Burrator Farms and Mines

Meeting Place
Norsworthy Bridme SX 5686 6932

Walk Format

Approximately 5 miles, mostly open moorland, off the beaten track, with some boggy sections and
a scramble or two. Total ascent less than 200m.

The walk takes in various ‘hidden’ sites around Burrator, some of which have only recently been
made accessible by forest/gorse clearance. The focus is on the social history of the area, looking at
development of farming and tinworking over time.

Sites to be visited:

Kingsett

Perhaps King (Arthur’s) Seat referring to Down Tor above. First recorded paying taxes in 1333.
This was the only farm in the valley to get a Victorian reconstruction — the others retain their C17"
groundplan. The farm was bought from the Maristow Estate by Plymouth Corporation, which

prohibited keeping animals to avoid polluting the new reservoir. Sam Pearse and his family were
given notice to quit, leaving in September 1924 without any compensation.

A stone above the porch is inscribed ML 1868, indicating a Massey Lopes reconstruction. Hemery
records a trough lying on its side in the dairy where Mrs Pearse used to salt hams. A pot water leat
led to the farm from Dead Lake, with the granite conduit still visible running under Norsworthy
Lane. A track west crosses Kingsett Gert where farmwives used an old adit as a butter and cream
cooler, ten foot down and reached by a ladder.

Classenwell

Classeywell, Crazywell and other variants — could this name derive from a now-lost crazing mill?
First mentioned in 1565, abandoned by 1873 but brought back into use 1910-1914 (several farms
were used again around this time). Last tenant was a Tuckett who worked at Kingsett; the previous
tenant, William Dawe, was recorded as a tin miner.

A tiny house, on either side of which are two small outhouses. It opens onto a short lane leading to a
small courtyard, with a dog shelter by the western gate and two barns or linhays. A quern stone for
grinding corn can also be seen.

Classenwell, 2018 Classenwell, 2018



Newleycombe

First recorded in 1584. Approached via deeply sunken lanes only wide enough for a packhorse or
sled. A pot water leat runs into a grooved lip stone. William Kivell was listed as occupant in 1791,
but farming probably ended here when deep tinning gerts were driven through, and the building was
annexed by Kingsett for use as a labourer’s cottage. Deserted by 1871.

Colliers

A two-room longhouse built into a boundary wall, facing a meadow enclosed by corn ditches
designed to keep deer out. Perhaps this was the original dwelling for Classenwell farm?

Cockles Gate

Maltern Way, probably the oldest track on Dartmoor, starts here, running east to Holne moorgate ,
with 12 moorland crosses spaced out along the seven-mile route. The crosses suggest a medieval
origin, and the fact that the route avoids any major river crossing suggests that it dates back to a
time before there were bridges over the major rivers. There is an abandoned millstone nearby.

Roundy (farm)

Probably a medieval longhouse reconstructed in the C17", with a stone lintel (since moved to
Wembley Walk) inscribed "RC 1668" (Ralph Cockle?). The last occupant was a Creber who earned
his living from tinning, but this petered out in 1820. Thereafter it was farmed by Abraham Giles of
Leathertor farm, but abandoned by 1830.

The farmhouse was a two roomed rectangular building with opposed doorways on each side, one
leading to a stairwell and one leading to the farmyard. A barn or shippon attached to the lower side
of the farmhouse leads directly into the farmyard. A short distance east is a stone lined hollow,
probably a root store. Immediately west of the farmyard is a small rectangular structure, perhaps an
outside lavatory or dog kennel. A short distance west lies a two-roomed rectangular building
composed of large granite boulders, possibly additional storage space or an undercover work area.

Roundy (settlement)

An historic monument, consisting of a stone hut circle settlement and an irregular aggregate field
system, one of several methods of field layout employed in SW England between about 2000 BC
and AD 400. They comprise a collection of field plots of varying shapes and sizes, bounded by
stone walls or banks. The northern edge is denoted by a contour reave which separates the lower
land from the upland prehistoric grazing zones. Towards the eastern end of the reave lies a round
cairn.

Keaglesborough

Keaglesborough Mine probably operated from early C16"and many of the surface workings date
from this time. During late C18"™ and early C19" tin processing facilities were established, including
two stamping mills and associated dressing floors. Water to power the mills and dress the tin was
brought to the site by leat from the River Meavy below Hart Tor.

Dartmoor tin miners, date unknown

Golden Dagger, 1912



The earliest industrial remains are a series of parallel dumps on the edge of an openwork
representing the remains of an earlier eluvial streamwork which was largely removed during
subsequent opencast mining operations. Subsequent mining was carried out underground with the
only evidence at the surface being an adit cut into the base of the openwork and two shafts further
to the east.

Much of the tin from the underground workings would have been crushed and dressed in the
stamping mills and dressing floors. Both mills survive as rectangular platforms denoted on three
sides by drystone wall revetment. In the centre of each platform is a stone-lined pit in which the
wheel providing power for the stamps rotated, with a well-preserved tail race leading from 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 from waste materials. Collectively these
structures form the dressing floor. Irregular shaped mounds in the vicinity of the dressing floors
represent waste material discarded during the dressing process. The water supply to each mill was
carried to the wheel on a leat embankment and timber launder. The eastern leat embankment, in
particular, survives as a revetted bank standing up to 1.9m high, whilst both timber launders survive
only as buried features.

Riddipit

Recorded in 1611 as Reedapit, perhaps referring to rushes or reeds, Riddipit farmstead stands at the
lower end of the Keaglesborough openwork and survives as a group of two long buildings situated
around a central courtyard. The farm at Riddipit certainly dates to the mid C16™, but may have
earlier origins. Considerable quantities of C16"/C17" pottery were recovered from the site, which
was abandoned in the mid C19"™. Nearby there is a possible potato cave but as it shows signs of
corbelling it seems more likely a cache (fougou) for miners' tools from Keaglesborough mine.

Leathertor

There were originally two farms on the site which merged in the C18™. The farm is first mentioned
in 1362, and in 1523 the tenant is recorded coining tin at Tavistock stannary. In the C19™ the tenant
was Abraham Giles, who held the position of Moorman for the Western Quarter, and was clearly
educated — witness his letter of 1813 below. The last tenant William Lillicrap abandoned the farm 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.

Reverend . H. Mason
Black Rod’s Apartments
House of Lords

London.

Reverend Sir, :
I should thank you if you will be so kind as to send the Warrants for driving
Dr;h‘s as soon as Possible as the Colt Drift should be drove forthwith. ‘
am Sir
Your most Obedient Servant
(SIGNED) Abraham Giles
Walkhampton
May 11th 1813
Norsworthy

First recorded as Northisworthi in 1384. One tenant, John Pyke, appears in the Tavistock stannary
records for 1523. The farmhouse was abandoned between 1891 and 1894. In 1918 Maristow estate
decided the farm was uneconomic and merged the fields with Kingsett. The last tenant was Tom
Pearse.



Kingsett Farm
© Tanya and Barry Welch
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Nosworthy Left Bank Tinners” Mill
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Further information

Paul Rendell (2007) Exploring around Burrator

Phil Newman (2010) Environment, Antecedent and Adventure: Tin and Copper Mining on
Dartmoor, Devon

https://historicengland.org.uk/



Dartmoor farmers and tinners: historical overview

Prehistoric

The spread of farming on Dartmoor steadily reduced
tree cover, and by 2000BC the landscape was largely
open with blanket peat developing on higher ground.
Fungal spores suggest the moor was used extensively

for grazing.

The earliest examples of stone hut circles and hut
settlements on Dartmoor date from about 1700 BC.
Stone-based round houses consisted of low walls or
banks enclosing a circular floor area, with a turf or
thatch roof. Extensive remains suggest a large

farming population at this time.

Stone-built boundaries known as reaves indicate a
pattern of land use that has characterised Dartmoor
ever since: relatively intensive permanent occupation
of lower areas with seasonal grazing on higher areas.
Terminal reaves separated lower, more fertile slopes
from higher areas; lower slopes were subdivided by
parallel reaves creating long narrow fields; contour
reaves above the terminal reaves probably delimited
communal grazing; and the highest land was

unenclosed.

Sediment analysis and carbon dating of

The climate became wetter and cooler from around  ingots found in the Erme suggest that tin
1000 BC, resulting in much of high Dartmoor being ~ working on Dartmoor goes back to Roman
largely abandoned. It was not until the early medieval or pre-Roman times. Tin beads found at the
period that the weather became warmer, and settlers ~ White Horse Hill burial site may place it

moved back onto the moors.

Roman/Anglo-Saxon

even further back in the early bronze age.

The earliest tin working, known as streamwork, involved
the collection of alluvial deposits washed down from the
ore-bearing lodes. It was relatively easy to separate the
cassiterite by passing a stream of water over the gravels.
Stream-workers arranged a stream of water and starting at
the lowest end of the deposit they worked up the valley,
using the water to wash over the debris they had loosened
from the bed with picks. Streamworking leaves
characteristic evidence in the valleys - a series of ridges of
the waste material, bounded by a scarp marking the edge
of the worked ground.

Eluvial deposits (which had weathered from the lode but
not been transported by flowing water) were poorer
deposits, but were worked by constructing leats and
reservoirs to bring the water needed for washing.

Early streamworkers used a block of hard stone as a
mortar to break up the ore when necessary, but the rich
gravels would have required little or no crushing.



Medieval

Population growth in the early middle ages drove The first documentary evidence for
expansion onto the fringes of the moor with tinworking in Devon comes in 1156, when
settlements of longhouses: rectangular two-roomed  taxes from the owners of tinworks are
buildings with living quarters at the higher end and  mentioned in the Pipe Roll By the late

livestock at the lower end. Land around the C12th it began to be regulated with
farmsteads was used principally for cultivation of standard weights and additional taxes being
crops, and was shared between neighbouring farmers, introduced.

each working several small elongated, scattered The first ‘stannary’ charter issued in 1201
strips. confirmed the ancient customary right of

There was typically separation between the ‘infield’  ‘tin bounding’ which allowed the tinners to
which was cropped for corn, rye and hay and the search for tin wherever they pleased and
‘outfield” which was mostly used for grazing and divert water supplies as they needed them.
occasionally ploughed for crops. The moor was used Individual adventurers had shares or ‘doles’
for summer grazing (transhumance) with livestock  in each tinwork and once claimed these
being driven from as far away as the south coast. bounds could be renewed whether they

Corn ditches were introduced when the Forest of were being worked or not.

Dartmoor was used as a royal hunting ground, and =~ The 1201 charter also removed the tinners
were designed to keep deer out of cultivated land. A from common law and placed the tin

stone revetted wall and external ditch faced onto the industry under the jurisdiction of the Lord
open moor to deter deer from jumping over, whilst ~ Warden of the Stannaries. Stannary records
the sloping grassy bank on the inner side allowed show that, from the C12th to the early
easy exit for any animals which had entered. Later, =~ C16th, tin production in Devon was on the
corn ditches were used to separate any area of rise, reaching a peak in 1524.

enclosed and unenclosed land and continued to be

employed well after the medieval period.

Early Modern

As the practice of sharing the land
died out, medieval strips were
enclosed, creating a characteristic
pattern of long, narrow sinuous fields
with boundaries in the form of the
‘Devon hedge’ (earthen bank revetted
on both sides by stone walling).

Typical post-medieval farmsteads
comprised single farmhouses with a
variety of outbuildings, including
barns, cow houses, dairies, stables,
linhays (two-storey open-fronted cattle
shelters), shippons (enclosed buildings
for stalling cattle), cartsheds, dog
kennels and lavatories.

By the C15th, stream tin was becoming scarce and direct
working of tin lodes became viable. Lodeworks or
‘beamworks’ involved following the lode by digging down
from the surface, resulting in the massive gullies also
known as ‘openworks’ or ‘gerts’. Another method of
surface mining involved digging pits at intervals along the
lode — this was known as ‘lodeback-work’. Lodeworks
always required collecting, diverting and storing water.

The ore was crushed either in a crazing mill, using a pair
of circular stones like millstones, or a stamping mill, using
vertical hammers powered by a waterwheel.

The low-capital operation of tin streamworks was
conducive to ‘free mining’, in which small-scale,
independent tinners could prosper. By the C16™ there was
a hierarchy of tinners including: spalliards, who worked
by the day for a fixed wage; labourers, who worked on
yearly contracts for a fixed wage; dole workers, who
worked half the year for a wage, and half the year for a
share in the profits; tinners, who owned a share in the
work and performed the labour themselves; and master
tinners, who owned shares but took no part in the labour
themselves.



By the C17th the industry was in decline as accessible
resources ran out, but small scale mining activity
continued intermittently through the C18th.

Late Modern

During 1750-1880, there was a sharp increase
in productivity, associated with a movement
to improve what was regarded as wasteland
and convert it to agricultural use. Wealthy
landowners acquired land, established new
farms and built huge enclosures (newtakes);
drystone walls were introduced during this
period. By the 1830s Dartmoor’s unsuitability
for this kind of improvement was becoming
apparent and many of the new farms were
gradually abandoned.

During the C19™ most of the land around
Burrator was owned by the Maristow Estate
and farmed by tenants, but it was bought by
Plymouth Corporation when Burrator
reservoir was built. Long-standing (probably
unjustified) complaints about contamination
of the water supply led to eviction of tenants
after WW1. However, farms had long been in
decline and some had already been
abandoned.

Beardown farm, 1886 Foxworthy farm, 1885

The hardness of granite, and the preponderance of
underground water, made mining on Dartmoor
unviable until the Industrial Revolution fuelled
demand for metals and also provided the
technology to mine them. Many small underground
mining enterprises started up in the late 18th and
19th centuries, almost all reworking lodes that had
already been mined from the surface. Horizontal
adits were dug into the hillside to drain the mine;
these adits connected with shafts that were either
sunk vertically downwards or followed the line of
the lode. Once workings went deeper than the
lowest adit, the water had to be pumped out using
power transferred by flat-rods from a waterwheel.

By then, the capital needed was so great that it had
to be shared, and attracting investment became
essential. Promoting mines and selling shares in
them was perceived as a means of importing
prosperity into a district, and fraudulent practice
was not unknown. (Some mines had far more
surface infrastructure than their tin production
required, so as to impress potential investors.)

From the C18th, the miners worked on the basis of
either ‘tutwork’ or ‘tribute’. Tutwork involved
payment of an agreed sum for a measurable task,
such as digging a fathom of adit, while tribute
involved paying 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 major impact on the
Dartmoor industry, and many miners emigrated.
The last tin mine on Dartmoor finally closed just
before WW2.
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