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When you have finished with this 
magazine please recycle it

Sue Viccars Editor

Good news! In tandem with increasing the number of 
sales outlets and subscriptions recently we’ve decided to 
up the extent of the magazine, too, so we’ve added another eight pages. But 
the best-laid plans… even with this extra space it’s still hard to fit everything in, 
especially on the News pages – still, better to have too many interesting items 
about Dartmoor to publicise than too few.

And talking of interesting items… In this issue we’ve got a bit of a ‘Dartmoor’s 
ponies’ theme. I am using that term with care since, as you will see on reading 
the three related articles – by Robyn Petrie-Ritchie, Charlotte Faulkner and 
Timothy Garratt – the current difficulties faced by the range of ponies on the 
moor is a complex one, thrown into sharp focus with the demise of the Tavistock 
drift sale on economic grounds a year ago. These articles are intended to go 
some way towards explaining how ponies came to be on Dartmoor in the first 
place, how we have reached the current situation, and what the future holds for 
both ponies and pony keepers. I do a lot of work on Exmoor, where the pony 
situation is interesting: firstly numbers are far lower, and secondly the gene pool 
has been protected over the years so that those ponies seen on the commons 
are true Exmoors. Read on to find out why things are so different on Dartmoor.

This issue also marks the start of a run of articles regarding different aspects of 
the First World War and how the conflict affected life here on Dartmoor. Many 
village communities are involved in researching different aspects of the war and 
I am expecting a constant stream of fascinating stories to come in over the next 
four years! We are kicking off with a look at what happened at Castle Drogo – 
under construction at the time – and also at how the lives of children in a typical 
Dartmoor school were affected by the outbreak of war.

And finally to lighter matters. Back in May a 
bunch of us enjoyed another of our Dartmoor 
Magazine/Spirit of Adventure trans-Dartmoor 
treks, this time a three-dayer from Trenchford 
Reservoir to the River Tavy at Denham Bridge. 
Another great route (we’ve got quite a bank of 
these now) and great company, so many thanks 
to all who came along and to Spirit for putting 
us up at the Powdermills bunkhouse and looking 
after us so well.

Enjoy this issue: Emily 
and I have – as usual! – 
had a great time putting 
it together for you.
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What’s happening around Dartmoor?

newsIn the

BURRATOR DISCOVERY CENTRE OPENS
In early June the above ceremony took place during South West 
Lakes Trust’s Family Countryside Day. Hundreds of people dodged 
the showers and enjoyed all manner of countryside activities around 
the lakeside, plus stalls representing a large number of Dartmoor 
organisations. Described as an ‘examplar project’ by Hilary Bracegirdle 
from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Discovery Centre – housed 
in a beautifully converted iron store – is intended to help people 
‘learn about the heritage and environment of Burrator’ and stands 
alongside an initiative that has already increased local access.
www.swlakestrust.org
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Beating the Bounds, 
Belstone
Perfect weather greeted the crowd 
assembled on the green at Belstone 
on 5 June for the once-every-seven-
years Beating the Bounds walk. After 
a blessing from the Rev Stephen Cook 
listened to, amongst the 160 people, 
by Belstone’s oldest parishioner 
97-year-old Marguerite Woodward, 
the walkers set off  behind flag-man 
Peter Cooper.    

The 12-mile parish boundary runs through a glorious mix of  scenery, heading 
southward at first from the 2000 Millennium boundary stone below the village up 
to the BB stone in the middle of  Taw Marsh. Here Portreeve Michael Ash cut a 
piece of  peat to claim turbary rights in the Forest of  Dartmoor and various children 
collected £2 after being upturned to have their heads ‘beaten’ on the stone, including 
the youngest parishioner, 11-week-old Rose Bisson. Pasties, cake, beer and cider 
fortified the group at Cullever Steps before pressing on down the East Okement to 
Fatherford, continuing through a garden and fields before bringing traffic on the 
old A30 to a satisfying halt between Mole Avon and Tongue End. There was more 
tarmac, fields, undergrowth and bogs to negotiate before following the River Taw 
back up Skaigh valley to the Millennium stone. 

The whole day went off  without a hitch thanks to behind-the-scenes organisation 
by the Belstone Commoners, headed by Michael and Trudie Reddaway and Ann 
Norman, the Commoners’ Clerk.    
Chris Walpole
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Flower Festival, Postbridge
The Church of  St Gabriel is a lovely 
little church in the moorland village of  
Postbridge, constructed of  Dartmoor 
granite in 1868 by Stone of  Chagford. It 
served as a school as well as a church for 
the first 65 years, with wooden shutters 
dividing the school from the sanctuary. 
With the decline of  tin mining in 
the area the school was closed down 
and in 1934 the whole building was 
dedicated as the village church. As with 
many old moorland churches, constant 
maintenance is required to ensure 
that the furnishings complement these 
magnificent buildings. St Gabriel’s is 
holding a flower festival from Thursday 
18 to Sunday 21 September (10am–
7pm, 4pm on Sunday) and organising a 
prize draw to raise funds to enhance the 
church’s interior. Free admission; lunch 
and cream teas in the village hall.

Now in its fourth year, the Ashburton Food 
& Drink Festival has been described as the 
‘perfect food festival’ and on Saturday 
13 September the town centre will be 
transformed into a wonderful street market 
with a carnival atmosphere. Over 50 
stallholders will showcase the quality local 
and regional produce that is held in such 
high regard. The Cookery Theatre, organised 
by the Ashburton Cookery School, brings 
together Devon’s top celebrity chefs to 
display their culinary skills and passion for 
Devon produce.

A Park & Ride service will run throughout 
the day with regular minibus runs from out-
of-town parking. For further information 
visit www.ashburtonfoodfestival.co.uk  
[see also pages 47–49].

The wonderful 
Burrator totem pole  
(carved from a 
sycamore tree)

The walkers in Taw Marsh, with Steeperton Tor behind

Devon Historic Churches Day 
On Saturday 13 September many superb 
Devon churches will be open and welcoming 
visitors in support of the Devon Historic 

Churches Trust (DHCT), which is dedicated  
to funding grants to enable them to 
undertake essential repairs when necessary.

We can thoroughly recommend 
exploring one of our most recognisable 
churches in the Westcountry at 
Widecombe-in-the-Moor. (As an added 
bonus you can enjoy the Craft Market  
at the National Trust’s 16th-century  
Church House.)  
www.devonhistoricchurches.co.uk 
Judith Kauntze, County Organiser

St Pancras, Widecombe-in-the-Moor
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Anton Coaker on ‘re-wilding’

From a Dartmoor

HILL FARM

Anton Coaker farms 
one of the ancient 
‘tenements’ across 
the West Dart and 
Swincombe valleys. His 
family has been farming 
on Dartmoor for several 
centuries. He is helped 
by his wife Alison and 
three children, rearing 
beef cattle and sheep. 
Galloway beef and hide 
rugs are sold direct from 
the farm. As well as 
farming, Anton runs an 
oak sawmill business 
and writes for various 
publications. His latest 
book – The complete 
bullocks: A world 
seen through farmer 
goggles – was published 
in December 2013.

There are a few eco-nutters who hold 
that many UK uplands, including 
Dartmoor, should be ‘re-wilded’. That 
is, cleared of  farmed livestock, and 

presumably managed tree plantations, and left for 
nature. The same set often has leanings towards 
reintroducing species once native, but long since 
vanished. Wolves are a favourite.

Obviously, this is a direct assault on what I do for a 
livelihood, and as such, I can’t really warm to it.

We arrived hereabouts as the ice retreated, and 
set about changing the landscape, fauna and flora 
to suit ourselves. Obviously, the pace of  change 
and concepts of  rational long-term planning 
have somewhat altered over millennia. You’ve got 
to work pretty hard with a flint axe to ring bark 
much of  the scrubby broadleaved woodland our 
ancestors found up here. And without a fridge full 
of  food, and the supermarket delivery van at the 
end of  the internet ordering system, your ideas on 
how to manage landscape and feed yourselves are 
going to be rather different.

But slowly, as time went on, we created what 
you see on Dartmoor today. The wild forests were 
replaced with grazed hills and farmed field systems. 
What woodlands remain fall into two general 
categories: planted and managed coniferous, 
and the – often – self-sown and barely managed 
broadleaved. Large wild animals were supplanted 
with domesticated ones.

It’s coincidental, but absolutely connected, that 
human population proliferated elsewhere. Now we 
have a mosaic of  differing levels of  management. 
From the intensively farmed fields on the better land 
around the periphery of  the National Park, through 
extensively farmed poorer ground further up and 
onto the moor, to lightly grazed wilderness out over 
the tops. Woodland follows similar variations, from 
careful rotational plantings of  exotic conifers through 
to so-called unmanaged ancient oak forest fragments. 
Perversely, some of  the most intensive managed 
woodland is cheek-by-jowl with open moorland, one 
of  the more rational uses of  poor exposed peat soil 
being the cultivation of  Sitka spruce. And for good 
measure, practically every scrap of  broadleaved 
woodland, however much the hessian sandal crew 
would have you believe it’s an unspoilt link to the 
forests of  yore, has been intensively worked over 
the centuries. Anyone cutting a track through these 
woods will soon run into the remnants of  charcoal 

pits, indicating the gnarly oak woods were heavily 
utilised as a fuel source previously.

And again, if  you’d dug out some tin ore to 
trade with some Phoenician geezers who rocked 
up each summer, you might want to smelt this tin 
using the nearest available fuel, which wasn’t Welsh 
anthracite, was it?   

The variation in ongoing management and 
imprinted visible history of  our activities are, for 
me, a significant part of  the beauty of  Dartmoor. 
That it also provides more-or-less sustainable red 
meat from sympathetically grazed wild hills, and 
continuing supplies of  timber, is a massive plus 
point, rather than a negative.

I’m not blind to other opinions, though. It’s a 
common assumption with the farming community 
that tourism relies on us farmers to preserve the 
landscape as the tourists like to see it. This is 
nonsense. If  you ‘re-wilded’ the landscape, and 
removed all my nasty nibbling Scotch ewes and 
Galloway cows from the tops, the majestic sweep 
and roll of  the landscape wouldn’t change. Trees 
would indeed slowly retake the landscape – although 
you’ll be wanting to cull an awful lot of  deer if  you’re 
not going to bring back wolves. But the views from 
various vantage points would still be spectacular, 
and well-trodden paths would remain open. 
Certainly, I’ve enjoyed visiting wilderness areas 
elsewhere in the world which are free of  farming 
activities. I didn’t stand beside roadside laybys in 
western Canada thinking how much better the 
Rockies might look if  we could lear some ewes on 
that ridge up there, or if  that run of  scrubby alders 
in the valley could be replaced with something more 
productive. Like any sane man, I simply took in the 
breathtaking beauty and was grateful for the chance. 
(Actually, this isn’t true. Those were exactly the 
thoughts that cross my mind in wilderness areas, but 
I realise I’m a bit ‘different’.)

So taken as a whole, if  Dartmoor is many things 
to many people, while still feeding and housing 
no few of  them, it’s better to allow it to be part 
of  the human package rather than to shut it off  
like some kind of  hybrid between museum and 
zoo. It is the very tapestry of  the landscape itself, 
the interface between the hilltops and intensively 
settled and farmed lowlands, which makes our 
uplands so special. 

We 65 million have made it what it is, and that tide 
cannot be turned back. ■

HILL FARMING
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DARTMOOR’S PONIES   
Robyn Petrie-Ritchie looks 

 at the story so far

15DARTMOOR

Robyn Petrie-Ritchie was born and bred on Dartmoor. She lives on a hill farm with  
her partner and has recently completed a research masters in biological sciences  
focusing on management options available for the future of  ponies on the moor.  

N
o one can say exactly how long 
the pony has been present on 
Dartmoor, but an archaeological 
dig at Shaugh Prior (1981) 

on the southwestern edge of the moor 
disclosed some of the earliest evidence 
of horses in Britain1: hoof prints dating to 
around 1600BC. Plymouth City Museum 
has archived the silicon mould taken 
from the lowest level of the excavation 
and the dimensions of the prints reveal 
that this particular prehistoric equid was 
almost exactly the same size as a pedigree 
Dartmoor pony today. 

It is believed that horses first arrived in 
Britain on Cornish shores with Phoenician 
traders. The knowledge that horses were 
here prior to the Roman invasion of AD43 
suggests that the ponies on Dartmoor and 
other areas such as Exmoor evolved from 
Cornish stock. This raises the issue as to 
whether the ponies of the West Country 
moors have actually all been connected 
or related at some stage2. The attributes 
focused on are subtly different, but there is 
little evidence to suggest that one has been 
here longer than the other.  

There are numerous mentions of wild ponies 
inhabiting Dartmoor. The first appeared 
in AD1008 in the will of the Bishop of 
Crediton, where ‘wild horses’ are listed 
under his personal possessions, running 
on his land near Ashburton3. The next 
reference comes from the Exon Domesday 
Book in 1012 describing unbroken mares at 
Cornwood near Ivybridge4. In the 1479–81 
court rolls ‘horses with foals’, ‘mares,’ ‘bay 
horses’, and ‘castrated horses’ are described 
as ‘strays’ on the open commons. 

The first indication of directing the 
breeding of the pony comes in 1535, when 
Henry VIII introduced a law that only mares 
above 13 hands were to be bred from. 
There was a fine of 40 shillings should 
anyone breed from a pony below this 
height, and a further 40 shilling fine should 
anyone be found to keep an ‘entire’ male of 
less than 14 hands with a breeding mare5. 
In 1740 an act was brought in banning 
the racing of ponies and was said to be an 
attempt to discourage 
the ‘lower classes’ 
from the sport 
of horse racing, 

therefore reducing the time and labour 
which went into curbing their behaviour6!

The coming of the Industrial Revolution 
further influenced height as a small pony 
was required for work down the coalmines. 
This was achieved by crossing the ponies 
with the smaller Shetland breed. The market 
for pit ponies became strong, and remained 
so well into the 20th century. At its peak 
there were an estimated 70,000 ponies 
underground in Britain, creating a good 
market for small, tough animals such as 
those from Dartmoor7. 

As well as the pit pony still being in 
strong demand, the introduction of the 
sport of polo in 1869 meant there was also 
a demand for a bigger pony. The use of a 
small compact Arab or Thoroughbred sire 
put to the best New Forest or moorland 
mares became very popular to produce a 
fast, strong and sure-footed animal for the 
polo field8. In 1925 the Dartmoor Pony 
Society formed with the intention of acting 
as an improvement system, but which 
would maintain the original type of pony 
(unadmired by Henry VIII), and likely to be 
continually altered through market changes 

if not acknowledged as a breed in 
its own right. 
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LAND MANAGEMENT

L
andscape historian W.G. Hoskins, 
author of The Making of the 
English Landscape, had little 
affection for Princetown. ‘A grim 

little town some 1400ft above sea level, 
with an abominable climate of fog, snow, 
wind [and rain]... exposed to the bitter 
North and East winds, the least suitable 
place that could ever have been chosen 
for a town.’ 

On the sunny weekday that I visit – 
reporting for this feature – Hoskins’s 
description feels unfair. The place is 
busy. Walkers, hikers and kids mastering 
bikes float past me in a wave. A couple 
of teenagers are enjoying the zip wire 
in the playground. Princetown appears 
far from grim. Even the prison has a 
certain appeal – the sunlight spilling off 
its walls and North Hessary mast behind, 
touching clouds.

My first port of call is Dartmoor 
Brewery. Officially, I am here to find out 
about the brewery’s 20 years of operation 
– but really I want to sample some of that 
legendary Jail Ale. 

The brewery has gone from strength 
to strength. From humble beginnings, in 
a converted garage behind the Prince of 
Wales pub, it quickly expanded; earning 
a reputation for producing top-quality 
cask ales. By 2005 it had moved to a 
new purpose-built brewery on the site 
of the old Princetown railway station. 
Today, it employs around 15 people and 
produces over 2.5 million pints a year. 
Not bad for a business that started life 
in the back of a pub. 

The brewery produce several beers but 
the most popular are Legend, Dartmoor 
IPA and, of course, their award-winning 
Jail Ale. It tastes full, fruity and delicious. 
‘Although we now have modern brewery 
facilities, greater production capacity and 
distribution, the essence of our beers 

remains the same as back in 1994,’ says 
head brewer, Mike Lunney. ‘We still 
nurture our beers, carefully producing 
them, using traditional brewing 
techniques, pure Dartmoor water and the 
finest Devon malted barley.’

Mike has the fun job of creating the 
beers. Recently he has been joined by Ian 
Cobham, formerly a wine sommelier for a 
hotel group, who also spent time making 
wines in France. Wine and beer – aren’t 
they rather different? Not as much as one 
might think, explains Ian. ‘They are both 
very complex processes that require top 
quality ingredients to produce outstanding 
products. The advantage and exciting 
part about beer, however, is that the basic 
ingredients – water, malt, hops and yeast 
– can be varied every day, whereas in wine 
it can only happen but once a year. Thus 
there is the freedom to experiment and 
create exciting beers at will.’

It seems fitting to follow my visit to the 
brewery with a visit to a local pub where 
the ale is served. There are two pubs 
in Princetown: the Plume of Feathers 
and the Prince of Wales. The Plume of 
Feathers is the oldest, and something 
of a Dartmoor institution. Dating from 

Princetown  
Open for Business

WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHS EMMA INGLIS

1785, it has bags of character: low 
ceilings with blackened beams, slate 
floors and thick granite walls. Outside is 
a beer garden; a separate lodge provides 
10 rooms, and the nearby bunkhouse can 
sleep up to 38. It even offers camping 
out the back.  

A handy history board on the pub’s 
wall allows me to brush up on the origins 
of Princetown. It was named after the 
Prince of Wales, later George IV; the 
moor was part of his Duchy estates, 
and leased to his ambitious friend and 
advisor, Thomas Tyrwhitt, who built 
Dartmoor prison after his original plan,  
to convert Princetown into farmland, 
proved untenable. 

Next I head down the road to 
Dartmoor Prison Museum. I find it 
slightly creepy: the makeshift knives, the 
vicious knuckle-dusters, the mock-up cells, 
the manacles and straightjackets. Yet the 
museum seems to have no shortage of 
visitors: around 35,000 a year. On the way 
out I’m tempted to buy one of the cheeky 
gnomes, made by the prisoners. Instead I 
pick up a pretty collection of herb markers 
for my garden. ‘They’re all made by the 
inmates,’ I’m told.  

PHOTOGRAPH SUE VICCARS



27DARTMOOR

Castle Drogo and  
the First World War

Bryher Mason – House & Collections Manager

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL TRUST

The construction of Castle 
Drogo began in April 1911, 
a time when self-made men, 
such as Julius Drewe, were 

full of the confidence which came with 
the ‘modern age’. By 1914, construction 
was progressing well under the watchful 
eye of John Coates Walker, the Clerk of 
Works for the project and Drewe’s agent. 
The north end of the castle was almost 
watertight and the central tower nearing 
completion. A straightforward and 
tenacious Yorkshire man, Walker was a 
meticulous record keeper. He kept copies 
of every letter he sent out, as well as key 
letters from his employer, Julius Drewe, 
and the architect Sir Edwin Lutyens. It is 
one of these letters which gives us the 
first signs of the impact the war was to 
have on the building of the castle and on 
the lives of every single person involved 
in its construction.

5th August 1914
Julius C. Drewe Esq.

Dear Sir
Please let me know what steps to take 
now with reference to the work here. 
Circumstances have developed so rapidly 
that all arrangements made will no  
doubt have to be altered… the 
Government have taken one of (Mr) 
German’s engines and part of the 

horses… to go tomorrow… I would 
suggest if agreeable to you in every way 
that we try to keep the married men at 
work… I can see that it will be impossible 
to keep the number of men we now 
have employed during the War… If you 
will kindly let me know what you think of 
the prospect which is certainly very sad 
and serious for the Country…

The date of this letter demonstrates how 
quickly the government reacted to the 
declaration of war on the previous day. 
The requisitioning of machinery and 
horses was almost matched by the speed 
at which many men joined up. Indeed, 
by 17 August Walker had persuaded 29 
men to go to war. Nineteen of these were 
labourers, illustrating that joining the 
Services was an attractive prospect for 
low-skilled workers.

Julius Drewe was keen to see 
construction on the castle continue, but 
not at the expense of the war effort. His 
view was that ‘no man be employed on 
the job who should be in Lord Kitchener’s 
army’. Drewe was of the generation 
who sent their sons to fight on the front 
line and he expected no less from his 
workforce. Men were actively encouraged 
to sign up, with Drewe paying each man 
a ‘bounty’. The Western Times reported 
that as a result ‘Many men have… taken 
the rifle and bayonet for the mallet and 

chisel’. One such man was William George 
Arscott (known as George). Walker wrote 
to him on 19 September 1914: I hope 
you will have a good time, do your duty 
to the King and Country, and come back 
at the end of the War, unless you find 
that you like the Army & finish your 21 
years, coming out as Colour Sergeant with 
various medals.

William George Arscott was involved in 
the extended campaign in Greece in the 
Salonika area (now Thessaloniki). He died 
aged 24 on 29 January 1918 and is buried 
at Sarigol Military Cemetery, Kriston. 
He was remembered in an article in the 
Western Times on 15 February 1918:

Mr Thomas Arscott of Netherton Cottage, 
Drewsteignton, has received the sad 
news that his youngest son, Pte W 
G Arscott (Devons) has been killed in 
action… Prior to joining up soon after the 
commencement of war Pte Arscott was 
for a considerable time employed at the 
Mansion, where his quiet, unassuming 
manner won for him the esteem of all his 
fellow employees. He was also one of a 
band of five young ringers, all of whom 
gave their services to their country.

As well as William George, we think 
two of the other five ringers were Cyril 
Partridge and Thomas Ashplant, both of 
whom worked on the castle. 

27DARTMOOR

The Drewe family visiting the site 
during the war; the three boys 
are all wearing uniform
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PHOTOGRAPHY

Autumn leaves
There is something special about an autumn walk along a woodland 

path. In Image 1 I wanted to capture that feeling, and tell that 

story (recall the early articles in this series about composition and 

technique): to capture the vivid colour of the leaves with the riverside 

path winding through them. I set the camera up so that the river 

and path run diagonally from left to right, leading into the picture. 

As the sky was a deep blue – but not too bright – I could include 

it through the leaves (had it been too bright I would have left it 

out). The bright orange leaves in the lower middle foreground help 

draw the eye to the path and give the image focus and a sense of 

symmetry. The day was quite still and I could use a small aperture 

(large F number) to get plenty of depth of field without fear of 

moving leaves blurring; had it been windy I would have used a faster 

speed and perhaps a higher ISO. 

• Tip 1 With so much going on in terms of colour make sure you 

have a strong composition in mind as you set up the photo – failing 

to do this can produce a nice but very muddled image.

• Tip 2 If the sky is too bright it will go white or you will lose shadow 

detail trying to get it properly exposed. If I am faced with this I will 

simply compose the sky out of the image.

• Tip 3 If there is a breeze you will need a faster shutter speed 

to freeze movement of the leaves; in order to get a small enough 

aperture you may need to use a higher ISO setting – as always try and 

keep the ISO number as low as possible to avoid noise.

Berries
If the weather is a little overcast, or even if it is raining and you 

want to get under cover, berries make great subjects. In this image 

I wanted to capture the deep red of the berries together with the 

gnarled tangle of hawthorn beneath. I decided a square image was 

going to work well and put the rock at lower left to balance the 

profile of the darker root at lower right. I also really liked the grasses 

behind the tree, and since the sky was a dark flat grey (and it was 

raining quite hard) I decided not to include it. A slight breeze and 

the raindrops moving the berries challenged me in terms of depth of 

field and shutter speed to the extent that in the end I let the more 

distant grasses blur out. The end result nicely captures the vibrant 

new life of the berries with the aged tree on which they appear each 

year: a pleasing combination of old and new.

• Tip 4 If the weather is bad, berries and other smaller features can 

be great subjects for photography.

• Tip 5 As with Tip 3, watch for things moving in the wind or rain 

and adjust your settings as needed. If this doesn’t work consider 

letting the background blur – this often means composing the image 

so that the background is quite plain.

• Tip 6 If it is raining keep your lens cap on until you want to take 

the picture. Carry a cloth and be sure to check the lens for water 

drops.

This time I am going to focus on some of the photographic opportunities that autumn presents on 
Dartmoor. This is a wonderful time of change as the greens of summer give way to an explosion of colour 
in autumnal leaves and berries. Combine these with softer light and even an early frost and you can see 
that autumn presents many opportunities for interesting work.

DARTMOOR PHOTOGRAPHY WORKSHOP  
Part 7 Tips for Autumn            WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHS ANDREW GILBERT

Image 2 Autumn berries at Scorhill

Image 1 Autumn footpath along the River Teign
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Where have the clay mountains 
gone – and what’s in a name?
My first question was simple one: why 
have the distinctive clay mountains 
disappeared from Dartmoor? 

Today they have been reduced in height, 
spread out and terraced, but do not as yet, 
blend in with their surroundings, if they ever 
will. The official Doe term for restoration is 
‘Revegetation and landscaping of china clay 
waste’1. The reason for the terracing was 
in response to the terrible Aberfan coalpit 
tragedy in 1966 when 144 children and 
adults were killed as a mountain of coal 
waste moved downhill and engulfed them 
and their school. Although there is some 
scepticism that the quartz and mica waste 
from the clay industry on its granite base 
would behave in the same way as coal slag, 
nevertheless it was considered prudent to 
reduce the potential threat to public safety. 

In terms of an industrial landscape china 
clay workings are difficult to characterise 
because of the ongoing enlargement of pits 
and the spreading from conical to terraced 
waste dumps. As these extend they cover 
up more ground, and encroaching upon 
the National Park raises the concern of the 
Dartmoor Preservation Association, the 
Dartmoor Society, Devon County Council 
and the DNPA. Only one clay tip has been 
allowed to remain and that is isolated on 
the middle of the south moor  
at Redlake (SX 644 668) (see opposite). It 
has naturally revegetated and has lost its 
white appearance.

I did wonder again about the references 
to indigestion and white gold. They are not 
fanciful myths that I had, as a teenager, 
assumed. What is the common factor 
between remedies for stomach upsets, 
paper, toothpaste, bathroom furniture, 
porcelain, paints, rubber, light bulbs, fillers 
for cosmetics and the white scars on the 
Dartmoor landscape? The answer – of 
course – is china clay. It has been used for 
all of these purposes and more, and the 
industry contributes about £15 million 
annually to the Devon economy. White gold 
by anyone’s standards!

Another apparently simple question 
was: why are two different names 
used – china clay and kaolin – the 
latter in a more technical sense? 

Both are linked to China where the clay 
was used for high-quality porcelain, or 

Understanding the 
Dartmoor Landscape PART 15
WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHS RICHARD HORSHAM

The china clay landscape: Dartmoor’s white gold

It is October 1969 and I am excited and anticipating a visit down into a clay pit at Lee 
Moor. Fortunately our geology teacher believed in the impact of fieldwork upon learning 
and organised numerous excursions to sites of geological interest. Before this opportunity 
my only real perception of the china clay country of Dartmoor was formed by the view 
from Plymouth looking northwest to the green-grey profile of Shell Top and Pen Beacon 
(SX 59 63); beneath them, in total contrast to the moorland, could be seen a tight group 
of white conical hills [a similar view is nicely illustrated by Philip Guy Stevens in Crossing’s 
Guide to Dartmoor. On page 427, is a drawing of Shell Top, Pen Beacon and Clay Works 
from Whitehill Corner depicting the isolation of china clay in the Dartmoor landscape]. 
My perception was extended further when the uncle of a friend, who was a clay-worker, 
as he put it, told us about drinking a tonic of clay mixed with water to settle indigestion 
and how his industry was based on Dartmoor’s white gold. Needless to say as a teenager 
I took these with a pinch of salt and dismissed them from my mind. 

The visit surpassed my expectations. The vastness of the deep terraced white pit, 
with machinery dwarfed by its size and its turquoise pool in the bottom, was difficult to 
comprehend, especially because of the sharp differences in colour and texture between 
the wind-blown softness of the moorland and the industrial cut made almost savagely 
into it. We learnt a lot about the geology of altered granite – for that is what china clay 
is – and were instructed in up-to-the-minute knowledge of how it was formed and 
methods used to extract it. Directing a water monitor, blasting incredibly high-pressure 
water at the side of the pit to wash the clay into the pool was an experience we boasted 
about for a long time afterwards. One memory that has stuck over the years is a question 
that wasn’t answered: ‘Why is china clay only found on this part of Dartmoor, and yet 
the whole of St Austell Moor, in Cornwall, is made of china clay?’ (see footnote). It 
didn’t seem important at the time and yet on a fortunate return visit in 2013, this time 
to Headon Pit (SX 585 605) , the question resurfaced and prompted me to ponder about 
what kind of landscape might the china clay rock have been like before industry had 
made its mark, both on Dartmoor and St Austell Moor. 

Again I found that there was no ready answer, even though understanding of the 
formation of clay had moved on a long way in the intervening 45 years. So began a 
search that encouraged me to ask more questions. What I discovered was that the china 
clay story has a number of mysteries and interesting connections, some of which are 
included in this article.

Photo 1 This view into Headon Pit shows the vast scale of the enterprise as well as giving a clear idea of 
the size of a single clay deposit. April 2013.
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ARTS AND MUSIC

What’s been happening – and what’s coming up
ARTSDartmoor 

Memorial bench created in Ivybridge
On 6 June a memorial bench commemorating 32 American troops was 
blessed by a Royal British Legion Padre at MacAndrews Field. The bench 
was made by 14 volunteers under the guidance of local furniture maker, 
Peter Lanyon, and installed at the field, where the young GIs had been 
stationed prior to the D-Day landings.

Thirty-two of the soldiers (from the 116th Infantry) who landed on 
Omaha beach on D-Day were from the small town of Bedford, Virginia. 
Nineteen died within minutes, three a little later, and only ten survived. 
They became known as the ’Bedford Boys’ (the town of Bedford 
suffered the greatest loss per capita of any town in America).

The idea of a commemorative bench came from the Friends of 
MacAndrews Field who raised money for its creation. They contacted 
Peter, who designed two benches using local materials and local 

volunteer labour. The benches consist of slab seats of sweet chestnut,  
with 32 uprights, each carved with the name of the soldier and 
proportional in length to his age at death. 

The starting point was a fallen oak tree, kindly donated by the Friends 
of Ham Woods. This was split using axes and wedges into 32 pieces, 
which were then worked, by hand, using traditional draw knives and 
spoke shaves. The whole lot was transported to MacAndrews Field for 
assembly. In total the volunteers gave over 1200 hours of their time to 
create the bench which now stands in the field from where the Bedford 
Boys departed on their fateful and heroic voyage across the channel.

Peter Lanyon makes furniture and runs courses from his workshop  
on the South Devon Coast, and runs community projects around  
the county. More pictures of this project can be seen at 
peterlanyonfurniture.co.uk. 

Home Ground
Celebrating local distinctiveness  
and a sense of place
Saturday 20 September–Sunday 9 November
Taking its direction from Common Ground, a 
charity that explores the relationship between 
nature and culture through the creative 
industries, this exhibition celebrates makers 
who are concerned with local distinctiveness 
and value their sense of place. Home Ground 
will showcase the work of contemporary art/
craft practitioners who use locally distinct 
materials or locally sourced recycled materials. 

This exhibition also launches the exhibition 
and community project Home Ground 
exploring the link between crafts and making, 
local industry and English football clubs 
including Sheffield United and Stoke City.

The Big Draw

Wednesday 29 and Thursday 30 October 
11am– 4pm
Join the National Campaign for Drawing 
and drop in to our free family fun days with 
creative activities inspired by Home Ground. 
Children must be accompanied by an adult.

Devon Guild of Craftsmen, Riverside Mill,  
Bovey Tracey, Devon www.crafts.org.uk 

A song school where everyone can find their voice
From the latest darling of the British folk scene (Sam Lee) to the Devon guesthouse owner (Jane 
Chanter) who loves to sing, the Baring-Gould Song School has played a part in the development of 
hundreds of singers up and down the country.

The annual, week-long school is run by Dartmoor-based music charity Wren Music and takes 
place in the historic town of Okehampton; a perfect setting for a get-away-from-it-all singing fest 
where communal support and encouragement combine to create an ideal environment for honing 
vocal and performance skills. This year’s event takes place on 27–31 October and the visiting tutor is 
Janet Russell. Janet has always sung, ever since her early childhood in Scotland, where she learned 
the poems and songs of Robert Burns from her father. She is probably best known for her work  
with Sisters Unlimited. 

The Song School can take around 25 people, and follows on from the Baring-Gould Folk 
Weekend (24–26 October). For more information and to book your place, visit  
www.baring-gould.co.uk. Tel: (01837) 53754 www.wrenmusic.co.uk

World War II veteran Don MacArthur from 
Boston, USA, was stationed with the Bedford 
Boys at the field, and trained and went to 
Omaha Beach with them. He is seen here  
with Ivybridge residents Tony Jacka and Andy 
Wickett, from Hasler Company Royal Marines 
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF  
THE FRIENDS OF MACANDREWS FIELD
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L
et’s hear it for the slugs! No? Why 

not? That’s just too predictable a 

reaction, I’m afraid; and what’s 

more, the overall slime of negativity 

that coats this creature’s reputation is based 

on a mere handful of species for which 

we have unwittingly created the perfect 

habitat in our gardens. To name and shame 

them: the Grey, Field, Netted, Budapest and 

Sowerby’s Slug.

There is one other, found both in the 

garden and on the moor, which prefers 

to feed on decaying vegetation (if this is 

available it rarely tackles the greens). It 

attracts the eye of gardener and walker 

alike thanks to its size and bold appearance. 

Almost anywhere on the moor on a moist 

day the sight of these mighty, onyx-black 

molluscs is common. This is the Large 

Black Slug (Arion ater), up to 15cm when 

completely stretched out, and chunky, too. 

While they are black when at altitude or in 

the north of their range, drop down off the 

moors and their common name becomes 

slightly less helpful as they tend to come in 

a range of colours from brown to an almost 

luminous orange. (There is some dispute as 

to whether these are varieties, sub-species 

or species in their own right, but let’s not 

get into that here.)

Whatever the colour, they are spectacular. 

Spend a few moments watching them 

glide effortlessly around on their single 

foot, helped along by a generous ooze of a 

special mucous, ‘pedal slime’. 

I have often pondered as to why such a 

large packet of protein seems to have no 

fear of wandering around in broad daylight 

on the moor. Many a species would include 

such a juicy mollusc as a very welcome 

meal. Think of the number of worms a 

mistle thrush or ring ouzel would have to 

consume to match the parcel of nutrition 

represented here, tentacles and all.

So one day (try this if you don’t take my 

word for it) I bent down close and gave 

one a little poke with a finger; initially 

it hunched up and presented the large 

leathery shield of its mantle in defence. On 

continued poking two other fascinating 

bits of behaviour were witnessed 

simultaneously. It produced an extremely 

viscous mucous from its topside and then 

started to engage in an amusing little 

dance, a slow and sensual side-to-side 

rocking. To this day I’ve never worked out 

the purpose of this other than, perhaps, to 

distribute mucous on its surface.

Slug mucous is amazing stuff consisting 

of a protein, sugar (glycoprotein) and 

water matrix. While the stuff they slide 

around on is typically around 97 percent 

water, the defensive slime is much thicker 

and stickier; get it on your fingers and it’s 

incredibly difficult to remove (deterrent 

enough for any predator?). I’ll confess I’ve 

also licked one of these terrified slugs and 

this defensive slime has a very unpleasant 

bitter taste to it too. Both are very good 

reasons for the Black Slug’s seemingly 

reckless confidence.

Nick Bakers

‘

Dartmoor  
  Spring

‘

WILDLIFE

PHOTOGRAPHS & ILLUSTRATIONS JOHN WALTERS

DARTMOOR  
 AUTUMN

Nick Bakers

‘

Muculent magic

Nick Baker is a professional ‘amateur naturalist’ who loves all things with a 
pulse (and quite a few things without!). He lives in Chagford from where he 
works as a TV broadcaster, author, photographer and wildlife tour guide.
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Ash Black Slug

Budapest Slug
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THE LAST WORD

W
ith autumn knocking 
at the door we are 
coming to the end of  the 
agricultural show season. 

What an important part these events 
play in the rural calendar – that golden 
opportunity for communities to show off  
a bit, and put on a show for all to see, 
enjoy and marvel at.

Farm ‘Open Day’ earlier this year 
gave many hundreds of  people a chance 
to ‘come inside the farm gate’ and see 
for themselves all that is good in the 
countryside. We farmers must take this 
opportunity to talk face-to-face with our 
most important friends – our customers – 
a chance to explain to them where their 
food comes from. How it is reared, grown 
and nurtured, the whole process of  how it 
gets from farm to plate, and – of  course – 
the part played by the weather.

And – a little later on – the 
importance of  celebrating the bounties 
of  the land, when we gather together 
for harvest festivals.

Now let us consider the part played 
by our agricultural shows, another 
opportunity to get town and country 
together, to appreciate what farming has 
to offer. We have our annual three-day 
County Show (alas only two days this year 
– another example of  how the weather 
affects our yearly diary – never mind, it 
will be back to normal next year).

Remember too the important part 
played by the amazing number of  one-
day shows that this county has at its 
disposal. They start in June and run 
on into October. They display all that 
is good about the countryside, in a 
number of  different ways. (As an old 
schoolfriend once said to me when 
comparing the class’s attempts at 

drawing a jug: ‘They’me just the same 
but a little bit different!’)

Our urban friends get a chance to 
stand by a bull and appreciate the size 
of  and variation in our cattle breeds, 
understand the different texture of  
the wool on various breeds of  sheep 
(not forgetting the smaller but just as 
beautiful poultry). And also those very 
small workers, our honeybees: they must 
be admired for the important part that 
they play in the food production chain. 
We’d miss the pollinators if  they were 
not about – disaster!

Possibly the most important part played 
by these agricultural occasions is the 
chance for children to ‘get up close and 
friendly’ with creatures that many only see 
in pictures. That is how town and country 
can get to understand each other better. 
We must find the time to talk to them 
about the farming cycle – seed time and 
harvest – the care we take of  the animals 
entrusted to our care. We should also 
explain that when walking on a country 
footpath, be aware that animals think it 
is their territory (‘Who is this invading 
our patch?’); their natural instincts are 
to guard their young, just as we do. Take 
this opportunity also to explain the TB 
scourge and exchange ideas and opinions. 
It can only do good to get our customers 
on our side of  the argument; it is an 
educating process that in my opinion 
will build a better understanding. Being 
too ‘hot-headed’ is no good; take time 
to discuss it all rationally and it will reap 
greater benefits for all.

Explain how we care for our heritage, 
animals, hedges, plants, be conscious 
of  everyone’s and everything’s thoughts 
and needs as well as our own, and live in 
harmony with others. ■  

Thank you for the summer

TONY BEARD’S

LAST WORD

Tony Beard – the ‘Wag 
from Widecombe’ and  
a well-known figure 
both on Dartmoor 
and across Devon 
through his radio show, 
writing and public 
appearances – has lived 
in Widecombe all his 
life, and is secretary  
of the Widecombe 
History Group.
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