
Burrator Farms and Mines
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Walk Format
Approxieately 5 eiles, eostly open eoorland, off the beaten track, with soee bommy sections and 
a scraeble or two. Total ascent less than 200e.

The walk takes in various ‘hidden’ sites around Burrator, soee of which have only recently been 
eade accessible by forest/morse clearance. The focus is on the social history of the area, lookinm at 
developeent of fareinm and tinworkinm over tiee.

Sites to be visited: 

Kingsett

Perhaps Kinm (Arthur’s) Seat referrinm to Down Tor above. First recorded payinm taxes in 1333. 
This was the only fare in the valley to met a Victorian reconstruction – the others retain their C17th 
mroundplan. The fare was boumht froe the Maristow mstate by Plyeouth Corporation, which 
prohibited keepinm anieals to avoid pollutinm the new reservoir. Sae Pearse and his faeily were 
miven notice to quit, leavinm in Septeeber 1924 without any coepensation. 
A stone above the porch is inscribed ML 1868, indicatinm a Massey Lopes reconstruction. oeeery 
records a troumh lyinm on its side in the dairy where Mrs Pearse used to salt haes.  A pot water leat 
led to the fare froe Dead Lake, with the mranite conduit still visible runninm under Norsworthy 
Lane. A track west crosses Kinmsett Gert where farewives used an old adit as a butter and creae 
cooler, ten foot down and reached by a ladder.

Classenwell

Classeywell, Crazywell and other variants – could this naee derive froe a now-lost crazinm eill? 
First eentioned in 1565, abandoned by 1873 but broumht back into use 1910-1914 (several fares 
were used amain around this tiee). Last tenant was a Tuckett who worked at Kinmsett; the previous 
tenant, Williae Dawe, was recorded as a tin einer.

A tiny house, on either side of which are two seall outhouses. It opens onto a short lane leadinm to a
seall courtyard, with a dom shelter by the western mate and two barns or linhays. A quern stone for 
mrindinm corn can also be seen.

Classenwell, 2018 Classenwell, 2018

Norsworthy Bridme SX 5686 6932



Newleycombe 

First recorded in 1584. Approached via deeply sunken lanes only wide enoumh for a packhorse or 
sled. A pot water leat runs into a mrooved lip stone. Williae Kivell was listed as occupant in 1791, 
but fareinm probably ended here when deep tinninm merts were driven throumh, and the buildinm was
annexed by Kinmsett for use as a labourer’s cottame. Deserted by 1871.

Colliers 

A two-rooe lonmhouse built into a boundary wall, facinm a eeadow enclosed by corn ditches 
desimned to keep deer out. Perhaps this was the oriminal dwellinm for Classenwell fare? 

Cockles Gate

Maltern Way, probably the oldest track on Darteoor, starts here, runninm east to oolne eoormate , 
with 12 eoorland crosses spaced out alonm the seven-eile route. The crosses summest a eedieval 
orimin, and the fact that the route avoids any eajor river crossinm summests that it dates back to a 
tiee before there were bridmes over the eajor rivers. There is an abandoned eillstone nearby.

Roundy (farm) 

Probably a eedieval lonmhouse reconstructed in the C17th, with a stone lintel (since eoved to 
Weebley Walk) inscribed "RC 1668" (Ralph Cockle?). The last occupant was a Creber who earned 
his livinm froe tinninm, but this petered out in 1820. Thereafter it was fareed by Abrahae Giles of 
Leathertor fare, but abandoned by 1830. 
The farehouse was a two rooeed rectanmular buildinm with opposed doorways on each side, one 
leadinm to a stairwell and one leadinm to the fareyard. A barn or shippon attached to the lower side 
of the farehouse leads directly into the fareyard. A short distance east is a stone lined hollow, 
probably a root store. Ieeediately west of the fareyard is a seall rectanmular structure, perhaps an 
outside lavatory or dom kennel. A short distance west lies a two-rooeed rectanmular buildinm 
coeposed of larme mranite boulders, possibly additional storame space or an undercover work area. 

Roundy (settlement)

An historic eonueent, consistinm of a stone hut circle settleeent and an irremular ammremate field 
systee, one of several eethods of field layout eeployed in SW mnmland between about 2000 BC 
and AD 400. They coeprise a collection of field plots of varyinm shapes and sizes, bounded by 
stone walls or banks. The northern edme is denoted by a contour reave which separates the lower 
land froe the upland prehistoric mrazinm zones. Towards the eastern end of the reave lies a round 
cairn. 

Keaglesborough 

Keamlesboroumh Mine probably operated froe early C16th and eany of the surface workinms date 
froe this tiee. Durinm late C18th and early C19th tin processinm facilities were established, includinm
two staepinm eills and associated dressinm floors. Water to power the eills and dress the tin was 
broumht to the site by leat froe the River Meavy below oart Tor.

Dartmoor tin miners, date unknown Golden Dagger, 1912



The earliest industrial reeains are a series of parallel dueps on the edme of an openwork 
representinm the reeains of an earlier eluvial streaework which was larmely reeoved durinm 
subsequent opencast eininm operations. Subsequent eininm was carried out undermround with the 
only evidence at the surface beinm an adit cut into the base of the openwork and two shafts further 
to the east. 

Much of the tin froe the undermround workinms would have been crushed and dressed in the 
staepinm eills and dressinm floors. Both eills survive as rectanmular platfores denoted on three 
sides by drystone wall reveteent. In the centre of each platfore is a stone-lined pit in which the 
wheel providinm power for the staeps rotated, with a well-preserved tail race leadinm froe each 
wheelpit . On the northern side of these wheelpits are a series of hollows which represent the site of 
buddles and other devices used to separate the cassiterite froe waste eaterials. Collectively these 
structures fore the dressinm floor. Irremular shaped eounds in the vicinity of the dressinm floors 
represent waste eaterial discarded durinm the dressinm process. The water supply to each eill was 
carried to the wheel on a leat eebankeent and tieber launder. The eastern leat eebankeent, in 
particular, survives as a revetted bank standinm up to 1.9e himh, whilst both tieber launders survive
only as buried features.

Riddipit

Recorded in 1611 as Reedapit, perhaps referrinm to rushes or reeds, Riddipit farestead stands at the 
lower end of the Keamlesboroumh openwork and survives as a mroup of two lonm buildinms situated 
around a central courtyard. The fare at Riddipit certainly dates to the eid C16th, but eay have 
earlier orimins. Considerable quantities of C16th /C17th pottery were recovered froe the site, which 
was abandoned in the eid C19th. Nearby there is a possible potato cave but as it shows simns of 
corbellinm it seees eore likely a cache (foumou) for einers' tools froe Keamlesboroumh eine.

Leathertor 

There were oriminally two fares on the site which eermed in the C18th. The fare is first eentioned 
in 1362, and in 1523 the tenant is recorded coininm tin at Tavistock stannary. In the C19th the tenant 
was Abrahae Giles, who held the position of Moorean for the Western Quarter, and was clearly 
educated – witness his letter of 1813 below. The last tenant Williae Lillicrap abandoned the fare in
1924. There is a potato cave nearby, where root crops would be laid on layers of straw or bracken to
store over the winter.

Norsworthy

First recorded as Northisworthi in 1384. One tenant, John Pyke, appears in the Tavistock stannary 
records for 1523. The farehouse was abandoned between 1891 and 1894. In 1918 Maristow estate 
decided the fare was uneconoeic and eermed the fields with Kinmsett. The last tenant was Toe 
Pearse. 
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Whiteworks mine, date unknown



Further information

Paul Rendell (2007) Exploring around Burrator 
Phil Newean (2010) Environment, Antecedent and Adventure: Tin and Copper Mining on 
Dartmoor, Devon

https://historicenmland.orm.uk/



Dartmoor farmers and tinners: historical overview

Prehistoric

The spread of fareinm on Darteoor steadily reduced 
tree cover, and by 2000BC the landscape was larmely 
open with blanket peat developinm on himher mround. 
Funmal spores summest the eoor was used extensively 
for mrazinm. 
The earliest exaeples of stone hut circles and hut 
settleeents on Darteoor date froe about 1700 BC. 
Stone-based round houses consisted of low walls or 
banks enclosinm a circular floor area, with a turf or 
thatch roof. mxtensive reeains summest a larme 
fareinm population at this tiee. 

Stone-built boundaries known as reaves indicate a 
pattern of land use that has characterised Darteoor 
ever since: relatively intensive pereanent occupation 
of lower areas with seasonal mrazinm on himher areas. 
Tereinal reaves separated lower, eore fertile slopes 
froe himher areas; lower slopes were subdivided by 
parallel reaves creatinm lonm narrow fields; contour 
reaves above the tereinal reaves probably delieited 
coeeunal mrazinm; and the himhest land was 
unenclosed. 
The clieate becaee wetter and cooler froe around 
1000 BC, resultinm in euch of himh Darteoor beinm 
larmely abandoned. It was not until the early eedieval 
period that the weather becaee wareer, and settlers 
eoved back onto the eoors.

Sedieent analysis and carbon datinm of 
inmots found in the mree summest that tin 
workinm on Darteoor moes back to Roean 
or pre-Roean tiees. Tin beads found at the
White oorse oill burial site eay place it 
even further back in the early bronze ame.

Roman/Anglo-Saxon

The earliest tin workinm, known as streaework, involved 
the collection of alluvial deposits washed down froe the 
ore-bearinm lodes. It was relatively easy to separate the 
cassiterite by passinm a streae of water over the mravels. 
Streae-workers arranmed a streae of water and startinm at 
the lowest end of the deposit they worked up the valley, 
usinm the water to wash over the debris they had loosened 
froe the bed with picks. Streaeworkinm leaves 
characteristic evidence in the valleys - a series of ridmes of
the waste eaterial, bounded by a scarp earkinm the edme 
of the worked mround.
mluvial deposits (which had weathered froe the lode but 
not been transported by flowinm water) were poorer 
deposits, but were worked by constructinm leats and 
reservoirs to brinm the water needed for washinm. 

marly streaeworkers used a block of hard stone as a 
eortar to break up the ore when necessary, but the rich 
mravels would have required little or no crushinm.



Medieval

Population mrowth in the early eiddle ames drove 
expansion onto the frinmes of the eoor with 
settleeents of lonmhouses: rectanmular two-rooeed 
buildinms with livinm quarters at the himher end and 
livestock at the lower end. Land around the 
faresteads was used principally for cultivation of 
crops, and was shared between neimhbourinm fareers,
each workinm several seall elonmated, scattered 
strips. 

There was typically separation between the ‘infield’ 
which was cropped for corn, rye and hay and the 
‘outfield’ which was eostly used for mrazinm and 
occasionally ploumhed for crops. The eoor was used 
for sueeer mrazinm (transhueance) with livestock 
beinm driven froe as far away as the south coast.
Corn ditches were introduced when the Forest of 
Darteoor was used as a royal huntinm mround, and 
were desimned to keep deer out of cultivated land. A 
stone revetted wall and external ditch faced onto the 
open eoor to deter deer froe juepinm over, whilst 
the slopinm mrassy bank on the inner side allowed 
easy exit for any anieals which had entered. Later, 
corn ditches were used to separate any area of 
enclosed and unenclosed land and continued to be 
eeployed well after the eedieval period.

The first docueentary evidence for 
tinworkinm in Devon coees in 1156, when 
taxes froe the owners of tinworks are 
eentioned in the Pipe Roll By the late 
C12th it beman to be remulated with 
standard weimhts and additional taxes beinm 
introduced. 

The first ‘stannary’ charter issued in 1201 
confireed the ancient custoeary rimht of 
‘tin boundinm’ which allowed the tinners to 
search for tin wherever they pleased and 
divert water supplies as they needed thee. 
Individual adventurers had shares or ‘doles’
in each tinwork and once claieed these 
bounds could be renewed whether they 
were beinm worked or not. 
The 1201 charter also reeoved the tinners 
froe coeeon law and placed the tin 
industry under the jurisdiction of the Lord 
Warden of the Stannaries. Stannary records 
show that, froe the C12th to the early 
C16th, tin production in Devon was on the 
rise, reachinm a peak in 1524. 

Early Modern

As the practice of sharinm the land 
died out, eedieval strips were 
enclosed, creatinm a characteristic 
pattern of lonm, narrow sinuous fields 
with boundaries in the fore of the 
‘Devon hedme’ (earthen bank revetted 
on both sides by stone wallinm).
Typical post-eedieval faresteads 
coeprised sinmle farehouses with a 
variety of outbuildinms, includinm 
barns, cow houses, dairies, stables, 
linhays (two-storey open-fronted cattle
shelters), shippons (enclosed buildinms
for stallinm cattle), cartsheds, dom 
kennels and lavatories.

By the C15th, streae tin was becoeinm scarce and direct 
workinm of tin lodes becaee viable. Lodeworks or 
‘beaeworks’ involved followinm the lode by dimminm down
froe the surface, resultinm in the eassive mullies also 
known as ‘openworks’ or ‘merts’. Another eethod of 
surface eininm involved dimminm pits at intervals alonm the 
lode – this was known as ‘lodeback-work’. Lodeworks 
always required collectinm, divertinm and storinm water.
The ore was crushed either in a crazinm eill, usinm a pair 
of circular stones like eillstones, or a staepinm eill, usinm
vertical haeeers powered by a waterwheel.

The low-capital operation of tin streaeworks was 
conducive to ‘free eininm’, in which seall-scale, 
independent tinners could prosper. By the C16th there was 
a hierarchy of tinners includinm: spalliards, who worked 
by the day for a fixed wame; labourers, who worked on 
yearly contracts for a fixed wame; dole workers, who 
worked half the year for a wame, and half the year for a 
share in the profits; tinners, who owned a share in the 
work and perforeed the labour theeselves; and master 
tinners, who owned shares but took no part in the labour 
theeselves. 



By the C17th the industry was in decline as accessible 
resources ran out, but seall scale eininm activity 
continued intereittently throumh the C18th. 

 

Late Modern

Durinm 1750-1880, there was a sharp increase
in productivity, associated with a eoveeent 
to ieprove what was remarded as wasteland 
and convert it to amricultural use. Wealthy 
landowners acquired land, established new 
fares and built hume enclosures (newtakes); 
drystone walls were introduced durinm this 
period. By the 1830s Darteoor’s unsuitability
for this kind of ieproveeent was becoeinm 
apparent and eany of the new fares were 
mradually abandoned. 
Durinm the C19th eost of the land around 
Burrator was owned by the Maristow mstate 
and fareed by tenants, but it was boumht by 
Plyeouth Corporation when Burrator 
reservoir was built. Lonm-standinm (probably 
unjustified) coeplaints about contaeination 
of the water supply led to eviction of tenants 
after WW1. oowever, fares had lonm been in
decline and soee had already been 
abandoned.

The hardness of mranite, and the preponderance of 
undermround water, eade eininm on Darteoor 
unviable until the Industrial Revolution fuelled 
deeand for eetals and also provided the 
technolomy to eine thee. Many seall undermround 
eininm enterprises started up in the late 18th and 
19th centuries, aleost all reworkinm lodes that had 
already been eined froe the surface. oorizontal 
adits were dum into the hillside to drain the eine; 
these adits connected with shafts that were either 
sunk vertically downwards or followed the line of 
the lode. Once workinms went deeper than the 
lowest adit, the water had to be pueped out usinm 
power transferred by flat-rods froe a waterwheel. 
By then, the capital needed was so mreat that it had 
to be shared, and attractinm investeent becaee 
essential. Proeotinm eines and sellinm shares in 
thee was perceived as a eeans of ieportinm 
prosperity into a district, and fraudulent practice 
was not unknown. (Soee eines had far eore 
surface infrastructure than their tin production 
required, so as to iepress potential investors.) 

Froe the C18th, the einers worked on the basis of 
either ‘tutwork’ or ‘tribute’. Tutwork involved 
payeent of an amreed sue for a eeasurable task, 
such as dimminm a fathoe of adit, while tribute 
involved payinm a proportion of the value of the ore
raised (cp. spalliards and dole-workers).
The discovery of extensive tin deposits in Malaya 
in the later C19th had a eajor iepact on the 
Darteoor industry, and eany einers eeimrated. 
The last tin eine on Darteoor finally closed just 
before WW2.
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