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A REPORT ON GIDLEIGH COMMON,
DARTMOOR, 18 JULY 2018
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A day event, hosted by the Dartmoor Society, was held on Gidleigh Common and at Gidleigh
Village Hall on Wednesday 18 July 2018. Its primary purpose was to explore and discuss the
state of vegetation on Gidleigh Common now, some 24 years after maps were prepared by
English Nature (now Natural England) showing vegetation cover, condition and impact by
grazing animals, in 1994.
There were 28 attendees, representing a wide range of expertise and interests:
Crispin Alford, Gidleigh commoner and grazier
Mary Alford, Vice-Chair, Dartmoor Commoners Council and Whitchurch/Forest commoner and grazier
David Attwell, Training Coordinator, Dartmoor Hill Farm Project, DNPA
Simon Booty, Widecombe commoner and grazier
Adrian Colston, researcher, University of Exeter
Alan Endacott, Dartmoor Society Executive
Charlotte Faulkner, Dartmoor Hill Pony Association
Chris Giles, Head of Conservation & Land Management, DNPA
Sue Goodfellow, ecologist, Chair of Board of Trustees, Devon Wildlife Trust
Elisabeth Greeves, Dartmoor Society Executive
Tom Greeves, Chairman, Dartmoor Society and cultural environmentalist
Michael Hardy, Gidleigh commoner
Stephanie Hardy, Gidleigh resident
Joss Hibbs, responsible for Action 5, Dartmoor Action Plan
John Holmes, Operations Director (South), Natural England
John Jordan, Gidleigh commoner and grazier
Robert Jordan, Gidleigh commoner and grazier
Fairfax Luxmoore, Dartmoor Society Executive
Lucy Luxmoore, Dartmoor Society
Marylou North, Gidleigh commoner and grazier
Naomi Oakley, Principal Adviser: Uplands, Valuing the Environment, Strategy Implementation, Natural
England; DNPA Member
Nigel Stainer, Site Clearance Officer, Devon Archaeological Society
Sara Stannus, Gidleigh commoner
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Nik Ward, Team Leader, Dartmoor, Natural England
Penny Warren, landowner and Gidleigh grazier
Barry Welch, Dartmoor Society
Tanya Welch, Hon. Secretary, Dartmoor Society
Tamsin Woollcombe, Gidleigh commoner

Each attendee was provided with: copies of three English Nature maps of Gidleigh Common
and part Chagford Common in 1994; a copy of the vegetation map prepared by Footprint
Ecology in 2016 (commissioned by the Dartmoor Society) with their description of ‘Dry
dwarf-shrub heath’ which was the most abundant habitat type ‘dominated by Purple Moorgrass, often with abundant Western Gorse and rather infrequent or absent Bell Heather’; a
copy of the extent of the Shovel Down/Kestor Premier Archaeological Landscape informally
designated by DNPA in 2006; a copy of an English Heritage survey of archaeological features
in the same area (map prepared by Andy Crabb in March 2017); and a copy of Jeremy
Butler’s plan of the Shovel Down complex of stone rows etc, published in 1991.
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In marked contrast to the Footprint Ecology map which shows Purple Moor-grass (molinia)
and Western Gorse dominant over most of Gidleigh Common, the English Nature ‘Habitat’
map of 1994 shows a very small area of Purple Moor-grass at the northern end of Gidleigh
Common and a tiny area dominated by gorse at the north-eastern edge of the Common.
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Shovel Down archaeological features mapped by English Heritage (detail)
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Shovel Down – plan of archaeological features by Jeremy Butler (1991) Dartmoor Atlas of
Antiquities Vol.2

The Walk
The morning comprised a 2½-hour walk on Gidleigh Common, led by Tom Greeves, from
Scorhill Gate to Shovel Down and back. The weather was ideal – dry and bright, with very
dry conditions underfoot.
From the moorgate, the route was to the southern edge of Buttern Hill, passing two fine
prehistoric cairns (probably dating to the 3rd or 2nd millennium BC) with their stony matrix
showing pale brown against the surrounding green, due to the recent dry weather. Before
turning southwards to Scorhill stone circle, attention was drawn to the defined paths now
bordered by molinia-dominated vegetation between 0.30 and 0.50 m in height.
John Jordan pointed out where a recent large wildfire had extended very rapidly from the
Watern Tor ridge to the Wallabrook and Teign, and which had been brought under control
by local volunteers (including graziers) with assistance from official fire crews. The fire burnt
off molinia, but within three weeks the area was showing green, and his cattle much
appreciated the new growth.
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Path from Buttern towards Scorhill 8 July 2018, showing erosion and height of molinia
either side (photo: Tom Greeves)

John Jordan showed the group a small rectangular area (perhaps 4m x 3m) with low
vegetation no more than 10cm in height, including heather plants – he said this had been
cut for ‘vags’ (top rooty material used for domestic fires) about 30 years ago [probably an
underestimate, and perhaps more likely to have been 50 or more years ago]. A good
example of the beneficial symbiosis between humans and nature.

At Scorhill circle, one of only 15 in the Dartmoor landscape, and probably dating to the 3rd
millennium BC, a photograph taken in 1966 showing extensive heather, was circulated.

9

Scorhill Stone Circle 1966 (photo: Tom Greeves)

Scorhill Circle from N, 8 July 2018. Scale: 1m (photo: Tom Greeves)
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No heather was present now, and quite deep molinia encroached almost on the circle itself.
South of the circle a well-defined path was followed towards the still-flowing Scorhill leat (in
origin part of a 12-mile tinners’ leat of the early 16th century leading to Bradford tinwork,
near Spinsters’ Rock, Drewsteignton). Tom paused en route to point out a low stony bank
crossing the path which he explained was a prehistoric territorial boundary (a ‘reave’) dating
to the mid 2nd millennium BC. This could only be seen in the pathway but Tom said that
twenty years ago it was visible as a feature curving round the east side of Scorhill circle. The
reave was crossed again on the approach to the Wallabrook – Tom reported that a fine
prehistoric flint had been found on the pathway here by his wife Elisabeth some 10 days
previously. Crossing the Wallabrook and North Teign rivers (which form the southern
boundary of the North Dartmoor SSSI designation of 1952), Tom drew attention to the stony
heaps of extensive medieval tin streamworks. A defined path was then followed to
Batworthy Corner passing evidence of 19th century stonecutting, and crossing another
prehistoric reave.

From Batworthy Corner the group explored the Shovel Down complex of prehistoric stone
rows, cairns and a stone circle (a Scheduled Monument and part of the Premier
Archaeological Landscape), perhaps dating from the 4th millennium BC and perhaps in use as
a sacred site for 2000 years. A well defined path on the east side of Butler’s ‘rows 2’ was
followed upslope to the Fourfold Circle (a cairn circle). On the way Tom pointed out the
channel of the Southill Leat crossing the path. This leat is some 6 miles in length and is
recorded in the 1490s, leading from the North Teign to tin mills at Southill itself. Either side
of the pathway the leat was now invisible in the molinia. The stones of the rows themselves
were barely visible until nearing the Fourfold Circle itself. The latter was almost invisible,
being shrouded in molinia, despite having been closely strimmed by Gidleigh commoners,
under archaeological supervision, in 2009.
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Shovel Down Fourfold Circle newly trimmed 2009 (but with molinia still obscuring features
elsewhere in the complex). Scale: 1m (photo: Tom Greeves)

Shovel Down Fourfold Circle 8 July 2018 . Scale: 1m (photo: Tom Greeves)
A well-defined path was then followed upslope along the east side of Butler’s ‘rows 4’, the
stones of which were barely visible in the molinia. A pause was made at the cairn at the top
end of ‘rows 4’. The cairn itself could hardly be distinguished.
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A photograph taken in 1961 by Donald Forbert looking downslope, and with the cairn in the
foreground, was circulated.

Shovel Down – cairn (in foreground) at head of Butler ‘rows 4’ and view across complex in
September 1961 (photo: Donald Forbert).

Shovel Down – cairn (foreground) at head of Butler ‘rows 4’ and view across complex in
April 2012 (photo: Tom Greeves) – identical viewpoint to that of 1961
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The photograph of 1961 was a revelation as the complex of stone rows was then clearly
visible in closely cropped and recently swaled (i.e. burnt) vegetation. Tom also showed
photographs of the rows within closely grazed grassland in the 1990s. Tom reminded the
group that the prehistoric complex on Shovel Down was of great importance in a British and
even European context.

Shovel Down – Butler ‘rows
2’ looking upslope to the
Fourfold Circle in June 1997
(photo: Tom Greeves)

Butler’s ‘row 1’ , some 500m in length and containing about 100 stones, was recorded in the
mid-19th century and again in the mid-1970s. It is now to all intents and purposes
completely invisible, buried under molinia and gorse. Tom took the group to the top of the
hill to the south to point out just 4 stones of this row visible in a pathway.
The group then walked northwards downslope along the path between ‘rows 4’ and ‘rows 3’
to the site of the probable stone circle (marked on Butler’s plan), one of only 15 such sites
known in the Dartmoor region. This feature (three stones) is now in deep molinia (c. 0.5m in
height) and almost impossible to make sense of.
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Shovel Down – stones of stone circle at N end of complex, 8 July 2018. Scale: 1m (photo:
Tom Greeves)
From here another well-defined path led back to the North Teign.

The Afternoon
After lunch back at the hall, Tom Greeves gave a 40-minute Powerpoint presentation titled
‘Change on the Dartmoor Commons – how should we respond?’. He showed images of
radical change in the vegetation cover of Gidleigh Common over the past 100 years, from a
relatively close-cropped diverse heather community to a molinia and gorse-dominated
sward. The greatest change happened in the decade since the mid-1990s when
prescriptions were introduced by English Heritage/Natural England, based on a perception
of ‘overgrazing’ and loss of heather, which was seen at that time as the ideal plant cover.
These prescriptions have led to approximately two-thirds of each of three species of
livestock on Gidleigh Common (cattle, sheep and ponies) being removed. The change in
vegetation was remarkably rapid – even by 2005 cultural features were being obscured.
More images showed that similar changes had occurred in many other parts of Dartmoor,
with little or no appearance of heather, and significant obscuring of cultural remains.
In contrast, photographs of the top of Cut Hill (c.600m OD) taken 53 years apart (1962 and
2015) showed a change, from much bare peat and unvegetated ground of an old land
surface, to a grass sward. Views taken in the Teign valley (below Whiddon) 150 years apart
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(c.1865 and 2015), on the fringe of Dartmoor, showed a remarkable increase in tree cover,
which has happened in many areas and especially along hedgerows, partly due to a much
reduced use of timber for fuel and tools, but also probably due to lack of grazing and
swaling, and climate change.
Tom argued that the present state of Gidleigh Common was unacceptable for modern
society, especially in relation to cultural remains (and also impeded access for graziers and
the general public). It was not possible today to carry out meaningful field research on many
of the cultural features due to vegetation growth impeding access, nor was it any longer
possible for members of the public to connect with these ancient sites. The SSSI designation
of 1952 was only for the natural environment. The PAL of 2006 was supposed to have led to
a sward no higher than 10cm. What was needed was for the natural and cultural
environment to be treated equally, in complete balance, and integrated, rather than being
seen as separate and needing different management regimes.
The primary purposes of national parks enshrined in the Environment Act of 1995 are that
of ‘conserving and enhancing the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the areas
specified’ and ‘promoting opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of the special
qualities of those areas by the public’. This surely implies that equal weight should be given
to both the natural and cultural environment?
Tom argued that SSSI designation and Scheduled Monument (and also PAL) designation
were no longer fit for purpose given what we now know about both the cultural and natural
content of the Dartmoor landscape (and which was not appreciated or understood in the
1950s and 1960s), and also the primary purpose of national parks as stated in the
Environment Act 1995. There is no part of the Dartmoor commons that is not of both
cultural and natural significance. In particular, emphasis on SSSI designation, its vocabulary
and criteria, distorts how we perceive the landscape and its management. He concluded by
showing the startling and sharply contrasting images of Shovel Down taken in 1961 and
2012 and raised the question ‘Sixty-one years of change – surely we must do better for our
cultural and natural environment on Dartmoor and its value to society?’
Discussion
Tom asked for reaction to the morning walk. Various opinions were expressed including
phrases such as ‘a wasted common’, ‘homogenised’ and ‘a monoculture’. Sue Goodfellow
said she was ‘shocked’ by what she saw, having remembered the common as having diverse
and relatively close-cropped vegetation and being accessible, which clearly it now was not.
Adrian Colston commented that clearly the English Nature/Natural England prescriptions
since the 1990s ‘had not delivered’. Nobody disagreed with this.
Robert Jordan was surprised at the extent of loss of visibility of the archaeology as he had
accepted the present state of vegetation etc as being more or less ‘normal’ – Tom said this
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was a case of ‘Shifting Baseline Syndrome’ whereby each generation has a tendency to see
what they knew as acceptable. Clearly the specific management prescriptions of the Premier
Archaeological Landscape (PAL) of 2006 had ‘not delivered’. It was generally felt that
heather beetle had been largely responsible for the demise of heather on the common since
the 1990s.
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Swaling was desirable on a much larger scale than the 2ha permitted now, but
needed more livestock to take advantage of it. There were now only four active
graziers on the Common – the Jordans, Crispin Alford, Marylou North and Penny
Warren, when not so long ago there were 13 or 14, so it would be difficult to
increase the numbers of livestock significantly within a short timescale.
Crispin Alford mentioned that if his grandfather (James Hill) noticed infestation by
heather beetle he would burn it, and around it, in August/September.
Care needed to be taken in use of vocabulary – one participant felt that some of the
images shown by Tom indicated vegetation ‘grazed to within an inch of its life’, but
this was not generally accepted, and the point was made that the vegetation over
the common as a whole had remained diverse even when parts of the common were
closely grazed and the archaeological features were clearly visible.
John Jordan mentioned that he had observed a marked decline in lapwing and
curlew on the moor.
The Footprint Ecology survey of 2016, and the gathering of historic images and oral
recollection by the Dartmoor Society, were all valuable in terms of data, but there
remained a considerable gap in our detailed knowledge of vegetation and wildlife
(birds, insects etc) on Gidleigh Common, and of course, the effects of climate
change, nitrogen deposition etc. This lack of measurement and research applied to
many other parts of Dartmoor too. How might new research be activated?
A new awareness of the potential ‘public goods’ (both cultural and natural) of
Gidleigh Common was needed.
The erosion of paths, and uncontrolled dogs, were issues raised.
It was suggested that the Dartmoor ‘Vision’ of 2005 needs to be revisited.
It was suggested that more ponies on the common would be desirable as they don’t
suffer from TB.

A specific proposal coming from the meeting was that now might be a good time to
introduce some experimental allowance of cattle onto the Common in winter, especially as
the dry conditions this summer would inevitably lead to increased cost of winter feed and
straw for animals kept in sheds. Overwintering would hopefully suppress the growth of
molinia. The idea was favourably received by all, including the representatives of Natural
England, who said they would be happy to explore this further, and that maybe a 3-year
winter-grazing trial on Gidleigh Common would be sensible.
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The Jordans in particular were very pleased to have the opportunity to meet and talk to
Natural England staff, as they had had virtually no contact or conversations for 2-3 years.
Adrian Colston was able to arrange interviews with 8 persons as part of his doctoral
research!
Comment from a participant:
‘Many congratulations on the Gidleigh Commons meeting. If ever a justification for the
Dartmoor Society was required, the meeting could be cited. Only the Society could have got
the range of participants together in an open discussion, when people showed their hand,
the constraints and possibilities.’
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