it was. There is though the possibility that the Devon and Exeter 

Institute copied Davidson, and in the 1840s sent out a questionnaire asking 

forty-three questions about the church for the ecclesiastical section for their 

County History which they were compiling, though was never completed. 

 

 

Fig.14.17: Davidson’s sketch of Sir William Prouz in Widworthy Church 

(Davidson’s Church  

Notes vol.1, 159-162). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.18: Sir William Prouz in 2016 (source author). 
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Swete provided illustrations for four churches, Bicton, Dawlish, Kenn and 

Kenton, where we can trace the alterations that have been carried out since his 

recording. Against the background of Spreat’s 74 engravings of church interiors 

and exteriors we are able to make three significant observations. Firstly, 

Spreat’s engravings allow us to identify the changes that have occurred over 

the last 170 years; the drawings of 31 churches were correct when compared to 

field visits in 2015. Secondly, it was identified that 13 churches had undergone 

alterations, and lastly nine churches had been rebuilt. This provides an 

outstanding illustrated account of 74 Devon churches. In Table 14.9 we can see 

from the percentages that 41% of the churches Spreat illustrated were the 

same, 17% had undergone alterations and 12% had been rebuilt. 

 

Table 14.8 Percentages of the 74 churches Spreat recorded. 

31 out of the 74 churches are the same in 2016 as Spreat engraved them  41% 
13 out of the 74 churches have been altered 17% 
9 out of the 74 churches have been rebuilt 12% 

 

 

The conclusion has to be that the antiquarians correctly documented the 

interior and exterior of Devon’s churches. Although not discussed in this thesis, 

Hutchinson wrote a complete account of the rebuilding of Sidmouth Church 

(1860), which specified the fundraising, architectural design, the demolition of 

the church and its rebuilding. He listed the placement of the Norman carved 

stones found in the old church, and where he placed them when he rebuilt the 

Old Chancel, which later became his home. Davidson’s accounts of 499 

churches are a rich resource at many levels, for example to trace the movement 

of fittings around the churches, the loss of memorials and their repositioning 

around the church, and changes in fashions of the day connected to the 

theological thinking. Just to reiterate the point, 2350 items have been lost or 

moved within Devon’s churches. We have not discussed the depiction of 

barrows and hillforts, and how this was carried out by the antiquarians from the 

1870s until the 1900s, which will now be analysed below.   
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14.6 Antiquarians’ depiction and excavation of barrows and hillforts  

14.6.1 Introduction 

Two key related factors are, how did the antiquarians’ depict and excavate 

barrows and hillforts, as discussed in Chapters Eight and Nine, over a period of 

30 years? The antiquarians identified nine specific barrow sites, and whilst the 

number of known barrows in 2016 is 2237 (pers. comm. B. Horner 2016), 

possibly the antiquarians did not recognise mounds as barrows, but it is not a 

question that can be answered with any certainty. With regards to hillforts the 

antiquarians documented information on 25 hillforts out of the 74 sites (Griffiths 

and Quinnell 1999, 62-8) that are recognised as hillforts at the present time. We 

turn our attention first to look at barrows. At the end of the discussions on 

barrows and hillforts we will assess the antiquarians’ excavation techniques in a 

modern context, to see if their methods have stood the test of time. 

 

14.6.2 Barrows 

Throughout this thesis it has become clear that whilst all the antiquarians 

recorded barrows to some degree there were only two antiquarians who 

recorded an excavation and three who carried out excavations. They were 

Swete, Davidson, Hutchinson, Kirwan and Chanter. If we consider Swete’s 

account of the excavation of ‘Great Stoneheap’ Barrow (Haldon) in 1780, nine 

years after it happened, we discover that a central trench was cut through the 

barrow of which we know of the different layers of construction and it contained 

a corbel cist, within which a Trevisker Ware vessel was found. Whilst we have a 

scaled illustration of the urn, we have no measured plan, directional arrow or 

location reference of the barrow. Therefore we know a lot about this barrow, but 

not its location, which cannot be traced with any certainty (see Chapter Eight). 

Whilst Davidson in 1830 does provide a location sketch map, direction arrow 

and a section plan, there are no measurements or a description of the 

excavation or mention if anything was found in the barrows. It is still possible to 

see the remains of the Shapwick barrows today (see Table 14.9). 

 

 There is a marked difference between Kirwan’s account of his barrow 

excavation on Broad Down and the last two antiquarians. Kirwan in his 

published account in Reports and Transactions of the Devonshire Association 

(1868) gave a full description of the barrows’ measurements, method of 
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excavation with a central trench, and the composition of the different layers 

within the barrow, which is showed in the section plan with a key to identify the 

different layers and the location of the artefacts found (Fig.14.19). In 1872 

Kirwan wrote a report of excavations in ‘Seven Barrow Field’ Broad Down (see 

Chapter Eight), for which Hutchinson produced a map for the Archaeological 

Journal. This time Kirwan included four plans of the central cairn found within a 

barrow, although noted no measurements (Figs. 14.20; 14.21; 14.22; 14.23), 

along with a full description of the excavation, the location of a shale drinking 

cup which was similar to a previous one found both are now in the RAMM.   

 

  Other arguments are pursued in Kirwan’s accounts, such as the 

destruction of barrows, their origins and possible date, funeral rites and the 

selection of cremated bones placed in a cist, and the artefacts (Kirwan 1868, 

630). We know Kirwan read Bateman’s Ten Years Digging (1861) because of 

his referencing to his articles, and parallels could be drawn between Kirwan’s 

plans and Bateman’s section drawing of Flax Dale Barrow, because there is a 

similarity of styles (Fig.14.24). It is interesting to note the fashion of the day 

must have been to show beads found in barrows depicted as strung necklaces 

with the cord tied in a bow, because Kirwan (1871, opp.643) did this at Upton 

Pyne (Fig. 14.25) and Greenwell (1877, 53) was still doing this 10 years later at 

Weaverthorpe (North Yorkshire) (Fig.14.26). When considering Kirwan’s 

excavation techniques we are presented with a range of information which 

would not be out of place in an excavation report in the 21st century (see below).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.19: Kirwan’s section drawing of a Broad Down barrow (Kirwan 1868, opp.624). 
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Fig.14.20: Kirwan’s plan of suggested buttresses around a central cist (Kirwan 1872, opp.41). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.21: The ground plan of the central cist excavated in 1869 and the surrounding area of the 

barrow (Kirwan 1872, opp.41). a=central cist. b=mound of earth. c=the placement of the 

trench. d=peristallith (kerb). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.22: The structure of the central cist (Kirwan 1872, opp.41). 
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Fig.14.23: The collapsed inner cist (Kirwan 1872, opp.41). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.24: Bateman’s (1861, 63) section drawing and ground plan of Flax Dale Barrow 

(Middleton), showing similarities with Kirwan’s drawings. 
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Fig.14.25: The shale bead necklace found on the spoil-heap at Upton Pyne (Kirwan  

1871, opp. 643).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.26: The jet necklace found at Weaverthorpe (Greenwell 1877, 53). 

  

The difference between Hutchinson and other antiquarians that has 

emerged from our study is Hutchinson’s meticulous attention to detail, which is 

very apparent in his recording of excavations. Although not the excavation of a 

barrow, Hutchinson’s first excavation was of the stone coffin at Branscombe 

(see Chapter Ten): we have location map, description and measurements of the 

coffin, how the excavation was undertaken and backfilled, drawings of the 

artefacts and where they were deposited. Exactly how an excavation would be 
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carried out in 2016. What were missing by today’s standards would be section 

drawings of the different layers as they were excavated. 

 

Hutchinson does not depict barrows in the same way as Kirwan he 

provides section drawings of barrows for example of No. 62 (which he did not 

excavate), but no measurements or key to the layers, although he does provide 

an illustration of the internal cist (Fig.14.27). For other barrows on Broad Down 

which he surveyed for the Devonshire Association’s Barrow Committee, he 

records observations on their preservation, if they had been excavated, and for 

the barrows he excavated he explains how this was carried out. For barrow No. 

89 we have a section plan and an internal plan, and a discussion on the 

barrow’s construction and how difficult it was to keep the layers separate 

because the soil kept falling back into the trench (Fig.14.28). Hutchinson’s 

record of barrow locations around Sidmouth was exemplary and was quoted by 

Simpson and Noble in their survey (1993), while Jones and Quinnell’s 

reassessment (2008) quotes both Kirwan’s and Hutchinson’s research. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.27: Section of barrow No. 62 by Hutchinson (1880, opp.137). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.28: Section drawing and ground plan of 

barrow No.69 (Hutchinson 1880, opp.148). 
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 With Chanter we are presented with a different style altogether, and it 

has to be remembered that he was carrying out excavations in 1905: whether 

he had read Kirwan’s and Hutchinson’s reports we do not know, although they 

all were members of the Devonshire Association. In Chanter’s accounts (we do 

not know how much was his work and how much was Worth’s. who he worked 

with), we have a site map, measured drawing of a barrow section (Fig.14.29) 

with a key to the different layers, and another section drawing describing the 

composition of the barrow (Fig.14.30). The barrow excavation methodology of 

Chanter, working in conjunction with Worth, was to provide the latitude and 

longitude, orientation, note other monuments within the landscape, such as 

barrows its measurements and that of the internal cist. Excavation was by a 

central trench for which they gave the measurements and made section 

drawings showing the location of the artefacts, for which they gave the 

composition of the clay the urns were made of. If we look at Table 14.9, it 

shows the progression of archaeological ideas and techniques used by Kirwan, 

Hutchinson and Chanter there is a steady development of techniques that 

would not be out of place today. Table 14.10 shows the damage that has 

occurred to the barrows since the antiquarians documented them. Figure 14.31 

shows a site plan of Headon Down barrows as archaeological sites are depicted 

in 2013. The barrows were excavated with a central trench (Fig.14.32) as the 

section drawing shows, and the different layers. 

 

 Only Hutchinson and Kirwan deduced or inferred the funeral rites 

associated with the barrows and accepted what they found was part of the 

culture of the anonymous people who buried their dead on Broad Down. They 

did not question the reason why things were placed in a particular way, nor 

constructed a framework to date their existence only accepted that they 

expected to find layers of charcoal and cremated bones within a barrow. 

Possibly they did consider or question these factors, but it was not recorded.    
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Fig.14.29: A corbelled cist drawn by Chanter (1906b, opp.62). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.30: Worth’s section drawing of the excavated Chapman Barrow (Chanter and Worth 

1905, opp.93).  
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Fig.14.31: Plan of barrows on Headon Down (Dyer and Quinnell 2013, 59). 

 

Fig. 14.32: Section drawing through a barrow on Headon Down (Dyer and Quinnell 2013, 60). 
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Table 14.9: Development of archaeological techniques used by the 

antiquarians with regards to the excavation of barrows 

 Swete 
1789 

Davidson 
1830 

Kirwan 
1870s 

Hutchinson 
1860s 

Chanter 
1900s 

Location map  X  X X 

Other monuments in 
the vicinity 

   X X 

Use of latitude and 
longitude references  

    X 

Method of 
excavation, central 
trench 

X  X X X 

Description of 
excavation 

X X X X X 

Section plan with 
location of artefacts 

 X X X X 

Plan of internal 
features 

  X X X 

Directional arrow  X X   

Barrow’s 
measurements  

  X X X 

Key to composition 
of barrow 

  X  X 

Illustration of 
artefacts 

X   X X 

 

 

Table 14.10: The deterioration of barrows since the antiquarians recorded 

them 

Great Stoneheap Barrow Swete Destroyed and not possible to 
identify the site today 

Shapwick Common, 
Bronze Age cemetery  

Davidson Undergone agriculture damage 

Upton Pyne Kirwan Barrows have almost been 
ploughed out 

Broad Down Kirwan, 
Hutchinson 

Has undergone both agricultural 
destruction and road widening 
damage 

Brokenburrow 
Challacombe 

Chanter Barrows have undergone 
agriculture and land enclosure 
damage 
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14.7 Hillforts 

14.7.1 Introduction 

The overall aim of Chapter Nine was to look at how the antiquarians 

documented hillforts, and as we have seen all the antiquarians correctly 

identified them, although they called them by different names, mainly ‘castle’. 

Out of the 57 (Griffith and Quinnell 1999, 62-8) hillforts that have been 

catalogued, the antiquarians concentrated on the site of 15 hillforts. The 16th 

and 17th century antiquarians occasionally mentioned the banks and ditches of 

hillforts and made suggestions about their origins. Swete in the 1790s provided 

basic sketches of Hembury Fort and Woodbury Castle, which are similar to the 

shapes on Donn’s map. The Georgian antiquarian Woollcombe provided simple 

sketches for 24 hillforts, but it is not known if he visited the sites and just relied 

on Polwhele, amongst others for their description. Although Polwhele provided 

some information about hillforts he did not provide any illustrations or 

measurements, whereas Davidson, Shortt, Hutchinson and Chanter provided 

descriptions and site plans, and this has to be the starting point for our analysis 

of hillforts. 

 

  14.7.2 How the antiquarians analysed hillforts 

The first antiquarians for our discussion on the plans of Iron Age hillforts has to 

be Milles, who in 1747 provided a plan of Sidbury Castle; although the scale 

marked on the plan is now indistinguishable, the pear shape is correct. Although 

out of chronological order, Hutchinson 100 years later provided two plans for 

Sidbury, detailing the internal hedges, ponds, the sunken entrance and external 

field boundaries, along with directional arrow, scale and hachuring. Davidson in 

the 1830s provided plans of Membury Castle, Musbury Castle, and Stockland 

Great Castle and Stockland Little Castle, with directional arrows, scale and 

hachuring to show the slopes. We do not know how Davidson carried out his 

surveys of hillforts, although we know he carried out field walking because of 

what he wrote. Davidson 1833, 14) suggested how tracing the remains of 

earthworks should be undertaken: 

• Note the weather and cultivation of the fields 

• Choose a clear winter’s day 

• In winter the fields are bare of crops, the herbage is short, and the trees 

and hedges are divested of foliage 
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• The sun is low and casts broader shadows from any irregularities of the 

surface  

He was the only antiquarian to make these observations in a printed book. He 

provided evidence of the hillforts on the borders of Devon and Dorset and their 

intervisibility, and the damage that was happening to hillforts by agricultural 

practices. With regards to Shortt’s plans of Cadbury Castle (1842) and 

Woodbury Castle (1841), they were seen as the earliest, with section drawing, 

direction arrow and hachuing, although we have no information on how he 

produced his plans.  

 

The only antiquarian who provided exceptional information on hillforts 

was Hutchinson whose 12 plans50 have a scale, directional arrows, and 

hachuring, the only sites not to have scaled plans were Bury Camp and Milber 

Down. All these sites have been discussed in Chapter Nine. In Table 14.11 the 

measurements of all the sites Hutchinson surveyed are given, but there is no 

difference between Hutchinson’s and the VCH measurements, but there is a 

difference with Foxe’s and this has to be due to later technology. The one 

glaring difference is Shortt’s measurement of Cadbury, as 200ft and not 600ft, 

but it could be because he measured just the interior, unlike the VCH and Fox 

who measured the full site. The overall conclusion has to be that Hutchinson in 

the mid-1800s provided accurate information for all the 12 hillforts he surveyed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
50 Belbury Castle, Blackbury Castle, Dumpdon, Farway Castle, Hawkesdown, Hembury Fort, High Peak, 

Milber Down, Sidbury Castle, Stockland Great Castle, Stockland Little Castle Woodbury Castle   
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Table 14.11: Hillforts as measured by the antiquarians 

 Davidson 
1833 

Shortt 
1842  

POH 
1880 

VCH 
1906 

Fox 1996 

Belbury    507ft 
[154m] 

510ft 
[154m] 

 

Blackbury Castle   600ft 
[182m] 

600ft 
[182m] 

656ft 
[199m] 

Cadbury Castle  200ft 
[60m] 

 500ft 
[152m] 

656ft 
[199m] 

Dumpdon   825ft 
[251m] 

900ft 
[274m] 

1120ft 
[341m] 

Farway Castle   210ft 
[64m] 

  

Hawkesdown   952ft 
[290m] 

910ft 
[277m] 

 

Hembury Fort   No scale 890ft 
[271m] 

984ft 
[299m] 

High Peak   300ft 
[91m] 

300ft 
[91m] 

 

Membury Castle 700ft 
[213m] 

  700ft 
[213m] 

738ft 
[224m] 

Milber Down   No scale 900ft 
[274m] 

820ft 
[249m] 

Musbury 1200ft 
[365m] 

  1200ft 
[365m] 

1312ft 
[399m] 

Sidbury   1200ft 
[365m] 

1200ft 
[365m] 

1247ft 
[380m] 

Stockland Great 
Castle 

No scale  513ft 
156m] 

500ft 
[152m] 

558ft 
[170m] 

Stockland Little 
Castle 

  372ft 
[113m] 

No plan 328ft 
[100m] 

Woodbury   825ft 
[251m] 

900ft 
[274m] 

984ft 
[300m] 

 

 

 Hutchinson provided location and site maps, and measured hachured 

site plans, along with details of crops growing around the hillforts, hedge rows 

and basic contour plans for all the hillforts he surveyed. His detailed account of 

his excavation of High Peak hillfort, as we discussed, allowed Pollard in 1966 to 

make accurate conclusions about the use of the site, while excavations in 2012 

(Rainbird 2013, 25-53) also confirm Hutchinson’s findings (see Chapter Nine). 

Figure14. 29 shows how a hillfort is depicted in archaeological reports in 2006, 

although not a Devonshire hillfort, but no present day printed Devon hillfort 

report is available. The last antiquarian who documented six hillforts was 

Chanter in North Devon. He provides us with very little information, so we do 
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not know how he carried out his surveys and all we have are his contour plans. 

Table 14.12 shows the techniques used to record hillforts. What become 

evident is that Hutchinson was the only antiquarian to provide valuable 

information in many cases of what has been lost: although Fox published 

information on all Devon’s hillforts she did not provide the details Hutchinson 

did. Table 14.13 identifies further damage that has occurred through both 

agricultural practices and leisure activities. Having looked at the antiquarians 

recording and excavation of barrows and hillforts we now need to turn our 

attention to their excavation techniques to see what has stood the test of time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.14.29: The survey plan of Beacon Hill with the interpretation from the magnetometey data 

(Corney and Payne 2006, 51).  
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Table 14.12: Development of archaeological techniques by the 

antiquarians with regards to the recording of hillforts  

 Milles Davidson Shortt Hutchinson Chanter 

Location map    X  
Site plan X X X X  
Scale X X X X X 
Directional arrow X X X X  
Contour plan   X X X 

 

Table 14.13: Showing the deterioration of hillforts since they were 

recorded by the antiquarians 

Belbury  Destroyed before Hutchinson recorded the site, today the 
plateau and the bank is discernable 

Blackbury Castle Some erosion through leisure activities  
Cadbury Castle Some erosion through leisure activities, the centre was 

ploughed at one time 
Dumpdon Some erosion through agriculture practices 

Farway Castle The site was cleared in 2011  
Hawkesdown Could not visit the site as privately owned 
Hembury Fort Some erosion through leisure activities, the centre has now 

been cleared of vegetation 
High Peak Coastal and forestation erosion, and leisure activities 
Membury Castle Some agricultural damage 
Milber Down A road divides the site, and the north side is in private 

hands, the southern side has suffered through agricultural 
damage 

Musbury Some agricultural damage, the centre was once ploughed 
as Hutchinson noted  

Sidbury Some agricultural damage 
Stockland Great 
Castle 

Destruction of the northern side, and the south side has 
suffered agricultural damage 

Stockland Little 
Castle 

Suffered agricultural damage 

Woodbury Suffer damage through leisure activities 

 

 

14.8: Antiquarians’ excavation techniques compared to present day 

excavations   

14.8.1 Introduction 

Throughout this thesis we have discussed antiquarians’ research on 

archaeological sites from earthworks through to ruins and standing buildings 

with the focus on the development of archaeological techniques, from the 1600s 

onwards. We have been presented with a range of evidence as can be seen in 
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Table 14.14 of the first time a procedure was recorded by an antiquarian. The 

findings of this table are analysed below. 

 

Table 14.14: Earliest example of a recorded archaeological technique  

c.1600 Correctly identified Symon’s Barrow (Challacombe) Westcote 

1747-
1766 

Provide a site plan of Sidbury Castle Milles 

1780 Provided details of an excavation Swete 
1789 Recognised barrows’ location in the landscape  Swete 
1789 Provided illustration of artefact Swete 
1794 Recognised the intervisibility between barrows Swete 
1797 Recorded the compass bearings between barrows 

and surrounding churches and villages  
Polwhele 

1797 The first antiquarian to publish information about a 
barrow 

Polwhele 

1797 Documented the use of a microscope to examine 
artefacts 

Polwhele 

1830 Anglo-Saxon charter mentions barrows at Shapwick Davidson 
1836 Provided a site map of excavation Davidson 
1868 Dated barrows as Bronze Age Kirwan 
1868 Recognised a relationship between barrows and 

other monuments 
Kirwan 

1868 Correctly dated the age of barrows Kirwan 

1868 Provided detailed excavation report Hutchinson and 
Kirwan 

1868 Provided location maps Hutchinson 
1868 Provided section drawings of barrows Hutchinson and 

Kirwan 
1868 Recorded making comparisons with other sites and 

antiquarians 
Kirwan   

1892 Documentation of soil from an excavation being 
sieved for artefacts  

Burnard 

1892 Documentation of analyses of pottery and bones Burnard 
1905 Record of using the latitude and longitude to record 

a barrow’s location 
Chanter and 
Worth 

1948 The first antiquarian’s research to be used for 
reinterpretation of a site 

Kirwan 
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14.9 Analysis of antiquarians’ use of technology 

There are seven common denominators portrayed in Table 14.14, which we will 

discuss under the following headings: 

•  Landscape 

•  Maps 

• Excavations of both barrows and hillforts 

• Artefacts 

• Drawing conventions 

• Publication 

• Reinterpretation of a site 

 

14.9.1 Landscape 

Whilst the antiquarians did not discuss the landscape as such, they made 

indirect observations about it, such as barrows being situated on hills and 

visible in the surrounding landscape. Westcote in the 16th century correctly 

identified the location of barrows. Kirwan saw barrows as historic landmarks, 

and recognised the relationship between Farway Castle [now known as a henge 

monument] and the encircling barrows on Broad Down, which he saw as being 

the resting place of those killed in battle. He also discussed barrows as being 

historic landmarks and their intervisibility between each other on Broad Down 

and the hillforts in the vicinity such as Hembury Fort. Hutchinson provided a 

sketch of the relationship between Farway Castle and the surrounding barrows 

(see Chapter Nine, Fig.9.33). Hutchinson also made this point about the 

intervisibility between hillforts with regards to Woodbury Castle and again at 

Hembury Fort. Polwhele and Chanter made the same observations as the 

antiquarians discussed above. Therefore whilst the antiquarians observed the 

landscape in relation to barrows and hillforts they did not see a historic 

landscape or one that was a record of past human activity.  

 

 A rare example of the loss of industrial archaeology was provided by 

Hutchinson, this was of the 8-mile branch line that ran between Exmouth and 

Sidmouth (Fig.14.1). Through Hutchinson’s Diaries (1856, vol.2, October) it is 

possible to trace his involvement in the establishment of a committee to bring 

the railway to Sidmouth between 1856 and the 1870s. His Diaries (1874, vol.4, 

April) contained details of walking the track before the rails were laid, recording 
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the different gradients, noting that the course of the River Otter had been 

diverted, and the deep cutting made through Harpford Woods, Now the 

landscape is as Hutchinson saw it a hundred years ago, before the railway lines 

were laid.  

 

14.9.2 Maps 

The use of maps by the antiquarians was fully discussed in Section 14.5 in this 

chapter. The only point to add is that Hutchinson excelled in the provision of 

maps for his archaeological research and for his published articles. It needs to 

be remembered that although Hutchinson had few maps on which to base his 

he did carry out field work to add extra details. Today maps are part of 

archaeological reports therefore Hutchinson could be seen as being ahead of 

his time. 

 

 

14.9.3 Excavations 

One of the aims of this thesis was to expand our understanding of the origins 

and development of archaeological techniques by the antiquarians, and this will 

be achieved by looking at their excavations and making comparisons with 

present day techniques. Hutchinson was the only person to carry out surveys 

and produce maps of the sites before they were excavated, and to state why he 

was carrying out the excavation, such as to discover the date a barrow was 

built, or because they were being destroyed through agricultural practices and 

road building. Davidson explained the principals of field walking, and it was 

Hutchinson who carried out field walking looking for and recording the location 

of worked flints (all catalogued and stored in the RAMM), but not in relation to 

an excavation. All of these techniques would be used today, such as before 

carrying out an excavation, also desktop studies would be undertaken which 

Hutchinson did not have the benefit of, and in fact he and the other antiquarians 

were providing this information. The antiquarians did not have the current 

restriction of monuments being scheduled they only had to ask the permission 

of the landowner before they carried out an excavation. The antiquarians did not 

have the benefit of aerial photography to identify sites or geophysics and 

magnetometey surveys. 
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 Chanter by the early 20th century was using both historic evidence and 

fieldwork to identify monuments on the Devon part of Exmoor. Here we have 

evidence of the monuments being identified as being recorded on the OS map 

or not. The measured plans of the stone rows give a scale and the size of the 

stones along with their latitude and longitude, the first antiquarian to provide this 

information in relation to a survey, which has not been undertaken since 

Chanter carried out his survey (see Chapters Eight and Twelve).     

    

 With regards to excavation techniques, the antiquarians dug a central 

trench to excavate a barrow, today a barrow would possibly be section to record 

its stratification. Kirwan (or rather his workmen) sometimes removed the top 

layer of a barrow before cutting the central trench. Hutchinson excavated 

Lovehayne barrow because it was being used to build the turnpike road, and 

was where he made his observation on the different three interments. Another 

time he excavated a barrow to discover its age and noted that it was important 

not to allow the layers to become mixed otherwise the correct conclusion of a 

date could not be reached. Hutchinson was the only antiquarian to record in 

detail an excavation of a coffin (see above) which would be the same today. 

Possibly there were shortcomings with the antiquarian’s techniques in that they 

carried out too many excavations without recording the information, they did not 

keep detailed accounts (with the exception of Hutchinson) because the relied on 

workmen, and artefacts could be missed. 

 

 Kirwan (1871, 646) makes two observations about the flora found on the 

site of barrows, firstly about a carbonised grain of wheat he found in the Upton 

Pyne barrow and discussed it in relation to the grain found in the Swiss lake 

village excavations, which today could have been radiocarbon dated; secondly 

an observation about the flora and fauna found in the overlying strata of the 

barrows (Kirwan 1870, 296). He was the only antiquarian to make this 

observation, which he though would help to identify the life the area sustained. 

Both Kirwan and Hutchinson debated the origins of the ashes, charcoal and 

burnt and unburnt bones they found in the barrows (as previously discussed). 

We have a report by Burnard in 1896 (88-9), stating that the soils could not be 

sieved as it was too wet, implying that he had undertaken this at other sites. He 

also mentioned analysis of the pottery as Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age, 
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and that the bones found were animal, all procedures which would be carried 

out today as standard. Polwhele in 1797 is the only antiquarian to discuss the 

use of a microscope, employed to identify the moss covering a prehistoric urn. 

All the techniques used by the antiquarians have stood the test of time and are 

still in use today, albeit in a more technical way.   

 

14.9.4 Archaeological drawing conventions  

Archaeology was slow to develop its own graphic language, possibly because 

the antiquarians could not grasp the size of barrows and hillforts, whereas 

artefacts were easier to depict. Stukeley (1724, preface) wrote that an 

engraving preserved the memory of things, and a similar comment was made 

by Hutchinson (1880, History of Sidmouth vol.5, 26), as he thought a picture 

gave a clear idea of things better than a verbal description. Johann Georg 

Lehmann (1797-1876) standardised, at the end of the 19th century, a 

cartographic relief depiction using hachures, with the aim being to improve the 

readability of gradient slopes. It was first employed for military use, and 

secondly it was adopted by cartographers, although hachures had been in use 

long before this.  

  

A theme closely connected to the excavation of sites was their recording, 

which we touched on when discussing barrows. As we have seen Kirwan and 

Hutchinson did not copy Bateman’s or Canon Greenwell’s style, they invented 

their own conventions, or possibly the copied examples found in the national 

archaeological journals. In the Archaeological Institute Journal 1849, there are 

drawings of artefacts and skeletons found in the barrows surrounding Silbury 

Hill and the placement of stones found within a barrow (fig.14.35). Although 

there are descriptions of the barrows, and mention is made of burnt bones and 

fragments of pottery, it is recorded in a casual manner, and not with the detail 

that Kirwan and Hutchinson provided (Merewether 1849, 82-107).  
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       Fig.14.35: Plan of a barrow excavated near Silbury Hill (Merewether 1849, opp. 82). 

 

 

 With regards to the depiction of hillforts, Davidson and Hutchinson must 

have used their own ideas of how to produce a plan of a hillfort, because there 

are similarities between the two antiquarians’ styles as we saw in Chapter Nine. 

Figure 14.36 shows the plan of a hillfort in 2006, complete with the 

interpretation of a magnetometry data, whereas Hutchinson’s plans contained 

the measurements and details of the crops growing in the surrounding fields, 

different but no less valuable to identify what has been lost from the 

archaeological record, and could account for anomalies, reading survey results. 

Today, standard drawing conventions would be used as seen in any 

archaeological report, however, Hutchinson always used the same methods to 

depict his sites and they do convey the information he was imparting.  

 

 

14.9.5 Artefacts 

This section looks at how the antiquarians illustrated their reports with drawings 

of the artefacts they found. Swete was the only antiquarian to provide a scale 

for the Trevisker Ware vessel found in Great Stoneheap barrow. Although 

Kirwan illustrated his article with the artefacts he found at Upton Pyne there is 
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no scale, the same as for the Broad Down artefacts; and the same is true for 

Shortt’s illustrations of coins and pottery. Kirwan does though provide detailed 

descriptions of the artefacts he recorded and makes comparisons with other 

sites where similar objects have been found. None of Hutchinson’s illustrations 

of artefacts found in the barrows either on Broad Down, or from his very 

detailed illustrations of the excavation of High Peak have a scale. He did not 

make suggestions as to how the sherds he drew could be part of a larger 

vessel, as is shown today. Chanter’s published article documented the urn from 

the Chapman barrows as quarter size, and the article gave the measurements.  

Now whilst present day excavation reports provide scaled illustrations and 

reconstruction of pieces of pottery (Fig.14.29), general books on a subject do 

not include a scale. It is therefore clear that while the use of a scale for 

illustrations by the antiquarians was not considered important in their day, it 

does not detract from their information when looked at today.     

 

 

 

Fig.14.36: Reconstructed mid-18
th
 century pottery (Allan and Payne 2015, 360). 

 

 

 

14.9.6 Publication 

Within this thesis we have discussed the publication of the antiquarians’ 

material, which follows a trend. We have seen that the manuscripts of the 16th 

and 17th century antiquarians Moore, Westcote and Risdon were edited along 

with the possible loss of material through later editing. Hooker’s remains 
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unpublished and Prince’s was published. Of the Georgian antiquarians Milles’ 

and Woollcombe’s manuscripts remain unpublished. Swete’s has been 

transcribed, although not from an archaeological point of view. Oliver and 

Davidson published some of their material but much remains unpublished, such 

as Davidson ‘Church Notes’. The only published work was by Polwhele on the 

History of Devon (1793-1806).   

  

 This changed with the Victorian antiquarians, Hutchinson and Kirwan 

published in the national archaeological journals and along with Chanter in the 

Transactions of the Devonshire Associations, with site-specific material. Shortt 

published two volumes concerning his discoveries in Exeter, previously printed 

in the Exeter papers. The one exception was Hutchinson, although his Diaries 

were translated his History of Sidmouth (1880) remains unpublished and full of 

archaeological information. He also published a Guide to the Landslip near 

Axmouth (1840) and The Geology of Sidmouth and of South-East Devon 

(1843). What we have been left with by the antiquarians is a rich archival 

resource, possibly not to be found in other counties.   

  

 It is worth reiterating the enormous amount of material the antiquarians 

did produce regarding archaeological subjects, and material appertaining to the 

social history of Devon. In total the eighteen antiquarians produced 71 

unpublished Questionnaires, Journals, Diaries and histories and 201 published 

books and articles, a total of 272. All part of Devon’s archival past, see Table 

14.15. This does not include the newspaper articles written by Davidson, Shortt 

and Hutchinson. There is most probably other material that has not yet come to 

light, so this can only be a guess. 
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Table 14.15: Antiquarians unpublished and published material 

Antiquarian Unpublished Published 
Cresswell 25  
Davidson 11 7 
Hutchinson 12 19 

Milles 2  
Oliver 2 12 
Swete 18  
Woollcombe 1  
Chanter  74 
Hooker  2 

Kirwan  11 
Moore  1 
Pengelly  65 
Pole  1 
Polwhele  3 
Prince  1 
Risdon  1 

Shortt  2 
Spreat  1 
Westcote  1 

 

14.9.7 Reinterpretation of a site by later archaeologists  

The use of antiquarians’ material by later archaeologists has been some what 

limited and this could possibly be for two reasons. The first being that their 

unpublished manuscripts were not know about and secondly, the antiquarians’ 

reports added nothing to the discussion. The one area where Kirwan’s and 

Hutchinson’s research has been used is on Broad Down since 1948. There is, 

as we have seen throughout this thesis in the case studies, many areas where 

the antiquarians’ research could be used to add to the discussion of a site, 

especially in regards to Davidson’s documentation of Devon’s churches.   

 

14.10 Overall conclusion  

The study of the past is based on interpretation of the materials available, both 

unwritten and written and about making inferences and assumptions (Piggott 

1959, 6).This statement was very true of the antiquarians we have discussed in 

this thesis. Many of the conclusions they reached about archaeological sites 

were correct when compared with today’s interpretations of them, and bear 

witness to their detailed research. Their use of illustrations and detailed 

descriptions has left Devon with a rich archaeological history of untouched 

material. What then were the achievements of the antiquarians? it has to be that 



 500 

they each provided a unique record of archaeological and historical sites as 

they saw and understood them during their life time, so providing qualitative 

detailed data for use by future archaeologists.  

 

 In conclusion, to the best of the author’s knowledge, the study of 

antiquarians and their research has not been given the attention it deserves by 

researchers in the past and this was the motivation for this present study. The 

purpose of this study was to investigate this rich, irreplaceable resource and 

determine how much was lost from the archaeological record by using the 

antiquarians’ research that was documented in their unpublished and published 

material. The initial aims set out for this research have been achieved, with the 

results showing that  at one level the findings suggest a general loss of sites, 

such as hillforts and mills, although this does provide the potential for further 

areas of research. At another level the most significant findings to emerge from 

the study was the substantial loss of artefacts within Devon’s churches. 

Therefore, the uniqueness of this study exists from the facts that have emerged 

form the systematic detailed analysis of the antiquarians’ findings.      

 
By using Hutchinson’s illustration Figure 14.37, which he used to define 

the end of year 1872, we can assume the skeleton is digging, either to bury the 

year, or to start more explorations of the past.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


