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1. Introduction 

Site: Moistown 

Location: Part of Pattiland Farm 

Parish:  Broadwoodkelly 

County: Devon 

NGR: SS6276 0562 
 

2019, the 7th season of excavation at Moistown. 

Starting in mid-July, we dug for twenty-one days 

over a four-week period. Some time was lost to rain 

and the open day had to be cancelled, due to an 

unseasonal storm. The storm blew the cover off the 

office tent, but fortunately everything of 

importance had been removed before this occurred! 

As well as the usual dig team, there were quite a 

few novice volunteers, so time was spent training 

them up. This paid dividends because by the end of 

the season, we had some fine budding 

archaeologists.  

Figure 1. The 2019 dig team, some are old hands and some 

complete novices. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Plan of the existing trench, showing 
the position of the 2019 extension. 

Proposed work for 2019 

At the conclusion of the 2018 season, an 8 x 3 metre 

extension, to the south-east of Trench 4 was planned. This area 

looked to be badly damaged by the demolition carried out in 

the 1970s, here it was hoped that the earlier occupation 

surfaces would be exposed. If this were to be the case, it 

would either confirm or disprove the hypothesis that, if the 

original building had been a longhouse, at this end of it there 

would be evidence of a shippon (byre). 

Also, more work was needed at the north-east end of Trench 4 

in ‘the pit’. Here to establish the extent of the damage to the 

north-east wall [414] and when ‘the pit’ was dug. 



4  

 
Figure 3. Trench plan at the end of the 2019 season. 
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2. Excavation 
 

Summary 

The excavation at Moistown in 2019, can be summed up in a few words, it was frustrating and most 

fascinating! Frustrating, because of the confusing deposition of demolition materials, also having opened 

Trench 5 to look for the evidence of a shippon, our hopes were dashed, by the discovery of a concrete 

floor. But then this and a hearth nearby, tells us so much more of the fascinating story of Moistown. 

 

Trench 4, the pit 

A great deal more 1970s demolition material was removed from the pit, much of it redeposited natural 

clay, within it there were pockets of demolished cob, roof tiles and lime mortar. At the north-east end of 

the trench, there is what looks like the badly damaged remains of a metalled track [427]. 

Wall [414], on the south-east side of trench 4, what was thought to be part of the wall base (422), proved 

to be redeposited natural clay, dumped there during demolition, with much relief a 19th century roof tile 

was found under it! When this material was removed a course of mortared building stone was found about 

40 centimetres below the wall base at the opposite side of the trench. This step in the construction of the 

wall appears to have been necessary because the strata of the bedrock on which the clay wall base was 

placed was unstable here. 

 

Trench 5 

Under the turf in Trench 5 there was a very thin layer of the silty clay loam (301) used to level the site in 

the 1970’s. Below this layer, demolition material was found, at the south-west end of the trench this was 

mostly demolished cob, and at the north-east end, the cob was mixed with redeposited natural clays. The 

demolition material found in the centre of the trench, covering the concrete floor, was very different, 

there was a lot of building stone (with voids), local made brick, mortar, wall plaster and some timber. 

Directly overlying the concrete was a layer of what was probably ceiling plaster. 

 

Room 3 

A very small part of room 3 was discovered in Trench 4 during 2018, and nicknamed ‘the niche’, this 

proved to be the junction of walls [415] and [423]. Wall [423] runs into Trench 5, is constructed of cob 

with a lime plaster face, and separates room 3 from room 1. There looks to be a doorway through to room 

1 at the south-east end of this wall. Wall [423] was not fully excavated in 2019, as there was not enough 

time to dig, record and protect it that year. This also applied to wall [421] and the blocked doorway  

[408], where a protective face of demolition material has been left for the 2020 season. 

The concrete floor [506] that has been uncovered so far, is cracked and appears to be quite thin, sounding 

hollow when tapped, there are sub-circular dents/ damage, in front of the hearth. The hearth [505] maybe 

contemporary with the concrete floor and is constructed from reused granite and local stone, brick and 

freshly quarried stone. 

It had been hoped that the continuation of wall [414] would be found in Trench 5, backing onto the 

hearth, but so far there is no evidence of it, here there looks to be a deep deposit of demolition material. 

The trench will have to be extended to the north-east to enable this material to be removed safely. 
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The 2019 season in photographs 
 

Trench 4, the pit 

Excavation of the pit was extremely difficult due to 

the nature of the deposits. The building materials 

used for the construction of Moistown, were all 

sourced locally. There is plenty of clay to make cob 

and good stone for building is also readily available. 

Distinguishing cob from natural clay is relatively 

easy as the texture differs greatly between them. 

Natural clay and redeposited natural clay, however, 

only vary in colour, the natural clays tend to be 

found in bands of blue/ grey and yellow, whereas 

the redeposited is a mix of the two (but not always). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. A roof tile found below what was thought to have 
been bedding material for wall [414]. Scale pole 50cm. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. The pit at the end of the 2019 season. Scale poles 

2m. 
 

The natural clays were used in the construction of 

the walls, as a bedding material for the base stones, 

acting as a kind of glue. So far, all the walls found 

at Moistown have been built this way. It looked as 

though much of what had been in the pit before 

demolition was rearranged, in great big mechanical 

bucket loads. Therefore, unravelling the 

stratigraphy here was difficult to say the least! 

Natural clays that had been redeposited during the 

original construction, had been again redeposited 

during demolition, sometimes helpfully with lime 

mortar and roof tiles and sometimes not. The roof 

tile in Figure 5, was found just to the right of the 

50 cm scale pole in Figure 6. 

 

 

Wall [414] in Figure 6, now with all the demolition 

material removed, and although badly damaged, 

shows how it was constructed. On the right, a good 

layer of bedding clay was placed on the natural 

clay and bedrock, then the wall stones were set on 

top. On the left hand side, the base stones are much 

lower, this appears to be because the strata of the 

bedrock had become unstable, (what looks like 

sloping bricks in the centre of the photograph) 

here, these had been removed to find a 

more suitable strata of bedrock for the wall base. 
Figure 6. Wall [414] at the end of the 2109 season. Scale 

poles 2m and 50cm. 
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The possible metalled track way in Figure 7, is 

somewhat ephemeral, but is different from 

anything else found in the pit. When it first 

appeared, it looked as though it had cart tracks in it, 

but they were too narrow for this, so may be marks 

left by a toothed bucket. On the first edition 

Ordnance Survey map, a track is shown running 

from the public highway, to the north-east side of 

the hollow way, passing the rear of the house 

(where there is a turning circle), and then onto the 

ford crossing the stream to the south-east. Could 

the track found in the pit be part of the turning 

circle? The track way shown appears to be screened 

off from the hollow way, so may have been a 

tradesman’s entrance. 

 

Trench 5, room 3 

 

 

Figure 7. The metalled track just starting to appear. Scale 

pole 50cm. 

 

 

  

Figure 8. Looking south-east. Trench 5, turf removed, 

Trench four, room 2 is in the foreground. 

Figure 9. Trench 5 context (301) removed, revealing the 

top of the demolitions materials. 
 

 

There was little (if any) topsoil within the turf in 

Trench 5, the vegetation growing directly in 

context (301), see figure 8. This clean, virtually 

stone free, silty clay loam has little humus in it, but 

must be quite fertile, as the vegetation seems to 

thrive. Figure 9, shows how very thin (301) is here, 

being only a few centimetres deep in places. 

By the end of the 2019 season, most of the 

demolition material in the central area for Trench 5 

had been removed, revealing a hearth [505] and 

concrete floor [506]. 

 
 

Figure 10. Trench 5 at the end of the 2019 season. 



8  

At the south-west end of Trench 5 there is a 

plaster faced cob wall [423] running across the 

trench, with a possible doorway (see figure 11, in 

front of the scale pole).  The wall separates, room 

1 and 3. When the wall is fully excavated, it will 

be interesting to see if there is in fact a doorway 

and what is the relationship is between the two 

rooms. 

 

 

Figure 11. Looking north-west, a plaster faced cob Wall 

[423] is defined by the damp soils around it. Scale pole 

50cm. 
 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Looking south-east, at wall [423] with Trench 4 
in the foreground. Scale pole 2m. 

 
Figure 13 shows the central part of Trench 5, where 

masses of building rubble was found, and most 

unusually had very little cob within it. This context 

(501), consisted mainly of building stone and more 

brick than had been found in the rest of the site put 

together! Amongst the brick and stone (which was 

loosely packed having several large voids), there 

was lime mortar and wall/ ceiling plaster, and 

many nails, from small lathe nails to large ones for 

structural frames. On first look they were all square 

blacksmith made, with perhaps the exception of the 

roofing nails. Little pottery was found in (501), 

but interestingly at the lower 

In Figure 12, the external house wall [415] lays 

under the ranging pole. There is a small part of the 

beaten earth floor of room 1 visible, directly below 

the steel peg (with an orange knob) on the corner 

junction of Trenches 4 & 5. Still in Trench 4, 

approximately 45 centimetres up-slope along the 

baulk from the corner peg, wall [423] appears, then 

ends 60 centimetres further along the baulk, where 

wall plaster can just be seen. This is what was 

called the niche in 2018, but in fact is the north- 

west corner of room 3. It looks as though the plaster 

runs from wall [423] to the blocked doorway [408]. 

 
 

 

Figure 13. Looking north-west, demolition material found 
in the central part of Trench 5. Scale pole 50cm. 

levels of this context, many small mammal and reptilian bones were found, had they all died during the 

demolition, or perhaps before, indicating that room 3 was abandoned for some considerable time prior to 

demolition. 
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By the end of the 2019 season, only a small amount 

of context (501) was left (revealing a concrete floor 

[506] and a hearth [505]). Leaving the (501) was 

done deliberately to protect the fragile wall plaster 

in situ on wall [421] behind it. The demolition 

material to the left of the ranging poles in Figure 

14, is more like what the volunteers at Moistown 

are used to, good old demolished cob! The  

possible explanation of why there was so much 

stone and brick in the centre of the trench is a 

hearth, to the right of the ranging poles, [505], the 

stone had probably been used for the chimney and 

the bricks for the stack at the top. 

 

 

Figure 14. Looking north-west, at the end of the 2019 
season. Scale pole 2m. 

 

 

Below are some examples of finds from context (501). 
 

 

 

Figure 15. Part of a large piece of timber, possibly Oak. 
found amongst the rubble. Scale pole 50cm. 

Figure 16. Pink plastic string, like that found before it is 
non-biodegradable, manufactured in the 1970s. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 17. A piece of masonry bonded with lime mortar. 
Scale pole 50cm. 

Figure 18. A square nail. Scale pole 25cm. 



10  

 

Figure 19. One of the several, large worked stones found in 

context (501). 
 

Within the building rubble of context (501), and close to the 

bricks, several large stones were found which were different 

from the usual building stones. They had been roughly 

worked along one or two of the edges, this looked to be 

more for practical reasons rather than decorative. It is 

possible that they were used to keep the top of a chimney 

dry and act as a base for the brick stack (see figure 20). 

 

The hearth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 20. An example of an 18th century 

chimney. Note the stone capping under the brick 

stack. 

 

 

Figure 21. The hearth found in room 3. Scale pole 2m. 

 

 
 

On the exterior side of the hearth, there is lime wall 

plaster (see figure 22). The north-west side of the 

chimney appears to be built onto wall [421], or the 

wall itself was used as the chimney side, further 

excavation is need here to ascertain this. 

The remains of the last fire on the hearth was left, 

within the ashes there were chard broad beans seeds, 

a seashell, what looks like a dog’s claw, and a few 

nails. 

The hearth in room 3 had been cobbled together 

out of reused stone (granite and local stone), 

freshly quarried stone and in the centre, there is 

brick. It is of most unusual construction, on the 

south-east side the chimney appears to have been 

built on top of the hearth. Whereas normally a 

chimney is built first and then the hearth fitted into 

it. The chimney side is very narrow, being only 

about 20 centimetres wide, there is one mortared 

stone still in place, at the front of the hearth. 

 

 

Figure 22. Detail of the hearth side showing the lime 
plaster to the right of the scale pole 25cm. 
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The concrete floor 

Abutting the hearth is a concrete floor, it has a 

network of cracks in it and appears to be very thin. 

This type of concrete was used for flooring in the 

late 19th century onwards. 

It is not known if this floor is contemporary with 

the construction of the hearth. although the 

relationship strongly suggests that they were used 

at the same time. 
 

Figure 23. Looking south-east. A concrete floor found 

under the demolition material. Scale poles 2m. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 24. Sub-circular indentations in the concrete floor. 

Scale pole 50cm. 

 

Just in front of the heart, in the concrete, there are 

sub-circular indents (see figure 24.), which may 

have been caused by the use of a log for a chopping 

block (for splitting wood for the fire). Indents like 

these have been seen in poorly laid cobbles, where 

wood has chopped in a similar manner. 

 

 

The demolition material at the north-east end of 

Trench 5, was, unsurprisingly, like that found in 

Trench 4, the pit (top right in Figure 25).  A jumble 

of cob, natural and redeposited natural ran up to the 

back of the hearth, which had been damaged during 

demolition. Here there was no indication of a wall 

or the rear of the chimney. 

There is a void which can be seen in Figure 25, 

close to the north-east baulk, it does not look like 

an animal hole. Behind the ranging pole on the 

demolition material is some bedrock, which looks 

to be out of place, although it appears natural, it 

may have been redeposited there during demolition. 

This demonstrates the difficulty in excavating these 

deposits and just how skilled the volunteers will 

become by the time this part of the site has been 

completed! 

 

 

 

Figure 25. Looking north-west, at the north-east end of 

Trench 5. Scale poles 2m. 
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3. Artefacts 

There were relatively few finds in 2019, a total of 240 were recovered and were recorded 3 dimensionally, 

no finds trays by context were used this year. Over the years we have experimented with the use of finds 

trays, only recording special finds 3 dimensionally. In 2017, inside and to the south-east of the outshot, 

many pot sherds were found (over 300 in one day), finds trays were used here to save time. If these had 

been recorded 3 dimensionally, the rest of the excavation would have ground to a halt. The context (212) 

that the pot sherds were found in, was a demolition layer and because this was quite widespread, the finds 

trays were divided and recorded in separate areas of it, with spot heights being taken at the end of each 

day. 

Although this may have saved time (and sanity!), personally I do not think that using finds trays has 

worked too well. Too much spatial information is lost, and the nature of the spread of finds cannot be 

accurately reproduced by this method, which could help with later interpretation. This is a research dig, 

no housing estate is about to be built on the site, so the project has the luxury of no time limit, apart from 

the longevity of the director and volunteers! However I feel that a flexible approach should be used, if 

another large finds spread is found in a similar context, the use of finds trays will be considered, but all 

finds from a secure context will be 3 dimensionally recorded. These are initial findings, but the final 

analysis will show the just how the two recording methods compare. 

It was hoped that some analysis of the artefacts would have taken place over the past year but cataloguing 

them all is taking much longer than had been hoped. All this work is being done “in house”, from the 

development of a spreadsheet, to the inputting of data, and of course the all-important finds identification 

training. The spreadsheet is now fit for use and the cataloguing has begun. It was found that volunteers 

preferred to work as a group when cataloguing, this helps with dating and any other queries, which can be 

dealt with at the time. As confidence grows, the finds team will be able to carry on working at home 

which will speed things up. When the cataloguing is completed the artefacts will then be passed on to an 

expert for a final check, then the analysis can then start in earnest. 

Meanwhile, thought has gone into how three dimensionally plotted finds can be displayed, this will not 

only to aid interpretation of the site but the reader of the report as well. Figures 26 to 28, show a notional 

3 x 3 metre trench plan, all the finds from a context can be displayed together or by type, date, vessel etc. 

The vertical position of finds can also be displayed in the same way in section, see Figure 29, where all 

the finds from a metre have been plotted. Depending on the context, number of finds etc, the sections 

could be shown at greater or lesser intervals, for instance 20 centimetres would be appropriate to display a 

context with many finds. 
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Figure 26. Notional 3 x 3 metre trench showing in 
plan, all three dimensionally plotted finds within a 

context. 
 

 

Figure 27. Notional 3 x 3 metre trench showing in 

plan, pottery finds only. 

Figure 28. Notional 3 x 3 metre trench showing in 

plan, only sherds from a single vessel. 

 

 

Figure 29. Notional 3 x 3 metre trench section showing the vertical position of the three dimensionally plotted finds in 

the metre above the line on the plan. 
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Figure 30. Construction Phases of Moistown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Trench outline in red, overlying the 

1st Edition Ordnance Survey map 
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4. Conclusion 

Unravelling the story of the life of Moistown was never going to be easy, with its origins being from the 

medieval period (possibly before), the site and its function would have changed greatly over the 

intervening years. Buildings would have been altered, added to, knocked down, re-built and reused 

depending on the needs and status of the inhabitants. This would also apply to the land use and the access 

to Moistown itself and beyond, depending on where people needed to get to and the movement of farm 

animals and goods. See Figure 26, for current thinking of the sequence of construction phases of 

Moistown, this will evolve as the excavation continues. 

Looking at the evidence recovered from the excavation so far, it would appear that the oldest surviving 

part of the complex (Phase 1) is room 2 and this extending to the north-west of Trench 4. 

With the evidence from the 2019 season of excavation, there is a possibility that the south-east end of the 

building (room 3) was not part of a longhouse, but rather a later addition (phase 2), possibly a matching 

wing to that shown on the tithe map at the north-west end of the building. If Moistown was originally 

built as a longhouse there should be evidence of a shippon at the lower, south-east end. The shippon, as in 

many other longhouses in Devon would gradually have been subsumed into domestic use, with further 

extensions added later. Looking at the ground plan so far uncovered, there is not what would have been, a 

continuous exterior wall [425] /[415, it being stepped at wall [423], which points to room 3 being part of 

an extension, to an existing building. If this is the case and Moistown was originally a longhouse, room 2 

would have been the shippon, a sondage through the floor substrate (418) to look for the central drain 

should prove or disprove this supposition. However, before that is carried out, more investigation is 

needed in Trench 5, room 3. If room 3 is part of an extension, the construction of the wall on the north-

east side behind the hearth, may be different from that of wall [414] in room 2. 

Room 3 itself poses many questions, when was the concrete floor laid and is it contemporary with the 

hearth? Looking at what has been uncovered so far, the work was possibly carried out at the same time, as 

both appear to be very functional and of poor quality. In the late 18th C, Moistown was split up and 

tenanted, this could also explain the blocked door [408] between walls [421] and [415]. 

At present, it is thought that the building stone and brick found in demolition material in room 3 could 

have been from a chimney, although only a small amount of soot was found. Maybe this is due to this part 

of the building only being occupied for a very short period after it was remodelled. No one was recorded 

living at Moistown on the 1901 census, and the 2nd edition of the Ordnance Survey map (1905) shows this 

part of the building as being in a ruinous state. 

There is as yet no dating evidence for Phase 2, but it would have been prior to Phase 3 the parlour, which 

is 17th Century. Phase 4, the passageway and outshot were certainly constructed after the parlour and 

possibly were built at the same time as the construction methods of the walls are the similar. The brick 

and stone structure [314] in the outshot is a later addition, and therefore has been placed in Phase 5, as has 

the porch [407] and blocked doorway [408]. 

At the moment the sequence of the 1970s demolition appears to show that room 1 was demolished first, 

followed by room 3, as the brick and stone (context 501) partially overlay the demolished cob of wall 

[423], then finally when all of the complete roof tiles had been removed and the broken ones discarded, 

room 2 and probably the rest of the building to the north-west were demolished. It looks as though some 

of the demolished cob from wall [421] fell, or more likely was redeposited into the upper part of Trench 

5, this partially was overlying context (501). Interestingly, the pieces of roof tile found in Trench 5 were 

mostly found in the upper levels of the contexts, whereas they were found at a greater depth in the pit, in 

Trench 4. 

Finding the possible track way in Trench 4, the pit, was quite a surprise, and at last maybe has answered 

the question as to what the pit was and possibly when it had been dug. It was not a pit at all, but what is 

left of a turning circle or loading bay, shown on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map. It certainly looks as 

though the ground was dug away here, in preparation for the building platform for Phase 1, the earlier 
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part of the house. This would have carried rainwater away from the house wall and evened out a steep 

incline for access to the rear, a tradesman’s entrance perhaps. What has disguised this is demolition 

material which had been deposited at the north-west end of ‘the pit’, to form a new track facilitating 

access to Moistown from Pattiland Farm to the east. 

Excavating ‘the pit’ has been very challenging, at first it looked as though the wall [414] had been 

completely destroyed on the south-east side, so it was most rewarding to find the remains of the lower 

part of it. This has given great insight as to how this part of the building was constructed and how the 

builders of it well understood the nature of the materials that they used. 

 
5. Future work 

At the time of this report being written, the UK is in lock-down due to the Covid -19 Pandemic, therefore 

it is very unlikely that any excavation will take place at Moistown this year. Should there be an 

opportunity to excavate in the forthcoming season of 2020 (failing that, in 2021), the main priority will be 

to finish excavating, recording and conserving walls [421], [423] and the blocked doorway [408]. A 1 

metre extension to Trench 5 is needed along the south-west and south-east sides to facilitate the 

excavation of wall [423] which is too close to the baulk to excavate and record safely. On the south-west 

side, this will also expose more of the beaten earth floor in room 1, should there be any. The extension to 

the south-east, should span the possible doorway at the terminus of wall [423] and expose more of the 

side of the hearth. The north-east end of Trench 5 will be extended by at least 2 metres, possibly up to 3 

metres, to enable the continuing excavation of the back wall. 

Should time allow a sondage will be cut through the concrete floor to see what it is laid on and hopefully 

find some dating evidence as to when it was laid. 
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