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1. Introduction

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

2014 was the second season of excavation at Moistown.  The excavation ran from the 23rd August 
until the 7th September, with some volunteers returning the following Saturday to finish off a few 
remaining tasks and backfilling.  Over the 17 day period, there were 25 volunteers (some of whom 
only came for only one day), this equated to 139 people days worked.  More so than last year, this 
year more of the diggers were novices and those with more experience helped and guided them. 
This worked very well but does take up quite a lot of time, however, we are not in a hurry so we  
have time to spend on this side of the project.  It is far more important to train up the inexperienced  
for the future of archaeology everywhere.

The weather was much kinder than in the 2013 season, we only lost one day to rain, this of course 
being the August Bank holiday!  There were showers on other days but nothing that we could not  
cope with, thanks to the timely placement of gazebos.

Figure 1  Trench 2, the backfill removed and ready for excavation.

In  2014,  only  Trench  2  was  reopened,  it  is 
positioned in the more ephemeral earthworks at 
Moistown and transects the buildings shown on 
the  Tithe  map  and  the  1st  and  2nd  edition 
Ordnance Survey maps.  In 2013, cobbles were 
found at the north-west end of the trench, these 
did  not  show  up  in  the  geophysics  which  is 
intriguing.   Was  this  just  a  small  patch  of 
cobbles  or  did  they  run  further  under  the 
building rubble, this is what we hoped to find 
out in 2014. 
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2. Trench 2

Once the turf  and backfill  had been removed from the trench, 
trowels  only  were  used  to  excavate.   This  method  being  very 
good for the retrieval and three dimensional recording of artefacts 
and helping to show clearly how the demolition material had been 
dumped.  Rather than removing a 2 centimetre layer at a time, as 
in 2013, it was decided to trowel in a slightly more robust way.  

Figure 2  Trench 2 plan at the start of the 2014 season. 
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In Trench 2, it was soon established that what had been considered three separate contexts (203, 205 
and 206) were in fact a single context, comprising a jumble of demolished building material.  Some 
areas of this context contained higher proportions of cob, in others chimney deposits were mixed 
with it, however there was no defined interface between them; pieces of brick and mortar being 
found throughout this matrix and as last year there were many artefacts recorded in this layer. It  
looked as though the demolished material had been well mixed before it was dumped.  As was 
found in 2013 all useful, re-usable building material seems to have been removed from this layer, 
not one piece of brick was complete enough to ascertain the brick size. 

Figure 3  The internal cobbles in the centre of the photograph and the cut on the right hand side. 

By  day  9,  much  of  the  demolished 
material  had  been  removed  from  the 
main  north-westerly  end  of  the  trench, 
(Figure  3) revealing  a  large  area  of 
cobbles (211) which ran to the baulk and 
appeared  to  continue  under  it.   These 
cobbles  differed  from  those  found  in 
2013, they were smaller, more tightly set 
and relatively  level,  compared to  those 
found  previously  and  were  separated 
from them by what looked like a robbed 
out area (214) and door threshold (209). 
The cobbles ended irregularly along the 
south-westerly  side  of  the  trench;  this 
could be evidence of a robbed out wall 

but the trench would need to be extended to establish this, as there was not time to do this in 2014, 
this area was left with a capping of the demolished material.  

The north-westerly facing baulk section was then drawn.  The topsoil in the section was much 
deeper than in the rest of the main part of the trench and looked similar to that in Trench 2a.  Also  
the demolition material was much shallower here.  While excavation in Trench 2a continued, the 
opportunity for another north-westerly facing section in the baulk was taken, this  was done by 
removing half of the baulk (0.5 metres) across the trench.   

The cobbles continued under the new baulk section and on the north-easterly side of the trench what 
looked like the base of a wall was revealed.  Again the topsoil was found to be deep and similar to 
that in Trench 2a, soil analysis later proved this to be the case.  

Trench 2a, on the other side of the baulk 
proved to be completely different, from 
the main part of  Trench 2, the top soil 
was  much  deeper  here  and  the  plastic 
string  found  the  previous  year  wound 
down into this (Figure 4) .

Apart from a few pieces of rough faced 
stone  in  the  north-easterly  corner  of 
Trench  2a, there  was  only  a  scant 
amount  of  building  material  such  as 
brick,  mortar  and  cob  in  this  layer, 
although there were plenty of artefacts, 
from  worked  flint  through  to  19th 
century pottery.  

Figure 4  Plastic string  in Trench 2a   
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To ascertain what was going on in Trench 
2a, a 1 x 1 metre sondage was dug in the 
north-westerly  corner  which  revealed 
more  cobbles  covering  half  of  this  area, 
these were larger and rougher than those 
already found (Figures 5 & 6 ).

Figure 5 (right)  The sondage in Trench 2a

Figure 6 Cobbles appearing in the sondage 

In the south-east facing baulk section of the 
sondage,  there appeared to be the ends of 
small  cobbles,  these  being  a  little  higher 
than  the  large  ones.   The  sondage  was 
extended by a metre to the other side of the 
trench, the large cobbles continued across, 
stopping at the base of a wall in the north-
easterly section.  The small cobbles in the 
baulk  section  also  continued  to  the  wall, 
there  was  a  gap  between  the  higher  and 
lower  cobbles  where,  possibly  a  step  or 
threshold had once been. (Figure 7) .

Figure 7  The south-east facing section in Trench 2a showing the cobbles and wall. 

After  the  south-easterly  facing  baulk 
section had been recorded (Figure 22), 
the remaining 0.5 metres  of  the baulk 
was removed and at last there was just 
one  trench.   The small  cobbles  in  the 
baulk section proved to be the very end 
of the spread of cobbles in Trench 2, the 
baulk could not have been better placed 
to confuse!

An attempt was made to ascertain how 
far the large cobbles extended in Trench 
2a.  A 0.5 metre spit running across the 
trench was partially removed but, with 
only a few days to go, digging had to 
stop for final recording.
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Trench 2 could not have been placed in a better position, for our research purposes, thanks mainly to the documentary evidence and dowsing (the  
geophysics results showed very little in this area), as it appears to cut right across a building. 

Figure 8  Trench 2 plan at the end of the 2014 season.

The cobbles

The large area of cobbles in the centre appear to 
be internal, they are small, fairly level and very 
neatly  set,  these  being  separated  from  the 

external  cobbles  by  door  thresholds.   Repairs  to  the 
cobbles  have  been made using  brick,  up  against  the 
north-westerly threshold.

The exterior cobbles at  the north-westerly end 
of the trench are very worn and show signs of 
repair, they slope away from the door threshold 

and are set  round large pieces of eroded granite.   It 
looks as though an attempt was made to remove the 
granite  but  this  failed  due  its  poor  condition,  many 
small pieces were found nearby. 
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The exterior cobbles at the south-easterly end of the trench are large, rough and not as worn as the other exterior cobbles, they also slope away 
from the door threshold and may continue under the unexcavated part of the trench.

The cuts

The door threshold at the north-westerly end of the trench was half sectioned (Figure 
10) and then fully excavated, although only stone can be seen in the section, the fill of 
this cut (210) contained a similar proportion of brick, granite and mortar and was the 

same colour and texture as the context (203, 205 & 206) above.  This would mean that the 
threshold was robbed out at the same time or immediately before the demolished material was 
dumped.  The cut has very straight, sharp sides because of the abutting cobbles, also there are 
packing or levelling stones in the bottom.  Interestingly at the westerly end of the cut there is  
an indentation in one corner of the side (Figure 9), this mark may have been left by whatever  
was used to lever the threshold out.

Figure 9 (right)  The door threshold cut at the north-westerly end of the trench. 

This shallow cut was half sectioned (Figure10) and then fully excavated, like the door 
threshold nearby, the fill (208) was the same as the overlying context  (203, 205 & 206) 
making it contemporary to the dumped demolished material.  Amongst other finds of 

pottery, metal and granite a Victorian Bun half penny was found, unfortunately it is too worn to 
read the date.   The only logical reason for this cut is that it  was possibly to facilitate the 
removal of granite or that some granite itself was removed from here.

Figure 10  Showing the position of the half sections and the resulting sections.
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The door threshold or step at the south-easterly end of the cobbles was unexcavated in 
2014 (Figure 11).

Figure 11  (right) The threshold cut is under the horizontal 50 centimetre scale pole.

This cut in the interior cobbles, runs along the south-westerly side of the trench and 
was unexcavated in 2014, it could be the robbed out gable end wall.  At the northerly  
end, running from the section, to the threshold cut and abutting the exterior cobbles, 

are some large stones that could possibly be the base stones of a wall, further excavation will 
be carried out here when the trench is extended.

The wall

In the north-easterly side of the trench, there are the only standing remains of a wall 
found to date, these were mostly hidden by the baulk (Figure 12).  There are large 
stones with mortar, in the same section at the northerly end of the internal cobbles by 

the door threshold but they are deeper in the section, making it impossible to tell whether this 
is a wall in situ, or just building rubble (Figure 13).  The remains of the stones of the standing wall that are on the internal cobbles are well set but those 
further to the south-east, adjacent to the threshold and external cobbles are slumped, with only a few base stones in situ.  There is only one piece of 
mortar visible in this wall.

Figure 12  The wall found here straddles the interior and exterior cobbles.

8



Figure 13  A possible wall at the northerly end of the interior cobbles.

The re-deposited topsoil and underlying soil

This layer of topsoil is very deep and completely different from that at the north-westerly end of Trench 2.  This anomaly was quite confusing, 
until the plastic string appeared which wound down into the context (Figure 4), suggesting that this layer is in fact re-deposited topsoil, probably 
from one of the more recent episodes of demolition.  There were many finds in this layer, including a few pieces of granite, also found were  

some faced building stone but unlike all the other contexts, only a scant amount of brick and mortar was present.

The soil underlying the re-deposited topsoil is very similar in nature, except that it does contain very small pieces of brick, mortar and other 
building, material.  The interface between these two layers is very indistinct in most places, this is possibly due to turf damage/ removal by the 
heavy machinery used in the last phase of demolition in the 1970's.
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The sections

The two 10 metre sections, although only 2 metres apart are 
very  different.  In  the  south-west  facing  section  there  are 
cobbles underlying most of it's length, (Figure 14) whereas 
in the north-east facing section  (Figure 15), there are only 
cobbles underlying 1 metre at the northerly end. 

In the south-west facing section, where the remains of the 
wall  are  situated,  it  appears  that  the  second  episode  of 
demolition has cut through the earlier demolition deposits, 
perhaps in order to level the site.   The spread of this  re-
deposited topsoil  is  much deeper in the north-east  facing 
section, the bottom of this only seen where the sondage had 
been cut.  The topsoil found in the northerly ends of both 10 
metre sections, overlying the demolition material, contained 
many flecks of brick and mortar, whereas the re-deposited topsoil at the other end of the trench had very little.

Figure 14  South-west facing section

Figure 15  North-east facing section
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The 2 metre, south-east  facing section at  the end of the 
trench  (Figure  16)  shows  the  demolition  material 
overlying the exterior cobbles.  The cobbles slope gently 
to the west which would have drained water away from 
the building.  The depth of coverage of the topsoil in this 
section is typical of the north-westerly end of the trench.

The 2 metre, north-west facing section at the opposite end 
of the trench (Figure 17), only tells us a small part of the 
story, excavation to a greater depth will be needed to truly 
reveal what is happening here.  However we do know that burrowing animals have found that the re-deposited topsoil makes a good home, as this layer  
was riddled with burrows, maybe it is because the soil is less compact here, as no burrows were found in any of other contexts.  The re-deposited 
topsoil appears to slope steeply to the south-west as does the underlying re-deposited soil.  

Figure 16 South-east facing section

Figure 17  North-west facing section (right)
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The baulk sections

Figure 18  Trench 2 showing position of the baulk sections

Figure 19  Baulk section 1, north-west facing

Figure 20  Baulk section 2, north-west facing

Figure 21 Baulk section 3, south-east facing (right)

The overlying re-deposited topsoil in all three sections illustrates that it could have been spread here by heavy machinery.  In sections 2 and 3 the upper  
stones in the wall overhang those below, many more being found nearby that were dislodged altogether.  Several stray cobbles (very close to the set  
ones) were also found in this context.  
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3. Artefacts 

The  recording  of  this  season's  artefacts  kept  our  finds  officer  very  busy,  a  total  of  488  were 
recovered and three dimensionally recorded.

The demolished material (203, 205 & 206), contained many artefacts; metal, mostly handmade nails 
but in between the exterior cobbles at the north-westerly end of the trench a musket ball was found. 
Also from this context were; glass both window and table, pipe stems, floor tiles and lots of pot  
sherds, most of which are post medieval but included some small pieces of medieval.  I think that 
from this context, we have enough pieces of willow pattern to make a large serving plate!  

The re-deposited topsoil (202) at the south-easterly end of the trench produced some of the best 
medieval pottery to date, these sherds are generally larger and less abraded to those found in the 
demolished material.  The abraded medieval pot sherds found in the demolition material (203, 205 
& 206)  had  probably  been  part  of  the  cob  mix,  hence  the  abrasion,  pottery  found  in  topsoil 
generally shows signs of abrasion too, so I can only assume that the sherds found in Context 202 
had been deeply buried soon after deposition.  Some worked flint was also found in this layer and 
on the interface with the underlying context (212) a piece of Saxo- Norman pottery was recovered, 
this is thought to be a spout of a pitcher.  The plastic string from this layer, is non-biodegradable, 
this was made from the 1970's onwards.  

Granite, in varying sizes and quantities was found throughout all contexts, all in a poor eroded 
condition.  As granite does not occur naturally in this part of Devon, its presence here could be from 
the various periods of demolition and or the original working of the stone during construction.

The artefacts recovered so far show that there have been people living in the area for a long time 
which is fairly typical for this part of Devon.

Graham Langman, the Finds Officer for the former Exeter Unit (and pottery expert) has kindly 
offered to analyse our pottery.  So far he has only seen a very small proportion of the ceramics from 
Moistown and  identified  the  Saxo-Norman  ware  in  this  session.   Were  there  people  living  at 
Moistown before the land was owned by the Moyes family?  It will be interesting to see what we 
find in the secure contexts when we get to them.

4. Conclusion

Figure 22  At the end of the 2014 season, Trench 2 looking south-east (left) and north-west (right)

In the 2014 season I really feel that we have started to unravel the complicated story of Moistown.  
We know from records  that  several  periods  of  demolishing have taken place over  the last  two 
centuries.  Trench 2 is sited in an area where a wing of the house was demolished at the turn of the 
19th/ 20th century.  From looking at the demolished material (203, 205 & 206) from the northerly 
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end of Trench 2, it appears as though practically every useful piece of building material has been 
removed, either to be sold or re-used elsewhere.  This was common practice at that time, as it was 
more economical to clean up and re-use building material rather than bring in new.  This and the 
fact that there were no obvious finds from the later part of the 20th century, leads one to suspect that 
this context dates from the turn of the 19th/20th century.  

By the 1940's only two buildings were left standing, these are thought to have be demolished in the  
1970's. 

In the 2013 season some random faced building stone was found in the north-easterly side of Trench 
2a, as the excavation progressed more building stones were found scattered in this area.  When the 
sondage was extended across to that side of the trench the lower part of the wall was uncovered.  It  
could  have  been that  large  machinery  such as  a  JCB had been employed when the  remaining 
buildings of Moistown were demolished in the 1970's, which may have dislodged the unsupported 
stones, causing the slumping and the spread of stones.  This landscaping or tidying of the site,  
would also explain the depth of the re-deposited topsoil here, the plastic string and the lack of a 
clear interface with the underlying layer.  Further excavation at this end of the trench is needed to 
confirm this hypothesis. 

It is interesting is that there is not enough cob in the demolished material for the size of the building 
that once stood here, either the cob must have been dumped elsewhere or the building was mostly 
constructed of stone (since removed).  This could indicate that Moistown, possibly was of a high 
status, or alternatively, good building stone was readily available, so there was not need to use so 
much cob.

2014  was  a  very  successful  season,  answering  a  few  but  posing  even  more  questions  about 
Moistown.  I hope that the volunteers are looking forward to continuing working there as much as I 
am!

5. Future Work

In the 2015 season Trench 2 will be reopened in May, so that the south-easterly end can be finished, 
this trench will also be extended at the northerly end, on the south-west side to investigate the cut in 
the cobbles, Contexts; 204 & 211 and possible gable end.  We will be digging for one week, then 
the trench will be left open for the Festival of Old Technology and Archaeology (part of the CBA's 
national Festival of Archaeology) in July, where visitors will be able to see what we have found so 
far.  In August and early September we will be digging for two weeks, where we will continue with 
Trench 2 and also hope to reopen Trench 1, this is weather dependant (due to the steep nature of  
Trench 1).

 

Trench 2 backfilled, the story continues in 2015
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