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The Moorland Meavy—
A Tinners’ Landscape
By Philip Newman

(Figures 1-5)

INTRODUCGTION

HE area of Dartmoor through which the River Meavy flows

contains an above-average concentration of field remains from the
tin industry of the past. These remains cover most periods and many
aspects of this industry, from early stream workings to the later
nineteenth century mine workings. Apart from the very noticeable
evidence of digging activity, there are also the remains of sites
associated with ore processing, ranging from the early mills to the
larger dressing floors of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century. The tinners’ mills have been thoroughly discussed by other
writers, and the later mine workings and dressing floors of Dartmoor
have also been described to some extent, although those within this
present study area have been a little neglected. This paper is concerned
with the earlier workings, and more specifically with ‘openworks’ or
‘beams’. These are the large open gullies which are so common in this
area; they are the visible remains of a technique of exploiting lode tin
by an opencast method, which date from a period between the fifteenth
and seventeenth centuries approximately.

The River Meavy and its tributaries flow through the south-west
sector of Dartmoor; the Meavy being the main moorland tributary of
the River Plym. (The spelling and pronunciation of this river name is
contentious i.e. ‘Mew’, ‘Mewy’, but for the purposes of this paper the
spelling ‘Meavy’ will be used.) The arca covered by this paper is that
between Burrator reservoir and the head of the river. There are three
main tributaries on this stretch of the Meavy: Hart Tor Brook,
Newleycombe Lake and Narrator Brook. Most of the area is opcn
moorland with easy access but, nearer the reservoir, mixed woodland
and conifer plantation are the dominant land feature (Fig. 1).

It has been the aim of this study to locate and record the major
openwork sites and their associated remains, particularly the water
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Fic. 1. The study area. KEY:— 1) Hart Tor Brook, 2) Newleycombe Lake, 3) Drivage Bottom
Stream, 4) Narrator Brook, 5) Ouicombe Brook, 6) Combeshead Brook, 7) Deancombe Brook,
8) Burrator Reservoir.

supplies to each, and to investigate some of the later developments at
these sites. The recording of this category of field remains has been
somewhat overlooked in the past, and 1t is felt that a systematic survey
within one area could make an interesting contribution to the historic
study of this industry. Sitc cvidence is presented in the form of tables
with maps and diagrams (Tigs. 2, 3, 4 and 5). Table I lists openwork
sites and identifies the water supply remains to cach; Table II lists
leats, and Table I11 lists reservoir remains. All sites are given National
Grid references and the more interesting among the remains are
discussed in detail in a separate section.

Many remains found in the vicinity of openworks are of other
techniques or periods of working, and a satisfactory interpretation of
openwork sites depends on a knowledge of these other remains. Itis for
this reason that a short section on later developments is included.

FieLp EvVIDENCE

The Openworks

The exploration for lode tin became nccessary after the eventual
exhaustion of the rich alluvial stream deposits found in the river beds
and valley floors. Although it is not the case that all streamworking on
Dartmoor ceased at one point in time, to be superseded by
lodeworking, it can rcasonably be assumed that within the confines of
one river valley—Newleycombe Lake, for example—streamworkings
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Fic. 2. Openwork sites in the area of Nosworthy Bridge and Raddick Hill.
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KEY to FIG.2,3,4&5
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Openwork sites within the area of upper Newleycombe Lake.

Fic. 4.
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OpPENWORK WATER SuppLIEs IN MoORE DEeTAIL

Down Tor (N} No. 14, Down Tor (NW) No. 15, Middleworth (E) No. 17
(Fig. 5)

This system of waterways and workings exemplifies the extent to
which the tinners would go to supply a working with water. Leat No. 7
(the lower leat) diverted water from Newleycombe Lake to form its
main supply, but is also used water from the small spring which issues
from openwork 12 (Fig. 4) on the opposite north side of the river; the
water being carried across the river by a wooden aqueduct, and the
small mounds which supported it have survived. A sccond leat (No. 8)
brought in water from the head of Drivage Bottom Strcam which
collected behind a rough stone-built dam. This was augmented by
several rainwater channels which reached up to collect water from the
wet areas on the hillside above: a further supply was gained by
diverting water via leat No. 8a down from above the head of
Combeshead Brook, where a funnel-shaped embankment collected
water from a marshy gully which runs down the side of Eylesbarrow.
Leats Nos. 7 and 8 eventually meet up at the site of reservoir N, which
is the storage facility for openwork 14. It is possible that openwork 14
had a further supply lower down the hillside where there are the
remains of a channel running along the escarpment of the valley floor;
unfortunately it has been adopted as a footpath in more recent times
and 1t is too badly eroded to make a conclusive judgement. After
serving openwork 14, the combined leats, (7, 8 and 8a) continue as one
and probably served openwork 15; the remains of the branch channel
are incomplete, but in the absence of any other supply, there can be
little doubt. The final destination of the leat is a third openwork (No.
17) on the south-west side of Down Tor and the entry point of the leat
into the working may still be seen. Leats 7 and 8 were later re-directed
to serve a wheelpit at a mine called East Hughes Mine,? SX 59276996,
and it was probably during this later period of activity that the
spring-water from openwork No. 12 was connected to leat No. 7.

Cramber Tor (southern slopes) (Fig. 3)

Along the southern slopes of Cramber Tor may be seen some of the
best examples of reservoir remains. Openworks 7, 8 and g all had
rainwater reservoirs, reservoir J being a particularly good example
where the collecting gutters and diversion channels have survived well.
Openwork 6, however, had a leat (No. 4) which diverted water from
the upper rcaches of Hart Tor Brook and would have filled reservoir E,
which is sited just above the openwork. Two further reservoirs (F and
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