
 
 Moistown Archaeology Project 

 
 Interim Report For 2012

 

Dowsing and Geophysics

ARCHAEOLOGY CLUB



First published in Great Britain in 2012 by
Janet Daynes
On behalf of

ACE ARCHAEOLOGY Club
Email ace@ACEarch.org.uk

Copyright © Janet Daynes and ACE Archaeology Club

List of Figures

Front cover.  The Tithe Map showing Moistown with the approximate position of the dowsing grid.

Fig 1.  The Tithe Map showing Moistown with the approximate position of the base line and dowsing        
grid. 

Fig 2.  Dowsing plan 3rd March 2012

Fig 3.  Dowsing plan 17th March 2012

Fig 4.  Dowsing plan 21st April 2012

Fig 5.  Earth Resistance results 28th April 2012

Fig 6.  Earth Resistance and dowsing plan 3rd March 2012

Fig 7.  Earth Resistance and dowsing plan 17th March 2012

Fig 8.  Earth Resistance and dowsing plan 21st April 2012

Fig 9.  Earth Resistance and all 3 dowsing plans.

Contents

Page 2.  Introduction

Page 3.  Methodology

Page 4.  The Results

Page 11.  Conclusion

Page 11.  Future work

Page 12.  Acknowledgements

Page 12.  References

1



Introduction 

Site:  Moistown
Location:  Part of Pattiland Farm.
Parish:  Broadwoodkelly
County:  Devon
NGR:  SS6276 0562

About Moistown
The name Moyes first appears in Broadwoodkelly in 1301, but as yet it is not known if Roger Moyes and 
his family lived here at Moistown, although the name is strongly suggestive.  Documentary research by 
historian Dr Sylvia Warham has revealed  that originally  the holding of Moistown was very large and 
probably of a high status, but during the 17th to 19th Century the estate was divided, parcels of land were 
sold off and the buildings gradually declined, in the 1901 census nobody was recorded living at 
Moistown.  On the 1944 Ordnance Survey map and an RAF aerial photograph taken in 1946, only two 
buildings are shown to be still standing, it is thought that they were demolished sometime during the 
1960's.

In 2008 ACE Archaeology Club was invited to Moistown by the Broadwoodkelly History Group who 
wanted to learn how to carry out an earthwork survey.  Several sessions were held surveying the sunken 
lane leading to Moistown, which at the time was mostly obscured by scrub.  Having completed the survey 
of the sunken lane, those that were keen to do more started clearing the scrub.  This revealed a large area 
of earthworks where a substantial range of buildings had once stood; this area was further complicated by 
the dumping of soil and building materials from the construction of a bungalow nearby, in the 1970's. 
ACE has almost completed the earthwork survey of the whole site as of Sept 2012, and it is planned to 
carry out the final area when the scrub is cleared in the Autumn/Winter 2012/13.

Since 2008 ACE has taken part in the CBA's (Council for British Archaeology) Festival of Archaeology, 
ACE's  contribution  has  grown  from  survey  training  during  the  first  year  to  The  Festival  of  Old 
Technology and Archaeology where there are displays of bygone machinery, living history, experimental 
and field archaeology.   As part  of the Festival  of Old Technology and Archaeology in 2011, Devon 
Dowsers worked with ACE, teaching people how to dowse and then inviting them to have a go in a small  
grid set up within the earthworks at Moistown, their results being pegged and recorded.  From small 
children to adults, the new dowsers kept on getting rod reactions in the same place.  It was decided that 
more  work  should  be  carried  out  to  find  if  dowsing  could  be  used  as  a  valid  and  useful  form of  
“geophysical prospecting”.

Dowsing in archaeology has always been a contentious subject and plenty of work has already been done 
but very few results are published.  One exception being the work done by Barry Hillman-Crouch at 
Cressing Temple in Essex, where dowsing has been successfully used as part of the archaeological work 
carried out there.  

The British Society of Dowsers have an archaeology group, Sue Brown a member of the group wrote an 
article  “Dowsing  for  archaeologists”  which  was  published  in  the  Council  for  British  Archaeology’s 
magazine in 2006.  As far as I am aware there has been nothing from the BSD or CBA about dowsing in 
archaeology since then.

I  was  introduced  to  dowsing  at  my  first  dig  in  1965  by  John  Sellers,  a  member  of  the  Essex 
Archaeological Society, during an excavation of a Motte and Bailey at Great Easton, Essex.  His dowsing 
at the site worked very well and I have been fascinated by archaeology and dowsing ever since.  Now 
there is a chance at Moistown to carry out some research into just how effective dowsing in archaeology 
can be and then publish the results!
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Methodology

A series of dowsing surveys were carried out this spring (2012) followed by a geophysical survey (Earth 
Resistance)  to  see how the  results  compared.   The dowsing was intentionally  completed  before any 
geophysics took place so that there could be no pre conceived ideas by the dowsers as to what had been 
found.

A 40 metre base line running at 47 degrees north east  from the site datum (0 metres) to the permanent 
marker (40 metres) was first put in.  From this base line (at 10 to 17 metres) a  grid of 7 x 40 metres 
(running south east)  was set  up, this  encompassed the more ephemeral  earthworks of Moistown and 
included the area dowsed at the festival in 2011.  It had been hoped to make the grid 10 metres wide but 
the ground either side of the 7 metres was very uneven which would make it difficult for the dowsers, 
however the grid was expanded a little for the geophysics.

Dowsing
Methodology for the dowsing at  Moistown; participants  were asked to stand a metre apart  and walk 
forward “looking” for walls, these findings were then pegged and then surveyed in by the offset method. 

N.B none of the members of Devon Dowsers have been informed of the history of Moistown, other than 
the site could be of medieval origins, possibly a farmstead or higher status and the last standing buildings 
were demolished in the latter half of the 20th Century.  
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base line and dowsing grid. 



The Results

Dowsing

3rd March (Fig. 2)
Our first attempt at the dowsing survey.  There were 6 members of Devon Dowsers and 7 of ACE (some 
of whom dowsed), the range of dowsing skills varied from the complete novice to the very experienced.  
We tried the standing in a line methodology, this worked quite well but some found it difficult to work in 
such close proximity as they felt it may influence their findings.  

The first 20 metres of the grid was dowsed and pegged, dowsers being asked to find walls, this area was 
then surveyed by offset.  While this was going on dowsers were asked to dowse each feature in the area, 
these were identified with a letter marker flag.  To keep this consistent they were given a set of questions, 
i.e. what the feature was, when it was built and what was it constructed of etc. recording their findings on 
a proforma.  Unfortunately this methodology proved difficult to implement and it was mutually agreed to 
abandon it after a few hours.

After this area was completed we then moved onto the 20 to 40 metre section of the grid and repeated the 
work as before.  From 20 to 35 metres it was found to be very “messy” with many walls overlying each 
other, towards the end of this session dowsers started to make sense of this by asking for walls of an early  
construction date, this worked very well, but by then everyone was too tired to do much more.  This area 
was also pegged and surveyed.  The x marking the unknown object was found by several dowsers so it 
was plotted.  The narrow wall at a right angle to the four substantial walls from approximately 22 metres  
to 33 metres was felt to be a wooden partition wall. 

This first session worked very well but it was obvious that we needed to refine our technique for the 
“messy” area and plans were made to have another go in a few weeks time.
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17th March (Fig. 3)
There were 5 members of Devon Dowsers and 3 of ACE.  In the morning session we looked at the 20 to 
40 metres part of the grid, especially the “messy” area.  One dowser felt that he could not work in close 
proximity  with the  others because it made him unsure of his rod reactions, but he was happy to  work 
alone and did so in the 0 to 20 metre section.

The team dowsing the “messy” area (20 to 35 metres)  looked for the most recent exterior walls; this 
helped to reduce rod reactions greatly, with other contemporary walls being added later. One wall at 22-
23 metres across the grid and a corridor running at a right angle to this was found in a similar spot on the 
previous session.  Most of the other walls found run at a different alignment to those found earlier in the 
month.  

0 to 20 metres; the lone dowser found what he thought was a building running across the grid at approx. 3 
to 6 metres, he continued outside the grid to find the rest of this structure.  This is in a very odd position 
for a building as it runs across the entrance of the courtyard, could what he found be the boundary wall 
and edge of the sunken lane  perhaps?  But then again, as Moistown had been used over such a long 
period, there could well have been a building there at some point.  After lunch the rest of the team dowsed 
7 to 20 metres, finding walls a plenty, none of which corresponded to the session earlier  in March, 
although one interestingly ran along the same alignment as some of the walls found that morning.  
All findings were pegged and offset surveyed as before.

The day was interrupted by rain and hail, so another session was planned.

5

Fig 3.



21st April (Fig. 4)
Another cold and rainy day, with fewer people this time; 2 members of Devon Dowsers and 3 of ACE. 
There were 4 dowsers, including myself with one pegging our findings.  This time the dowsers were 
asked to find the buildings that were shown on the Tithe Map, they did not look at the Tithe Map until the 
end of the day (obviously, I had already seen it).  This method was much less confusing than before and 
our findings less “messy”.  As in the two previous sessions there was a wall found at 22/3 metres.  After 
dowsing and pegging the whole grid was offset surveyed as the two previous sessions.  At the end of the 
day we looked at the Tithe Map, there is a substantial range of buildings, several of which were possibly 
found today.  We also looked at the 1st Edition and 1944 Ordnance Survey maps which showed the 
gradual decline of Moistown.
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Earth Resistance

28th April 
Dr Penny Cunningham from Exeter University very kindly gave up her Saturday to carry out an Earth 
Resistance survey at Moistown.  ACE members were treated to an exceptionally good training session in 
not  only the  Earth  Resistance  survey itself  but  also what  to  do with  the  data  afterwards.   The area 
surveyed encompassed the dowsing grid and was extended where the terrain allowed, readings being 
taken at 50 centimetre intervals.  There had been a lot of rain throughout April so the ground was very 
wet in places, it was hoped that where the buildings had once stood there would be enough material left in 
the ground to give a good contrast in readings and looking at the initial data this proved to be the case.  

Looking at the Earth Resistance data, the only area which has suffered the possible deposition of material 
from outside, is that of the high resistance running diagonally across the grid from 3 to 7 metres on the 
western side to 6 to 11 metres on the eastern side, however this could be from the demolition of the 
building to the east.  The small unsurveyed area just outside the dowsing grid on the easterly side, from 
approximately 6 to 11 metres is a steep sided bank projecting from the earthworks of the building's, it was 
felt to be too difficult to survey here.

The small spike of high resistance at 13 metres on the western side could be rubble from the demolished 
building to the west of the grid or what remains of the small building attached to it shown on the Tithe 
Map (demolished by 1st Edition Ordnance Survey map).

From 16 to 33 metres both in and outside of the dowsing grid there is a pattern of high and low resistance, 
which could possibly be what is left of the most recent standing walls and the associated rubble.  There 
were buildings here shown on the 1st Edition Ordnance Survey map but they had been demolished by the 
1944 edition.
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Dowsing and Earth Resistance overlays

3rd March: (Fig. 6) From 0 to 20 metres all of the walls found were recorded, but from 20 to 40 metres, as  
so many were found, only the walls of the earliest construction date were recorded.  Not many of these tie 
in with any high resistance of the geophysics, except perhaps the walls at  18 and 25 metres and the 
“passage” running along the eastern side of the grid from 22 to 33 metres.

17th March: (Fig. 7) This time only the most recent standing exterior walls were looked for, with other 
contemporary walls being added.  Again not many of the walls match with the earth resistance, except 
possibly the wall at 14 metres.  Many of the walls found at this session appear to be out of alignment with 
the site.
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21st April: (Fig. 8) Looking only for the walls shown on the Tithe Map made the dowsing much easier 
than the previous two sessions.  The walls that coincide with high resistance are at 13 and 26/7 metres,  
also running along the eastern side of the grid from 17 to 22 and 26 to 32 metres and maybe on the  
western side; part of the wall running from 15 to 22 metres.
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A summary of the earth resistance and dowsing results.

Looking at the three dowsing plans overlaying the Earth Resistance results and bearing in mind that at 
each dowsing session the criteria for the walls that dowsers were asked to look for varied a little, it is 
interesting to see that some findings were constant.
 
At 2 to 3 metres on the grid, the results  from all  three sessions show a wall  here,  this  could be the 
boundary wall separating the lane from the courtyard, or as one dowser felt the northern wall of a small  
building (see 17th March results), the southern wall approximately coinciding with findings from the 21st 

April session.  However the wall found here at the 21st April session was felt to be associated with the 
wall at 13 metres and the small rectangular feature at 10 metres.

At 13 metres the high resistance spike coincides with two walls found on the 17 th March and especially 
the 21st April sessions, as mentioned before there is a building shown approximately here on the Tithe 
Map.

From 16 to 36/7 metres there is a plethora of walls (with only one extending beyond this to 38 metres);  
most of this sits nicely on the geophysics, especially the wall at 26/7 metres found on the 21st April.  Two 
things which all three dowsing surveys have in common in this area of the grid is that a corridor or 
passage runs along the eastern side of the grid and the wall at 23 to 24 metres.  There are other walls here 
in similar positions but it could be argued that as there are so many of them this was bound to happen. 
However as mentioned before, the criteria for the walls that the dowsers looked for varied at each session 
and therefore could be showing alterations that have taken place over time.
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Conclusion

Considering that Moistown has been in continual use, possibly from the Medieval period until its demise 
in the 1960's, followed by a deposition of material from elsewhere, it could be expected that the results 
from any geophysics or dowsing for that matter, carried out at the site would show just a mess of rubble. 
In the small “window” of the 7 x 40 metre grid, both dowsing and geophysics have worked well, giving 
us a good if somewhat confusing picture of what possibly lies underground.

This project set out to find how effective dowsing is as a geophysical tool in archaeology.  The dowsing, 
compared to the earth resistance survey results are interesting but inconclusive, therefore the only way to 
find out how effective dowsing can be (and earth resistance come to that!) is to excavate, putting in a 
trench or two within the grid.

The dowser who felt that working in close proximity to others could interfere with his findings, may well  
be right, as some of the results look skewed, for instance the 15 to 40 metres of the 17 th March session. 
However this could also be caused by a variation in rod reaction times from dowser to dowser and where 
the object being dowsed is in relation to the reaction, i.e. under the crossed rods or under the dowsers' 
feet!  It did seem much easier when there were fewer of us dowsing though.  Before embarking on any 
more dowsing, it may be prudent to select a team who are comfortable working with each other and 
establish where each individual dowser's reaction spot is (feet/ rods etc.).  The reaction spot can be found 
by dowsing the known position of an object, a water pipe for instance and noting where the rods are when 
they cross in relation to the object. 

Future Work:

For this project the work is finite, as mentioned in the conclusion above, an excavation is needed to verify 
our dowsing, this we plan to do (subject to permissions) next year.  But this is only a very small part of 
the work that ACE is carrying out at Moistown. 

Most of the earthwork survey has been digitised and over the winter months (2012/13) ACE members 
with the help of some GPS and GIS training will  be able to digitally  tie  all  of these plans  into the 
Ordnance Survey. 

Next spring we plan to carry out more earth resistance and dowsing surveys of the site.

At present farm vehicles  drive across the earthworks to gain access to  adjacent  fields,  this  could be 
compromising the underlying archaeology, so ideally alternative access should be sought.  Road access is 
not possible via the sunken lane as it would mean removing a large part of the tree lined bank; however in 
between the buildings at Moistown and the sunken lane there is an alternative access point.  This access 
can be seen on the RAF aerial photograph taken in 1946 and cuts across a faced stone wall/bank running 
between the sunken lane and Moistown, the wall may have been removed here when the access was cut 
in.  This area could be dowsed and an earth resistance survey carried out, then possibly excavated, as this 
access will need repair and widening a little to cope with the modern, larger farm machinery.
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