CAC Kids trip to Dartmoor
25th - 27th October 2013
It took some 13 intrepid CAC Kids and adults to venture to Dartmoor on the weekend that the biggest storm
for 20 years was due. Unfazed we met at the Bellever youth hostel on Friday evening in time to rustle up
some dinner and make use of some of the games available in the cosy and comfortable lounge.
On Saturday morning we were up early to explore the Bellever Bronze Age landscape on Lakehead Hill,
close to the hostel. Taking the footpath we headed straight for the Lakehead Hill stone row and cist, heading
from there to two small stone circles with cists nestled by the woods.

Lakehead Hill and Bellever Tor

So far, the weather had been kind to us and a stroll up to Bellever Tor proved too tempting to resist. As we
suspected, the views from the breezy summit were spectacular and gave us a great panoramic view over
this extraordinary landscape. Heading back directly over the somewhat waterlogged Lakehead Hill (to the
delight of the children) and across the Lich Way, we stopped at a wonderful stone row, and then down to the
"landscape of the living" - the hut circles. During this walk we covered maybe half of the Bronze Age
landscape – a particularly good effort for the little ones, although we suspect the mud rather than the
heritage was the main motivation.

“We are sure there is a cist in here somewhere!”
The afternoon activities began with the ubiquitous photograph on the clapper bridge at Postbridge and then
on to the National Park Visitor Centre. Both are excellent. The clapper bridge is one of the best examples on
Dartmoor, the visitor centre has a fantastic exhibition entitled Life, Death and Landscape. This small yet
focused display is just enough to capture the imagination of the children without overwhelming or boring
them and perfectly complemented our morning stroll on Lakehead Hill. We particularly enjoyed the round
house with the levitating roof, and Hannah dressed up in a pelt, perhaps a little more relevant than this

throwaway comment might suggest, as we shall see later. It was great to see Trevisker Ware pottery from
the very round houses we had just visited.

We enjoyed a very warm welcome from the staff, who gladly replenished our supply of History Hunter and
Ranger Ralph badges. There was also a superb selection of books and pamphlets on the local history and
archaeology, and relevant to us, specific and comprehensive guides to Bellever and Merrivale.
Here we also met up with Donovan, Martine and Ellie, joining us for the rest of the weekend, and our next
stop, Merrivale.
Hut circles, stone rows, stone circles, cists, a reeve and standing stones form a complex record of Bronze
Age life at Merrivale. Our task for the afternoon was to try and unravel some of this with our own "survey" of
the site. Armed with CAC clipboards, pencils and compasses, we divided into teams to draw and describe a
selection of archaeological features. The key purpose of this was to encourage the children to study the
features and pick out some details. We had some excellent work including reconstructions from Niamh and
Alice and an extraordinary plan of the cist and circle from George. But perhaps most remarkable of all was
the discovery of some rock art. Albeit subtle, on a terminal stone of the northern most row, Dylan identified
and recorded what seems to be a previously unrecorded Bronze Age smiley! Fantastic.

The team hard at work and some of the results

After a run around the stone circle and team photographs we left a very breezy Merrivale in the knowledge
that we have a lot more to explore. One point that was striking was the similarity of Merrivale with Bellever,
the difference being perhaps a mere matter of scale.

The team at Merrivale

A second theme for our trip was stargazing. In addition to an abundance of archaeology, Dartmoor has a
fabulous absence of light pollution and enjoys some of the darkest skies in the country. We were keen to
grab an early glimpse Comet S1/2012 (Ison) and had brought a lovely 8” Schmidt Cassegrain telescope with
us for this very purpose. Alas, on this occasion the clouds conspired against us, offering up just a brief but
tantalising window of exceptional clarity on Saturday night, just to ensure we are in no doubt of the potential
of Dartmoor for astronomy. As Ison was a morning object, we really did check the skies throughout both
nights. We had a back up plan in the form of a lecture about Comets in Antiquity, including George Swann
and his dad explaining the differences between comets Ison and Encke, both in the sky at the moment, and
the difference between the Kuiper Belt and the Oort Cloud. This was followed by a quick CAC journey
through the Universe.

George explaining his Oort from his Kuiper!

This also marked the inauguration of the new CAC Projector, which behaved perfectly, unlike the assistant
projectionist (mentioning no names, Mr G Swann of Bristol), whose most enthusiastic changing of the slides
lead to a swifter lecture than anticipated.
But no matter as it was time to brave the by now considerable wind and rain to venture to the Warren House
Inn. The warm welcome, warm fire and hospitality at the Inn made the short journey well worthwhile, as did
the sumptuous game pie and ale.

The official CAC Kids Dartmoor headquarters

A chat with the locals revealed some local archaeological controversy. In August 2011 a Bronze Age cist
was excavated on White Horse Hill. What lay inside is considered to be the most important assemblage of
prehistoric grave goods recovered on Dartmoor, possible the whole south west of England. It is also the first
excavation of a burial site on Dartmoor for 100 years. Astonishingly, the cist contained, amongst beads and
studs, organic remains, including cremated human bone, animal pelt and textiles. Unusually for Dartmoor,
notorious for acidic soils, in was lying in an area of peat, providing the anaerobic conditions required for
preservation.
The controversy lies with the decision to display the finds in Plymouth Museum and not locally in Postbridge.
We, as an archaeological and historical society, would certainly have loved to have had the opportunity to
see such a find for ourselves during our stay at Postbridge.
Sunday morning brought with it much confusion. With the clocks returning back to Greenwich Mean Time,
would all our clever devices change automatically, despite the lack of signal? In any event, everybody was
ready to set out on time for the site of the Sunday exploration at the Anglo Saxon and Medieval landscape of
Lydford.
Our first stop was Wheal Betsy on the outskirts of Lydford. A lead and silver mine and the only extant
example of an engine house on Dartmoor. The point of our stop was to introduce a spot of industrial
archaeology and the idea of silver to our trip, a key theme to our visit to Lydford. And of course, to see how
many CAC Kids we could squeeze up the famously wonky chimney.

At Wheal Betsy and a rather damp Lydford courthouse and gaol.

For what appears to be a small village, Lydford has an astonishing depth of history. We started our visit at
the medieval court house and gaol. This is a fascinating building is sufficiently intact to appreciate that it
probably wasn't a nice place to stay, particularly in the knowledge that the next and final journey you might
make could well be to Gibbets Hill, opposite Wheal Betsy, the consequence of the infamous "Lydford Law". It
would continue to be the local gaol until the prison at Princetown was constructed in the early 19th century.
Wandering through the village, we visited the Saxon defenses, a holloway leading to the ancient spring and
superb source of mud and fun, and then on to Silver Street. As a royal mint, it would be nice to think that the
silver came from the site of Wheal Betsy. We suspect that Silver Street was probably not the site of the mint
itself, located outside to town walls, but nevertheless, Lydford brings to life the story of Aethelred II, his
famous Lydford Pennies, and, of course, Danegeld. The majority of Lydford Pennies have been found in
Denmark for this very reason. A few can also be found in the British and Exeter museums.

However, we managed to hunt a few of these Lydford Pennies down to the bar in the Castle Inn. As we had
come to expect on Dartmoor, the welcome and hospitality of this fine old pub was second to none and,
having dried ourselves out by the roaring fire, we enjoyed yet more fine Dartmoor fayre.

Lydford Pennies

Another warm and welcoming pub –
The Castle Inn, Lydford

A short walk from the tower, the pub, and the excellent church of St. Petroc with its amazing tomb of the
watchmaker, is the Norman Castle, a very early motte and bailey design. The Norman occupants have now
been replaced by sheep. Aethelred II might still be turning in his grave to learn that, having paid all that
Danegeld, the Vikings would return in 1066 under the guise of Normans.
The impressive earthworks remain today and with precipitous drops on two sides, the strategic benefit of the
site is obvious.
And so concluded our final CAC Kids outing of 2013, allowing just enough time to get home and batten down
the hatches for the Great Storm. I suspect we are going to need to revisit Dartmoor before too long.

