MUD Walks
Warren House circular walk

Walk Format
Walk of about 6 miles starting near Warren House Inn Track is a bit wet around Golden
Dagger mine. No stiles!

Locations to be seen
Warren House Inn, Vitifer and Golden Dagger mines, mediaeval village of Challacombe, and
Grimspound Bronze Age settlement.

Meeting place
First parking area on the right after Warren House Inn on left (SX676811) 0

Warren House

Originally there was an inn on the opposite side of the road called New House which was
built in the middle of the 18t century. It first appeared on Donne’s map in 1765 and the first
landlord to be recorded was William Tapper in 1786.

The inn would have provided
food and drink for tin miners
working in the surrounding
area and later travellers along
the new turnpike road to
Moretonhampstead built in
1772. Headland, New House,
Sousson and Challacombe = ;
Warrens were all nearby R "ﬁfﬁf{/
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A rhyme displayed in the inn

around 1831 declared:

“Here be cider and beer, your hearts for to cheer.
And if you want meat there be rabbits to eat.”

The present Inn was built in 1845 and there is a builder's slate plague set into the eastern
gable wall which reads “I [or J] Wills-Sept 18 1845”. The newly-built inn was called the
Moreton Inn and the landlord was William Warne. Famously the fire is said to have burned
continuously since 1845 and according to folklore, the then landlord transferred
smouldering peat (vags) from the original building to the hearth in the new one.
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One of the most well-known
landlords to live there was
Jonas Coaker (1801-1890), the
self-styled Dartmoor Poet. He
lived there during the mid 19th
century and he’s credited with
renaming the place as Warren
House Inn.

At 1425ft (434m) above sea
level, Warren House Inn is the
highest inn in Southern
England and is also said to be
the most remote. The Innis a
Free House and is owned by
the Duchy of Cornwall. It has no mains facilities and is totally self sufficient. One of the worst
winters the Inn has encountered was in 1963 when the Inn was cut off by heavy snow drifts
for about 12 weeks and supplies had to be flown in by helicopter.

Vitifer Mine

Standing with your back to the hill, behind you was the blacksmiths’ forge and the miners’
‘dry“ where the miners changed out of their wet clothes. Beside you on your right was the
carpentry workshop, while in front are the
remains of a dormitory, forge, gardens, a
bungalow for miners’ families and the
mine captain’s office.

There is plenty of evidence of surface tin
extraction from the 12th century but the
first documentary reference to "Vitifer
Mine" was in 1750, and to "Burch Tor
Bounds" in 1757. By the 1780s Vitifer was
being operated by the Dartmoor Mining and Smelting Company, and in the mid 1790s it was
employing 40 men. A few years later it was reported that the mine had a 36 ft (11 m) water
wheel for pumping water out of the mine, and
it had a half-mile long adit that had taken
nearly four years to drive up the valley. At this
time the ore from the mine was sent to
Cornwall for smelting, but by the 1820s it was
being smelted at Eylesbarrow mine, about 4
miles south west of Two Bridges.

Vitifer and Birch Tor mines were formally
amalgamated in 1845 by which time the
underground workings were then being
drained by two waterwheels of 45 ft (13.5 m) diameter. By 1864 employees had increased to




about 150 and the mine was at its peak, selling 150 tons of black tin (the raw ore of tin,
usually cassiterite).

Tin was being mined at a depth of 246 ft (70m) below the valley floor at this time, the
deepest of any mine on Dartmoor, but these deeper excavations were not producing the
quality of ore that had been expected, unlike many of the mines in Cornwall which were
considerably deeper, and work started to fall away after 1870. After this time sporadic and
limited exploration accompanied by reworking of dumps continued until 1925.

Vitifer mine’s assay mark is three rabbits (or hares) chasing each

other. The rabbits have only three ears between them but joined to = g# B
look like two each. This sign appears frequently across Dartmoor,

including above the door of the Warren House Inn. At one time it WARREN
was thought that this sign was specifically associated with tinners | '1'\',\:

but in fact there are records of the sign appearing many centuries
ago and in far-flung corners of the world, usually linked with religion
in some way.

FRHEE HOUSE

Golden Dagger Mine

The Golden Dagger mine was first recorded in the 1850s although it is thought that it was in
existence from 1806. It was probably named after a bronze dagger found in a nearby cairn.
This mine was the last to operate on Dartmoor, closing in November 1930. There was some
working of the dumps during the war but it was finally abandoned in 1939. Production
records report that between 1882 and 1914, 220 tons of black tin were raised.

During the period 1910 - 1914 a clause was written into the lease of the Warren House Inn
that, if the Golden Dagger mine captain ever complained that his miners were incapacitated
due to drink sold by the inn, the tenancy would be terminated with three months notice.

There are plenty of structures still visible, starting with a waterwheel pit across the stream
on the right. The waterwheel would have been used to pump water out of the mine.

The miners’ dry was constructed sometime between 1865 and 1905 to provide a modicum
of comfort for the tin miners who toiled away, both above and below ground. The building is
sub-divided into three rooms
and there is evidence of
fireplaces. One of the rooms may
have served as a blacksmith’s
shop. Within the other rooms
the mine workers would have
changed clothing, rested and
possibly had their meals. Other
buildings include the engine
house and Dinah’s House, which
encompassed the main office
and accommodation for the
miners.




There is also a well-preserved buddle for
separating tin from metal ore. Buddles washed
the tin ore by means of rotating brushes that
led off from the central dome. The heaviest tin
particles sank to the bottom. The iron pipe that
brought water to the buddles from upstream is
still visible on the slope opposite.

Challacombe mediaeval village

The name 'Challacombe’ literally means 'cold valley' in Old English. At Challacombe, there
are a number of Dartmoor longhouses.
Longhouses were designed so that people lived
in the same building as their animals. An
internal wall divided the people on one side
from the animals in the other half. There were
several advantages to living with your
livestock. Cattle gave off an important source
of warmth, vital in this exposed landscape.
Keeping cattle close also saved farmers from
excursions out onto the moor in bad weather
to check on them. The villagers would have
farmed lynchets, or field strips. These buildings were probably vacated during the plague of
1348.

Headland Warren

The rabbit warren at Headland Warren was established before 1754 and continued in use
until around 1920. Rabbits were brought into this country by the Normans. They are
originally from southern Europe, and it took them a long time to adjust to our cold, wet
climate.

Warrens are areas of land set aside for the breeding and management of rabbits or hares.
They usually include a series of purpose-built breeding places, known as pillow mounds, and
enclosures designed to contain and protect the animals, and living quarters for the warrener
who kept charge of the warren.

ENTRANCES

LAYER OF TURF OR STONES




Pillow mounds are low oblong-shaped mounds of soil and/or stones in which the animals
lived. They are usually between 15m and 40m long and between 5m and 10m wide. Most
have a ditch around at least three sides to facilitate drainage. Inside are a series of narrow
interconnecting trenches. These were excavated and covered with stone or turf before the
mound was constructed.

Grimspound

Lying between Hookney and Hameldown
tors, Grimspound was first excavated in
1894 by the Dartmoor Exploration
Committee. They excavated 16 of the 24
round houses (also known as hut circles)
within the boundary wall and found
numerous structures and artefacts,
including porches, paved floors, hearths,
raised benches, cooking holes, charcoal,
pottery and flint.

It’s unlikely the boundary wall built for defensive purposes — more likely it was simply a
barrier to keep wild animals out and farmed animals in. A stream running through the
northern half of the enclosure would have provided an excellent supply of fresh water, and
explains the settlement’s position. The walls of the houses within the enclosure were
probably not much higher than they are now, and covered with conical roofs of turf or
thatch.
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It’s one of the best known prehistoric settlements on Dartmoor, dating from the Late Bronze
Age (about 1450-700 BC). Around 2500 BC early farmers were moving into upland areas like
Dartmoor as there was a transition from a hunting and gathering lifestyle and towards
farming. 1000 years later the settlement pattern was changing again. The thin moorland



soil appears to have deteriorated very quickly and it also seems that there was a change in
the climate. Heavy rainfall reduced the fertility of the Dartmoor soil, so that it could not
sustain the same level of occupation.

Bennett’s Cross

Bennett's or Bennet’s Cross is a roughly-hewn ancient granite
cross with “WB” (for “warren bounds”) carved on the face,
indicating that it forms one of the boundaries of Headland
Warren. It is also a boundary mark of the parishes of Chagford
and North Bovey, and of the ground belonging to Vitifer Mine.

We don’t know why it’s called Bennett’s Cross but there are a
few of theories. There was a 16th century tinner named William
Bennet in a stannary record of the time and he held mining
rights in the area of the cross so he could have decided to use it
to mark his territory. Alternatively, it’s reported that, in the late
1860s, a man called Ellery Bennett found the cross partially
buried in the peat and heather and had it cleaned and re-
erected where it stands today. Another theory is that this is one
of a number of crosses marking the route between two
Benedictine Monasteries at Exeter and Tavistock, the word
‘Bennet’ or ‘Benet’ being a mediaeval corruption of
Benedictine.






