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Abstract

Field and documentary evidence is presented from the moorland section of the River 
Meavy and its two tributaries, Newleycombe Lake and Narrator Brook on south-west 
Dartmoor, an area in which tinworking and agriculture form two major elements of 
the medieval and post-medieval landscape. Colonisation and settlement are examined 
from the thirteenth to seventeenth centuries and a probable chronology is suggested for 
the farms, based on a combination of fieldwork and documentary evidence. Tinworking 
is also studied by similar means and the relationship between tinworking and farming 
is established as having once been a close one, with the two activities probably combining 
to form a single economic strategy for many of the people who resided in the area. The 
evidence for this has proved particularly convincing for the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries though earlier times are also discussed. The work of previous writers, working 
on Dartmoor and Bodmin Moor, is considered and comparisons are made between 
these studies and the results from the present study area. An updated interpretation of 
the relationship between tinworking and farming is offered. In particular the belief that 
farmland was rarely interfered with by tinworking is challenged. Land was probably 
exploited in whichever way would give maximum economic gain, rather than being set 
aside for a particular activity.

INTRODUCTION
The medieval and post-medieval landscape of Dartmoor is extensive and 
well preserved yet has barely begun to be investigated by archaeologists, 
despite having great potential, with agricultural and tinworking remains 
forming two key elements in the Dartmoor palimpsest.

Tinworking and agriculture have rarely been considered together in 
one study although both were included in Fleming and Ralph’s broader 
investigation of Holne Moor, which was an important beginning.1 On
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Holne Moor, however, tinworking was never as intense as it has been 
in some areas of Dartmoor, and the agricultural element was probably 
disused before tinworking took on any importance there, leading Fleming 
and Ralph to conclude that, because:

tinners had to co-exist with their neighbours . . . the intrusion of 
tinworks into actively farmed land must have been a rare event

and that

episodes of tinning . . . normally occurred only on places where 
farming had ceased.2

The early decline of Holne Moor’s enclosed phase is not typical, 
however, and these ideas need qualifying through work on other areas 
of Dartmoor of similar altitude but where agricultural activity continued, 
before being universally accepted.

Work on Bodmin Moor in Cornwall by Austin et al3 has focused on 
this important relationship between farming and tinworking within a 
single landscape. This research revealed that such a landscape is highly 
complex, both in terms of chronology and the interactive nature of the 
remains. Nevertheless, through detailed field and documentary work it 
was possible to suggest that tinworking rarely interfered with the arable 
enclosures of the farms, even as late as the seventeenth century.4

The evidence from both Holne and Bodmin Moor points to tinworking 
and agriculture having a harmonious co-existence and indeed in both 
cases the possibility that farmers were active participants in the tin 
industry has been advanced as a likely explanation.

Where the tinners were permitted to dig for tin was governed by 
their own Stannary Parliament, an autonomous body answerable only 
to the crown. The early charters of 1201 and 1305, granted to the tinners 
for the bounding of tinworks, authorised tinners in both Devon and 
Cornwall:

... to mine for tin and dig turves for smelting tin, anywhere in our 
lands, moors and wastes and those of all other persons whatsoever in 
the said county as has formerly been done.

In Devon by 1510 it was:

. . . lawful for every man to dig tin in every place within the county 
of Devonshire where tin is found,

but in 1574 limitations were introduced forbidding tinners to mine in: 

meadows, orchards, gardens and manured arable land, 
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although such was permitted with the consent of the owner, who along 
with the tenant (if any) would be paid a percentage of the profit.5

There is, therefore, little in these laws which prevented tin being dug 
from agricultural land, either before or after 1574. The fact that on 
Holne Moor and on Bodmin Moor this was not a serious problem 
cannot be explained by Stannary Law but suggests an exceptionally 
good will and co-operation between two separate interests.

On some areas of Dartmoor, as will be demonstrated below, tinworking 
has interfered with enclosed land, in some cases seriously crippling a 
farm’s agricultural potential. This different dimension might suggest a 
possible conflict of interest between tinners and farmers but, alternatively, 
this too could be partly explained if some farmers were indeed tinners, 
as has already been suggested. Historians have frequently discussed the 
probability of farmers supplementing their income with seasonal mining 
activity (e.g. Blanchard;6 Hatcher7) and that some miners owned some 
land. Such discussions, however, are mainly concerned with the waged 
tinner. What has not been examined in any detail is whether farm 
tenants were tinwork owners or shareholders and, if so, where the 
tinworks were in relation to their farms.

It is the aim of the present study, therefore, to examine an area of 
Dartmoor which is rich in evidence of both tinworking and farming 
with two themes in mind. Firstly, through a combined study of field 
and documentary evidence, it may be possible to reveal something of 
the origins, history and development of the farms. Secondly, by close 
examination of the field evidence, to establish to what extent farming 
and tinworking interact in the landscape. A further aim is to see if 
documentary sources are able to confirm that the two groups of people 
involved in these activities were as closely associated as the landscape 
evidence might suggest.

The Study Area (Fig. 1)
The study area comprises the moorland valleys of the River Meavy 
above Burrator Reservoir on south-western Dartmoor and two of its 
eastern tributaries, Newleycombe Lake and Narrator Brook, which form 
an approximate trident at Nosworthy Bridge (SX 57776938). Altitude 
varies from 240 m at Nosworthy Bridge, to 350 m at the outer limit of 
enclosed land. The area lies entirely within Walkhampton Parish, the 
unenclosed land forming part of Walkhampton Common. The boundary 
of the Forest of Dartmoor is a little under 1 km from the easternmost 
field.

Within this study area are the remains of fourteen deserted farms, all 
of which were still occupied during the nineteenth century. The earliest 
documented settlement was in the thirteenth century. The area is
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Fig. 1. Farms of the study area. Outer boundary of individual farms delineated by bold lines. Stippled 
areas represent eastern portion of shared tenements, e.g. East Middleworth.
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particularly notable for the evidence of tinworking, the remains of which 
cover the full spectrum of tinworking types, and also represent a broad 
chronology from the thirteenth to nineteenth centuries.

The basis for the agricultural elements of the survey has been the 
1906 Ordnance Survey six-inch county series.8 These are the most recent 
maps where most of the enclosed features are accurately delineated. The 
extent of each farmstead at the time of desertion was established using 
the Tithe Map and Apportionment of 183g. This demonstrated a 
unity for the individual holdings, which has a potentially early origin. 
Fieldwork was carried out using methods similar to those employed by 
Fleming and Ralph.9 By creating a typology for the boundaries and 
examining field morphology, then studying the relationship of the fields 
with tin workings, pits, leats, etc.—established using vertical aerial 
photographs and fieldwork—it has been possible to formulate the 
beginnings of an understanding of how this piece of landscape evolved.

Documentary sources were used to establish a likely trend for the 
earliest colonisation of the area, as well as supplying information about 
the names of tenants of individual holdings as settlement progressed. 
The connection of these tenants with the tin industry became apparent 
when this information was cross-referenced with documents giving 
names of shareholders of various tinworks in the area, and information 
from the stannary coinage rolls.

Agriculture and Settlement

General
We have a far-from-clear picture of early medieval colonisation on the 
Dartmoor fringes. Fragmentary documentary evidence, a negligible 
amount of archaeological excavation and a minimal quantity of fieldwork 
(Linehan10 is still the standard work), have left us still with a poor 
understanding of the subject. Where excavations have taken place, 
interpretation is less than definitive, as at Okehampton Park where 
dating has proved difficult,11 and Hound Tor Village where we are still 
in a state of flux as academic opinion fails to agree on the earliest 
origins for the site.1213 The lack of datable evidence usually makes it 
necessary to assimilate early site chronologies with existing economic 
and climatic models, rather than using excavated evidence specific to 
a site, with only desertion dates seeming to be successfully established.

The pioneer work of Fleming and Ralph14 has indicated the possibility 
of tenth and eleventh century farming activity on Holne Moor but their 
chronology relies heavily on the use of corn-ditch walls as a dating 
horizon; a theory which, although plausible, is not fully tested.

Hoskins’ belief that the majority of Devon’s settlements, particularly 
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the isolated farmstead, occurred between 1086 and 1350, is now partly 
disputed, with Fox and other scholars believing the post-Roman and 
early medieval period to have been far more important than had 
Hoskins.15 It is certainly difficult to define the place of the moorland 
fringes within Hoskins’ statement:

By 1350 nearly every name was written on the map of Devon, 
nearly every line was drawn. Only on the highest ground were 
there blank spaces still waiting to be filled.16

However, one of Hoskins’ examples was the case of Cholwich in 
Cornwood parish, for which an early thirteenth century charter exists 
setting out the boundary of the holding1' and this could be a typical 
date for earliest colonisation on south-west Dartmoor in areas of over 
330 m (goo ft) OD. Hoskins also considered that the majority of Devon’s 
wastes were initially colonised by the rising number of free tenants 
between 1150 and 1250,18 given particular incentive under the dis
afforestation of Devon in 120419 and that the creation of new holdings 
had ceased by 1350, due to the Black Death.20 Such ideas do accord 
well with more general theories regarding colonisation in the middle 
ages, especially those based on demographic statistics, which argue for 
the creation of new settlements in marginal areas as having been a 
reaction to the peaking of medieval population in the late thirteenth 
century.

Within the Forest of Dartmoor, early settlement is more securely 
documented to the later half of the thirteenth century after dis
afforestation in 1240 and the release of the Royal Forest in this way is 
traditionally viewed as having helped relieve the land hunger, caused 
by rising population in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.21 It follows 
therefore that the border parishes of Dartmoor, outside the forest 
restrictions, such as Walkhampton, could have been settled even earlier.

Fox has identified two forms of settlement which were typical of this 
period of assarting on the south-west uplands, i.e. twelfth and thirteenth 
century. The hamlet was occupied by two or more tenants, each with 
their own buildings and each of whom had a share of the enclosed 
fields often intermixed within the group of enclosures which made up 
the hamlet, so as to give each tenant a fair share of both productive 
and low grade land. The ‘ring fence farm’ was founded and enclosed 
by a single colonist, the result of which was a farmstead and a system 
of fields forming a compact unit under the management of one tenant.22 
The date range for such farm foundations is based only on historical 
and economic trends and is therefore necessarily broad. We cannot be 
at all specific in terms of one area or one farm.

For the later medieval period it is very difficult to gain a clear 
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understanding of how settlement developed, from either field or doc
umentary evidence. Hoskins believed that the ‘typical farmer of Stuart 
times, had house and farm buildings rebuilt since 1580 and the buildings 
of medieval predecessors swept away’23 but such generalisations, which 
in this case refers to the whole of Devon, are of little help when trying 
to date specific farm remains or localised trends, which may vary 
between topographically differing areas of the county.

Farms in the Study Area

Within the present study area, despite the existence of several pieces of 
documentary evidence of thirteenth and fourteenth century date, which 
refer to some of the holdings by name (e.g. Middleworth, Stanlake, 
Combeshead—1281, Kingsett—1333, Deancombe—1317),24 there is no 
field evidence which may be confidently assigned to this ‘early’ period, 
as the structures at all these documented sites were certainly rebuilt 
and the boundaries refurbished at a later date.

There is one undocumented site, however, which demonstrates early 
characteristics and was clearly abandoned long before any modification 
could take place. Turf-covered, stone wall foundations, protruding 
slightly above ground level, are all that has survived of a longhouse, 
sitting obliquely on the moderately-sloping northern hillside of Down 
Tor. Associated with the ruined structure are vestiges of an earthwork 
bank which once formed part of an enclosure (Fig. 2). The longhouse 
walls were constructed from stone, which was probably not used as a 
building material on Dartmoor until the late twelfth and early thirteenth 
century,25 and the few Dartmoor examples of similar such longhouses 
which have been excavated, have demonstrated desertion to have 
occurred before the end of the fourteenth century.26 The occupation of 
the site may therefore be provisionally dated to between 1150 and 1400 
and it could be representative of the early layout of the many farmsteads 
documented to that period in the area.

Such early structural evidence is not so easily identified at the farms 
which have continuity of occupation and which may have been rebuilt 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, early en
closures may have become fossilised within the later fields and searching 
for them could prove rewarding.

The survival of the unitary nature of the farm holdings, which is to 
be observed on the Tithe Maps and could have early origins, may be 
due to the long survival of the demesne administration. The Domesday 
Manor of Walkhampton was royal demesne until Henry I granted it to 
the de Redvers family, Earls of Devon, in 1141, in whose possession it 
stayed until Amis, mother of Isabella de Fortibus, presented it along
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Fig. 2. Deserted farmstead at Down Tor.

with Buckland Monachorum and Bickleigh, to her newly-founded abbey 
at Buckland in 1278.27 The Manor remained in monastic hands until 
the dissolution, when it was sold to the Slanning family in 1546. 
Successive descendants of the Slannings retained the lands until 1798 
when it was again sold, this time to Sir Massey Lopes28 with whose 
family it remained until purchased by Plymouth Corporation Water 
Works in 1916.29 This continuity of manorial ownership made certain 
that all the farms remained as customary tenancies, and prevented the 
engrossing and attachment by bigger farms which occurred in areas 
where freeholds existed in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Boundary Types (Fig. 3)
Walls Dry-stone walls on Dartmoor can usually be quite confidently 
dated to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when they were used
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Dry-stone wall Corn ditch

Single-sided wall bank

Revetment wall Orthostat wall

Fig. 3. Boundary types (scale is approximate).

Double-sided wall bank
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as a quick method of enclosure during the ‘improver’ period. Within 
the study area, however, they may have been used for newtakes as early 
as the late seventeenth century (see Roundepark below). Dartmoor’s 
weathered granite is an unsuitable material for dry-walling and requires 
much maintenance, hence the lack of an early tradition for its use.

banks—double sided These boundaries consist of a core of earth 
with a vertical, though slightly battered, facing of granite stones on both 
sides. The dimensions vary considerably but a large example may be 
2 m high by over 1.5 m thick. The banks would often have carried 
hedges of blackthorn or holly. Fleming and Ralph, in their study, 
consider this particular boundary to be of late or post-medieval date.30

Corn-ditch walls The corn-ditch wall is traditionally believed to have 
been used for enclosures which were adjacent to the Royal Forest as a 
means of preventing deer from entering enclosed land but, should they 
do so, the wall is designed so as not to impede their return to the forest. 
It has a characteristic appearance with a sloping inner bank and a 
vertical stone revetment to the exterior with ditch. Fleming and Ralph 
believed the occurrence of these boundaries to be an important dating 
horizon, suggesting they were no longer constructed after 1240 when 
Dartmoor was disafforested.31 Within the present study area there are 
several sections of wall having the appearance of a corn-ditch, though 
few are likely to be true corn-ditches as other explanations may exist 
for them which will be discussed below as they occur.

Wall banks—single-sided The single-sided wall bank is the most common 
of boundary types found within the study area. In appearance it is 
essentially similar to the corn-ditch, with sloping interior bank and 
revetted stone exterior, the major difference being the absence of the 
ditch. There seems to be no clear reasoning in many situations behind 
the choice of this type in favour of the double-sided wall bank. However, 
the single-sided version is used far more commonly as the outermost 
boundary of a holding, in which application the revetment is always on 
the exterior. This suggests that, like the corn-ditch, an important part 
of the design was to keep animals out of enclosed land, some of which 
may well have been arable, rather than keeping livestock in.

Revetment walls Revetment walls have been used almost exclusively to 
establish or re-establish field boundaries in areas where tin working has 
taken place. They consist only of a vertical wall face, cut into and built 
against the upper portion of a tinwork escarpment, forming a boundary 
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between tinwork and field. The top of the wall is always level with the 
surface of the field and in many cases hedges formed a part of the 
boundary. Once again these walls are clearly designed to prevent animals 
from entering agricultural land, rather than leaving it.

Orthostat walls The orthostat wall, of which only one example has been 
recorded in the study area, consists of a row of closely placed orthostats 
with the addition of dry stone to fill remaining gaps. It is highly likely 
to be a case of re-use of an existing prehistoric wall.

The Farms: Field and Documentary Evidence

There are fourteen deserted farms within the study area (Fig. i). The 
nine farms described below are those from the Newleycombe valley and 
three from the Narrator valley which have been examined in detail in 
the field. A further five farms within the Meavy and Narrator valleys 
have received less detailed fieldwork due to the current programme of 
forestry activity in the area, although they are considered in the tin- 
working section and in any general overviews. Where individual fields 
are mentioned in the text, the numbering system used is that of the 
Walkhampton Tithe Map of 1839. Spellings used for the farms are those 
by which they are most commonly known today. Where this is at 
variance with Ordnance Survey and other documentary sources, the 
alternative spellings are given in the notes section.

Nosworthy (Fig. 4)
Nosworthy32 is the lowest lying of the Newleycombe farms and forms a 
compact unit filling the space between the confluence of the River 
Meavy and Newleycombe Lake. The quality of the land is among the 
best in the study area, with a high percentage of the fields having been 
improved.

Documentary evidence The earliest document which refers to Nosworthy 
is a Court Roll of 138433 but it is likely to have existed some time prior 
to this given its prime position and the earlier documentary dates of 
surrounding farms (e.g. Middleworth 1281, Leathertor 1317). Further 
documentary references show the site to have probable continuity of 
occupation up until final abandonment at the end of the nineteenth 
century, but by 1905 the land of Nosworthy had been absorbed into 
Kingsett.34

Field evidence On the Tithe map of 1839, Nosworthy included three
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Fig. 4. Nosworthy and Kingsett Farms. 
‘Io ’ indicates position of leat opening in wall. 

(For key see Fig. y, p. 21g)
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fields which were probably originally part of the holding of Kea- 
glesborough, two out of the three fields having that name and these 
were probably a later addition to Nosworthy. The curving corners of 
field nos 974 and 977 certainly imply that these walls once formed 
Nosworthy’s outer boundary to the wastes. Also, the widening of the 
lane to the north-east of point ‘a’ suggest this the upper, wider section 
to have been a droveway, leading out directly to the commons, with a 
moorgate at point ‘a’.

Field morphology at Nosworthy has demonstrated the possibility of 
some ‘organic’ growth. The curvature of the north corner wall of 967 
and its eastern continuation beyond the lane is suggestive of perhaps 
an early phase and similar curvature on the outermost walls and the 
sub-divisions in the north fields offer a possible second phase. It is also 
interesting to note that the outer north boundary of the holding is 
one of only a few in the study area which has possible corn-ditch 
characteristics. However, it rather suspiciously terminates at the junction 
of the 974/975 dividing wall.

The fields of Nosworthy have suffered very little interference at the 
hands of the tinners, with only the alluvial plane of Newleycombe Lake 
having been worked to any extent. A row of pits straddles the wall of 
a field called ‘pits park’35 but this is the only evidence of lode working 
within the holding. There are two tin mills at Nosworthy, though both 
are sited within tinworkings and not strictly within the working area of 
the farm.

Kingsett (Fig. 4)
Kingsett36 occupies a low lying, gently sloping area on the northern side 
of the Newleycombe Valley and although now isolated from the commons 
by Nosworthy, Classiwell and Roundepark, it was probably at one time 
an insular unit or ‘ringfence’ farm and among the most likely candidates 
for such within the study area.

Documentary evidence Not only does Kingsett have the earliest doc
umentation of any of the Newleycombe Lake farms in 1333,37 but it was 
also the only farm in the valley to have remained occupied into the 
twentieth century, being finally abandoned in 192538 with all the other 
farms having been absorbed into it by 1900.39 In 1886 the farm underwent 
a certain amount of improvement under the ownership of the Maristow 
estate, when farm buildings were rebuilt or newly erected and com
memorated by an inscribed lintel.40

Field evidence Field no. 1004 on the northern end of the holding has 
had a ‘new’ dry-stone wall constructed within it, dividing it into two 
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fields and this is not marked on the Tithe Map, suggesting it to be of 
recent date. Also, many of the earlier walls were repaired using dry-stone 
technique, including a section of the north-east boundary, the stone for 
which must have come from two former dividing walls which have been 
robbed since 183g. These nineteenth century alterations have made the 
walls patchy in places and understanding the earlier fabric is difficult. 
However, the farm as a whole does appear to have some unity. The 
western boundary is made up of substantial wall banks, many of 
which have been constructed since the disuse of the large tinwork 
(Keaglesborough), which defines the western end, and may have replaced 
earlier boundaries destroyed by tinworking. The southern riverine edge 
of the holding consists of a revetment wall partitioning off the valley 
floor streamworks over the entire length of the farm. The tinworked 
areas were still a part of the farm, however.

The northern and eastern outer boundaries may represent an earlier 
layout which predates the major tinworking episodes. The northern 
wall is made up of a single-sided wall bank but has been frequently 
repaired using a variety of other walling techniques, including a long 
stretch of dry stone, but the eastern section is a very thick, high, 
double-sided wall bank and more substantial than any of the internal 
walls, giving a suitable boundary to the commons. The curvature of the 
north-east boundary and its continuity in both directions, coupled with 
the fact that the adjoining walls of neighbouring Classiwell farm abut 
this boundary at right angles and are clearly later, certainly tend to 
confirm this as a long established outer boundary for Kingsett.

Interference by tinworking has been extensive within the Kingsett 
enclosures. The alluvial workings have been excluded from the enclosed 
land by revetment walls in the usual way, although it is unclear whether 
some tinworking already existed before the establishment of the farm 
(see section on tinworks below). To the west is the massive opencast 
working called Keaglesborough, the eastern arm of which has pits 
extending across to and beyond the farm. To the south of the central 
area of the farm, a wide stroll leads down to the river. The ground 
between the walls of the stroll has been heavily disturbed by tinworking 
making passage difficult.

Keaglesborough (Fig. 5)
The area known as Keaglesborough lies between Nosworthy and King
sett and is something of an enigma in terms of firm documentary 
evidence but it is possible that a holding of that name once existed 
judging by field names and field evidence.

Documentary evidence On the Tithe Apportionment of 183g, Keagles
borough is mentioned as an individual holding but consisted of only
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Fig. 5. Key to symbols used in farm plans, figs. 4-8. 
Plan of Keaglesborough enclosures.

three fields which were rented by the tenant of Nosworthy at that time; 
no buildings are mentioned. Three additional fields, two of which have 
the name of Keaglesborough and a third which was clearly not originally 
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part of Nosworthy, had already been absorbed into Nosworthy before 
183g. Together these six fields add up to a probable farm unit which 
was likely to have been a smaller, later holding, filling the remaining 
waste between the two ringfence farms of Nosworthy and Kingsett. 
However, there is no obvious explanation as to why no buildings survive 
or where they would have stood.

The earliest reference to Keaglesborough comes indirectly, from a 
Manor Court Roll of 1565, when James Odymer was ‘admitted tenant 
of a [tin] mill with appurtenances called Kekelles Burrowgh mill viz a 
blowing mill with a croft of land’.41 In the Walkhampton Survey of 1584 
John Stutworthy and Juliana Rede had been tenants of two mills since 
1577 ‘called Keigells Borrowe Mylles . . . and a croft of land adjacent’.42 
Neither document mentions the extent of the croft. The adjacent 
tinworking, also called ‘Keggelysburgh’, is mentioned as early as 1505.43 
It seems likely that the later ‘croft’ took the name of the existing tinwork, 
although the ‘burgh’ element could equally imply an enclosure or 
holding of some sort as the origin of the name.

Field evidence The morphology of the fields supports the probable later 
date for Keaglesborough, which fills the remaining space between the 
two other farms. Most of the walls are essentially sub-divisional in their 
purpose. At the northernmost end, the deep opencast tinworking has 
sliced across two of the fields, the boundaries of which have been 
redefined at a later date using single-sided wall banks and revetment 
walls. Field no. 982 has been created entirely by reclamation of tinworked 
ground. The northern wall of this enclosure, which defines the outer 
edge of the tinwork and forms the southern side of the lane, is certainly 
of a different date than the adjoining sections of the wall of which it is 
a part, being lower and less well made. Built into this now collapsed 
wall is a discarded mortarstone with two hollows in which tin was 
crushed by mechanical stamps (SX 57507000), and this would certainly 
have come from one of the documented Keaglesborough tin mills. If 
the mills were used as a quarry source for creating or reinstating field 
boundaries then this would explain the lack of any structural evidence 
for the mills today.

Clear evidence that the tinwbrk was later than at least one of the 
enclosure walls is to be seen about halfway along the opencast where 
the south wall of field no. 981, a double-sided wall bank, has been cut 
by the working.

Classiwell (Fig. 6)
Classiwell44 is the smallest of the Newleycombe Lake holdings lying 
between Kingsett to the west and Newleycombe Farm to the east. It
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Fig. 6. Newley combe, Roundepark and Classiwell Farms. 
‘Io’ indicates position of leat opening in wall.
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shares its name with an exceptionally large, well-known tinwork nearby 
to the north (SX 58207045) but there is no certainty as to which was 
the earlier.

Documentary evidence The farm first enters the known documentary 
record on the Walkhampton Survey of 158545 but is generally less well 
documented than most in the area. It was still occupied in 183946 and 
would have been abandoned between then and 1900, when the land 
was absorbed into Kingsett.47 The lack of any mention of the site earlier 
than the sixteenth century presents the possibility of this being a later 
intake of land (see also Newleycombe Farm below) although it would 
have been founded before 1585.

Field evidence The field remains help support the idea of a later founding 
date and it is clear that Classiwell is later than Kingsett by the fact that 
the walls abut the curving outer boundary of Kingsett at right angles. 
At the eastern extremity of the holding the boundary is common with 
Newleycombe Farm but has been so interfered with by tinworks that 
no clear boundary type exists. However, the fields to the north of both 
farms appear to be part of the same programme of enclosure with a 
continuity of the outer boundaries and it is reasonable to assume that 
Classiwell’s enclosures were taken in contemporaneously with at least 
parts of Newleycombe Farm.

The northern boundary of Classiwell consists of a high, single-sided 
wall bank with external ditch, though this is unlikely to be a corn-ditch 
wall, as the ditch was probably created for drainage on this wet area 
of the hillside.

An interesting feature of one of the surviving enclosure walls is a 
probable fossilised prehistoric wall (orthostat wall on Fig. 3). If authentic, 
it is one of the few vestiges of prehistoric settlement to survive on the 
northern valley bottom of Newleycombe Lake.

The ruins of the buildings at Classiwell, which unlike others in the 
area were not rebuilt during the nineteenth century, probably reflect 
their last rebuild, and under Hoskins’ general scheme this is likely to 
have been since the late sixteenth century.48 There is also the possibility, 
which coincides with the lack of earlier documentary evidence, that the 
remaining structures are not a rebuild but founders’ buildings of early 
sixteenth century date. Amid the ruins are two chamfered, granite 
window components which are of Tudor character and would give a 
provisional date of sixteenth to seventeenth centuries to the building of 
which they were a part.

The most striking feature of Classiwell is the fact that so much of its 
land has been lost to tinworking. Not only has there been the usual 
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valley floor streaming activity but also there are two very large and 
deep streamworks extending into the lower enclosures. The diversion 
of water courses to these workings and those to the north has interfered 
with the natural drainage of the hillside to such an extent that some 
areas of enclosed land are now just bog. An attempt has been made to 
isolate the usable areas by building revetment walls around them but 
even these walls are now disappearing in the bog. By estimate, one 
third of the land at Classiwell has been lost due to tinworking.

Newleycombe Farm (Fig. 6)
Newleycombe49 is the easternmost of the Newleycombe valley farms 
and forms a peninsula which extends into the wastes.

Documentary evidence Like Classiwell, Newleycombe Farm lacks early 
documentation and a document of 1444 mentioned by Gover which 
refers to ‘Newalcombe’ is in fact to a tinwork and not the farm.50 The 
first definite reference comes in 1584 with the Survey of Walkhampton,51 
others appear in the seventeenth century, and according to a map of 
1840 the site was in ruins at that date.52 By 1905 the land had become 
part of Kingsett Farm.53

Field evidence It has already been argued that parts of Newleycombe 
Farm or even all of it were enclosed contemporaneously with Classiwell, 
although there can be no certain date for this. However, Newleycombe 
was likely to have been enclosed before the major tinworking episode 
within this part of the valley, as many sections of the enclosure walls 
represent repair work or separation of tinworks from usable land. There 
has been massive intrusion by tinworking in all areas of the farm, much 
of which has been walled off by revetment walls.

The northern and eastern outer boundary of the farm are high, 
single-sided wall banks, often with a ditch to the exterior. Again these 
are unlikely to be corn-ditches and are probably more to do with 
drainage on this wet area of the hillside, which has come about as a 
result of the tinworkings to the north of the farm. A further element of 
this attempt at drainage is the gully which separates 1035 and 1039. It 
is essentially a downhill continuation of the outer boundary wall with 
a deep ditch contained between two walls. The ditch continues into a 
gully which leads down to river level.

Several field boundaries which are drawn on the Tithe map are no 
longer visible today and in several cases clearly never existed in any 
substantial form if at all. Field no. 1034, for example, exists only as a 
low escarpment which was created as a result of tinworking.

The southern boundary of field 1025 °f interest because it is one 
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of the only fields in the study area to have been created from an area 
of tin streamworks and is clearly later than the main period of enclosure 
for this farm. A section of an earlier southern field boundary was 
removed when this field was constructed.

The ruined buildings at Newleycombe may, like Classiwell, represent 
sixteenth or seventeenth century structures as there was unlikely to be 
any rebuilding here during the nineteenth century. However, the ruins 
are very poorly preserved.

Roundepark (Fig. 6)
Roundepark, which gained its name from the many prehistoric hut 
circles contained within its fields, was likely to have been the last farm 
created in the Newleycombe valley as well as being occupied for the 
shortest period.

Documentary evidence There is a dearth of early documentary references 
to Roundepark, the first known reference being in the 1780s/1 By 1839 
the land was being leased by the tenants of Leathertor33 and, in a 
photograph taken by Robert Burnard in 1894, the building is in an 
advanced state of decay, with the roof missing and the walls collapsing.36 
An important feature of Burnard’s photograph of Roundepark is the 
inscribed door lintel which reads PC 1688 (since removed). There is no 
reason to doubt that this was the construction date of the building 
rather than commemorating a rebuild and it may also be the founding 
date of the holding.

Field evidence The holding of Roundepark has a roughly triangular 
outline, fitting between two moor lanes and having its third eastern side 
facing the commons. Both of the lanes exist because of the creation of 
Roundepark, to give continued access to the commons for the lower, 
pre-existing farms. The farm buildings are now buried beneath forest 
debris, but enough survives in Burnard’s photograph to demonstrate 
the house to have once been a substantial two-storey structure.

The most obviously late feature of Roundepark is the type of boundary 
which is predominantly the dry-stone wall. Some of these walls are a 
fossilisation of the prehistoric settlement on which Roundepark is built, 
which have been raised in height by piling on more stones, though 
without the orthostats found at Classiwell, A good number of hut circles 
survive in the easternmost fields which have never been improved. The 
eastern boundary and the walls in the immediate vicinity of the farm 
are of a higher quality dry-stone wall and compare in appearance with 
the walls of the eighteenth century ‘improver’ period on Dartmoor. The 
walls which form the sides of the two lanes are of the more traditional 
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single-sided wall bank type and the divisions of the lower fields, which 
interestingly have all been improved, are of wall banks also.

Unfortunately, the re-use of prehistoric walls with crude dry-stone 
technique cannot be even approximately dated, and it occurs also at 
Combeshead and at Stanlake which have much earlier documented 
histories. Also the use of the ostensibly earlier single-sided wall banks 
to form a lane could be due to the need for a more robust, higher 
boundary (probably with hedges) in this situation. However, it is notable 
that the triangle of Roundepark has been truncated by a double-sided 
wall bank and all of the dividing boundaries to the east of that wall are 
dry stone, while all to the west are wall banks. Although implying two 
episodes of enclosure, an alternative explanation could be that the 
robustness of the walling in rough grazing areas was not considered as 
important as for those in meadows and arable fields at the time these 
enclosures were laid out.

The absence of any early documentation, particularly from the 1585 
survey together with the 1668 door inscription and the predominance 
of late appearance walls, tends to confirm the seventeenth century 
founding date for this farm.

Roundepark has been virtually unscathed by tinning with the ex
ception of one leat running parallel with the double-sided wall bank, 
but this is barely visible today.

Deancombe, East and West (Fig. 7)
East and West Deancombe, although both ringfence farms, share their 
settlement focus at one site, with common access to the moors via a 
narrow lane. This centralised layout suggests these two farms to have 
evolved in parallel, though they are very different.

Documentary evidence Despite ‘Denecomb’ being first mentioned in 1371/' 
it is not until 1566 that the division of East and West is documented/8 
In 1506 ‘Dennecomb’ is described as a ‘villat’ in the Forester’s accounts.59 
The farm is well documented through the sixteenth to nineteenth 
centuries and was abandoned early in the twentieth century, although 
the exact date appears to be unrecorded by Dartmoor writers.

Field evidence (West) West Deancombe contains only four fields which 
have in any way been improved. The remaining fields are heavily 
boulder-strewn and, though enclosed, have never been reclaimed from 
a moorland state and could never have been anything other than 
very low-grade grazing. All the boundaries of West Deancombe are 
single-sided wall banks apart from two very short lengths and one stretch 
of dry-stone repair.
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Fig. 7. East and West Deancombe Farms. 
‘Io’ indicates position of leat opening in wall.

There is a good case for at least two phases of enclosure. The limit 
of the earlier phase is marked as ‘inner boundary line’ on Fig. 7, and 
the higher fields north of that line are probably a later addition. This 
ties in well with evidence at East Deancombe where a similar inner 
boundary, which appears to be a continuation of this wall, separates 
the later newtakes.

The poor quality of the land at West Deancombe has been com
pounded in places by the extensive tinworking which has taken place 
in many of the fields, where several large, deep openworks extend 
through the enclosures, running on an approximately north to south 
orientation.

Field evidence (East) In striking contrast to West Deancombe, East 
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Deancombe has had a very much higher proportion of its enclosures 
improved and has what is essentially an ‘infield outfield’ system. The 
fields that are close to the settlement and those on the gently sloping 
land of the valley bottom are regular in shape and all except for a few 
of the boundaries to these fields are constructed in a stout, double-sided 
wall bank. The enclosure walls of the ‘outfield’ area incorporate far 
more dry-stone walls, though some of these have been rebuilt on older 
wall banks. A sub-circular enclosure on the eastern side is clearly a 
re-used prehistoric settlement wall and contains several hut circles. 
These outer enclosures are on very rough ground filled with loose 
boulders. At the northern end of the site a later newtake has taken in 
a large area of moorland which has never been improved. The southern 
wall of this newtake (i.e. the earlier outer boundary) is of a corn-ditch 
type, although its western end has been destroyed by tinworking and 
the boundary reinstated a little lower down the hill, in a different style. 
A vestige of the destroyed portion of the wall is still visible among the 
tinworkings. On its own this piece of corn-ditch has to be treated with 
suspicion and may well not be all that it appears. It could merely be a 
single-sided wall bank to which a ditch has been added, possibly by the 
tinners when collecting and diverting water.

Apart from a very narrow strip of alluvial workings along its southern 
edge, the only other tinworking disturbance within the holding is in the 
outer rough pasture where several pit type lode workings have scarred 
the ground.

There can of course be no certainty as to how recently the field 
improvement and clearance took place and the uniform style of the 
improved field boundaries could be simply explained as a programme 
of repair. Given the intensity of tinworking in the surrounding area, 
the near total lack of it within the improved land at East Deancombe 
must be more than a coincidence and could have been a deliberate 
policy by successive tenants, perhaps because of the high quality of the 
land which in turn would explain the apparent importance given to the 
status of its enclosures.

Combeshead Farm (Fig. 8)
Combeshead60 is the farthest east of the Narrator valley farms, occupying 
an area of ground which is bounded on two sides by the river and 
includes Combeshead Tor within its outer Newtake. It contains some 
of the poorest farmland in the area.

Documentary evidence The earliest reference to Combeshead is in 128161 
when it was the home of one ‘Warin de Cumbesheved’. However, the 
farm is generally less well documented than many others in the area
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Fig. 8. Combeshead Farm.
‘Io’ indicates position of leat opening in wall.

and most of the documents consulted as part of the current survey failed 
to mention the place at all. In the 1584 survey, however, ‘Dombshead’ 
is occupied by Hugh Littletor who also leased a Blowing Mill nearby,62 
the whereabouts of which are not known. The last tenant of Combeshead 
died there in 1932.63

Field evidence The field boundaries are a combination of wall banks 
and dry-stone walls and the latter often includes re-use of the former. 
The outer boundary wall of the holding, on the northern side, which 
encloses the large newtake field is constructed in a substantial single-sided 
wall bank, although where it runs through the tinworks to the east the 
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dry-stone technique has been used. The internal boundaries of the farm 
are a curious mixture of boundary types for which a satisfactory 
interpretation is not immediately obvious. However, there is a pre
dominance of wall banks surrounding the lower lying fields, among 
which are several that have been improved. The dry-stone walls are 
mostly of a particularly crude type, and tend to have been used for the 
enclosure of the higher ground, much of which is extremely low 
grade grazing and very densely scattered with the clitter boulders from 
Combeshead Tor. Some of these large boulders have been incorporated 
into the walls while still in situ. There are several examples of wall 
banks within the make-up of these upper enclosures, so no general rules 
may be applied here. Also, in several places there is evidence of wall 
banks having been rebuilt in a dry-stone form. There are many enclosure 
boundaries within the holding which were clearly abandoned long 
before the final demise of the farm itself including several which were 
either out of use or had become amalgamated by 1839 when they were 
omitted from the Tithe Map. One particularly important example is to 
be found at the far east of the enclosures where a corner of a one-time 
field wall, a single-sided wall bank, has been abandoned after tinworking 
destroyed a further section of it.

Like West Deancombe, the exceedingly rocky enclosures of Combes
head reveal it to have been a farm which was mostly given over to 
pastoralism, although some of its lower improved fields could once have 
raised crops. Its earliest surviving field boundaries are wall banks 
although much subdivision and repair has been carried out using 
dry-stone wall. Under the current assumed dating framework for dry 
stone on Dartmoor, the most likely explanation for this work is that it 
represents improvement and repair dating from the seventeenth century 
onwards. As at Roundepark where a similar situation exists, the need 
for highly stockproof boundaries may not have been considered necessary 
in areas away from cultivated fields.

If taken as a percentage of the total lands of Combeshead, then 
tinworking has been insignificant, although the valley floor has been 
streamed and several tinners’ leats run through the enclosures.

Discussion and Summary of Farms and Enclosure

Although the farms within the study area are superficially similar, close 
examination in the field has demonstrated some diversity.

Some of the single farmsteads with early documentation such as 
Kingsett, Nosworthy and Combeshead fit well into the category of 
ringfence farm. With the exception of Kingsett, these farms did not 
have a visibly isolated early phase as witnessed by Austin et al. on 
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Bodmin Moor;64 close proximity and perhaps rapid growth created a 
more merged enclosure pattern.

Middleworth and Leathertor, which also had early founding dates 
and had east-west divisions in place before 1584, were not examined 
in detail as part of this survey but appear to fit the shared tenement 
type, although the interspersed nature of the fields is not particularly 
noteworthy at either farm (see Fig. 1). East and West Deancombe 
together form an interesting hybrid where two ringfence farms have a 
shared settlement focus, though the disparate nature of the land util
isation at these two farms demonstrates very individual approaches to 
land management.

Chronologically, the field evidence and documentation have combined 
to reveal that the development of settlement within the area was not 
the product of one period but probably evolved over many centuries. 
The thirteenth and early fourteenth century documentation for some 
of the farms tends to agree with Hoskins’ original framework for 
early colonisation and coincides with his thirteenth century Cholwich 
example.65 Earlier unrecorded occupation of the farms is a possibility 
we have also to consider. Other farms within the study area may have 
been created at a later date during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
e.g. Riddipit, Classiwell and Newleycombe, and the final episode of 
enclosure was the creation of Roundepark in the seventeenth century.

The typological study of the enclosure walls has proved a little 
unrewarding in terms of chronology, as it has not been possible with 
certainty to establish whether early walls survive in their original form. 
However, the opportunity to examine walls in detail has been very useful 
in providing further evidence about their relationship with tinworks, 
reinforcing statements based on the evidence of repairs and in
consistencies in field boundaries caused by tinworking. In general the 
wall banks, both single and double-sided, cannot be dated with any 
confidence to a time earlier than when documented tinworks first started 
cutting into them in the late fifteenth century (see tinworks section 
below). The dearth of corn-ditches is a little unexpected and, under 
Fleming and Ralph’s scheme, points to no Forest period settlement in 
the area, which is perhaps surprising. Dry-stone walls are probably of 
a generally later date than wall banks, although at Roundepark their 
presence would suggest a mid-seventeenth century date for their use 
which is earlier than has usually been attributed to them in the past 
(e.g. Fleming and Ralph).66 Some dry-stone walling in this area has 
been used for repair of former wall banks, as at Combeshead. The 
extent of tinworking within the different holdings varies considerably 
and this will be examined next.
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The Tin Industry

Remains from the tin industry are among the most noticeable evidence 
of past human activity on Dartmoor. While it is highly likely that 
tinworking was taking place on Dartmoor in the prehistoric period, 
evidence for this is yet to be recognised, and similarly, for the early 
medieval period we are still without physical evidence of mining activity, 
despite a recent, strong argument for Dartmoor’s mineral wealth having 
been responsible for the siting of a burh at Lydford.67 The problem is 
that the great majority of tinworks cannot be accurately dated. Only 
those for which specific documentary evidence survives can we be sure 
of the existence of a tinwork at a certain moment in time and the 
earliest of these is from the thirteenth century.68 Even then a specific 
date gives us nothing concrete, because the mention of a working on a 
deed may not mean that it was being worked at that time and could 
merely be intended to establish or reassert the boundary of a working 
which was to be worked in the future or had already been worked. 
Nevertheless, most of our current knowledge of tinwork dates comes 
from documents which describe or name tinworks at locations still 
recognisable today. Unfortunately some other documented names have 
become lost to us in the landscape, and for many tinworks surviving on 
the ground, no documentation is known. However, there is a good 
number of tinworks for which the names are known and this aspect of 
the industry has been thoroughly researched by Greeves.69 Tinworking 
techniques probably stayed unchanged for centuries and, although a 
typology for Cornish streamworks has been created, reliable dating of 
field remains is still not possible.70

Another important documentary source is the tin production figures 
recorded by the stannaries on an annual basis. Production between 
1400 and 1600 averaged between 100 000 lb and 200 000 lb with a boom 
period between 1450 and 1550, peaking in the year 1524 with 564 000 lb. 
Earlier, in the late twelfth century, production is estimated even higher 
at 640 000 lb. After 1600 production slumped with only one more small 
peak in the early 1700s.71 It is very likely, in an area as rich in tin 
deposits as the present study area, that tinworking could have been 
occurring at any time between the twelfth and early nineteenth centuries, 
although the likelihood of earlier working must also be considered.

Tinworking in the Study Area
Numbers in square brackets refer to tinwork location on Figure 9

Ironically, the majority of the documentation for tinworks within the 
study area is concentrated around the late sixteenth and early sev
enteenth centuries, a period which was, according to stannary production
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Fig. 9. Map showing the effect of tinworking on the landscape, demonstrating the extent of tinworking 
on both enclosed land and open moorland. Based on OS 1:25000 with additional material recorded in 
the field and from aerial photographs (RAF/ CPE/UK/214g/4455,444a; CPE/UK/i8go/ 
2560,2561,2562,2564). Numbered tinworks are those mentioned in text. For a more detailed description 
of the tinworks in this area see the author’s earlier paper, The Moorland Meavy—a Tinners’ Landscape.

Rep. Trans. Devon. Ass. Advmt Sci.. 119, pp. 225-40.
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figures, one of rapid decline for the industry, with low output compared 
to a hundred years earlier. This imbalance must be a result of poor 
survival of earlier documentation rather than being a representative 
record of tinworking in this area.

Several of the recorded tinworks were in production for great lengths 
of time. Keaglesborough[i] for example is first mentioned in 1505 when 
it was said to be ‘long time before in dispute’72 but its most recent date 
is 1639.73 This could put its productive life at over 150 years and, 
although large, it is by no means the biggest in the area. Larger workings 
could by implication have had even longer working histories, despite 
the lack of earlier documentation. It is also important to note that the 
majority of these later documented sites are lode workings rather than 
streamworks. It has long been assumed that alluvial deposits, which are 
richer and more easily exploited, by streamworking, would have been 
preferred by the earlier tinners, with far more sources to choose from, 
while the opencast lode workings, which required greater effort for less 
reward, are more likely to be of a later date, probably later than 1400.74

Documentaiy evidence
Although there are many documented tinworks which may be ap
proximately provenanced on the ground, only a very few have precise 
descriptions of their whereabouts. Two for which a clear location is 
given are ‘Milkwill’ and ‘Milkwill Pitts’[2] for which, in 1690, bounds 
are given and they are described as ‘at Middleworth’.73 Kea- 
glesborough[i] also had its location described as ‘lieing between Cla- 
sawill[3] and Redapitt beamed] streaming into Peikes Park’.76 Redapitt, 
also mentioned in 1611,77 is clearly the working which lies beside the 
farm of the same name. Other sites which may be less precisely 
provenanced, though may be within farmland, are those in the area of 
Deancombe including: Denbrook 1622;78 Deancombe Lane, Deancombe 
Land;79 Deancombe Parkes 1600;80 Heath Pitts and Shullabere Pitts 
1609—described as ‘lying at Dencombe’.81 These sites are likely to be 
among the extensive workings within the fields of West Deancombe. 
Great Kingston [5] mentioned in 161182 could well be one of the workings 
sited in the field of that name at East Deancombe, i.e. the outermost 
newtake.

Outside the enclosed land, several other workings with dates may 
also be identified. These are: Classiwell[3] 1625;83 Willabeam[6] 1625;84 
Cramberwarke[7] I4g6;8:> Cramber Down 1538.86 The intensity of tin- 
working as a whole within the entire area in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries demonstrates there to have been no noticeably different attitude 
to the mineral exploitation of either moorland or farmland. Documented 
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sites, however, form only a fraction of the total within the area, where 
many tinworks remain unnamed and undated.

Field evidence
Although it is clear that tinworking was taking place on land which has 
also at some time seen agricultural use, it is necessary to closely examine 
relationships between the field remains of these two activities to establish 
details of the chronology for this. It has already been noted above that 
tinworked areas within the boundary of a farm have usually been walled 
off or isolated. There can be no certainty, however, especially at 
streamwork sites, that the tinwork did not pre-date the creation of the 
enclosure. There is every reason to suspect, for example, that some of 
the rich valley floor streamworks could date from the twelfth century 
boom period, before any farms are documented, though there is no 
way of proving it, as early tinwork documentation is extremely rare. In 
the case ofClassiwell Farm, for example, where extensive stream works [8] 
appear to have spoiled much of the southern area, it is possible that 
the farm represents an attempt at enclosing the available land within a 
given area, including old tinworks. However, although usually walled 
off, the tinworks are still a part of the farm (Tithes were still payable 
on them in 1839) and it is unlikely that such extremely low-grade land 
would be deliberately enclosed as part of a farm’s original expansion. 
It is far more likely that such fields represent agricultural land, which 
was exploited for tin after the original enclosing, only to be returned 
to farmland when tinning ceased. The tenants were still bound to pay 
rental for this land and were making the best of it by use as rough 
grazing.

There are many clues which tell us with some certainty that tinworking 
and farming were happening during approximately the same period 
within certain areas of the enclosed land. As work proceeded in an 
opencast lode working, any pre-existing field walls would be destroyed 
as work progressed, as at Keaglesborough[i], already discussed. This 
would in turn cause incongruity in the field layout after the re
establishment of the field boundaries and many noticeable instances of 
repair. The large openwork and associated workings which cut through 
the fields of Newleycombe Farm[g] have left one section of wall com
pletely isolated and now serving no purpose, and the field to the north 
which was clearly once an approximate rectangle is now separated from 
the tinwork by a wavy revetment wall following the edge of the working. 
On the eastern boundary of the same farm a section of tinwork has 
pierced the wall which has later been repaired using a notably different 
style of walling.
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The very deep, crescentic openwork[io], sited on the western bound

ary of West Deancombe, presents similar evidence where the continuity 
of the field wall running approximately north to south has been in
terrupted by a short section of revetment wall following the outline of 
the working and this is clearly a repair. A junction of this and another 
wall which approaches from the west is also now missing, having existed 
where the tinwork lies. A further point of interest in association with 
this working is the leat channels which once supplied it with water. One 
of these leats (the upper) follows the contour of Down Tor in an 
easterly direction. At a point where it intersects the outer field wall of 
Middleworth, an opening has been carefully built into the wall for 
the water to pass beneath (‘a’ on Fig. 9), giving clear evidence of 
contemporaneity. A more complex example of this may be seen at 
Newleycombe Farm where a leat, which once served the openwork[g], 
intersects the outer boundary wall. At this point the wall has clearly 
been patched up since the disuse of the leat. Inside the enclosures the 
leat may still be detected, although some tinners’ pits of a later date 
have destroyed a section of it. Several other examples of these leat 
openings exist and their positions are marked on Figs 4—8.

Although uncertainty has to remain over the date of many of the 
tinworks which exist within the enclosed land, there is also little doubt 
that many others were being exploited at a time when the land on 
which they are sited was being actively farmed. Documentary evidence 
has so far demonstrated this to have occurred between the fifteenth to 
seventeenth centuries but earlier occurrences must be likely.

Tinners and Tenants

There are two possible conclusions which may be drawn from this 
evidence of such disparate pressures on the land. There was either a 
conflict of interest between tinners and farmers, or, both parties were 
the same group of people and both activities formed part of a single 
economic strategy.

Documentary evidence favours the second option because, when 
documents concerned with the tenure of farm holdings are stood side 
by side with those of tinwork shareholders within the same immediate 
area, names tend to recur. Furthermore, this line of research has 
demonstrated that for all but two of the farms within the area, at least 
one tenant had either likely or definite connections with the tin industry. 
Again the evidence is concentrated between the late fifteenth and the 
seventeenth century but there are also some surprisingly early and very 
plausible equations to be made.
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The following information is presented under the heading of the 
farms. Where a person is named on a tinwork document without a 
place of residence, then the link with a farm tenant of the same name 
has to be assumed rather than proven. However, some tinworking and 
stannary documents do give domiciles.

Nosworthy
John Peke of ‘Nosworth’ was among the Jurates representing Tavistock 
Stannary at the Great Court of 1494.87 John Pyke of ‘Nosworthy’ is 
mentioned as having coined tin at the Tavistock Coinage of 1523.88 A 
tinwork which is described in 1625 as being near to Nosworthy[n] was 
named ‘Peikes Parke’ and could have associations with the Peke family.89 
In 1564 Joan Adam, wife of John Adam of Sampford Spiney’ was 
tenant at ‘Northeworthie’90 and in 1573 John Adam of Sampford Spiney 
“tinner”’ conveyed one eighth part of Deadlake tinwork[i2] to John 
Elford.91

Kingsett
In 1584 John Adam Junior held ‘Kingesheadd’92 and is likely to be 
related to the Adam family mentioned under Nosworthy who had 
tinworking connections. The tenant at ‘Kingshead’ in 1662 was Phillip 
Cockle93 and in 1700 one ‘Philip Cockle of Walkhampton “tinner”’ is 
mentioned as a witness on an indenture.94

Classiwell
Nicholas Bonsai and his wife Joan held ‘Clasawill’ in 157493 and in 
September 1550 one Nycolas Bonsall coined 195 lb of tin at Tavistock.96 
At the Manor Court of 1660 Mathew Windiat was presented for ‘suffering 
the howses of Classiwell to be in decay’.9' Earlier in 1610 a Mathew 
Windiett coined 1441b of tin at Tavistock and in 1640 is a witness on a 
deed concerning Furzehill tinwork.98 It should be stressed, however, 
that Windiat was a fairly common name on Western Dartmoor in the 
seventeenth century.

Newleycombe
In 1584 John Egbear was tenant of ‘Newlacomb’99 and in 1581 a John 
Egbeare received tinworks at Ivybridge and Stoford.100 An earlier John 
Eggebeare had shares in ‘Cramberwarkejy] tinwork.101 At the Manor 
Court of 1659 John Jeele of Newleycombe was amerced for non- 
attendance102 and in 1639 a John Jeeles was appointed attorney to 
deliver parts of tinworks.103
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Riddypit™
Elizeus Gele, Joan his wife and John their son were tenants at ‘Redapit’ 
in 1564105 and in 163g an Ellise Geele conveyed many tinworks to John 
Tom of Shaugh including a tinwork called ‘Newlacombe Ribbes the 
Souther’106 which was probably nearby in the Newleycombe valley. This 
connection would of course put Ellise Geele well into his nineties at 
least when the 163g transaction took place which perhaps makes this 
among the less plausible of the tenant-tinner links. Among the lessees 
of the tin mill which is documented at ‘Redapett’ in 1565 is one Robert 
Bryce107 who in 1556 was tenant of Pykehill Farm (GR SX54556g82) 
which, although not within the study area, is only a little over 1 km 
from Nosworthy Bridge.108

Middleworth
A particularly early link for Middleworth is found on the Ashburton 
Coinage of 1303 where a Ricardus de Middleworthi is recorded coining 
tin.109 In 1567 ‘Mydleworthie’ was held by Joan, wife of Elizeus Bailie,110 
who had in 1550 coined no lb of tin at Tavistock.111 In 1611 the Windiates 
of Deancombe and of Middleworth granted shares in tinworks at 
!Keyglesburrowe[i], Reddapit[4], Cramberplena[7], Deancombe Lane, 
Deancombe Land’, all within the study area.112

Deancombe
In 1584 Alice, widow of John Winditt, held a tenement called ‘Den- 
combe’113 and in 1582 John Windiate the elder ‘tinner, of Walkhampton’ 
conveyed one sixth part of a tinwork to Edward Mander. John Windiate 
the younger was a witness and in 1577 he was described as ‘the younger 
of Walkhampton “tinner”’.114 See also the Windiates of Classiwell and 
of Middleworth above.

Combeshead
In 1571 Hugh Littletor held ‘Dombeshead’ (probably Combeshead) and 
a blowing mill (i.e. tin smelting mill), the whereabouts of which are not 
known.115 In 1567 Hugh Littletor was appointed by his father John 
Littletor to deliver one quarter of a tinwork to Thomas Elford.116

Stanlake
Our first known reference to Stanlake in 1281 refers to one Richard de 
la Stenylake who was involved in an incident at ‘Mewyhewed’[i3] 
tinwork where a man was killed,117 although it is not clear whether 
Richard was himself a tinner. However, a Richard Stenylake is among 
the tinners who coined tin at the Ashburton Coinage in 1303.118 Stanlake’s 
other possible link with the tin industry is through the Stutworthy family 
who as a whole were deeply involved in the industry on south-west 
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Dartmoor. Unfortunately, although a John Stuteworthy de Stenelake is 
mentioned on a Manor Court Roll of 1546119 and in 1567 John Stutworthy 
is tenant of Stanlake,120 a definite equation between this John and the 
John Stutworthy who is Jurate for Tavistock Stannary in 1533121 and 
John Scotworthy who coined tin at Tavistock in 1523122 cannot be made, 
as a second John Stutworthie in 1564 held a tenement called Stokynton 
and the tin mills of Keaglesborough,12’ though they are almost certainly 
related.

Leathertor
The only reference to give a direct link between the tenants of Leathertor 
and the tin industry is the Tavistock Coinage of 1523 where John 
Bownde coined tin in September of that year.124 Despite proving elusive 
in the documentary record, there is no reason to doubt that additional 
links might once have existed. In 1565 the tenant at Leathertor was 
William Elford125 who is very likely to be a relative of the powerful 
Elford family of Sheepstor. This family’s involvement with the tin 
industry is evident in the Tavistock coinages of 1523 where several 
Elfords coined large quantities of tin126 and the family name occurs 
frequently on tinwork share documents.

Roundepark
No evidence to link tenants of Roundepark with tinworking has been 
established in the course of the current research, but this is hardly 
surprising considering its probable later founding date in the seventeenth 
century.

From this brief glimpse into the documentation it is clear that local 
people were deeply involved in the tin industry in their own area. It 
would be wrong, however, to imagine that they were in total control of 
it as many tinwork shareholders cannot be identified as Walkhampton 
people and further work is needed to establish the part played by 
outsiders. Many shareholders could have lived in neighbouring Sheep
stor, Meavy or Sampford Spiney, which could still be considered local. 
Others were certainly outsiders such as Sir Richard Strode of Newnham 
(Plympton) who had tinworking interests all over south-west Dartmoor.12' 
Other tenants could have worked as waged tinners working in the 
tinworks of others. This would be difficult to prove with the available 
documentation but the idea has been much discussed with regard to 
the Cornish tin industry and the Derbyshire lead industry.128
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Conclusion

Within the limitations of this study, it has been possible to suggest a 
probable pattern of colonisation for the study area and to confirm that 
there was once a close relationship between tinworking and farming 
within the upland economy and in the landscape itself. A further 
achievement has been to establish that many tenants in the three valleys 
were tinners, and that some of them part-owned tinworks in their own 
neighbourhood, among which were tinworks sited within agricultural 
land.

The nature of the available farm evidence prevents discussion of a 
period earlier than the thirteenth century. By the thirteenth century, 
however, colonists had begun creating farms in all three valleys, Middle
worth, Stanlake and Combeshead for example had all appeared on 
documents by 1281.129 This we may see as typical of what was an active 
period of settlement over much of Dartmoor with many sites giving 
evidence of occupation, including the three excavated sites of Hound 
Tor, Hutholes130 and Okehampton131 and many farms which have been 
the subject of documentary study, such as Hoskins’ case study of 
Cholwich132 (see also Linehan133). This period of expansion on Dartmoor, 
and on uplands in England generally, is often explained as a corollary 
of improving climate, increased population and a freeing of tenure, 
making the marginal uplands more viable for agrarian activity. De
teriorating climate in the fourteenth century is seen, conversely, as an 
explanation for much desertion of settlement at that time, with the 
plagues of c.1350 onwards acting as an adjunct.134

Although many settlements on Dartmoor were deserted from the 
fourteenth century, within the study area only the small undocumented 
site on the north side of Down Tor is likely to have been abandoned 
during this period while the remaining sites have survived to at least 
the nineteenth century. All the farms within the area are either single, 
isolated farmsteads (i.e. ringfence farms) or shared double tenements, 
providing a fairly low level of population per acre which was better 
suited to the leaner periods of farm production.

It is also likely that some of these early tenants were subsidising their 
incomes through involvement in the local tin industry, although what 
part they were playing and to what extent is not clear. The reference 
to Richard de la Stenylake’s involvement in an incident at a tinwork in 
1281135 demonstrates an early link with the industry, and the transactions 
of Richard Stenylake and Ricardus de Middleworthi at the Ashburton 
coinage in 1303136 would certainly point to them having been more than 
mere waged tinners, although there are references to tinners having 
been paid in tin as part of their wage137 which could explain them 
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possessing tin to be coined. There was still room for conflict between 
tinners and peasant farmers, as a document of 1314 records that ‘the 
poor men of the county of Devon’ complained that the tinners were 
destroying good farmland including arable, wood and meadow as well 
as houses and gardens.138

Although the tin industry in the thirteenth century is known to have 
been well established, evidence which confirms a date for any of the 
tinworks in the area to earlier than 1440 is currently not known apart 
from the reference to ‘Mewyhevved’fig] in 1281139 and this is well outside 
the enclosed areas, though it does demonstrate that alluvial tinworking 
was occurring in this area at that time.

Any understanding of common links between tenants and tinners 
within the present study area from the twelfth to fifteenth centuries has 
to remain disappointingly vague. However, from the late fifteenth 
century onwards a far clearer picture has been revealed. Colonisation 
had continued through the fourteenth and fifteenth century and more 
or less completed by the sixteenth. Only Roundepark came later, 
probably during the seventeenth century. Also in the late fifteenth 
century came a sharp upturn in the production figures of the tin 
industry, while within the study area an improved rate of survival for 
documentation reveals an increase in references to tinworks, many of 
which are mentioned by name and may be identified in the field as 
being within areas of enclosed farmland. Among the same documents 
are the names of tinwork shareholders, stannary officials, tin mill owners 
and others involved in tinworking, many of whom may be confidently 
identified as tenants of the farms in the same area. The landscape 
evidence compliments these documentary references well, particularly 
the opencast lode workings which are likely to be associated with this 
period and ample evidence of the mineral exploitation of existing 
farmland, as well as open moorland, demonstrates little difference in 
attitude towards the two.

In summary there is every reason to believe that, for many tenants 
within the study area, tinworking and agriculture were two components 
in a single economic strategy and that land was not reserved for either 
activity in particular but was used for which ever would give maximum 
economic gain. Such is the case certainly for the fifteenth to seventeenth 
centuries. Although the one or two glimpses into an earlier period which 
are available do not suggest any great contrast, the paucity of reliable 
evidence has prevented such a confident assessment as is possible for 
the later period.
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