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1. Introduction
The Moistown Archaeological Project has grown out of research undertaken by ACE Archaeology
Club into the medieval and post-medieval settlement at Moistown, Broadwoodkelly, Mid-Devon.
ACE's involvement in Moistown started in 2008 with a one-day survey training session offered to
the Broadwoodkelly History Society by ACE. Part of the holloway leading to Moistown was chosen
for the training session, as the rest of the site was obscured by vegetation. The potential for more
work at Moistown soon became apparent and with the continuous support of the landowners all of
the vegetation has now been cleared and several surveys of the whole site undertaken.
Figure 1 South- west map and the Open street map of the Broadwoodkelly and area.
Site: Moistown
Location: Part of Pattiland Farm
Parish: Broadwoodkelly
County: Devon
NGR: SS6276 0562

2

1.1 Background information and history of Moistown
Moistown is described as a farmstead by the Devon Heritage Environment Record and is recorded
as being of the modern period. Research by Dr Sylvia Warham, who is one of the current owners,
has discovered that land owned by the Moys family in Broadwoodkelly is first mentioned in 1301.
Originally the Moistown holding was very large and probably of high status, but during the 17th to
19th centuries the estate was divided, parcels of land were sold off and the buildings gradually fell
into disrepair, the last remaining buildings were thought to have been demolished sometime during
the 1960's. The site is located on agricultural land, close to the mid-Devon village of
Broadwoodkelly. Examination of the site within the landscape shows that the former buildings
were approached via a tree-lined holloway. These buildings were situated on an extensive, lowlying, levelled platform, which appears to have been deliberately created. This area, which is below
the level of the adjacent fields, is delineated by an obvious scarp.

1.2 Previous investigations
Previous work at this site includes:
1. Desktop survey of historical documentation, relating to family history (see Appendix 1) and
historic mapping of the site (see Appendix 2).
2. Plane table and offset survey of earthworks (see Figure 5)
3. Dowsing survey (see Interim Report 2013 in Appendix 3).
4. Geophysical survey (earth resistance) of the site, in the location of previously mapped
structures (see figure 6).
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Figure 2 Moistown; Tithe Map 1839

The Tithe map shows a lot more in the way of buildings than can be seen on the 1st Edition
Ordnance survey map (1889). The two buildings (or one large one) to the north-west of the main
building are greatly reduced in size by 1899. Also the north-easterly wing of the house and the
building protruding into the courtyard opposite have disappeared by then.
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Figure 3 Moistown; 1st Edition Ordnance Survey Map 1889

Greater changes to Moistown occurred over sixteen years at which time the 2nd Edition Ordnance
Survey Map was produced.
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Figure 4 Moistown; 2nd Edition Ordnance Survey Map 1905

The barn to the north-west and the south-easterly part of the house have been demolished. The
1901 Census records no one is living at Moistown although previously it had been well populated.
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Figure 5 Earthwork Survey of Moistown completed in 2013
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Moistown Earthwork survey
Moistown is approached by a tree lined holloway, the banks are are eroded in places but are still
quite substantial, especially where they are protected from erosion by tree roots. The holloway
opens out at the southern end revealing a large relatively level area, this is defined by a steep manmade scarp to the east and west. The eastern scarp, in places is very well preserved, with what
looks to be a double bank and ditch, the inner bank appears to have a faced stone core. The
western scarp is not so well preserved, this is unsurprising as the Tithe Map shows that various
buildings which have since been demolished, where cut into it.
1: The area shaded in pink shows the possible extent of building waste which is thought to have
been deposited there during the 1970s. However there is a small section of the original hedge bank
still visible (just east of the number 1).
2: This steep bank may be part of the dumping mentioned above but it is exactly where the northwest wing of the house was, shown on the Tithe Map and appears to be part of, rather than in
addition to the adjoining earthwork.
3: Here is where one of the buildings stood, shown on the Tithe and 1st Edition Ordnance Survey
Maps. There are some faced stones just south of the number 3, this could possibly be the remains
of a wall.
4: and 4a: Both of these areas have been cut through the scarp (4) and bank (4a) to allow access for
agricultural machinery, this is thought to have taken place during the 20th century, 4 having been
remodelled on several occasions.
5: A deep pit, this is not shown on any of the maps and so far the reason for the pit has not been
found in any documents or mentioned anecdotally. There were some Ash and Hawthorne trees
growing in the pit which were cleared as part of the maintenance of the site, the tree rings were
counted and none of the trees were older than 30 years which may indicate that the pit was dug
fairly recently.
6: The earthworks here clearly show a line of faced stone, this could possibly be part of the bank to
the north-west but is more likely to be part of a building because of its alignment. This could be the
back wall which would mean the pit (5) has not damaged the remains of this building.
7: So far this has proved to be the best preserved building on the site, among the loose rubble, parts
of the walls are clearly visible, there is also evidence of standing walls just to the south-east. Both
buildings 6 and 7 are shown to be in use in a 1946 RAF aerial photograph, they were thought to
have been demolished in the 1960s.
8: There are only ephemeral remains of Moistown in this part of the site as this wing of the
building was demolished at the turn of the 19th/ 20th Century.
9: The pond shown on all of the maps still exists, although now somewhat silted up. It is quite
shallow at approximately 30 to 45 centimetres deep and may be stone lined, this was encountered
by ranging pole, whilst surveying the area. The pond is fed by a spring (marked as a well on the
Ordnance Survey maps), this rises under the tree at the east side of the pond. The pond is drained
by a neat culvert cut through the bank to the south.
10: This area is raised and almost level with the top of the existing bank, the lane to the pond being
a good deal lower (approximately from 50 centimetres plus), the soil looks to be very humic and
could therefore possibly be a muck heap or midden as it conveniently backs onto the agricultural
buildings.
As a note of interest, in the stream-side hedge bank of the small meadow south-east of Moistown
there is growing a well established hop vine, could this be evidence of beer making?
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Figure 6 Geophysics at Moistown

Moistown Geophysical Survey
Several geophysical surveys took place at Moistown, the first being in April 2012, where 20 x 40
metres were surveyed using Earth Resistance. This was carried out as part of the Dowsing and
Geophysics Project, the results of which can be seen in the Dowsing and Geophysics Project interim
report 2012. Later, in the spring of 2013 another survey took place, this time both Earth Resistance
and Magnetometry were used. The results from the Earth Resistance are seen here (see Figure 6),
the data from the Magnetometry has yet to be processed. Black indicates high resistance,
graduating through the greys to the palest, showing areas of low resistance. The white areas were
unsurveyed because the ground was either too steep and stony or inaccessible at the time. The
winter of 2012/13 was very wet, although for about a month before the survey took place not much
rain had fallen, consequently the ground had been able to dry out a little.
1: The spread of building waste, thought to have been deposited in this area during the 1970s
appears to be holding water quite well, although it was firm to walk on, unlike the south-west area
of the survey, which was very soft underfoot.
2: In this area of high resistance, it looks as though there are underlying remains of walls, these are
probably what is left of the agricultural building shown here on 1st edition Ordnance Survey map
(1899) but demolished by the 2nd (1905).
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3: This area of high resistance, could be associated with the mound, just to the East and maybe part
of demolition material from Moistown. There are also two other areas of high resistance just East
of 2, these could be part of 3 obscured by the imported building waste, or part of the building waste
itself, only excavation will verify this.
4: The bank running north-west/ south-east can be seen very clearly here and looks to be
completely destroyed by the upper vehicular access, although survival looks better at the more
Southerly access point.
5: This area is where some of the buildings once stood; a few walls are visible, indicated by high
resistance, especially around the number 5. This maybe part of the building that was more recently
demolished. Very little of the wing demolished at the turn of the 19th/ 20th Century can be seen,
maybe this is because when it was demolished the site was completely cleared, or the remains are
obscured by building rubble.

2. Outline of the Moistown Archaeological Project
This project seeks to enhance our existing archaeological knowledge of the site and to answer
questions that have arisen during work undertaken to date. The site was first examined using
historical documentary evidence, with a plane table and offset survey carried out across the entire
site to record existing earthworks. This was followed by a dowsing and geophysical survey (earth
resistance).
During the course of this fieldwork it was noted that large farm vehicles regularly crossed the site to
access adjacent fields and this raised concerns about the potential damage they might be causing to
underlying archaeological deposits. To address this, it was suggested that an alternative access route
be found, which posed no threat to any underlying archaeology. A route crossing the scarp had
formerly been used by smaller, narrower vehicles and is visible in the 1946 RAF aerial photograph.
This route is the only alternative means of reaching adjacent fields, but would need to be widened to
accommodate modern farm machinery, possibly bringing it closer to underlying archaeology.
The next stage of the Moistown Archaeological Project is therefore to investigate this potential
alternative route, to examine and characterise the underlying building remains and seek evidence of
damage caused by previous access. Based on the results of our earlier fieldwork we decided to
excavate two trenches. These will examine any archaeology in the suggested alternative access
route and determine whether there has been traffic damage to the buildings. One trench will also
assess the accuracy of using dowsing as a means of archaeological investigation.
Dowsing in archaeology has always been a controversial subject and whilst many archaeologists
dowse very few of their results are ever published. ACE has the opportunity at Moistown to carry
out research to determine just how effective dowsing can be in contributing to archaeological
investigation. In 2012, ACE held three dowsing sessions within the gridded area of the site,
recording what was found. Geophysical survey (Earth Resistance and later in 2013 Magnetometry)
was then undertaken within the same gridded area (see the Dowsing and Geophysics Project, 2012
Interim Report in Appendix 3). Excavation within the survey area is needed to verify the validity of
both the dowsing and geophysics results. See Appendix 4 The Moistown Archaeology Project,
excavation outline 2013.

2.1 Summary of Project Aims and Objectives:
The main aims of the project are as follows:
• To record the site in its current condition, as the area is threatened by farm vehicles, which
cross the site to access adjacent fields.
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•
•
•

To verify the presence of any residual buildings, as recorded on OS and tithe maps and to
inform future management plans of the site, providing some protection for any extant
historical buildings.
To assess any damage caused by vehicles and help inform and create future management
strategies for the protection of the site.
To make a qualitative assessment and comparison of the validity of dowsing and geophysics
as archaeological research tools.

Key objectives within the project are:
• Contribute to improving the currently scant archaeological knowledge of Mid-Devon.
• Train volunteers in all aspects of excavation.
• To involve and engage with the local community in furthering the knowledge of the area and
its past, drawing upon local oral history to enhance the archaeological results.

3. Method statement
The 2013 season's excavation took place over 16 days starting on the 7th of September and
finishing on the 22nd. A total of 19 volunteers took part in the excavation, giving a total of 127
person days worked. A few days prior to the excavation volunteers helped to set up base camp and
all of the trenches were marked out, this allowed us to get started immediately on the first day of the
excavation.
The skills set of the volunteers varied considerably, from the total novice to very experienced, those
with greater experience helped those with little and everyone was encouraged to ask the directors
for help at all times. This worked very well with everyone sharing their knowledge and swapping
skills.
During the 16 days the weather was very poor, a total of 83 mm of rain fell locally which resulted in
us losing 1 whole day and parts of others, amounting to 2 ½ days lost in all. Accompanying the rain
were strong winds, which hampered progress quite substantially, Trench 1 having to be abandoned
for a large amount of the time.

3.1 Pre-excavation surveys
A contour survey of all the trenches was carried out at turf level prior to excavation. This has
provided a benchmark against which all contexts, artefacts and samples can be measured. The
contour survey was carried out using an automatic level, the readings were taken at 20cm intervals.
The information gained from these and subsequent contour surveys will enable the depth of each
context, artefact and sample to be calculated and allow the reconstruction of sections at 20cm
intervals within the trenches.

4. Excavation
Trench 1: It is hoped that the findings from this trench will define the nature of the settlement scarp;
both in terms of establishing its location and the character of its construction; whether it represents a
single or multiphase episode, with subsequent re-cutting. The findings will determine the possible
effect on underlying archaeology, with regard to the access route and help inform the future
management of the site.
Trench 2: This trench transects the position of the buildings shown on the Tithe and OS maps. The
potential damage from larger farm vehicles can be assessed and areas of interest flagged up during
11

the dowsing and geophysical surveys can be examined, determining whether there is any correlation
between these methods and the results will inform future research.
Figure 7 Position of trenches

Trench 1 and 2 were hand-excavated using trowels and hand tools, this started with manual deturfing and was followed by careful removal of underlying layers, each layer was recorded ,
photographed, planned, contour surveyed and all vertical sections were drawn.
All artefacts, bulk and soil samples were recorded in three dimensions. Building materials (except
possible cob); brick, slate, mortar and lime plaster were collected, the pieces were counted, weighed
and recorded by context and will be analysed with the collection of materials from the 2014 season.
At the end of the season, all of the trenches were backfilled and the turf replaced. Trench 2 was
lined with a horticultural barrier before backfilling, this was felt not to be not necessary or practical
for trench 1 as it was too shallow, little work had been done in this trench, not all of the topsoil had
been removed, the horticultural barrier would have inhibited the reinstatement of the turf and being
on a steep slope probably would have washed or blown out during the winter months.
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4.1 Trench 1
Trench 1; 10 x 2 metres, offered us a challenging terrain for excavation, the ground raising by an average of
2.35 metres over its 10 metre length (see figure 8), further complicated by a gully running north-east/ southwest along the centre. The gully is one of a pair of tractor wheel ruts cutting across the double bank.

Figure 8 Trench 1, south-east facing section.

The progress of Trench 1 was limited; most of the topsoil was removed, revealing the very tops of the double bank and a humic area at the south-west
end of the trench. The stone scatter in the humic area looks as though it had been deliberately tipped there, probably to fill a damp spot to facilitate
vehicle access (see fig 9). A small section was cut across the fill of the gully, this proved to be a very thin layer of silt which flies loved! The section
was recorded and a level transect taken at this point. (see fig 10)
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Figure 9 Trench 1, end of season plan.

Figure 10 Trench 1, level transect and section

14

4.2 Trench 2
Trench 2; also 10 x 2 metres was divided into two with a 1 metre baulk, to allow for more information to be
gained from the additional sections. Trench 2 is relatively level compared to Trench 1 and was therefore
easier to provide shelter from the rain in the form of a gazebo. The gazebo was only big enough to cover the
northerly end of the trench, the smaller (Trench 2a) to the south of the baulk could only be excavated on dry
days.
After the contour survey of the trench, the turf was removed, then the diggers troweled down 2 centimetres at
a time. The topsoil at the northerly end being very thin in places, we soon came down onto a layer of what
looked like building rubble, this was then cleaned up and planned (see figure 11).
Figure 11 Trench 2, plan 1.
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Digging then recommenced, again being troweled down 2 centimetres at a time, the removal of the topsoil revealing more of the building rubble;
context 203. The building rubble looked to be of cob, containing stones (4 x 5 and up to 25 x 20 centimetres) and lots of small pieces of soot, chimney
residue, lime plaster, mortar and brick, all of these were collected and weighed. Interestingly the bricks, mostly locally made, were only found in small
pieces, it appeared that, possibly, anything big enough for re-use had been removed. The soot and chimney residue was evenly mixed throughout the
context which would indicate that this was a spread of demolished material rather than a chimney collapse.
This context also contained the majority of the artefacts found during the two weeks. Digging was quite difficult because of the number of stones to be
cleaned round as only loose ones were removed on each pass but our volunteers coped very well. Because of the slow progress it was decided to put in
a 1 x 1 metre sondage at the north-west end of the trench (see figure 12) to ascertain the depth of the building material. Only a few centimetres down,
context 203 ended, revealing a layer of yellowish clay (context 205), this contained stones (smaller than in context 203, at up to 4 x 5 centimetres),
some pottery and was flecked with small pieces of soot/ charcoal and brick. This layer was only a few centimetres thick and on removal revealed set
cobbles. The south-west facing section was drawn and then the sondage was extended to the north-east side of the trench, here more cobbles were
found and were set around the edge of a very eroded piece of granite which ran into the south-west facing section (see figure13).
Figure 12 Trench 2, position of sondage.
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Figure 13 Trench 2, sondage south-west facing section.

Figure 14 Trench 2, plan 2, at the end of the season.
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The soil was very compacted, probably due to the use of vehicles on the site in the past, because of this the excavation proceeded at a steady pace until
we had to stop for the final recording of the season (see figure 14). It appeared that we had been digging through the possible demolition material from
when part of the house was demolished between 1889 and 1905; analysis of the artefacts should help to confirm this supposition. Trench 2a and the
south eastern end of Trench 2 still has topsoil to be removed, here this appears to be much deeper than in the rest of the trench. The whole trench was
planned and the sections drawn, only two sections in Trench 2a were drawn (See figures 15 and 16) as a representative of the nature of this part of the
trench.
Figure 15 Trench 2a, south-east facing section

Figure 16 Trench 2a, south-west facing section.
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Figure 17 Trench 2, north-east facing section.

In both the north-east (figure 17) and south-west (figure 18) facing sections of Trench 2 the top
soil is much shallower at the northern end of the trench, this could be due to vehicle compaction,
or possibly the nature of the underlying layers. The eroded granite seen at the northern end of the
south-west section could possibly represent some form of threshold, or entrance way to the
building. The geology of this part of Devon is carboniferous sandstone and shale, the nearest
source of granite would be from Dartmoor, approximately 24 Kilometres (15 miles) away. The
presence of the granite here could be an indication of the status of the building. The possible
demolition material from Trench 2 will be analysed with samples taken during the 2014 season.

Figure 18 Trench 2, south-west facing section.
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Figure 19 Trench 2, south-east facing section.

The south-east facing section in Trench 2 is undercut by cobbles with shallow bands of what
looks like demolition material covering them.

Figure 20 Trench 2, north-west facing section.

This section like Trench 2a, the south-east facing section (the other side of the baulk), shows that there is still topsoil to be removed, this can also be
seen in figure 17, the end of season plan of Trench 2.
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5. Artefacts
A total of 276 finds were recovered and their position recorded three dimensionally. These include;
110 pot sherds ranging from medieval to modern, 2 styli, 45 metal artefacts; these are mostly nails
but include an early Victorian halfpenny and several as yet unidentified objects, 23 pieces of glass
(window and tableware) and 96 other artefacts of varying material such as shell and bone, wall
plaster, plastic etc. Full analysis of these artefacts will take place over the 2014 season and will
help to ascertain when the building material was deposited and tell us a lot more about the history
and status of Moistown.

6. Conclusion
Although quite a lot of time was lost to rain, we did get a substantial amount of work done. In
Trench 2, we could have removed the building rubble more robustly to get to the “real
archaeology”, indeed if this were a development excavation that would have been the case but it is
not, so therefore we have the luxury of being able to slowly and carefully unpick the site, recording
everything as we go. The resulting data from the two trenches will be a start towards painting a
detailed picture of Moistown, from its early days right through to its demise in the 1960s, as well as
informing the future management of the site.
The first season of excavation at Moistown has been a great success, thanks to our band of
volunteers.

7. Future work
A post excavation session was held early in 2014. The pottery, already having been cleaned was
numbered and identified as best as possible. The pottery and other finds will be analysed by an
expert over the coming months. There will be more sessions before the 2014 excavation, covering
the results so far, site paperwork training and it is hoped, pottery identification by our expert.
Trench 1: The urgency to find a new vehicular access to the adjoining fields has lessened somewhat
as an alternative entrance has been created nearby but not in Moistown itself but occasionally
vehicles do need to cross the site, so this work still needs doing. Also by digging this trench we
hope to define the nature of the settlement scarp. Last year we managed to finish removing most of
the topsoil, so there is still a lot to do here, this will have to take place in dry weather as it is on a
steep slope making it impossible to cover. Never mind wet archaeologists, there are erosion issues
to consider too! This trench needs to be completed in one season and as it is in a very early stage
compared to Trench 2, it will probably be left for the 2105 season.
Trench 2: Last year we started to painstakingly unpick the spread of demolition rubble covering the
site, this we will continue to do in 2014 and find the where the walls of the building once were and
the most recent occupation level. Having completed this we will be able to compare the results of
the dowsing and geophysical surveys with our excavation findings and determine whether there is
any correlation between these methods. It is interesting to note that the cobbles found in trench 2
did not show up on the earth resistance survey which is very interesting as they only lay about 25
centimetres under the turf. The dowsers did not find the cobbles either but then they were not
looking for them, just walls. Another dowsing survey looking for the extent of the existing cobbles
was carried out in May this year, this was planned, tied into the site grid and is now awaiting
analysis.
An area in the adjacent field, just south-east of Moistown has recently been cleared of undergrowth,
revealing part of the lane leading to the ford shown on the 1st Edition Ordnance Survey map. This
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we intend to survey in the autumn/ winter this year (2014), the results of which will be added to the
earthwork drawing.
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