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Merrivale Quarry & Set Makers’Bankers   (plus Langstone Bronze Age Settlements).

Walk format:  Approx 6 ½ miles (weather permitting otherwise approx 4 miles); open moorland
(no shelter), gentle gradients but some tracks indistinct and a bit rough in parts; amazing views over
a remote landscape.

Please come equipped for walking on Dartmoor.  March can be very cold and wet and there is no
shelter on the walk.  The length of walk will be dictated by the weather.

Meeting place:  Small car park at SX 540750 to S of Little Staple Tor on B 3357, approx. ½ mile
(0.6km) west of entrance track to Merrivale Quarry.

Merrivale Quarry from the moor above.

Locations to be visited.  Merrivale Quarry and the Eastern flanks of Middle and Great Staple Tors
plus the Great Western Reave, Roos Tor, and the upper reaches of the River Walkham and
Langstone Moor.

Topics of interest:  Set makers and set makers’ bankers; quarrying including that on the open
moor; Neolithic/bronze age boundaries, settlements and circles.

Notes.

Our MUD group has visited many of the areas to the east and north of Tavistock but never, as far as
I am aware, the area immediately to the west/northwest of Merrivale.  A small book, “Dartmoor’s
Sett Makers’ Bankers” by Simon Dell and John Bright caught my attention by highlighting the area
as one of the most important granite quarrying areas of the Moor.  So our topic on the walk
concentrates on “granite extraction” in its widest form but we will also look briefly at how the area
slots into adjacent areas that we have visited in the context of man’s activities from the Neolithic to
the present.

Sett Making & Sett Makers’ Bankers.  Right across the eastern slopes of the Staple Tors are
small stone benches called “bankers” used for the dressing of small blocks of stone to make granite
setts (square or oblong cobbles) used for the paving of roads and tracks.  In the late 1700s and early
1800s, carts were becoming heavier due to increased commercial activity and the old roadways
were becoming increasingly rutted and impassable especially in bad weather.  Small squared
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granite blocks or setts used to surface the roads was most often the solution of choice and Merrivale
granite was particularly sought after due to its hard wearing fine grain structure.  Tavistock and
Plymouth/Devonport used Merrivale sets in huge quantities.  Although being in place much earlier,
sett making on the open moor really took off in the 1840s – 1860s peaking in the 1870s.

A single banker amongst the clitter.

The sets are made from larger blocks cut by either wooden wedges or, from the beginning of the
1800s, the iron “tare and feather” process.  The rough blocks (approx. 18x9x4½ inches) would then
pass from the “blocker” to the “setter” for final splitting and dressing to approx. 8x4¾ x4 ins which
would be done on a small stone bench or “banker”.  The banker consists of a small flat slab sloping
back into the hill at an angle of approx 50o from the horizontal with the slab sitting on a couple of
horizontal bearers to produce toe space (and tool storage perhaps) below.  The setter would stand
leaning his knees against the front face of the bench.  Granite chippings on the top of the bench
would keep the block firm whilst using heavy dressing hammers. .  To protect the setter from
adverse weather some of the bankers were built into or behind low walls.  It is also suggested that
they had simple wooden or wood and reed shakers for protection but I do not have evidence for this
in Merrivale (they were in other areas such as Ireland).  Most however seem to be just in the open
scattered across the moor near to the rock and clitter outcrops.

Apparently 4 blockers could cut a 2 cu m block of granite in 15 minutes.  A sett maker could
produce about 2 tons of sets per week, was paid 1 old penny per sett but “it was an extremely good
worker who could cut 60 sets a day to earn 5 shillings”;  40 per day seems more normal.  What
could be bought with 5s in 1870 is difficult to know exactly but a loaf of bread in 1880 cost 2¾d.
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Group of five bankers below Great Staple Tor.

The sets were transported in horse drawn carts off the moor and then on down to the rail head at
Tavistock.  Loading bays on the moor are still visible in a few places and over the steeper ground,
causeways were built.

Causeway for heavy horse drawn carts below Great Staple Tor.

The sett makers had to keep their steel tools sharp and well tempered and used the blacksmith
initially at Pew Tor and from 1860 at Barn Hill.  However in 1874 Merrivale quarry was opened
and sett making moved into the Quarry using the Quarry’s smithy and whatever other services the
quarry could provide.
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As with much activity on Dartmoor, the sett making industry did not last all that long although it
would certainly have continued on a small scale as a by product for larger scale quarrying.  By the
end of the 1890s most setts were being imported from the Channel Islands, Ireland, NE Scotland or
from Norway where the granite was harder, easier to get at (no overburden) and right next to the
fiord for transport by sea.

Quarrying at Merrivale.

Merrivale granite was prized as a building material.  Early “quarrying” was simply the cutting and
taking of stone from the open moor.  Foggintor was one of the first quarries to open in about 1820
with Merrivale Quarry (originally known as Tor Quarry) being opened quite a bit later in 1874 by
William Duke.  However, after 122 years of continuous work Merrivale was the longest working
quarry on Dartmoor closing in 1997.  In 1903 about 1,600 tons were extracted and at its peak it
employed more than 150 men with stone being taken to the railway at Tavistock.  In addition to
such local uses as peat-pass markers, moorland crosses, and agricultural rollers, Merrivale building
stone was used extensively not just in Tavistock and Devonport but also (allegedly) for facing New
Scotland Yard, for the corbels and refurbishing of Old London Bridge, in Portcullis House,
Westminster and most recently for a war memorial in the Falklands.  Generally, the deeper the
stone in the quarry the higher its quality but for the building of Castle Drogo for aesthetic reasons
the architects demanded weathered ‘open moor’ stone.

In its heyday, Merrivale Quarry must have been a hive of activity with dramatic blasting of the rock
face, a massive steam powered crane and the cutting and dressing of stone using huge circular saws.
Stone was hauled by road to Tavistock but there were plans for a link to the Princetown to
Plymouth tramway for which the beginnings of the causeway can still be seen.  Today there is little
left of the quarry infrastructure with most of the equipment removed and the buildings demolished
or in the process of demolition.  The quarried cliffs and the lake on the floor of the quarry are
impressive (best seen from the moor above) but the rest is a rather sad sight.

Merrivale hamlet.

Probably dates back to Neolithic/bronze age times as a crossing point on the River Walkham to and
from the Merrivale ceremonial stone row complex and round houses and later as a ford on the
transmoor packhorse track from Tavistock to Ashburton.  The first recorded name for the area is as
MIRYFIELD in the Assize Rolls of 1310, then in the Court Rolls of 1377 as MERIFIELD;  in 1474
its MEREFIELD and 1612 its MERVILL and back to MERRIFIELD in 1752.  The “mere” or
“merri” in Merrifield/Merrivale probably originates from the Saxon “myrgo” meaning pleasure or
joy with “field” being open land or plain.

The first substantial bridge appears sometime before Donn’s map of 1765 where it is identified as
MERRIVILLE BRIDGE.  The original bridge was a large clapper bridge replaced in 1770s by the
redundant relic which still stands.  The current bridge was “built in 1957-8 with stone from Tor
Quarry” (the old name for Merrivale Quarry).

The main buildings around the bridge area do not seem to have changed much over the last couple
of hundred years other than the pub being developed by converting the original row of quarrymen’s
cottages into a single unit.  There was however a row of a dozen or so cottages on land above the
pub but these have been demolished.
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Merrivale in the early 1900s – note row of cottages now demolished.

The Upper Walkham Valley.

Grimstone & Sortridge Leat.

The Grimstone and Sortridge leat has been providing water to approximately 35 houses and farms
for over 700 years including Shillapark, Tor Quarry, Merrivale dwellings and farm.. Today it is the
only remaining leat on Dartmoor that supplements drinking water.  The Grimstone & Sortridge Leat
was to supply Grimstone manor in the 14th Century, also Sortridge Consols copper mine with its 24
ft. water wheel (some 6 miles away between Horrabridge and Whitchurch). The leat has more
bullseye delivery stones than any other on Dartmoor.

Its headweir is just up the valley at 553774 from where it flows in a channel on the eastern edge of
Merrivale Quarry and then out under the B3357.

Grimstone & Sortridge Leate above the Quarry. Langstone Leate below Great Staple Tor.
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Langstone Leate.

With its origin on the Walkham River just above the take off for the Grimstone & Sortridge Leat
this supplied Longstone Manor, the seat of the Elford family from latter part of 15thC to middle of
18thC as well as tinning operations on the eastern flank of Barn Hill.  It is now dry but its route can
be clearly traced above the Quarry and then contours east along the lower flanks of Little Staple Tor
and Cox Tor and then south to pass west of Barn Hill.

Roos Tor “no ‘quarrying’” markers.

The Duke of Bedford became so concerned about the destruction of Dartmoor’s iconic tors that he
erected “no quarrying” markers around the summits of a number of tors.  Initially in 1847 he placed
flat stone markers and then in 1890 added stone posts to mark the limit of Roos Tor, from which
granite was not to be taken by moor stone workers.

Roos Tor “no quarrying” markers           Great Western Reave below Roos Tor

The Great Western Reave.

Running between Roos Tor and Shillapark Farm is a substantial section of the Great Western
Reave.  A reave is a boundary, in this case at least of middle Bronze Age and possibly of late
Neolithic origin.  It is the longest identified reave on Dartmoor stretching over 10 km (6.2 miles)
from beyond White Tor in the north, over Roos Tor to Shillapark Farm and then SE through the
Merrifield ceremonial site and Foggintor Quarry to its southern end east of Sharpitor.  Where
excavations have been done there can be indications of an earlier wooden fence type structure.

The Great Western Reave is almost certainly a tribal boundary but for what purpose?  I can’t
believe it was “manned” to keep people out.  It may have helped to keep livestock in but
maintaining such a long structure in a fully stock proof state would be a massive undertaking.
Perhaps it was simply a marker to indicate anything we find on our side is ours and ..... to you lot!
But if so why did it need to be so massive?  I’m clearly missing something.

One final point is not to assume all reaves are the same.  The word derives from the Saxon raew
meaning line or row and the term can be associated with any stone structure built to divide land
from the smallest field boundary upwards including droveways and in some places by tinners to
demarcate a mineral claim!
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Bronze Age settlements.

The whole of the Merrivale/River Walkham area and surrounding areas was clearly heavily
populated in the late Neolithic and Bronze age.  Settlements as indicated by the large numbers of
hut circles plus enclosures and ceremonial structures (stone circles, standing stones and stone rows)
are everywhere and were almost certainly interconnected.  To the east is the Merrivale ceremonial
and settlement site that we visited last year and to the north west the White Tor settlements and
Langstone Moor standing stone and stone row that we visited in 2015.  On this walk we will see
further very well preserved hut circles and a not-so-well preserved stone circle.  Further description
and discussion here is not necessary although personally I would like to understand how they lived
together and managed to feed everyone.  As a proportion of a total GB population of between
20,000 and 100,000*, Dartmoor’s population must have been quite substantial.  How well did they
get on and how were they organised we do not know but organised they must have been.

*At the beginning of the Bronze Age, 2,500 BC, the population has been estimated at 20,000, and rising, by the later Bronze Age,
1000-700 BC, to around 100,000. By 100 BC there may have been around 250,000 people in Britain, which had risen to 500,000 by
50 BC.  Alistair McConnachie HISTORY of IMMIGRATION to GREAT BRITAIN ...www.sovereignty.org.uk/features/articles/immig.html

Langstone Moor hut circles and stone circle

http://www.sovereignty.org.uk/features/articles/immig.html
http://www.sovereignty.org.uk/features/articles/immig.html
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