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Abstract

This dissertation is focussed on the prehistoric settlement of Grimspound, 
sited within Dartmoor National Park. My research question ‘to what extent 
was Grimspound a defensive settlement?’ uses themes such as the 
prevalence of violence in prehistory, prehistoric defensive sites, and an 
analysis of the documentary and physical context of the site, to answer 
the question. 

Whilst the Geophysical results provided small amounts of data to evaluate
the question, field surveys and looking at the contextual data shows that 
Grimspound is a highly complex site, and to an extent, supports the 
defensive interpretation. Further research such as excavation and 
surveying has been suggested to further answer the question more 
conclusively. This is the first thorough academic evaluation of the site in 
over twenty years, and the results may provide a different way of 
assessing defensibility of prehistoric sites. This research also emphasised 
the need for further research in different fields of prehistoric Dartmoor, 
whose wealth of archaeology may help us answer questions to do with 
violence, and defence in the depths of prehistory. 

Word count: 10967
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Bronze Age settlement of Grimspound sits in a saddle in Hameldown ridge, at a height of around

460m above sea level. The sub-circular enclosure wall surrounds an area of 1.45 hectares, including

24 recorded hut circles, and is around 3m thick (Fox, 1957, p.158). The settlement is situated in the

centre of Dartmoor National Park and is a hugely popular site[ CITATION Tou20 \l 2057 ]. To the

west, it overlooks multiple folds towards the higher moors and, on the north and south sides, it is

overlooked by Hameldown and Hookney Tors[ CITATION Ord94 \l 2057 ]. 

Figure  1.  Grimspound,  showing its  position  in  the  saddle  between  Hookney and  Hameldown Tors.  Photo  taken  from

Hookney Tor, facing south (from TripAdvisor).

This dissertation will be exploring whether it is a defensive settlement by examining the defensive

capability of the structures making up the site and the permanence of the settlement through finds.

The siting of Grimspound within a context of funerary, settlement and possible early mining sites (see
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map)  provides  an  opportunity  to  re-evaluate  its  relationships  with  these  sites.  Additionally,  for

Dartmoor, it is a unique settlement, possibly one of the highest and most substantial, yet it has only

been partially excavated once. As for the defensive aspect of my study, research into conflict in the

southwest of England has many gaps, an issue addressed in the research framework of 2008 (Webster,

2008, p.293). Furthermore, the research question lies within the wider debate on the prevalence of

violence,  and thus  defensive sites,  within different  periods  of  Prehistory,  with substantial  articles

having been published as recently as 2018 (Crellin, Dolfini and Horn, 2018). 

The themes I am going to be evaluating are associated with my research question ‘To what extent was

Grimspound  a  defensive  settlement?’ The  themes  are  defensive  capability  and  comparability  to

defensive sites, and the extent of prehistoric violence. To do this, I will be putting it in the context of

Dartmoor and the Bronze Age, looking at defensive sites similar to Grimspound. 

The earliest known recording of the site occurred in 1797 by Richard Polwhele and the first known

survey of the site took place just over thirty years later with two excavations of the site recorded by

the Dartmoor Exploration Committee (DEC) in 1893 (Baring-Gould et al, 1894) and 1894 (Baring-

Gould et al, 1895). The 1894 excavation was accompanied by reconstructions of the walls and a hut

circle,  causing disagreements within the committee over their  validity (Baring-Gould et  al,  1895,

p.92). The initial excavation focused on the hut circles to confirm their date and function. There was

little dating verification and the lack of domestic evidence in some huts caused the DEC to interpret

these as storage. The reliance on the three age system produced a Neolithic dating  due to a lack of

bronze artefacts (Baring-Gould, 1894,  p.118). Restoration was carried out in 1964 by Aileen Fox

(Fox,  1964,  p.5)  but  since  then  no  archaeological  investigation  has  taken  place  apart  from field

surveys undertaken by the RCHME in 1990 and small scale test geophysical surveys (Crabb, personal

comment).

The debate on the function of the site began far before the 1893 excavation and the theories are

summarised in the 1984 report. Polwhele, in the late 18th century, appears to be the first; describing it

as  an  administrative  and  judicial  centre,  doubling  as  a  religious  site  or  ‘temple’ for  the  druids

(Polwhele, 1797, pp.140, 151). Later on, defensive aspects were noticed. Burt suggested the site was a
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walled town and a place to keep cattle (Carrington, 1826, p.157). Bray supported the notion of it being

a ‘town’ and referenced Strabo and Caesar’s descriptions of early sites (Baring-Gould et al, 1894,

p.103). However, this would suppose it is an Iron Age site. Around the middle of the 19 th century,

opinions begin to change. The valley position is noted and its function intepreted as defending cattle

against wolves with the hut circles for the owners and cattle herders (Ormerod, 1872, p.46). Two men

resisted this change of opinion and saw the site’s use as protecting the common Dartmoor mineral of

tin (King, 1856, p.7) (Baring-Gould et al., 1894, p.104). Interestingly, another author  [ CITATION

JGa62 \l 2057 ] highlighted its location on a possible ancient route. They all provide important ideas

on the site, many of which will be evaluated later in this dissertation. 

With the development of archaeological theory and method since the excavations, a fresh in-depth

evaluation  of  the  site  and  its  context  may  re-interpret  the  1894  conclusions  and  determine  its

prehistoric defensibility. 
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Chapter 2: Grimspound in Literature

This chapter will evaluate the literature surrounding Grimspound and similar Dartmoor sites. 

Grimspound is situated in a ritual landscape close to prehistoric settlements; this means literature on 

these settlement types and monuments will be examined. Integral to this, is understanding the role of 

the Dartmoor Exploration Committee (DEC) and their studies at the turn of the 20th Century. This 

group was the first archaeological unit associated with Dartmoor and aimed to scientifically evaluate 

each monument and settlement by survey and excavation (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, pp.100, 105).  

Early descriptions

Grimspound was first mentioned in writing by Polwhele, as a possible town of the Danmonii 

(Dunmonii) – Voluba [CITATION Ric93 \p 14 \t  \l 2057 ]. His interpretation was a judicial centre for 

a cantred of the Durius - possibly an area of Dartmoor - but his comparison to the Stannary courts 

show he has explicitly used a modern interpretation[CITATION Ric93 \p 14 \t  \l 2057 ]. The next 

earliest description is Lysons’ (Lysons, 1822, p.cccvi). He was the first to measure the site, giving an 

estimate of the walls’ height and thickness as 12 feet (3.6 meters), alongside a description of previous 

interpretations: a religious site, a ‘british town’ and connected to the Birch Tor mines (Lysons, 1822, 

p.cccvi). He notes two entrances, one to the south (presumably the present one) and one to the north 

(Lysons, 1822, p.cccvi). It is apparent he may not have seen Grimspound himself (Lysons, 1822, 

p.cccvi), but the estimated measurements are fairly accurate, falling within half an acre of the actual 

measurement (see fig.3). 
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Figure 2. Shillabeer's 1829 map of Grimspound, with arrow to show North orientation. Interesting features such as an

enclosure, large facing stone and parallel walls are highlighted (Newman, 2011, p.15).  

The next site description is a map by Shillabeer in 1829, which is a fairly accurate representation of 

the hut circles when compared to modern maps. When overlain on the 1990 map, the disrepancy 

between the two is very slight, a testament to Shillabeer’s accuracy of locating features. This includes 

the pens, gateway, the central hut circles and even a large stone at the northern end of the site (see fig. 

2). However, the interesting points are the presence of several now-vanished features. In the western 

side of the enclosure, many features can be seen. To the north of the semi-circular enclosure, is a line 

of two parallel walls. When compared to the most recent survey, this has disappeared (see fig.3). The 

semi-circular enclosure has also vanished and, possibly due to the 1893 and 1894 excavations, many 

internal features of the hut circles are gone. 
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 Initial descriptions of the site are lacking, partly due to early ideas of Dartmoor being inhospitable 

and full of crime. Many did not venture far from easily accessible monuments[CITATION Phi111 \p 

13 \t  \l 2057 ].

Figure 3. The 1990 RCHME survey, with North arrow for orientation. Notable are the changes since Shillabeer’s map: two

separate enclosures, parallel walls largely gone, and the paving of the entrance. However, all the 1990 hut circles are

recorded on the 1829 map. 

Dartmoor Exploration Committee and Grimspound

These early theories and written records eventually led to the creation of the Dartmoor Exploration 

Committee in 1893 and its aim to scientifically excavate primarily prehistoric sites on Dartmoor 
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(Baring-Gould et al, 1894, p.100). It had been partly formed from the Devonshire Preservation 

Association (founded in 1883) and may have had conservation in mind, evidenced in their 

reconstructions and protection measures at Grimspound[CITATION Sim94 \p 14 \l 2057 ]. Whilst 

Grimspound was the first of their recorded excavations, there had been some previous excavations 

elsewhere on Dartmoor headed by members of the committee in the 1890s (Worth, 1971, p. 2). Their 

first proper excavation was Grimspound in 1893 and it emphasised the committee’s aims to examine 

sites carefully and scientifically, making it a novel group at the forefront of archaeology.

First, I will consider the structuring of the excavation. It was deemed the people involved were chosen

because of their experience (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, p.101). They were considered to be ‘well 

aquainted with Dartmoor’ and had studied archaeology for ‘many years’ (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, 

p.101). Baring-Gould and Burnard had been recorded as digging at Broadun Ring near Postbridge and

across Dartmoor (Burnard, 1894a) and R. N. Worth had been surveying previously (Worth, 1895), 

probably making them the leading members. Furthermore, it would appear the full committee never 

worked together on a single day, with a maximum of five only. On one day, nobody was overseeing 

and on six days it was a single person (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, p.103); perhaps meaning some 

features or artefacts could have been overlooked. The committee also disagreed on some members’ 

methodology. For example, Baring-Gould’s reconstructing of a roundhouse at Grimspound; Worth 

was particularly critical of his inaccuracy and far-fetched imagination (Todd, 2014, p.24). This 

conflict is likely to have caused the ending of the committee in the early 1900s. The possible 

overlooking of evidence could suggest some overseen archaeology may be found using modern 

techniques (Wickstead, 2015, p.314). This infighting could also mean some details or interpretations 

may have been lost to the bias’ of the report writer Sabine Baring-Gould. 
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Figure 4. Hut Circle 1 post-excavation drawing. (from Baring-Gould, 1894)

Secondly, I will consider their methodology. This largely followed modern archaeology with a survey 

undertaken to plan the excavation strategy (see CifA, 2014); the excavation of each hut circle, 

dependant on whether it was considered to be domestic or not. The excavation commenced with the 

location of the entrance and then removing the topsoil and any loose stones (Baring-Gould et al, 1894,

p.105). Next, a trench was cut through the hut circle, with straight-edged stones left in place. Once a 

hearth was discovered, the earth was sieved carefully for environmental finds such as charcoal, seeds 

and flint. Both halves of the hut circle were then cleared and the soil sieved. Once the entire hut circle 

had been cleared, the site was backfilled and the huts reconstructed (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, pp.105-

6). 

Aspects of this excavation are progressive, including the use of sieving. On many of their excavations,

charcoal and bone samples were collected for museum deposition[CITATION Phi111 \p 20 \t  \l 

2057 ], indicating early observance of the importance of environmental evidence, perhaps to date the 

site or examine in a laboratory for microscopic finds. However, some of their method’s aspects were 
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flawed. It appears, previous to excavation, certain huts were already labelled as ‘storage huts’ or 

‘cattle pens’, suggesting an inconsistent methodology. For instance, Hut II had a single trench run 

through it (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, pp.105, 109). The lack of a drawing and extra information in 

comparison to Hut I (See fig.4) or Hut III is further evidence of their bias. In a 2007 thesis, it was 

noted the ‘floor’ they were aiming for may not have actually been the floor (Wickstead, 2007, p.313), 

providing opportunity for future excavation perhaps. However, their sampling method is highly 

significant and progressive for the time. Considering the tinners’ caches located in the walls of the 

enclosure (MDV55278) and the proximity of the site to the Birch Tor tin mines (see fig.5), the huts 

may have been re-used by Dartmoor tinners. Soil sampling at Grimspound may have provided 

significant dating evidence but this would have been destroyed in the Plymouth Blitz (1941) where 

much of this data was stored.

Finally, I will consider their interpretation. The 1894 report surmised it was a Neolithic enclosed site 

and the succeeding report determined its function as a cattle enclosure (Baring-Gould et al, 1895, 

p.83). Their main reason for reaching this conclusion was the three areas of higher ground 

surrounding the site, making it militarily indefensible (Baring-Gould et al, 1895, p.83). However, it 

was not viewed contextually, only within the immediate environment. Most early writers (see above) 

focused solely on the site or its context within the bounds of Hameldown or Hookney Tor. 
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Figure 5. OS Map showing Historic Environment data. Birch Tor mines circled in yellow. The tin cache is the black dot in 
Grimspound. Gold Park hut circle settlement located north-east of Hookney Tor within the enclosure (Devon Environment 
Viewer, 2019). 

20th Century Work

More recent work focused on interpretive elements. In 1919 Watkin re-evaluated the etymology, 

giving it a Saxon origin – ‘Witches Enclosure’ (1919, pp.291-2). Whilst later authors have disagreed, 

the Saxon name still stands. This suggests the Saxon population nearby knew the site well enough to 

name it and could have even re-used the site for habitation or other practices. Chanter disregarded the 

DEC’s conclusions and, due to the lack of evidence of prolonged occupancy, believed it was used to 

defend the tribe and their cattle from raids (Chanter, 1927). However, lack of occupancy evidence 

could be due to soil acidity. Unfortunately - after these two articles - there is no academic literature 

until the 1990s, with Fleming (1983, 1988) and Griffifth (1988) only mentioning the site in any detail 

in the 1980s. Whilst the latter effectively gives a summary of the excavation results, he did seek to re-

evaluate the Neolithic date and place it amongst the 2nd milennium BC (Griffith, 1988, p.37). Fleming,

on the other hand, contextualises this site within the Dartmoor Reaves, seen by him as ‘territories’, 

placing Grimspound within the Hameldown Reave System (Fleming, 1983, p.203). Additionally, he 
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provides a radically different interpretation claiming the site was defensive and a camp for warrior 

‘bachelors’ (Fleming, 1988, p.139); an interesting idea based on the house size. 

Figure 6. Andrew Fleming's East Dartmoor reave systems. Grimspound is the 'Gr' dot in the Hameldown reave system,

outlined in yellow. (from Fleming, 1983, p.203)

 

The next two articles are incredibly important. Marking the 100th anniversary of the DEC’s first 

excavations, the Devon Archaeological Society dedicated their 52nd volume to Grimspound, including 

articles evaluating the knowledge gained over the past 100 years. Simon Timms describes the extent 
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of archaeological work and conservation on Dartmoor and gives Grimspound a contextual location in 

Dartmoor archaeology, also adding a critique of the excavation (Timms, 1994, pp.2, 8-13). He only 

gives a fleeting site description; for example ‘massive enclosure wall’ and ‘most impressive’ (Timms, 

1994, p.1) but identifies a need to re-excavate the site and use paleoenvironmental sampling of the 

nearby peat to build an environmental profile (Timms, 1994, p.18). Pattison and Fletcher’s article It 

provides a detailed description of the historical records, the enclosure wall and the interior: hut circles,

entrance and pens (Pattison & Fletcher, 1994, pp.25-31). Considered by the authors to adequately 

tackle the questions on function, they do not come up with a firm answer although do acknowledge 

several points may suggest a ceremonial/ritual significance and an aspect of protection for the 

inhabitants (Pattison & Fletcher, 1994, p.32). As for defensive capability, it simply rejects it due to the

wall size and scale being ‘illusory’. They allude to comparable sites being present (Pattison & 

Fletcher, 1994, p.25) but do not actually state what they are. Their context of the site is only given a 

small section (Pattison & Fletcher, 1994, p. 31) but they are the first to contextually evaluate aspects 

of the site.  Thus, whilst being integral to the story of Grimspound’s written record, they conclude the 

function (phasing and dating, too) as being difficult to intepret and, similar to Timms, suggest the 

need for a re-excavation (Pattison & Fletcher, 1994, p.32). 

 Another is Jeremy Butler’s Dartmoor Atlas of Antiquities. This in-depth look at the archaeological 

and historical sites within Dartmoor is unparallelled until the Field Archaeology of Dartmoor’s 

publication in 2011. His description of Grimspound recognises possible re-occupation of the site but 

notes there has been a lack of damage to the site between Shillabeer’s survey and the book’s writing 

(Butler, 1991, p.143). However, there is some contradiction between the latter statement and his 

remarks that some of the huts were in better condition than others. (Butler, 1991, p.143) Additionally, 

the description of the excavations is uncritical considering the reconstructions to their ‘original’ 

heights and the gate clearance an exact methodology, and a lack of finds not being down to the DEC’s

excavation method or acidity of peat, but that the inhabitants simply didn’t have any (Butler, 1991, 

pp.143-44). He also notes the empty areas within the interior had not been excavated and implies they 

should be (Butler, 1991, p.145). 
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Post 1994, there is a lack of sources on the site although many references and brief descriptions are 

present in hiking guides (Rough Guides, 2017) (Earle, 2002, p.77) and other generic Dartmoor 

enthusiasts’ books. However, these references contain contradictory statements on dating, function 

and generic mimicking of information from the DEC. Despite no absolute dating evidence, these 

range from generic ‘Bronze Age’ (Rough Guides, 2017) to ‘Middle Bronze Age’ [CITATION 

Ric071 \p 191 \t  \l 2057 ], ‘Late Bronze Age’[ CITATION Ric16 \l 2057 ] and ‘Late Bronze Age or 

Early Iron Age’ (Throp, 2015, p.21). Many also disagree over the function, interpreting it as a 

‘fortress’ [ CITATION Ric16 \l 2057 ], ‘permanent settlement’ [CITATION Joh02 \p 77 \l 2057 ], 

‘village’ (Rough Guides, 2017) and ‘fortified village’[CITATION TRi19 \p 152 \l 2057 ].  As for 

repetition of the DEC’s information, this can be found on important Dartmoor websites (Sandles, 

2016), [CITATION Gri14 \l 2057 ], highly popular with those interested in the area. Unfortunately, the

stating of this information as fact unwittingly spreads misinformation to visitors, tourists and those 

interested, until it becomes widely accepted. 

The rise and decline of interest in the site, beginning in the 19th century and declining in the mid 20th 

century (with a resurgence in the late 20th century), has managed to document the site and its history 

albeit with many gaps. Whilst the DEC excavation has provided a lot of information, the limitations 

of the time and subsequent destruction of some crucial evidence means there are unanswered 

questions on date and function. Curiously, the non-contextual analysis of the site has made 

conclusions on its defensibility without re-evaluation. Through comparison and analysis of defensive 

sites and violence in later Prehistory and authors’ definitions of defensibility, the next chapter seeks to

re-evaluate the defensibility of Grimspound. It hopes to evaluate whether these definitions have been 

adequately constructed and, most importantly, if their comparisons are applicable to Grimspound. 
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Chapter 3: Warfare and Violence in Later Prehistory

In this chapter, I will be evaluating how different sites could have a defensive function using a series

of case studies.  To do this, I will be evaluating what criteria makes a site defensive, the prevalence of

violence  in  Bronze  Age  Britain,  and  use  two case  studies  and further  examples  to  illustrate  the

evidence  in  relation  to  Grimspound.  Whilst  there  has  been  much  debate  over  the  prevalence  of

violence, considerably less has been done on defensive capabilities of prehistoric sites. Pre-hillfort

enclosures have been speculated as far back as 1937 (Holleyman, 1937). However, pre-1960s, many

hillforts or hilltop enclosures were assumed to be of Iron Age origin. radiocarbon dating revealed

many of these sites, had Late Bronze Age associations and material culture, leading to a re-evaluation

of their origins in the Late Bronze Age (Savory, 1971, p.251). As for functionality, this is usually

discussed with regards to Iron Age hillforts. Early papers gave sole military purpose to these sites,

usually due to the height and substantial nature of ramparts (see Brodie, 1883 & Stukeley, 1724).

These military ideas were reinforced by the likes of Pitt-Rivers and Wheeler in the late 19th and early

20th century (See Pitt-Rivers, 1869 and Wheeler, 1943), perhaps due to their military backgrounds –

something  explicitly  stated  by  Wheeler  himself  in  1956  (p.16-18).  This  section  will  assess

defensibility of sites that might be similar in shape, or situation, as well as examining the prevalence

of violence in Britain. 

Violence in the Bronze Age

Assumptions on the Bronze Age being a violent period largely comes from ideas of warrior culture,

originating from interpreting the palatial  societies of Mycenaean Greece (Bruck & Fontijn,  2013,

p.197). Despite this, however, many archaeologists from the post-war period have had a tendency to

interpret sites as peaceful, and cultures as non-violent – the antithesis of this began to gain momentum

in the 1980s (Keeley, 1996, p.ix). To add to this, in the 21st century, evidence has been synthesised and

analysed for interpersonal violence from as far back as the Paleolithic (Estabrook, 2014, pp.59, 66),

meaning that interpreting evidence for violence in the Bronze Age is not unreasonable. The evidence

14



of ‘battles’ at Tomarton and Tollense have further emphasised in recent times the extent of violence in

the Bronze Age (Thorpe, 2013, p.243). Developments more recently in the fields of osteoarchaeology

and metalwork wear analysis have shown that marks on bone and weapons could be evidence of

interpersonal violence (see Larsen, 2015; Dolfini & Crellin, 2016; Crellin et al, 2018). A combination

of  the  osteoarchaeology,  metalwork  and  battle  sites,  as  well  as  ‘warrior’ interpretations,  has  all

contributed to the Bronze Age as being interpreted as a violent period. 

There are many kinds of evidence used to explain violence. Arguably, to understand if there were

violent acts taking place in the Bronze Age, especially in the form of warfare, there would need to be

multiple types of evidence. Metalwork showing marks from metal on metal combat, burials of people

with fatal or multiple injuries from weaponry, and defensive sites. However, there are some issues

with this. Using osteo-analysis to find violent marks can sometimes miss out violently caused deaths

that don’t leave marks on bones (Larsen, 1997, p.109). Bowshots, and some kind of melee weapons

may cause lethal organ or blood vessel damage, which is archaeologically invisible (Brinker et al,

2014, p.157). As for wear analysis, there are problems in attempting to create experiments that can

replicate human-like violent actions, such as materials, and modern fighting techniques which may

not be applicable to Bronze Age contexts (Hermann et al, 2020, p.2-3).  However, multiple techniques

have been developed into the methodology, meaning that it is now highly complex, and uses an in-

depth understanding of prehistoric objects to ascertain their function and use (Dolfini and Crellin,

2016, pp.80-81). These points show that it is not easy to ascertain violence from bone and metalwork-

wear analysis, possibly indicating that using multiple methods should be used to provide thorough

conclusions. 

The evidence for Bronze Age violence largely comes from mainland Europe. The most famous site is

at Tollense, where many died from weapons such as clubs, arrows and spears (Crellin et al, 2018,

p.283). Whilst some have interpreted it as a major battle by ‘warriors’ and ‘immigrants’[CITATION

Kri18 \p 30 \l 2057 ], others have also offered up a mass sacrifice interpretation (Brinker et al, 2014,

p.156). However, it has been noted that there is no standardised treatment of bodies, or evidence of

‘ritual’ use post-mortem (Lidke et al, 2018, p.165). A battle between two groups is the most accepted
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interpretation, and this has been further supported by the prevalence of young – middle aged adult

male bodies found there (Flohr et al, 2014, p.20). This site has been argued to show that Bronze Age

groups could actually amass ‘armies’ (Horn and Kristiansen, 2018, p.4); ultimately this site has been

used consistently as evidence for larger scale violence in the Bronze Age, and could lend support of

violence being prevalent elsewhere in Europe, such as in Britain. 

Figure 7. Skull from Tollense showing major cranial trauma, probably fatal. [CITATION Nic13 \p 244 \t  \l 2057 ]

As for Britain, there is largely a reliance on finds rather than bodies, to construct theories of violence

in Bronze Age Britain (Mortz, 2018, pp.174-5). One rare find was made at Tormarton, where bodies

have been found showing combat injuries, including one male with a spearhead in his spine (Heath,

2013, pp.58-59). Other finds in Britain are largely single finds, such as burials. One piece of evidence

is a Beaker burial from Stonehenge, having been shot by an arrow three times, the final being fatal –

projectile analysis showed that the person was shot at close range, too (Osgood, Monks & Toms,

2000, p.20). Evidence is also varied, with many fatal or life-changing injuries caused by slashing

weapons, and also blunt-force (Thorpe, 2006, p.154). However, Later Bronze Age evidence has been

harder to evaluate, due to the prevalence of many cremation burials – causing violent marks to be

destroyed;  arrowheads  and flint  fragments  within  these  may however  be  what  remains  (Osgood,

Monks and Toms, 2000, pp.20-21). Whilst these may be evidence of violence, it may be difficult to
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interpret  warfare from them, especially on the scale of the Tollense site.  Battlefield sites may be

difficult to identify and uncover, but with more excavation from upcoming development, some may

be identified and used to support the idea of violence being evident in Britain. 

Furthermore, metalwork can also be evidence of Bronze Age violence. Hoards of weapon depositions

have been interpreted as ritual depositions post-violence (Mortz, 2018, pp.175-6). Destruction of sites

with  deliberate  intent  is  apparent,  but  these  have  usually  been  interpreted  as  ritual  destruction

corresponding with the abandonment of the site (Bruck, 2007, p. 27). As for examination for violent

marks, this field has begun to emerge, showing problems and development in identifying slighter

evidence for violence. Since the beginning of the 21st century, leaps have been made in the field of

metalwork wear-analysis,  being used as a method to analyse marks being left  on metal tools and

weapons. Some analysis began as early as the 1980s, but intensive use to evaluate ideas was not until

the 2000s (see Ottaway & Roberts, 2003). Furthermore, it wasn’t until the 2010s that the method was

really developed (Dolfini, 2011) (Sáez, 2015) (Dolfini & Crellin, 2016) (Crellin, 2018). Many of these

studies have shown that there has been evidence on Bronze Age weaponry of metal on metal impact

(Ottaway & Roberts, 2003, p. 132) (Crellin, 2018, p. 285), meaning to an extent there must have been

interpersonal contact with violent intent existing in the Bronze Age.

Metalwork wear-analysis is lacking in its use on prehistoric weaponry from Dartmoor, and analysis of

bones is difficult due to the acidity of the soil (Wickstead, 2008, p.119). This may be highly useful in

understanding evidence for violence in this area, and may support ideas on the territorial use of the

reaves  (see  Fleming,  1988),  and  defensive  structures.  Additionally,  as  osteoarchaeology  is  little

evident on Dartmoor, it may be helpful to focus on use-wear of possible weapons, to determine if

violence could be evident on Dartmoor and in Devon. 

Defining Defensibility

Little discussion has occurred on the definitions of defensive settlements due to the preoccupation

with the prevalence of warfare (Horn & Kristiansen, 2018, p.6). However, defensive definitions can

be collated from various sources, as listed in the table below.  I shall use these terms to evaluate
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hillfort defensibility in the case studies. Interestingly, there appears to be a trend of less focus on

contextual or natural defences and more on physical defences, with a return to contextual defence in

recent years. 

These terms, however, are fallible.  Their varied nature shows no cohesive definition. In addition,

terminology such as tactical entrances derive from a modern military viewpoint, arguably irrelevant

to prehistoric sites. Complicated earthworks and barbicans may also relate to sites built as a display

of  wealth  rather  than  defence,  such  as  Maiden  Castle.  But,  Buchsenshutz  (1995:53),  Mercer

(2006:122)  and Heath (2013:69)  make a  convincing argument  for  the  use  of  contextual  defence,

exploitation  of  the  natural  environment,  to  make  a  site  defensive;  a  novel  way  of  assessing

defensibility. Many ‘defensive’ sites have sacred and exceptional sites. For instance, Hambledon Hill

in Dorset incorporates a long barrow, and at Denbury, Devon there are three cairns enclosed by the

defences, implying a long-sacred site preceding their construction. This idea of considering cultural

and social factors in defensibility was supported by Osgood, Monks & Toms (2007:7). However, the

lack of excavation of defensive sites mean it is difficult to interpret the relationships between cultural

and social factors such as ownership or ritual.

Author Definition(s) Reference Sites applicable
(examples)

References

Buschsenshutz Massive defences 1995,
p.53

Maiden Castle,
Mycenae,

Payhembury

(Price, 2013, p.327)
(Tomlinson, 1992, p.31)

(Cherry & Pevsner, 2002,
p.31)

Defences blocking
natural access

1995,
p.53

Corfe Castle, Ram's
Hill, Uffington

Castle

(Beresford & St Joseph,
1979, p.146) (Ordinance

Survey, 2018)
Sacred / exceptional

location
1995,
p.53

Denbury (Devon),
Hambledon Hill

(Robert & Dunn, 1992, p.55)
(Mercer and Healey, 2003, p.

766)
Mercer Defended in depth 2006,

p.122
Maiden Castle (Rose, 2005, p. 52)

Mutual support 2006,
p.122

Winklebury Densely populated area
(Sharples, 1991, p.260)

Osgood,
Monks, Toms

Defining boundaries 2007, p.7 Danebury (Harding, 2012, p.130)
Ownership 2007, p.7 Chisbury (Hostetter, 1997, p.375)

Newman High positioning with
sweeping views

2011,
p.88

Maiden Castle,
Ram's Hill, Denbury

(Sharples, 1991, p.239)
(Hooke, 1987, p.134) (Robert

& Dunn, 1992, p.53)
Complicated 2011, Maiden Castle (Rose, 2005, p.52)
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earthworks -
barbicans, multiple

banks & ditches

p.89

Heath Situated on
passes/rivers/trade

routes

2013,
p.69

Highdown Hill &
Ram's Hill

(Cunliffe, 1991, p. 531)

Table 1. Table illustrating the criteria that the defensibility of Grimspound will be evaluated against.

Ram’s Hill 

Figure 8. OS Map showing Rams Hill in its context, including nearby Uffington Castle (Ordnance Survey, 2015).

This site sits on a ridge between the Vale of the White Horse and the Thames Valley (Needham, 1994,

p.225). It was first noted by Mr G.B Grundy in 1922, who found a ploughed-out earthwork believing

it to be a Saxon landmark named ‘Hremnes Byrig’ (Piggott and Piggott, 1940). Initially thought to be

a Neolithic causewayed enclosure (Peake 1936), this was later presumed unlikely by Stuart Needham

(1994,  p.225)  due  to  the  lack of  multiple  causeways.  Early  fieldwork  in  1938-1939 (outlined in

Piggott and Piggott, 1940) revealed surprising results, with the outer earthworks dating to the Iron

Age,  a  third  attached  Roman  enclosure,  and  the  central  enclosure  of  Middle  Bronze  Age  date.

Subsequent interest in the interior enclosure led to excavations in 1972 & 1973 (Bradley and Ellison,

1975, pp.150-151). 
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Figure 9.  Plan of Rams Hill enclosure, showing the outer Iron Age earthworks and the inner Bronze Age enclosure, with

diagrams of Piggott's and Bradley's excavations (from Needham, 1994, p.226).

This excavation discovered three phases to the rampart and ditch, but the evidence failed to provide an

accurate chronology resulting in different models for the site development. A re-evaluation of with

accurate radiocarbon dating showed the site dates to the later Bronze Age, but no further than 1420BC

(although this one was considered an anomalous result) (Needham, 1994). However, these dates still

reinforced the site beginning and developing in the Bronze Age, with four phases. The first phase was

a stone-faced rampart then recut. The second phase was a timber-faced rampart that was levelled or

eroded away and replaced with a double palisade in the third phase. The fourth phase included the

outer rampart, created in the Iron Age. The site initially was believed to be for stock breeding and
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grain  growing.  The  1970s  excavation  ascribed  an  early  function  of  a  pastoral  enclosure,  before

developing into a defensive site (Bradley & Ellison, 1975, p.120). Needham sought to re-evaluate the

function but said, despite the lack of permanent settlement evidence, it still appeared to be a ‘central

place’ (Needham, 1994, p.242). 

Figure 10. Visualisation of the phasing of the Bronze Age enclosure ramparts, from Needham, 1994, p.229 (who adapted it

from Bradley & Ellison 1975, fig. 2.33).

The frequent referral to the site as a hillfort suggests the authors believed the site defensive. Later

authors  have  affirmed  the  defensibility  with  comparisons  to  hillfort  sites  and  other  enclosures

(Harding,  2012).  Others  sought  to  evaluate  its  significance  in  prehistory  but  not  necessarily  its

function, or functions (Rowlands, 1998, p.158). 
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According  to  the  definitions  above,  it  involves  many aspects  of  defensibility.  Firstly,  it  includes

multiple defences. The original defences were simple: a bank and ditch. The second phase, however,

included a rampart and a palisade sited in the partially silted ditch. According to Newman (2011:88),

this is a defensive aspect. Mercer (2006:122) would argue the inward-turned south entrance is tactical,

and therefore adds to the defensibility. There could have been Bronze Age occupation at Uffington

Castle nearby, but this is theoretical and assumes a Bronze Age origin to the site, which has yet to be

identified. This may mean no mutual support, decreasing its defensibility. However, this site does

occupy an exceptional location – a high point. Barrows are located nearby, within 500m, indicating

the area may have been a sacred location; both are within Buchsenshutz’s definition and so add to its

defensibility. Finally, the site sits along a major land route - the Ridgeway (see fig.8). In line with

Heath’s definition, this may have been used for travel and trade although it does not necessarily block

the natural access. However, it is likely to have been visible. Whilst the site may have not held mutual

support, the rampart, ditch and deliberate positioning fulfil many of the definitions of defensibility,

arguably meaning this site holds a high degree of defensibility. 

Risbury Camp 

22



Figure 11. OS Map showing Risbury Hillfort (centre), in its local context. Entrances are marked in blue, and the roman road

is marked by the yellow arrows.

Risbury camp is a multivallate hillfort situated on sloping ground in the Humber Brook Valley in

Wales  (Chalkele-Gould,  1908,  p.213).  Despite  it  being  a  large  hillfort  (see  fig.13),  it  has  few

references in literature. The first interrogation of the site occurred in 1868 (Edmunds, 1868, p.19), it

was interpreted as a site constructed in defence against Norman incursions in 1086, signalling to

others any impending attack. Edmunds noted that although there was no water source, it must have

been used as a sanctuary when war broke out. Coupled with its large defences (allegedly 46 feet -14

meters- high), he also noted its position overlooking a Roman road (later re-interpreted in the same

article  as  a  ‘British’  road)  (Edmunds,  1868,  p.24-25).  Interestingly,  his  use  of  a  curiously

phenomenological approach led him to identify two entrances and a connection between the western

entrance and the alleged road (p.20). This may be evidence of phasing of the site, and possibly the

road, being created in prehistory and developed or re-used in the Roman period. He also notes the

excavation revealed the rampart included a dry-stone wall, possible evidence of stone-revetting or

phasing (Bull, 1890, p.334).
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In 1885, Bull expanded on Edmunds, seeking

to  re-interpret  and  characterise  the  site.  He

concluded it was irregular and of Roman origin

(Bull,  1890, p.337). His dimensions are more

detailed,  measuring the height  of  the rampart

from 12-15 feet (3.6-4.5 meters) and even the

angling of the rampart at 60 degrees (p.334).

Additionally,  he  provides  a  map,  largely

consistent  and  accurate  (see  comparison  of

fig.12  with  fig.13).  The  next  to  describe  the

site was Chalkele Gould (1908, p.213-14), who

detailed  its  size,  dimensions,  situation  and

provided  an  interpretation.  The  internal

rampart  enclosed  an  area  of  8  acres  (3.4

hectares), with smaller outside ramparts on the eastern side. His initial measuring puts the interior

rampart at up to 25 feet (7.6 meters) high from the outside and 12 feet (3.6 meters) high from the

inside, with the outer ramparts measuring up to 6 feet (1.8 meters) in height, considerably smaller.

The language of the text is militaristic,  calling the ramparts ‘formidable’ and the site one of ‘the

strongest fortifications in Herefordshire’ (Chalkele-Gould, 1908, p.213). Unfortunately, he does not

provide a  date,  disputing the Roman origins,  but  also interpreting the eastern gate  as  later,  even

modern in date (Chalkele-Gould, 1908, p.214). 

The next  article on the site is  by the Royal  Commission on the Historic Monuments of England

(RCHME) in 1931, providing a more detailed map. The large inner rampart was now measured up to

30 feet (9 meters) high from the outside and up to 15 feet (c.4.5 meters) high from the inside. The

smaller outer ramparts varied still, being between 4-8 feet in height (1.2-2.4 meters). This description

also included details of the entrances. The western entrance included a protected approach via a berm

24

Figure 12. The first diagram of Risbury castle and its 
ramparts, showing the entrance breaks in the 
eastern and western sides and the mill-race leading 
off of the brook (from Bull, 1890, pp.336-7).



and  an  inward  turned  entranceway,  and  again  reaffirms  a  modern  date  for  the  eastern  entrance

(RCHME, 1931,  p.73).  Many since  classify it  as  an  Iron Age hillfort  (Ray,  2018,  p.90)  (Forde-

Johnston, 1976, pp.42, 273, 302), but some emphasise its dubious date. For example, the Atlas of

English  Hill  Forts  classify  it  as  a  multivallate  valley  fort  of  unknown date  (Lock,  2017).  When

compared in shape and type to Iron Age hillforts such as Payhembury in Devon, Y Bwlwarcau in

Wales and Knook Castle in Wiltshire, it is highly likely to be Iron Age in date.

The site does hold defensive merit according to

the definitions. It has multiple defences and a

protected  route  to  its  in  turned  entrance;

arguably  an  example  of  Mercer’s  defence  in

depth  and  tactical  entrances.  It  is  also  an

example  of  Newman’s  complicated

earthworks,  with  multiple  ramparts  and

ditches.  Its  position  overlooks  a  river,  a

feasible Bronze Age trade route  [ CITATION

Bar09  \l  2057  ],  and  possibly  an  attempt  to

‘control’  Buschenshutz  (1995:53)  &  Heath’s

(2013:69) natural  access.  Whilst  this  position

may  have  been  tactical,  it  rendered  the  site

vulnerable from higher elevations. Supporting Mercer’s ideas on ‘mutual support’,  there are three

forts within 5 kilometres of the site, an enclosure site to the north of the site (SMR10355) and a ring

ditch  (SMR21429)  which may be  evidence  of  settlement  or  contemporary  activity  on  the higher

ground around it. This could provide obstacles or support if the site were being attacked from the

higher ground. In conclusion, the site still holds a high degree of defensibility. 
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Figure 13. Risbury hill-fort plan, by Chalkele Gould 
(1908, p.213), including a small section on 
rampart dimensions.



Comparability 

Many historic  sites  have been considered defensive despite  not  possessing traditional  ‘defensive’

qualities.  Mycenae,  the Bronze Age citadel  in Greece,  sits  on a small  hill  but  is  dominated by a

mountain  to  the  south-east  (see  fig.15).  Despite  this,  it  is  still  considered  a  highly  defensive

stronghold (Lovano, 2019, p.464). 

Figure 15. Image of Mycenae, Greece, showing the slopes of the mountain behind it (from 'Barbarism and Civilisation’:

http://www.civilization.org.uk/empire/mycenae[ CITATION And16 \l 2057 ].

The hillfort  at  the head of  the Middle  Dean Burn in  Northumberland has been called defensive,

despite higher ground surrounding the site on three sides; the author argues the landscape hides it

from raiders,  giving it  defensibility (Oswald et al,  2013,  p.85). Hembury Castle in Devon lacked
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Figure 14. RCHME's detailed plan of Risbury hill-fort in 
1931 (p.73), detailing the protected western entrance 
(top) and the possibly modern eastern entrance 
(bottom).



complex defences and had rising ground on one side of it; yet this was defence enough for a medieval

motte-and-bailey to be built within it (Newman, 2011, pp.86, 90). These sites are similar in position

and fortification  to  Grimspound,  arguably meaning it  has  defensive  qualities,  contrary to  current

thinking. 

As  demonstrated  in  the  two  case  studies,  the  definitions  outlined  in  this  chapter  are  useful  in

evaluating defensibility from different aspects. For the purpose of this essay, these will be used to

evaluate Grimspound’s defensibility as well as finds, geophysical, contextual and survey evidence. It

is likely there was violence within prehistoric Devon, due to the evidence of violence elsewhere in

Britain and Europe at this time. However more evidence from bone and metalwork wear analysis is

needed to make this a firm conclusion. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

To evaluate the defensibility of the site, a variety of techniques were used: field survey, resistance and

electro-magnetometry  geophysics  and  examination  of  visual  and  cartographic  sources.  The

geophysics was used to gauge the extent of the enclosure wall and the presence of features and houses

that  may re-evaluate the settlement’s function. The cartographic and visual  sources identified any

changes in important features. 

Geophysical Survey

The first geophysical survey aimed to identify features and evaluate the wall’s thickness. The Wenner

Array  method was  used  to  measure  a  large  area  of  Grimspound’s  northern  ‘empty’ quarter.  The

survey’s results cannot be pinpointed within the enclosure to a reasonable degree of precision due to a

GPS inaccuracy,  but  a possible porched hut  circle,  circular  features  and structural  elements  were

identified (Albon, 2020, p.13).

The second geophysical survey used a twin-probe array which uncovered many different features,

including hut circles and a circular ditch. It also revealed several linear and curvilinear features that

may be structural elements: either divisions within the enclosure, part of domestic structures, or even
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further enclosures. There were two semi-circular features of interest - one of low resistance (possibly

a ditched enclosure) and one of high resistance (probably masonry). Several new hut circles have also

been identified.  Additional high and low resistance anomalies may relate to a stone alignment or

refuse pits.

Figure 16. Soil resistance results from the 2019 survey. Blue are known features. Yellow are high resistance features, and red

are low resistance features (Albon, 2020).
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Figure 17. Results of grid 2 In Phase 1000Hz, showing the two parallel lines (Albon, 2020).

In  addition  to  the  resistance  surveys,  an  electromagnetic  survey  was  undertaken  using  an  EMP

profiler. The most important results indicated the presence of a possible pit in the eastern side of the

enclosure and two parallel low-conductive linear features in the north-eastern side. Additional ‘blobs’

of high conductivity and low conductivity may be additional pits with a different function. 

Figure 18. In Phase 15000Hz results. Three possible pit features circled of high or low conductivity are circled (Albon,

2020).
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Documentary Results
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Figure 19. Shillabeer's survey of Grimspound. Parallel walls, pound, and upright slab are circled. Wall foundations are in red

(Newman, 2011, p,15).

Several maps show a distinct change and development of features, the first being Shillabeer’s map of

1829. It  is fairly accurate, drawn to a scale and includes perimeter and area measures. Numerous

features can be seen on the map, including a parallel line of walling, an internal semi-circular pound-

like structure,  the currently recorded hut  circles and notable features like a large flat  rock at  the

southern side of the wall. The wall is portrayed as jumbled yet substantial, and in some places the wall

foundations appear.
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A second map of Grimspound was illustrated by Worth of the Dartmoor Exploration Committee, pre-

excavation. This has many differences to the 1829 map, perhaps due to movement or damage of the

stones by laborers, locals or unknown antiquarians. The two enclosures and semi-circular enclosure

have been changed into two and a half enclosures and one of the parallel walls has been removed

completely.  A kink  in  the  northern  side  of  the  enclosure  wall  may be  remnants  of  the  northern

‘entrance’ noted by Lysons in the 19th century (Lysons, 1822, p.cccvi). The wall is depicted as solid,

potentially not taking into account the wall collapse that makes a wall foundation difficult to identify. 
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Figure 20. Dartmoor Exploration Committee's survey of Grimspound from the 1894 
report (Baring-Gould, 1894).



 

Figure 21.  Royal Commission for Historic Monuments in England survey.

The 1990 RCHME map is largely similar to the DEC map, with a few variances. Hut 7 appears to

have a small enclosure and is attached to the wall, possibly a pre-Grimspound site. The map also notes

two fragments of possible walling, hut circles or enclosure sections. However, Shillabeer’s parallel

wall lines are faded into one small wall fragment. The wall collapse is shown, possibly the remains of

the wall’s full height. 

Field Survey 

In December 2019 and May 2020, I photographed possible unnatural features for identification. These

are used alongside images from other sources to illustrate points and comparisons. 
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The Walls

The walls are predominantly local granite rock as suggested by Sabine Baring-Gould in the initial

Grimspound report (1894:116). The weathering of Hameldown Tor (as seen in fig.22) provides large

thick boulders suitable for facing slabs.

Figure 22. Photo of a boulder from Hameldown Tor, showing how it erodes into linear slabs.

The second photographic survey showed evidence of quarrying amidst the lower rocks of Hameldown

Tor. 
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Figure 23. Possible quarried stone from Hameldown Tor showing quarry marks similar to feather and tare (see fig 23.)

These include cylindrical marks which could be evidence of the feather (or plug) and tare splitting

method. Figure 24 shows where a rock is split  by driving a wedge in between a tapering pair of

crowbar-  like  ‘feathers’ into a  chiselled hole,  and then hammering in  multiple  of  these until  the

boulder breaks[CITATION Smi99 \p 186 \l 2057 ]. However, these are rougher when compared to

other  feather  and tare  work and may be the result  of  an earlier  method.   The marks are  widely

separated; in the modern granite method they are closer together. 
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Figure 24. Dartmoor example of a feather and tare cut boulder (courtesy of Tim Jenkinson).

It  is  thought  the walls  were originally  hollow,  although recent  authors suggest  they were double

walled with rubble infill[CITATION Ron85 \p 84 \l 2057 ]. The amount of rubble, wall collapse and

comparison to several other local granite structures means the height can be reasonably estimated

(Baring-Gould, 1894, p.113). Challacombe medieval village (see fig 28.), farmhouses, various leats,

field walls (MDV54574, MDV14381, MDV54573, MDV54575, MDV6647 and MDV26969) all use

granite slabs which may have come from Grimspound. Burnard (1902:166) noted the Highway Act in

the nineteenth century still  permitted the robbing of Dartmoor’s monuments and the proximity of

Carter’s Road (the B3212) would have provided ample opportunity for transporting raided stones.

Only some of the wall foundation appears to be up to 13ft (3.9m) wide, which would suggest pilfering

had taken place. 
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Figure 25. Image from western side of Grimspound, showing the extent of wall collapse.

Figure 25 shows the rubble present. In some places, this suggests the wall could have been 40ft (12m)

thick in total. The extent of the wall collapse may be enough to estimate reconstruction, which will be

discussed in the next section. 
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Figure 26. Photo of possible standing stone incorporated into the eastern wall. Facing west.

On the south-eastern side of the enclosure, the wall appeared to include several large stones with one

standing  out  more than the rest.  This  long stone  is  similar  to  several  standing  stones  present  in

prehistory throughout the UK and appears to be leaning over other structural elements of the site. The

bulbous bottom of the stone appears to be more weathered,  possibly indicating it  was positioned

within the ground. If this were originally a standing stone brought to the site, it could indicate a ritual

element to the wall construction. However, it may have been a local find with no ritual significance.

Unfortunately, the collapsed nature of the wall means the stone’s socket is unidentifiable. 

The Gate 

A 3D survey of the gate by Elias Logan (2019) indicates a clear thoroughfare through the entrance.

The paving is irregular with possible spoil remains in the interior and exterior. The small curvilinear

wall may be an addition to the front of the gate or an extension, similar to a bastion or barbican.
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Figure 27. 3D image of the entrance to Grimspound, showing the small curvilinear feature south of the gate, the internal

paving and possible spoil (Logan, 2019).

There are parallel wall lines to the western side of the enclosure as indicated by Shillabeer in 1829,

these may be a corridor-like entryway. It  faces downslope suggesting a more defensible entrance.

Many of the original stones may have been robbed from the current entry. A standing stone nearby

(discussed further on) indicates pillar-shaped stones were used in its construction but, because of their

suitability as lintels or door frames, they may have been re-used elsewhere. Flat slabs similar to the

gateway’s upright base stones, can be seen at Challacombe Medieval village (fig.28). There is also a

small line of rocks embedded into the ground, curving back towards the wall and then fading out. To

date, the relationship between the two is unknown. Within the interior, there appears to be a similar

but less curved alignment which may be part of the steps.
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Figure 282. Image of Challacombe Medieval Village (courtesy of Mike Pesterfield).

Interior features 

During the survey, a few features were found of note.

Firstly, a ditch feature runs from the modern track north-west towards the small enclosures. This may

be a drain or separating feature. 
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Figure 29. Image of the possible ditch/drain feature, facing southeast.

 These may have provided drainage for  waste suggesting significant  planning in  the settlement’s

construction. Partitioning in the settlement also appears, with one possibly connecting huts 16 and 6. 

Figure 30. Image showing the possible partitioning between huts 16 and 6.
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Exterior Features 

Features identified within 100m of the circuit wall may be contemporary and related to the site. 

Mound

Below the north-west corner of the wall, Grim’s Lake emerges into a slight valley. Around 40 meters

from the wall lies a small mound situated on an area of flat ground to the south of the stream. It

appears unnatural and is located close to man-made features in the riverbank. 

Figure 31. Image showing the mound west of Grimspound, of note is the possible marker rock.

At one end, a small boulder appears to be set in the ground. Its location at the ‘head’ of the stream

before its exit from Grimspound, with views over to Challacombe Down and the saddle to Birch Tor,

may be deliberate. 
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Figure 32. View from the mound towards Challacombe down.

Figure 33.  Image of the possible 'ramp' leading towards Grimspound.

A possible man-made feature just south of this mound is a ramp-like earthwork leading up one side of

the riverbank. This provides a straight access from the higher ground down to Grim’s Lake. 
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Possible Monolith 

Figure 34. Possible monolith in the Miner's Way.

Below Grimspound, this feature is used as a paving stone for the Miner’s Way. It has a large round

protrusion in  the  centre  of  the  rock,  smooth in  texture,  possibly indicating a  polished or  rubbed

feature.  There  is  a  small  incision  round  the  base,  suggesting  exploitation  by  tools.  It  could  be

compared to one of the lintels of Stonehenge’s trilithons, whose protrusions were used to fit into the

socket of an upright stone (Parker- Pearson et al, 2015, p.24). Its location on the Miner’s Way, may

indicate it was taken from Grimspound. 

Context

Grimspound’s location lends the site significance and defensibility. 

There appear to be two alignments on Hameldown. One is a cairn alignment or ‘cemetery’, which

includes some of Dartmoor’s more notable barrows, such as Broad Barrow (Newman, 2011, p.54). In

addition, there is a cist at Grim’s Lake head (MDV8744), a barrow at King’s Tor (MDV8743) and
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cairns  extending from Hookney Tor  northwards to Shapley Common (MDV6611, MDV6726 and

MDV6648).  There  are  also  two  stone  rows:  one  lies  near  Berry  Pound  on  the  eastern  side  of

Hameldown and the other at Challacombe Down. These sites surround Grimspound, locating it in a

highly religious area.  

The second alignment is a trackway following the ridge. Ridgeways such as the Icknield Way or the

Oxford Ridgeway, are evident in prehistory (Darvill, 1996, p.148). The earlier part of the track is

well-used; fig. 35 shows how it has formed an overgrown hollow way next to the modern route. 

Figure 35. Photo of a southern section of the Hameldown ridgeway, depicting the hollow way amongst the bushes.

This ridgeway appears to pass Grimspound, indicating a relationship between the two. Another route,

the Miner’s Way, passes through Grimspound. This route continues towards Manaton and is relatively

modern in comparison (Butler, 1991, p.143). However, looking at Hameldown from the east shows

how formidable the ridge is; the Miner’s Way, cutting through the saddle, may have been the easiest

route to take, and thus may be older. The junction of these routes at Grimspound show it may have

been a prehistoric crossroads. 
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Figure 36. Photo of the eastern flank of Hameldown from Bonehill Down; a barrier to western Dartmoor.

Figure 37. Google Earth image of the routes of the Hameldown Ridgeway and the Miner's path.
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Additionally, the view from the site is orientated towards the Headland Warren mines where scrapers

and Romano-British pottery have been found (Rowe, 1894, p.53), a tentative indication to their date.

This is a large mining area and stream works follow the line of the West Webburn downstream.

Figure 383. Image of the Birch tor & Headland Warren mines including the stream works in the eastern valley (from

Newman, 2011, p.169).

The area is tin-rich with around 50mg/kg in the soil and up to 1993mg/kg in river sediment (Tellus,

2014).  This  is  the  third  most  tin-rich  area  (for  river  sediment)  on  Dartmoor  and  may  indicate

Grimspound was connected to prehistoric mining or stream working along the valley or at Headland

Warren. 
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Figure 394. Tellus environmental data showing the presence of tin in stream sediments, with red being the most and yellow

being the least amount [ CITATION Tel14 \l 2057 ].

The positioning, whilst extensive to the west, as far as Rough Tor (about 9km/5.6 miles west),  is

hindered on the east by rising ground. However, the view from Berry Pound (possibly contemporary

with Grimspound) extends as far as Lustleigh Cleave (about 7km/4.3 miles east), and beyond towards

Haldon Hill. Together, Grimspound and Berry Pound have far-reaching vistas east and the west.
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Figure 40. Google Earth viewshed data from Grimspound (Google Earth, 2019).

Figure 41. Google Earth viewshed data from Berry Pound. Lustleigh Cleave is situated in the strip of light green to the east

(Google Earth, 2019).
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There are several other settlements in the locality. Pound-like sites similar to Grimspound exist nearby

at Heatree Down, as well as the aforementioned Berry Pound (Butler, 1991, pp.145-6, 149). To date,

neither have been excavated. Another pound lies further down the West Webburn valley, fossilised

into  a  modern  field  and  bisected  by  the  road.  Two  other  enclosures  are  also  in  the  vicinity  of

Hameldown  ridge,  one  blocking  access  from  the  east  in  the  centre  of  the  saddle.  Many  more

fragmentary or open settlements lie in Grimspound’s immediate environs and further afield.

Figure 425. Ordinance Survey map showing the locations of pound settlement (blue) and fragmented settlement/isolated hut

circles (orange). Data from Historic Environment Record.
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The largest open settlement is Gold Park, which excavation dated to the Iron Age (Gibson, 1992,

p.42).  From  this  information,  Grimspound’s  location  appears  central,  surrounded  by  similar

settlements.

Grimspound  also  sits  within  Fleming’s  Hameldown  reave  system;  a  large  field  arrangement

encompassing Hameldown ridge (Fleming, 2008, fig.30). Its field boundaries cut off the southern tip

of the ridge, whilst also dividing the ridge into three. This reave system is different to that found at

Dartmeet, which appears as a patchwork, or Rippon tor, which includes large parallel blocks. These

may indicate that Grimspound sits in a ‘territory’ with rivers such as the Webburns, Bovey and Walla

Brook providing physical boundaries. The settlements may provide defensive aspects, in addition to

the territorial boundaries, explored in this dissertation’s final chapter. 

Figure 436. The reave systems of Dartmoor, showing Hameldown reave system circled. (From Fleming, 2008, fig.30)
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Small Finds 

Two arrowhead findspots are close by, both south of the gateway and on the track southwards across

Hameldown. The closest to the entrance was a petit-tranchet derived arrowhead (MDV8781) and the

other a barbed and tanged arrowhead with Breton affinities (MDV8780). Directly associated with

Grimspound, are shards of pottery discovered by re-excavation of a cooking hole in 1895[CITATION

Bar96 \p 192 \t  \l 2057 ]. Apart from these, finds directly associated with the site appear to be lacking.

Nearby finds at Headland Warren include a scraper and Romano-British pottery (Rowe, 1894, p.53).

However, this could date the mines rather than Grimspound and may not be associated with the site.

There are only two weapon finds: the Hameldown dagger, unfortunately now destroyed (Bate, 1872,

p.555)  and a  mace  head  3.5km south  at  Cator  (MDV12959).  This  small  concentration  of  finds,

especially for violence, could be due to a lack of investigation or excavation since 1894.

Reliability 

Most of the data is reliable. The geophysical data, whilst inhibited by some natural interference, is still

relatively clear. The electromagnetic data is somewhat different. As a new technique, interpretation is

difficult due to a lack of comparisons to work from. There is also a lack of continuity between the

grids because the surveys took place on different days, sometimes months apart, and the base ground

conductivity  and  magnetism  probably  changed  drastically  within  these  time  periods.  Additional

resistance surveying outside of the enclosure walls may uncover further defensive features, such as

silted up ditches or wall fortification; keeping it within the enclosure may have narrowed the results. 

The  contextual  area  provides  additional  interpretive  data.  However,  the  relationship  between

Grimspound and other sites or artefacts becomes less definite the further the distance and the less
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certain the date. The worked rocks do not have the benefit of a second opinion, but the comparison to

similar styles indicate they may have been worked by human hand. 

The contextual data such as finds, reaves and positioning, are discussed in the next chapter along with

the remaining results. The next chapter will provide a comprehensive analysis of how these results

relate to defensibility.
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Chapter 5: Discussion & Conclusion 

The research question to be evaluated in this dissertation was ‘To what extent was Grimspound a

defensive settlement?’. This has been a complex question to evaluate, with defensibility based around

three  themes  –  field  evidence,  comparability  to  defensive  sites,  current  definitions  and  also  the

prevalence  of  violence  in  the  Bronze  Age.  The  presence  of  battlefields  such  as  Tollense,

osteoarchaeological  evidence  of  violent  injury  and metalwork  wear  analysis  evidence  of  combat

suggest violence is prevalent in prehistoric Europe. However, violence appears to be smaller scale in

Britain with no battle sites. Whilst little work has been done on Bronze Age defensive sites, current

re-evaluation of hillforts is showing that their origins may have been earlier – as evident at Ram’s

Hill.  As for defensibility, there is currently not a universally applicable definition, and carries the

baggage of a applying a modern bias to a prehistoric site. Thus, to interpret a site as having high

degree of defensibility, it has to have several definitions applicable to it. Certain criteria from Chapter

3  will  be  used to  assess  defensibility.  Additionally,  evidence  of  violence will  also  be taken into

account, to show the site had a need to be defensive in prehistory. 

Discussion

Geophysics 

Despite aiming to uncover further wall foundations, none appeared in the surveys, indicating that the

present wall may be the original extent. However, the many roundhouses discovered indicate the site

was  more  densely  occupied  than  previously  thought.  Furthermore,  several  linear  and  curvilinear

features  indicate  separations  or  extra  enclosures.  A possible  ditched circular  enclosure  and stone

alignments  may be  evidence  of  a  ritual  significance,  but  needs  further  evidence.  Supplementary

structures to the walls may point to defensive additions such as buttresses or steps but they could be

animal paddocks, supporting the idea of a pastoralist settlement. 

55



The electro magnetometry produced fewer results than the resistance survey. The items of note are the

linear features and pits. It is unknown the function of the parallel lines, and it is unlikely it makes the

site more defensive. The pits may be rubbish or refuse rather than structural and so also do not support

the defensibility theory. 

Cartography/documentary 

The parallel walls clearly marked on Shillabeer’s map and indicated on the DEC’s suggest a long

narrow entrance. Such a gateway supports a defensive argument because it would have slowed down

any breaching of the settlement and rendered the enemy vulnerable to attack.  Prior to Shillabeer,

Lyson postulated an additional  entrance to  the north (Lysons,  1822,  p.cccvi)  and the kink in  the

northern side of the enclosure (see fig.20) supports this. Both could be defensive with the eastern

gateway facing downhill and the northern confronting a sudden steep decline from Hookney Tor. This

may be the original valley of Grim’s Lake diverted by human hand into the enclosure[CITATION

Placeholder1 \p 46 \l 2057 ]; this may be a man-made defence. 

Initially the site was thought to be an Iron Age oppidum, Voluba, although no further reference is

made  [CITATION Ric93 \p 14 \l 2057 ]. This suggests a defensive element and a later date; both

could be possible. The Iron Age settlement of Gold Park is just north of Grimspound and the lack of

finds means a Bronze Age date is not fully supported. In addition, the evidence of planning - the

partitioning and terracing - and effort  put  in place to construct  it  (discussed later  in the chapter)

strengthen Polwhele’s interpretation. 

New Finds

One of the most significant finds is the possible standing stone at the eastern side of the enclosure. If

up  righted,  this  would  give  an  estimated  height  of  nearly  three  meters  to  the  enclosing  wall.

Conversely,  if  this  was  also  a  standing  stone,  it  may  indicate  ritual  protection.  However,  some

prehistoric sites used ritual closure following abandonment, such as Orkney[CITATION Ric05 \p 53 \l

2057  ] and  at  Bellever  on  Dartmoor,  a  cairn  had  been  constructed  over  a  former

roundhouse[CITATION Sim09 \p 1 \l 2057 ]. Some hillforts incorporated ritual and funerary locations
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into  their  construction  (Gosden  and  Lock,  1998,  p.9),  supporting  the  idea  of  ritual  protection.

Buchsenshutz’s  defensibility  definition describes  a  site  in  a  sacred location (Buchsenshutz,  1995,

p.53), implying ritual or sacred protection boosted the defence capability. 

There is evidence of considerable effort expended in constructing Grimspound. The first excavation

suggested the boulders used for wall building come from the nearby tors[ CITATION Sab94 \l 2057 ]

– Hameldown and Hookney, presumably. Quarried rock at Hameldown (evident in fig.23) may have

been taken  down via  the  ridge-path  and  finished  near  Grimspound.  Such quarrying  would  have

involved groups of workers building different sections of the wall [CITATION Les96 \p 8 \l 2057 ].

Some of the rocks are up to 4.7 meters in length[CITATION Placeholder2 \p 143 \l 2057 ]; these

would have been transported by carts, again highlighting the labour required. 

The wall construction appears to be stone faced with a rubble or earth core, a particularly strong

structure  (Ashurst  and  Himes,  1990,  p.10).  In  some  places  the  wall  is  up  to  3.5  meters

thick[CITATION Phi11 \p 67 \l 2057 ], the same or greater than known prehistoric defensive sites.

The defensive city wall of Khirbet ed-Dawwara in Israel is only 3 meters,  but is still  considered

‘solid’  [CITATION  Rob12  \p  76  \l  2057  ].  Grimspound’s  wall  height  is  estimated  to  be  1.7

meters[CITATION  Placeholder2  \p  145  \l  2057  ].  A  meter-high  wall  would  stop  a  wild

animal[CITATION Fle78 \p 108 \l 2057 ]; possibly this was the purpose. However, the extent of wall

collapse (see table) suggests the height could be double that. Addtionally, estimating the wall height in

this manner could be futile as much of the material has been re-used in buildings nearby. The wall

could also have been topped by a fence[CITATION Les96 \p 12 \l 2057 ], providing extra height and

defence, and may have been similar to many castles’ wall-walks. Additional protection may be the

mound below Grimspound (fig.31); that and its nearby ramp (fig.33), but more work is needed to

assess their function.

The  large  monolith  discovered  on  the  path  may  be  significant,  with  the  smoothed  protrusion

evidencing its use as a lintel, similar to Stonehenge (Parker Pearson et al, 2015, p.24). If used to roof

the gateway, it would make it more substantial to enemy attack and there may be other stones nearby

that made up the original construction. In addition, the bank identified by the 3D modelling may be an
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extra defensive bastion or buttress. Or, its short distance in front of the gate may indicate it was part of

the  original  entrance,  extending  southwards.  The  gateway could  have  been  more  substantial  and

extensive than its present form, following Buchsenshutz’s definition of a complicated or barbican

gateway.  

Context

The reave system that Grimspound sits in includes two cross-ridge reaves and both appear as stony

banks, cutting off access from the higher ground. The additional reave encircling the system also cuts

off access from the eastern higher ground. At the western end of the northern Hameldown reave is a

hut  circle;  possibly a territorial  reave with a ‘watchtower’ type structure at  the western end.  The

eastern  end  fades  out,  so  the  alternate  hut  circle  structure  may  have  been  eroded  or  destroyed.

Opposite Hameldown Tor lies Hookney Tor and Shapley Common. Several reaves and two systems

cut off access to the higher ground from the north (see fig.6 & 43) and a pillaged cairn to the north

east of Hookney Tor (MDV6611) could have served as another watchtower, sitting on the highest part

of  that  ridge.  This  reave  system  appears  to  incorporate  multiple  settlements.  Hut  circles  and

enclosures lie to the north, east and along the valley to the south, supporting Fleming’s ‘territory’

idea[CITATION Fle78 \p 104-105 \l 2057 ]. On the eastern side of Hameldown is Berry Pound, which

provides an outlook as far east as Lustleigh Cleave. Grimspound’s viewshed data has sight towards

the west but is blocked on the eastern side.  Berry Pound’s viewshed would support Grimspound,

providing a decent view on its vulnerable eastern side. The two are likely to be connected by the

Miner’s  Way, the  route  possibly being older due to  its  direction through the saddle as discussed

earlier. This may show Grimspound as a tactical placement, defending the saddle or gateway to the

west  and the  crossroads.  This  could  be  where people  naturally  congregate  and having economic

benefits such as trade and travel efficiency[CITATION And96 \p 222 \l 2057 ]. As far back as the 19th

century its location has been interpreted as exerting control  over the possible mines at Birch Tor

(King, 1856, p.7) (Baring-Gould, 1894, p.104), but little investigation has been done. A small amount

of pottery and flint has been found in the mining gullies, but this lends little weight to the explanation.
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 These factors may have made access to higher ground difficult, with physical barriers preventing

movement up to Hookney or Hameldown Tors. According to Mercer’s ‘defence in depth’ (2006:122)

and Buschsenshutz’s ‘blocking the natural access’ (1995:53), this would make Grimspound defensive.

In addition, several nearby settlements provide ‘mutual support’ in times of attack (Mercer, 2006,

p.122). The site sits  at  a focal point,  exerting control  over a territory defined by reaves,  possible

control of an economic source (the tin mines) and control over a passage and crossroads. This adds to

its defensibility as defined by Osgood, Monks and Tonks, who highlight social and cultural factors

such as ownership and boundary defining (2007:7). The location is also supported by Heath’s ideas on

positioning by a trade route and pass (2013: 69).

Dartmoor’s higher ground was maintained for funerary sites (Jones, 2016, p.199). This can be seen in

the  context  of  Grimspound  with  the  Hameldown  linear  cemetery  mainly  using  the  highest

ground[CITATION Phi11 \p  53 \l  2057 ] –  the  only anomaly is  the  Grim’s  Lake cairn and cist.

Grimspound is at the northern end of this alignment, on the lower ground, with funerary monuments

to the north, south and east; literally providing spiritual protection to those living below [CITATION

Aub02 \p 104 \l 2057 ] . People were respectful of the dead, even in constructing boundaries, and

occasions when barrows were side-stepped or reaves terminated[CITATION Fle78 \p 110-11 \t  \l

2057 ]. Siting Grimspound close to these monuments may have been another layer of protection -

spiritual protection - with ‘ancestors’ or ‘spirits’ literally watching over. Close-by spiritual protection

may be the mound below Grimspound (fig.31). It is difficult to definitively interpret these sites as

being avoided by people due to the hut circles on the north eastern and eastern flanks of Hameldown.

The interpretation of spiritual protection may be more accurate and is supported by Buchsenshutz’s

definition of defence, with sites in a ‘sacred or exceptional location’ (1995: 53).  

Evidence of violence has been seen in the previous chapter. Some weapon hoards were due to post-

combat rituals, to cleanse or dispose of the ‘tainted’ weaponry[CITATION Mor18 \p 175-6 \l 2057 ]

and this can be seen with the Bloody Pool hoard near South Brent, where several spearheads were

found[CITATION Placeholder3 \p 135 \t  \l 2057 ]. Flints including arrowheads were discovered at

the  southern  end  of  Hameldown (MDV12438),  which  may  be  evidence  of  a  post-combat  ritual.
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Alternatively, the two arrowheads close to Grimspound may be directly from a violent event; evidence

for  arrow injuries  was  prevalent  in  Bronze  Age  Britain  (Osgood,  Monks  & Toms,  2000,  p.20).

However, the two arrowheads are single finds and may be explainable as stray finds. There is little

evidence of violence on Dartmoor, partly due to the prevalence of cremations [CITATION And164 \p

200-204 \l 2057 ] and lack of osteoanalysis. Cremation remains may only include objects violently

embedded into someone’s bones, such as flint arrowheads or fragments (Osgood, Monks and Toms,

2000, pp.20-21). Several cairns and barrows in the vicinity have not been excavated. The closest,

Single Barrow, unearthed a flint flake in the cremation [CITATION Placeholder2 \p 148 \t  \l 2057 ],

but this would only be tenuous evidence of violence. Further work on cremations, lithic-wear and

metalwork-wear analyses is needed to evaluate this question thoroughly. 

CONCLUSION

Original  interpretations have characterised the site as being non-defensible,  a conclusion that  has

stood the  test  of  time.  However,  these  results,  show the  Grimspound site  is  complex.  By  using

different definitions, we can see definsibility could be supported in a multitude of ways. 

Several  have commented on Grimspound’s  ‘massive’ defences.  New finds show the wall  may be

thicker and higher than first thought, adding to its substantiality. In addition, its positioning is sacred;

situated within a funerary complex of the Hameldown Barrow cemetery and provided with potential

spiritual protection. This meets Buchsenshutz’s criteria for defensibility. This site is located on a pass,

blocking  the  natural  access  and  possibly  doubling  as  a  trade  route.  According  to  Heath  and

Buchsenshutz, the surrounding enclosures and settlements help make it defensive (1995:53)(2013:69).

The reave system with potential watchtower sites provides physical defences, barriers and mutual

support, as defined by Mercer’s defence in depth (2006:122). Grimspound’s location within the reave

system and on a pass offers a sense of control or ownership over a territory and a site of economic

potential, the Birch Tor and Headland Warren mines. According to Osgood, Monks and Tonks, this

also supports defensibility, but it is difficult to say if Grimspound defines the boundaries. Although
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not situated in a high position, the site has sweeping views to the west and Berry Pound provides

views over  the  eastern blind side.  Arguably,  there  is  also  complexity to  its  defences.  A possible

northern gateway faces a steep man-made slope. The possible western gateway uses a corridor and the

southern entrance may have a barbican and/or extension to the south. Newman defines all these as

complicated defences or earthworks. 

Table 2. Table describing the comparisons between Grimspound and other sites, and also 
evaluating its defensibility according to the criteria.

Author Definition(s) Referenc
e

Examples &
References

Grimspound References

Buschsenshu
tz

Massive'
defences

1995,
p.53

Maiden Castle
ramparts

(Price, 2013,
p.327)

Massive enclosure
wall'. Up to 13ft

wide foundations.

(Timms,
1994, p.1)
(see table)

Defences
blocking natural

access

1995,
p.53

Corfe Castle
location

(Beresford &
St Joseph,

1979, p. 146)

Situated in a saddle.
Located on
crossroads.

(Darvill,
1996, p.90)
(see figure.

37)

Sacred' /
'exceptional

location

1995,
p.53

Hambledon
Hill barrow
(Mercer and

Healey, 2003,
p.766)

Within Hameldown
linear barrow

cemetery; ritual
sites nearby.

(Newman,
2011, p.53)
(MDV6600
& 18865)

Mercer Defended in
depth

2006,
p.122

Maiden Castle
layered

defences
(Rose, 2005, p.

52)

Reave system may
provide physical

defences.

(Fleming,
2008,
fig.30)

Mutual support 2006,
p.122

Winklebury
and environs

(Sharples,
1991, p.260)

Surrounded by
various settlements.

See fig.42

Osgood,
Monks,
Toms

Defining
boundaries

2007,
p.7

Danebury,
linked to
territorial

boundaries
(Harding,

2012, p.130)

Association with
reave system;

unsure if it defines
the boundaries of it

Fleming's
Hameldown

Reave
system
(2008,
fig.30)

Ownership 2007,
p.7

Chisbury
situation

(Hostetter,
1997, p. 375)

oriented towards
Birch Tor mines.

On crossroads
(controls

movement).

(King,
1856, p.7)
(see fig.37)
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Newman High
positioning with
sweeping views

2011,
p.88

Denbury
(Robert &

Dunn, 1992,
p.53)

Extensive views to
west; Berry pound

covers views to
east.

(see fig.40
& 41)

Complicated
earthworks -
'barbicans',

multiple banks
& ditches

2011,
p.89

Maiden
Castle's

ramparts and
entrances

(Rose, 2005, p.
52)

Corridor like
possible entrances
on S & W sides.
Possible exterior
defence at S gate.

(see fig.2 &
27)

Heath Situated on
passes/rivers/tra

de routes

2013,
p.69

Ram's Hill -
within an
exchange
network

(Cunliffe,
1991, p. 531)

Sat on possible
pass. Situated on

crossroads. Around
700m from West

Webburn.

(see fig.37)

Grimspound has several layers of defensibility and misses very few of the criteria. Contrary to current

thinking, this may indicate a high degree of defensibility. However, looking at it from one perspective

is unreasonable. Possible ritual features may indicate an additional ritual function and the enclosures

inside  may  indicate  husbandry.  Regardless  these  features  signal  a  complex,  significant  site;  its

defences may have been constructed to protect this. 

Whilst there is evidence for defensibility, there is no physical evidence of violence or warfare except

for  two arrowheads.  In  addition,  the  above  evidence  is  only  theoretical.  However,  Grimspound’s

importance cannot be disputed and justifies further study to answer this question conclusively. There

are several ways this can be done. 

Surveying

The whole area of Hameldown and Challacombe is devoid of LiDAR surveys. Surveying this area

may identify additional defensive works, especially when concentrating on the settlement’s environs.

Resistivity surveying outside the walls, to the east and south especially, may reveal the extent of the

foundations and uncover any additional defensive structures. Also, fieldwalking may uncover small

finds such as arrowheads to provide evidence for local violence. 

Archaeological Investigation

Archaeological investigation of the exterior and interior of the gateway would extend understanding

of its complexity.  Exterior excavation may uncover additional  defensive/non-defensive features to
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prove/disprove its defensibility and whether it was the original entrance. Trenching over Shillabeer’s

parallel lines of wall may identify its purpose as either gateway or an architectural feature such as a

paddock wall. 

Post-excavation analysis

Metalwork wear analysis and lithic wear analysis of weapons such as daggers, spears and arrowheads

may uncover violent marks to prove/disprove the prevalence of violence on Dartmoor. 

When assessed by the different defensive criteria, this site has a high degree of defensibility although

this is predominantly theoretical. Further study would prove this answer conclusively, but based on

the evidence provided, the site does have a certain amount of defensive capacity. The significance of

this site prevails even today, and this evaluation may spur further work to help conserve, preserve and

uncover the mystery that is Grimspound. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Tables

Table 1: Historic Environment Record Data 

HER Number Name Monument type Date
MDV8778 Grimspound enclosed 

settlement, Manaton
Hut Circle 
Settlement

Bronze 
Age

MDV8780 Flint arrowhead, Grimspound Findspot Bronze 
Age

MDV8781 Flint arrowhead found near 
Grimspound, Manaton

Findspot Bronze 
Age

MDV55280 Settlement in the parish of 
Manaton

Settlement Bronze 
Age

MDV54579 Hut circle in the parish of 
Manaton

Hut Circle  Bronze 
Age

MDV31994 Enclosure in the parish of 
North Bovey

Enclosure Late 
Neolithic- 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV6604 Enclosure in the parish of 
North Bovey

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

 MDV6647 Leat in the parish of North 
Bovey

Leat Early 
medieval - 
21st 
century

MDV54573 Leat in the parish of Manaton Leat Early 
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medieval - 
Post 
medieval

MDV54574 Leat on Hameldown, Manaton Leat Early 
Medieval - 
Post 
Medieval

MDV54575 Leat on Hameldown, Manaton Leat Early 
medieval - 
Post 
medieval

MDV54578 Enclosure in the parish of 
Manaton

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV6549 Headland Warren, North 
Bovey

Rabbit Warren 18th-20th 
century

MDV29154 Streamworks east of 
Challacombe Down

Streamworks Early 
Medieval - 
Modern

MDV55278 Storage cache in enclosure 
wall, Grimspound

Structure Post 
medieval

MDV8724 West Coombe Settlement, 
Shapley Common

Hut Circle 
Settlement

Early 
Bronze 
Age - Late 
Iron Age

MDV14381 Headland Warren Farmhouse, 
North Bovey

Farmhouse 16th-17th 
century

MDV118930 Medieval Field Boundaries to 
the south of Headland Warren
Farmstead, North Bovey

Field boundary 12th-15th 
century

MDV26969 Field system west of the East 
Webburn River

Field system Early 
Bronze 
Age - Late 
Medieval

MDV8744 Cairn and cist 430 metres 
north-east of Grimspound

Cairn; cist Bronze 
Age

MDV8743 King's Barrow on King Tor, 
Hookney Down

Cairn Bronze 
Age

MDV6611 Tor cairn 50 metres north-
east of Hookney Tor

Barrow Mesolithic -
Late 
Neolithic

MDV6726 Round cairn 620 metres 
south-east of Challacombe 
Cross

Round Cairn Early 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV6648 Cairn 450 metres north of 
Hookney Tor

Cairn Early 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV18865 Alignment Stone alignment Early 
Neolithic - 
Late 
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Bronze 
Age

MDV6600 Challacombe Stone Row Stone alignment Early 
Neolithic 
to Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV26692 Cairn in the parish of 
Manaton

Cairn Bronze 
Age

MDV26693 Hut circle in the parish of 
Manaton

Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV8768 Cairn in the parish of 
Manaton

Cairn Early 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV15085 North Hameldown Reave Reave Bronze 
Age

MDV26694 Hut circle in the parish of 
Manaton

Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV20786 Barrow south-east of 
Hameldown Cross

Barrow Early 
Bronze 
Age - Early
Iron Age

 MDV20787  Cairn south-east of 
Hameldown Cross

Ring Cairn Early 
Bronze 
Age - Early
Iron Age

 MDV58860 Cairn south-east of 
Hameldown Cross

Ring Cairn Early 
Bronze 
Age - Early
Iron Age

MDV58858 Barrow north-west of Broad 
Barrow on Hamel Down

Barrow Early 
Bronze 
Age - Early
Iron Age

MDV7407 Broad Barrow on Hamel Down Barrow Early 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

 MDV7487 Barrow on Hamel Down Barrow; Boundary
stone

Early 
Neolithic - 
19th 
century

MDV7409 Two Barrows (northern) Barrow Bronze 
Age

MDV7411 Two Barrows (southern), 
Hamel Down

Barrow Bronze 
Age

MDV15084 South Hameldon Reave Reave Bronze 
Age

MDV7413 Cairn on Hamel Down 160 
metres south-east of Two 

Cairn Bronze 
Age
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Barrows
 MDV7435 Hameldown Beacon Cairn Barrow Early 

Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV26874 Possible enclosure on Hamel 
Down

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV7520 Northern of two cairns on 
Hamel Down

Cairn Bronze 
Age

MDV7522  Southern of two cairns on 
Hamel Down

Cairn Bronze 
Age

MDV103662 Enclosure at the southern 
edge of Hamel Down

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV6107 Pound on Hamel Down, 
Manaton

Enclosure Late 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV5991 Cairn on Hamel Down Cairn Late 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV122263 Features on Hamel Down, 
Manaton

Hut Circle? 
Platform?

Early 
Bronze 
Age - Post 
Medieval

MDV26195 Enclosure on Hamel Down Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV5990 Hut Circles on Hamel Down Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV54571 Enclosure in the parish of 
Manaton

Enclosure Early 
Neolithic - 
Late Iron 
Age

MDV113616 Three stone hut circles 300 
metres south-east of 
Headland Warren Farm

Hut Circle 
Settlement

Bronze 
Age

MDV26663 Enclosure in the parish of 
Manaton

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV55529-
31

Hut Circle(s) in the parish of 
Manaton

Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV8721 Hut Settlement on Heatree 
Down

Hut Circle 
Settlement

Bronze 
Age

MDV55527 Hut circle settlement in 
woods north-west of Heatree 
Down

Hut Circle 
Settlement

Late 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV26970 Enclosure within field system 
on Hamel Down

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV103646 Possible enclosure within field Enclosure Late 
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system on Hamel Down Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV8754 Berry Pound on Hamel Down Enclosure Bronze 
Age

 MDV6553 Hut in settlement on Shapley 
Common

Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV6551 Sub-ovoid enclosure east of 
Cullacombe Head

Enclosure Late 
Neolithic - 
Late 
Bronze 
Age

MDV6552 Hut in settlement on Shapley 
Common

Hut Circle Bronze 
Age

MDV6550 Hut Settlement Hut Circle 
Settlement

Prehistoric

MDV6665 Enclosure with hut circles 
north of the Golden Dagger 
Tin Mine

Enclosure Bronze 
Age

MDV6700 Agglomerated perhistoric 
enclosure on Challacombe 
Down

Enclosed Hut 
Settlement

Bronze 
Age

Table 2: Wall Thicknesses 

Measu
remen
t #

Total Wall Collapse
& foundation 
(feet/inches)

Exterior side 
collapse 
(feet/inches)

Interior side 
collapse 
(feet/inches)

Foundation 
width 
(feet/inches)

1 27 10'5 7'2 11'6
2 29'2 10'2 8'6 11'1
3 28'1 10'11 7'6 10'2
4 32'2 12'9 9'10 13
5 40 17'4 11 9
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Appendix 2: Report

Geophysical Survey of Grimspound Prehistoric Settlement

 

Site: Grimspound Prehistoric Settlement

Civil Parish: Manaton

District: Teignbridge

County: Devon

Planning Authority and Curator: Dartmoor National Park

NGR: SX 70031 80908
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Between July and late October 2019, a preliminary and secondary resistance 
survey, as well as an Electromagnetic survey was conducted at the prehistoric 
settlement of Grimspound on Dartmoor, for the purpose of using as part of the 
dissertation of the author. This survey hoped to uncover prehistoric structures 
and features, that may show the site to be more built-up or complex than the 
current thinking. The Dartmoor National Park Authority, Historic England, and the
Duchy Land Agent provided relevant permissions for the surveys to take place, 
with Neill Wood and the University of Leicester providing the geophysical 
equipment, assistance and training necessary for it to be undertaken. 

Features such as possible pits, additional roundhouses, and structural elements 
were discovered. An additional possible double enclosure may indicate additional
separation of areas, or a ritual element to the site. These may indicate that the 
settlement was larger than previously indicated, and also more complex than 
first thought. 
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Survey type(s): Electromagnetometry, Wenner Array and Three-probe 
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Electromagnetometry: 0.3559 ha

Wenner Array: 0.413 ha

Twin probe: 0.016 Ha
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Project

Between July and October 2019, Jowan Albon, along with the help of the 
Camborne School of Mines’ Neill Wood, used electro magnetometry (EM), and 
two types of resistance geophysics to conduct a survey within the walls of 
Grimspound Prehistoric Settlement, on Dartmoor. This was for the purposes of a 
dissertation being written about the site, re-evaluating its defensive capabilities. 

 1.3 Topography and Geology 

Grimspound sits in a saddle in Hameldown ridge, at a height of about 460m 
above sea level[CITATION Tim961 \p 90 \l 2057 ]. It lies in a semi flat area with 
slightly rising ground towards the southeast, from 440m above sea level to 465m
above sea level (Ordinance Survey, 1994). The site is mostly covered by heather 
and gorse, which makes for some occasionally undulating ground. The lower 
ground in the north end of the site is mostly boggy during rainy seasons, due to 
the course of Grims Lake running through the northern end of the enclosure. The 
prevalence of granite on Dartmoor means that at the site there are remnants of 
the natural bedrock that appear on the surface, along with wall collapse and 
spread from the hut circles. The surrounding wall encloses a sub-circular area of 
1.45ha and 24 hut circles[CITATION Phi111 \p 67 \l 2057 ], of an average of 3m in
thickness[CITATION Ail57 \p 158 \l 2057 ]. Areas of the enclosure to the north, 
west, east and parts of the southwest end are notably devoid of structures and 
so pinpointed for surveying.  

The geology of the site is characterised by granite bedrock with silica intrusions 
(British Geological Survey, 2019). The excavation report of 1894 also indicated 
the presence of peat, common for upland Dartmoor (Baring-Gould et al, 1894, 
p106). The existence of Grim’s Lake stream within the site also indicates that 
there may be colluvium and alluvial soils such as clay, silt, sand or gravels
[ CITATION Bri19 \l 2057 ]. 

        1.4 Archaeological and Historical Background

The hut circles were excavated by the Dartmoor Exploration Committee in 
1893[ CITATION Bar94 \l 2057 ], and the walls excavated and reconstructed in 
1894 (Baring-Gould et al, 1895, pp. 82-83), a subject of controversy within the 
group (Baring-Gould et al, 1895, p.92). The excavation followed conflicting 
interpretations that had been attempting to ascribe a function and chronology to 
the site; many of these theories are outlined in the DEC’s report [CITATION Bar94
\p 103-105 \l 2057 ]. The excavation concluded that the site was of Neolithic 
occupation, a non-defensive site most likely associated with the husbandry and 
transhumance of cattle[ CITATION Bar94 \l 2057 ]. Since 1895, these conclusions 
have largely stuck (see Dyer, 2002, pp. 104-6). 
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Additionally, within a kilometre of the site are numerous prehistoric features, 
including Hameldown linear barrow cemetery [CITATION And05 \p 128 \l 2057 ], 
numerous funerary and ritual monuments, domestic sites and field systems. 
Furthermore, numerous medieval features including field systems and the 
Hameldown Cross, and later industrial features including tin mining, as can be 
seen in the large area to the west at Headland Warren. According to Fleming 
(1978, p.105), Grimspound sits within its own distinct reave system, presumably 
contemporary.

Figure 7. OS Map overlay showing historic environment around Grimspound 
settlement. Source: Devon Environment Viewer.

The surveys took place across numerous days, of interchangeable weather. For 
the preliminary resistance survey and EM survey it varied between rain and dry, 
whereas the second resistance survey was intense rain, resulting in lower parts 
of the site around Grim’s Lake being flooded. 

Initially, the project aimed to survey a large expanse of the site – 0.8 hectares. 
This included the northernmost ‘empty’ area, an eastern and then a southern 
survey area. However, due to time constraints, and the method used, this was 
mainly confined to the northern area. 
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2. Survey aims and objectives: 

2.1. General aims: 

1. Identify the presence or lack of features within the ‘empty’ quarter of 
Grimspound.

2. Assess extent of wall foundations. 

2.2. Preliminary Objectives: 

1. To conduct EM and Resistance surveys on the ‘empty’ areas of 
Grimspound, primarily the northern area

2. Conduct a Resistance survey of possible locations of entrances

3. Survey extent aimed to be as close to the walls as possible on the 
resistance survey, so that the results may indicate how far the wall 
foundations may extend. 

2.3. Secondary Objectives: 

1. Consolidate the preliminary survey with a secondary resistance survey, 
taking in particular sites where features may have appeared

2. Identify any possible additional features or sites of interest at Grimspound 
and close by, by field survey

3. Methodology

The three surveys were conducted between the dates of the 29th of July and the 
28th of October, 2019.

3.1. Electromagnetometry survey 

The data was collected using a GSSI EMP-400. During each survey the 
methodology was as follows. 

The grids were pegged in using red pegs, and each peg was geoplotted using a 
Trimble R2 GPS. Each grid began as two parallel lines of pegs, which marked 
each end of the survey. A rope was then laid in between the first pegs, with 
alternating red and yellow tape markers to show at what point the distance 
between the two was an even or odd number. 

When the grid was set up, the equipment was calibrated at the height that it 
would be used, in two ways. The first was calibration to the surroundings, without
the user. This was done by placing it on a box at the height that the equipment 
would be used whilst held. The second was a calibration to the user, as despite 
removing metal-based objects and clothing, there is still a base magnetic reading
given off by humans. All calibrations calibrated at 1000, 3000 and 15000 Hertz. 

After calibration, the equipment was used by standing at one end of the rope, 
and taking a first reading. The user walks along the rope, taking a reading at 
each point marked by tape. Once at the other end of the rope, the rope is moved
to the next peg. Readings were taken at 1.0m intervals, with a traverse 
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separation of 50cm. This process is repeated until the end of the grid. In the 
processing of the data, Surfer was used. 

3.2. Resistivity 

The first resistivity survey took place from July to September 2019. This survey 
used a Chauvin Arnoux soil resistivity tester, on a four-node Wenner Array 
setting. To conduct this survey, 50m tapes were ran from north to south. The four
nodes were placed in the ground 1m from each other along the line, and 
attached to the computer according to the colour order. After each reading, the 
nodes were moved one meter along the line. A reading would be taken from the 
computer, and the result written down in a notebook. The traverse separation 
was 1m, as was the reading intervals. 

The data was then processed at the University of Leicester, with help from Mark 
Gillings and Jeremy Taylor, using Terrasurveyor. 

The second resistivity survey took place on the 27th and 28th of October 2019, 
using an RM85 resistance meter. The setup used for this survey was on a three-
probe setting. Red pegs were used to mark out each grid, which were 20 by 20 
meters. These pegs were geoplotted using a GPS. The grids were then numbered
1-8, and the direction and orientation of the survey established. Ranging poles 
were used at the corners of each grid so that each major grid point could be seen
with ease. The reading intervals were 1m, and due to the use of a twin-probe, 
the probe spacing was 0.5m. 

The results were processed and interpolated through Terrasurveyor by Jeremy 
Taylor. The results were then georeferenced by Rachel Crellin through QGIS, 
using an OS base map. 

The results are clipped in their raw form, overlain onto an OS base map of the 
area.

4. Results 

4.1. Electromagnetometry 

It has been considered that 50cm was the depth of the archaeology, so 
interpretations largely will be inferred from the 15000 hz, with the exception of 
one 1000hz grid.  

The results are presented in their clipped raw form, and overlain onto an OS base
map of the area. 

Grid 1 

 InPhase results 
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Figure 8.Grid one In Phase results in the context of the settlement.

The InPhase results for Grid one shows an increase in magnetic susceptibility 
towards the east, up to a maximum of 2600 ppm. A small area in the SE corner 
of the survey grid indicate that this is a strip of magnetic susceptibility and may 
be a NE-SW aligned strip. The heightened magnetic susceptibility may be due to 
heightened public activity in the area, or cattle activity. It also may be natural, 
and unlikely to be archaeological. In the NE corner of the survey grid, there is an 

81



anomalous area of higher magnetic susceptibility; the 3000Hz survey grid for this
also has this, so it may be archaeological and not geological. 

Quadrature results 

Figure 9. Grid 1 quadrature data in context.

This grid has generally low conductivity, the maximum being 0ppm. Additionally, 
this is opposite to the InPhase result, with a decrease in ground conductivity 
towards the eastern side of the grid.  Curvilinear forms of lower conductivity in 
the eastern side may be due to the presence of granite in the soil, meaning there
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is less water. The western side is more northern, towards the bog, and so is 
wetter with more conductivity. 

Grid 2 

InPhase results 

Figure 10. Grid 2 In Phase data in context.
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These results show a trend of higher magnetic susceptibility increasing towards 
the south of the survey grid. The circular area of relatively high magnetic 
susceptibility corresponds with the area surrounding hut circle 2, and thus may 
be associated with it. There also appears to be a linear trend of high magnetic 
susceptibility which runs east-west across the grid, which may indicate a linear 
feature. Curvilinear features of higher magnetic susceptibility are present, 
running from the southeast side of the grid towards the western side, and 
punctuated by areas of high susceptibility. This may indicate small features 
within one larger feature, or that natural interference from the geology is 
interfering with several smaller features, that may be similar to pits. 

The 1000hz results are used here due to the interesting results gained. The grid 
appears to show two well-defined linear features of low magnetic susceptibility, 
well below the average. Granite has an average susceptibility measure of 0-50 x 
10^-3 (up to 0.05 SI), which may indicate that these features may not be 
geological. 

Quadrature results 
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Figure 11. Grid 2 quadrature data in context.

This is also similar to the first grid, with generally low conductivity, but higher in 
conductivity than the first grid – the maximum ppm being 300. This may be due 
to weather changes and the soil being wetter from recent rains. This grid 
indicates a circular area in the centre of high conductivity. This may be the 
remnants of a roundhouse ditch, but due to the fragmented nature it is also 
highly likely to be geological. A blob of higher conductivity towards the 
southwestern side of this circular feature may however indicate a pit. A linear 
feature of low conductivity is also present in the southern area of the grid, and 
may be more solid features such as granite or masonry. However, this is more 
likely to be natural interference, such as geological, or roots from the vegetation 
which is present in this area. 
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Grid 3 

Inphase Results 

Figure 12. Grid 3 In Phase data in context.
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This grid is largely low susceptibility, with the average being around -45ppm, but 
one feature stands out. This is the blob of anomalously low susceptibility, and 
may indicate a cut feature. Another smaller blob-like feature to the western side 
of the grid may indicate another. Its situation within a hut circle may indicate a 
hearth. However, as it is low susceptibility (and therefore low activity), it may 
actually be a simple pit like a central post hole. A high susceptibility feature also 
stands out on the northern side of the grid, which may also indicate another 
feature; its opposite susceptibility measurement also may indicate a difference in
function to the other two, which are of low susceptibility. 

Quadrature results 
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Figure 13. Grid 3 quadrature results in context.

This grid also appeared to be low conductivity. Especially low blob-like features of
conductivity in the northern area of the grid may be the remains of a fragment of
hut circle; especially as it appears to form a semi-circular feature. Several blob-
like features of higher conductivity are also present. The highly conductive 
feature on the western side may be associated with the hut circles as another 
pit, but as it is outside the hut circles, it may be a rubbish or refuse pit. Three 
more are present in the southern side, in an area of high conductivity that lines 
the southern area of the grid. The linear feature is likely to be the pathway that 
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runs through the enclosure (see fig.). These blob features may be slight pits or 
small areas of disturbance; it is likely to be the latter, connected to the path or 
natural/geological disturbance. 

4.2. Resistivity 

The first resistivity results were unable to be located accurately enough; 
however, there appeared to be a porched hut circle and several structural 
elements, possibly connected with the walls. 

Figure 14. Wenner Array resistance results, showing possible porched hut circle and structural 
elements.

The results of this survey, combined with the unfortunate lack of accurate GPS 
data, led to a second survey. This survey also attempted to target the possible 
hut circle identified in the first survey. 

The second resistivity survey attempted to take in a similar area encompassed 
by the first resistivity survey. This included recapturing the possible hut circle 
evident in the eastern side of the site. Due to the presence of granite boulders 
(whether part of prehistoric features or natural) across the site, in some cases it 
was necessary to enter a dummy log, since the probes could not penetrate 
through granite. Additionally, during the processing, a large number of striations 
appeared, primarily from grids 3-8. This may have been caused by a combination
of or a number of reasons: interference of the underlying geology, and also 
potentially the presence of high-water content in the soils. The results are 
presented in their clipped raw form, and overlain on a satellite image of the site. 
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Figure 15. Second resistance survey results, showing low resistance features in red, high resistance
in yellow, and known sites in blue.

Circular Features 

The main and most obvious features are the circular high-resistance features. 
Three are highly certain circular features of probable archaeological potential, 
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with two other circular features being a further possibility. The two central 
circular features include hut circle no. 2 (blue), which is the southern circular 
feature, and a new circular feature. 

Curvilinear features 

There are several curvilinear features, primarily clustered in the western part of 
the survey in grids 1 and 2. There are high resistance features, outlined in fig. (), 
which appear to curve eastwards from the western side, and some more that 
spread from both sides of grid 1. Another curvilinear feature appears to curve 
southwards from the north side of grid 7. Additionally, in the same grid, there 
appears to be a high resistance small curvilinear feature in the eastern side, 
possibly related to the wall. 

Furthermore, there is also a semi-circular low-resistance feature attached to 
parts of the high resistance curvilinear features in the southern part of grid 1. 

Small abonormal features

There are many spots of high and low resistance across the grids. Some are 
arranged in curvilinear formations (such as those found in grid 3 – both high and 
low resistance spots) others in more linear formations, such as the symmetrical 
high resistance pair found in grid 6. One low-resistance spot occurs on its own in 
the south-eastern corner of grid 8, and another possibly associated with a small 
linear high resistance feature in grid 5. 

5. Discussion

Many of these geophysical features are likely to have been associated with 
prehistoric occupation of the site. Circular features outlined above are likely to be
prehistoric roundhouses, and curvilinear & linear features could be walls 
associated with structural elements or paddocks. 

5.1. Strong resistance features 

Circular strong resistance features occur in grids 1, 5, 7 and 8; as they are largely
complete circular features, it is highly likely these represent roundhouse 
features. The DEC’s excavation report in 1894 also recorded differences between
some huts as domestic and others as storage huts. The presence of some of 
these features showing a small blob-like area of high resistance (possible 
hearths) in the centre of only two of these features, may indicate that the others 
were for different uses, or perhaps storage. 

The curvilinear features in grid 1 are fainter, but these may be paddocks, due to 
their similarity with the confirmed paddocks against the western wall of the 
enclosure. 

The curvilinear feature appearing to be associated with the wall to the eastern 
side of grid 7 are likely to either be additional prehistoric structures built up 
against the wall; the small size in comparison to other prehistoric structures in 
the pound may indicate that they are either small structures of unknown 
purpose, or medieval and later structures, indicating a re-use of the site. The 
presence of post-medieval tin caches, may support the latter statement. 
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High resistance blobs are also dotted around the geophys, and these are likely to
be natural granite rocks and boulders. There is a circular arrangement of stones 
in the north-west area of grid 3 akin to half a stone circle, and a symmetrical 
diagonal arrangement in grid 6, but these may not be definite features. 

5.2. Low resistance features 

The strongest of the low resistance features is the semi-circular feature that 
occurs in the centre of grid 1. This does not appear to be a complete circle or 
extend any further than the current visual extent. As it is low resistance it is 
likely to be a ditch, and is enigmatic. There are slight changes in resistance to 
the north of the semi-circle, in the form of small ‘blobs’ that continue the circle; 
this may indicate that it is a structure. However, it must be noted that the semi-
circle’s ends are emphasised with slightly more defined blobs, indicating it may 
not be a full circular feature, and simply a semi-circle. 

Additionally, there are several blobs of low resistance. It is highly likely that most 
of these could be natural. However, some of these blobs appear of interest. One 
fainter blob of lower resistance sits in the middle of one of the ‘paddocks’; as this
paddock has sides that turn inward at the bottom, this makes this an enclosure 
for another unknown function, or perhaps this feature is a water hole for animals 
enclosed in the paddock. 

6. Conclusion

Out of the features identified, these features are the most conclusive. 

- Hut circles 

- Structural elements – paddocks

- Possible pit

- Semi-circular ditch

Other features that are less conclusive.

- Pit-like features 

- Stone and pit alignments 

- Areas of disturbance/intense activity

There is high confidence within these features, which are able to be seen cutting 
through the interference by water and/or granite. 

The semi-circular feature of low resistance, and enclosure associated with a spot 
of low resistance, are unusual new identifications to the site. These are both 
highly unusual features that appear to be either connected, or the high 
resistance feature on top of the low resistance feature. The semi-circular feature,
as it is of low resistance, is likely to be a ditch. The high resistance enclosure is 
likely to be masonry construction due to its high resistance, with the low 

92



resistance in the middle likely to be a pit. Both are appearing to define an area, 
although it is unknown for what purpose. 

The additional hut circles, whilst new identifications, are not unusual in 
accordance to the presence of other hut circles within the site. However, they 
increase the capacity of the site to 27. This also may indicate that other ‘empty’ 
areas such as the southern quarter may also yield more hut circles. The 
additional paddocks are evidence of more intensive corralling of animals, 
possibly for husbandry or pastoralism, as has been previously theorised. 

Furthermore, the ‘pit’ or large anomaly appears to be in an area not covered by 
the resistance geophys, and in an ‘empty’ area. However, it appears close to one
of the new hut circles identified, and thus may be associated with the hut circle. 
It is likely it could be a rubbish pit, or a ritual pit associated with the 
abandonment of the enclosure. This may provide dating evidence that could 
accurately date the site, something that has not occurred to date. 

Finally, the areas of disturbance/intense activity could hold a variety of meaning. 
Intense activity could be a re-use of the area over a long period of time, or an 
intensive form of industrial activity such as smelting, burning, or a form of animal
activity. If this is simply indicative of long periods of use, this could mean that 
this site was settled for long periods, rather than a site used for transhumance or
seasonal activities. However, if this area indicates intensive use in the form of 
animal activity, this may be more supportive of those ideas. More significantly, if 
the area is indicative of industrial activity such as intense burning, smelting or 
other crafts, then this could indicate that the site is a more significant and 
important prehistoric site than first thought.

6.1. Ideas for further evaluation

Certain target areas have arisen for further archaeological evaluation due to 
their significance and abnormality. 

Despite the scheduling of the site, the date of the site is unknown. Many 
presume it to be of Bronze Age date, and some presume it to be of different 
periods within this, despite using typology of settlement as evidence for this. 
Accurate dating evidence from the site may not have been uncovered due to the 
late 19th century techniques of antiquarian excavations here; a re-evaluation with
modern excavation techniques may be integral to our understanding of this well-
preserved site, and similar sites. Additionally, its function has also been 
contested even into the 21st century. Sites such as the ditch and large enclosure 
in grid one, the ‘pit’ and some of the hut circles, once evaluated could provide 
evidence of industry, intensive activity or ritual activity that may indicate it is 
more significant than a pastoral enclosure. 

Trench evaluation to confirm features should be undertaken over the ditch 
feature and hut circle in grid 1. Additionally, trench evaluation across the ditch 
and its connecting masonry enclosure may help understand the interrelation 
between the two structures. 

In addition to the hut circle in grid 1, a trench evaluation should be undertaken 
on a different hut in another grid, to understand why these huts may not share 
similar characteristics; either through different people’s architectural tastes or 
due to phasing of the site. Furthermore, this will also be important in ascertaining
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function. Huts without hearths but more finds such as pottery or environmental 
finds such as grain, may be storage huts, and huts with hearths that do not yield 
intensive industrial activity may be domestic. 

Additionally, investigative trench evaluation should be undertaken to understand 
the nature and date of the pit feature. This may provide valuable dating evidence
to the site in the form of metal objects, pottery and/or flint. Soil sampling of the 
pit may also produce environmental finds that can also provide accurate dating. 

Test pitting of the areas of possible intense activity and disturbance may help to 
ascertain confidence in this. Whilst it may provide environmental evidence of 
activities taking place in the enclosure, it could also be identified as geological.

Further soil resistance survey of the southwestern empty quarter inside 
Grimspound may provide similar results of more hut circles and unusual features.
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