
m::oe )J!)otlock ©tone <ZI:itcle, <!Ermoot 

B Y l-1. ST . GEORGE GRAY, F .S.A. 

ANOTHER stone cir cle can now be claimed for Somerset. In 
1906, I figured and described in the Society's P roceedings, 
Iii, ii, 42- 50, a st one circle situat ed on Withypool Hill, some of 
the stones of which were first noticed by t he la t e Mr . Archibald 
H amilton in 1898 while r iding on the common on a misty day . 

Now, anot her circle h as come t o light in t he parish of P orlock 1 

at a dist ance of 6} miles in a dir ect line N . of t h e Wit hypool 
Stone Circle . In this instan ce Mr. E.T. MacDermot 2 of Lilly
combe (about 2½ miles N .W. of th e circle) , who had known of 
t he exist ence of some sm all standing and recumben t stones in 
long heather on Porlock Allotment for some years p ast , ob 
served later ,- when t he heather had been burnt ,"- other 
st ones, clearly indicating that the whole represented the 
r emains of a stone circle some 80 ft. in diameter , and therefore 
smaller than t he Withypool example, the diameter of which is 
119} ft. (usually described as 120 ft.) . 

Knowing t hat I had made a full record and survey of t he 
Withypool circle on th e Somerset side of E x moor , Mr. Mac
Dermot k indly t old me of his discovery, and has given me the . 
opp ortunity of examining t he site and the pleasure of making 
a survey, the result of which is seen in P lat e XII. I n the first 

1 T he circle, although in P o rlock paris h , is only the following distan ces from 
th e nearesL po int of fou r othe r p a rish es : Stoke P ero (S.E. ), 580 yd s. ; Oa re 
(w .}, JOOO yds. ; Exmoor (w. s .w., at Black B a rro w ), 1,500 yds. ; a nd E x fo rd 
(s .s . w., a L Alderman 's B a rrow), 2,710 yds. 

• M1·. M:acD ermot .is t he auth or of The H i8tory of the .F'ou8t of E xmoor, 1911. 
3 P eriodically t he m oor s ar o burnt in d ifferen t p a rts t o free tho underly ing 

gr ass from being oversh ad o wed by heathe r, gorse a nd ot h e ,· wi r_v g rowths . 
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instance the permission of our member, Mr . R. W. Blathwayt, 
of D yrham Park, Chippenham- owner of the property and 
lord of the manor- was obtained. 

The circle is situated at an altit ude of nearly 1,360 ft.• (see 
6-inch ordnance survey, Somerset Sheet xxxm, S .E.). The 
road from P orlock to Exford runs slightly to the E . of the circle, 
and t he wonder is t hat t he circle should have remained 1so long 
undiscovered, being quite near t he road. As a matter of fact 
t h e w. margin of the road is only 116 ft. E. of the centre of the 
circle.5 

H awk combe H ead is less than tlu:ec-quarters of a mile in a 
bee line t o t he N. of th e circle, Porlock Church 2¾ miles to t he 
E .N .E., Exford slightly over 4 miles to the s ., Dunkery Beacon 
3½ miles to the S .E . , and Lucott Cross barely a mile to the s . 

The circle was erected on a piece of moor which slopes 
slightly from N .E . to s .w . In the area covered by my plan 
this slope is represented by a fall of about 10·5 ft . The slope 
is rather greater towards the ford where the Colley Water" 
crosses the roadway, that is to the s.E. of the circle . Between 
the circle and the ford is a gateway on t he w . margin of the 
road, t he s . gate-post of which is 190·5 ft. from t he centre of 
the circle. From t his post , continuing in a s.s.E. direction to 
the middle of Colley Water on th e w. side of the road a distance 
of 114 ft . interven es. Between the gate and the E. margin of 
the circle is a small disused quarry for road stone. 

At a distance of 555 yds. s .w. of the centre of t he circle two 
stones stand close to the w. m argin of a t r ackway. The 
ordnance map shows sever al other stones to the w., s.w. and 
s.s.w. 

Barrows, or tumuli, are also fairly plentiful in the vicinity, 
t he best known being ' Alderman's Barrow' (2,710 yds., s.-w.) , 
at th e junction of t he parishes of E xmoor, Exford, P orlock 
and Stoke Pero. Then there is' Black Barrow', mentioned in 

• The bench-mark a li ttle to the s., at Colley Water, is 1334·9; and nnother 
on the roadside a shol' t distance to the N . of th e cir cle is 1366. 

6 The road is 13 ft. in width , and the distance from th e m iddle of the w. 
wall or hed ge to the w. margin of tho road is 9 ft. (See Noto on Plan , Plate 
XII) . 

6 T h e Colley , vater ·is a feeder of the ·weir , vater, which h ernabouts cliY.ides 
Oare and Podock paris hes, and is one of tho h ead waters of th e Lyn. 



The Porloclt Stone Circle, E :rnwor 73 

footnot e 1.6
" Two t umuli, lu1own as ' Bendels Barrows ', 

sit uated on E xford Common , are nearly 2½ miles to t he s.s.E. 
of t he circle. Eastwards from ' Bendels ' in the direct ion of 
Dunkery one meets wit h the ' R ow barrows ', and again :s .E. of 
Dunkery Beacon the ' K it Barrows ' and the t hree cairn s on 
L uccombe Hill. 

On the E.N.E. side of t he Porlock circle is an ancient monu
ment which m ay prove of greater interest t han any other in 
proximity to the cir cle . I refer to Berry Castle ' camp ',' 
sit uated in Berry Cast le Wood (s. side), the nearest part of the 
ear thwork bein g just over 7 furlongs from the circle. The 
camp is int ersected from s .w. to "'.E . by t he boundary dividing 
t he parishes of P orlock and St oke P ero. This is a small promon
tory camp artificia lly fortified on the w., but without any stone 
bank on the E . owing to the very steep slop e of the ground. 
As yet I h ave not had an opportunity of visit ing this site, but 
it has b een briefly described.• 

These items almost exhaust the t opographical details neces
sary for record here, and it remains now t o describe the circle 
it self. Th e marginal lines of my plan have been delineated 
true N . and s . an d E . and w .•, and enclose an area of 0·4 acre. 
I t will be reailily seen that t he remaining st ones and st umps 
are circularly arranged, or nearly so, with a diameter of 80 ft.,' 0 

an d a circumferen ce of about 252 ft. 

on Furt he r west o ne finds · K it t uck B a r row' m ar ked on t he oi-clna nee m ap. 
M r. MacD ermot tells me th at this is ce rta in ly not an a r·t ific ia l m o u nd, but a 
shapeless stony hillock, a nd th a t t here a re t wo or t h ree o the rs n ear by . (See 
E xm oor Pe ram bula tion , H istory of the F orest of Exmoor (E. T. ;\facDorm ot), 
p . 422. ) 

' This na me is rath er a com.m on o ne for ea,·t hworks in , ¥est SomerseL. 
Thero is Oldben-y, 0 1· Old B i•rgh, o n the ~ -w. of D ulver t on tow n, B ury Castle 
in the p ar ish of B r ompton R egis (see description , Proc. Som. Arch. Soc. lxix, 
xxi -xxiii), and Bury Castle on t he h igh g ro un d above Sel worth y Church. 

• V .C. H.. Some,·set, i i, 4 79; A. H . Allcro ft , E arthwork of E ngland, 207 ; 
E . T . B u rrow, A ncient E arthworks of Som erset, 62. 

• 'l'he m agnetic var ia t ion at P o rlock Al lo tmen t, E x m oo r, on October 1, 
w as 14° 17 ' w . ; annual decrease 12' (no t constant). T h is infor mation was 
kindly prov ided hy t he D ire ct or -Gene ra l o f th e Ord.nance Sur vey. 

10 T he ' cen t ra l p ic ket ' on t he p la n represents t h e surv ey ing cen t r e from 
w hich i:n beginning the s urvey the bas e -li.ne w a s set ou t and all c hief m easu re 
m en ts we re made. The s po t im mediately to t he N . W . rep rese n ts th e cen t re 
of t he circle subsequen tly descr ibed on t he p lan. 
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The stones remaining consist of t en standing-stones and 
broken-off stumps 10

" and eleven prostrate st ones . Of the latter 
only six come on (or are quite n ear) t he periphery of the circle, 
as shown on the plan,-these stones being on the N ., N .E. , E . 

and s .E. The five recumbent stones on the s . and s .w. are 
out side the true circle to the ext ent of from 1 ft. to 3 ft. (that 
is t o their n earest m argins ). One cannot of course be sure that 
all these stones (five) originally belonged to the circle, but they 
may have been removed from their h oles and thrown outwards. 
For inst ance there can be little doubt that Stone 5 once st ood 
in a hole on the line of t he circle (dotted on the p lan ). 

It is quit e probable that origin ally the st anding-stones rn
m aining were originally exactly on the line of the true circle, 
and t he slight gradual displacement of some of them, such as 
Stones 4, 6, 11, 17 and 20, m ay have been caused by what is 
knm,vn as ' soil-creep ' . The prehistoric builder would h ave 
had no difficulty in designing t he circle by means of a central 
st ake with a rope as radius." 

The largest gap s from which st ones are entirely missing are 
on the x .w. and E .S.E . of t he circle . We can only conclude 
that t hey h ave been carried away for road material, an d prob
ably the best ston es were rem oved. 

It is extremely difficult to suggest what t he original approxi
mate number of stones was. In t he case of th e Withypool 
Circle I calculated t hat the stones had been set u p at an average 
distance of 3·5 ft . apart (for several of the rem aining st ones 
were divided by that distance). In t he case of t he Porlock 
CiTcle, if one bases one's calculat ions on Stones 1, 2 and 3, and 
Stones 14, 15, 16 and 17, and reckons t hat n o st ones stood 
between these (excep t between 2 and 3), t hen t he cent res of t he 
stones of the circle would originally have been about 6 ft . apart, 
and th ere would h ave been about forty-three stones. 

The size of the stones varies considerably, as will be seen by 

10" Very few of the remaini ng stones of the circle can be regarded as com
plete. 

11 T he Cornish circles on B oclrnin Moors, which I have surveyed and pub
lished, bea r some resoinb lanco to t he Exmoor circles, particula rly t h ose nearest 
to R ough Tor au cl Brown W illy ,-the Stunnon a nd .l!'ern acre Circles,-and 
the three others towards t he s .- L eaze Ciwle, T rippet Ston es a nd Stripplo 
Stones. (A rchwologia, lx i, 1- 60.) 



G·O' 

G·S' 

7·0' 

7·5' 

8·0' 

B·S' 

9·0' 

9·5' 

IO·dl 

S·O' 

SLIGHT 
HOLLOW 

4·5' 

N 

3 

.. STANO/NG · STONES ANO STUMPS. 

CJ PROSTRATE STONES . 

10 

3 

CONTOURS OF 61N. VERTICAL HEIGHT, SHOWINC 

A FALL FROM N .W . TO S .E . OF ABOUT /O ·S F"T . 

10·0' 9·5 

4·0' 

5 0 

2 0 

9-0· 

3·5' 

c::::::, 
9 

.2 

8 ·5' 

10 

3·0' 2·5' 

SCALE OF' F'EET 

\ 20 30 

4 6 8 10 
\ 

SCALE OF METRES 

Q) 
0 

.,, 
111 
Ill 
-i 

CENTRAi. PICK£T 

0 
10 

8·0' 7 ·5 ' 

2·0' 

I 4 0 

12 

/·5 ' 

so 

/4 16 

7·0 ' 6·5 ' 

l ·O' 

60 

/8 

0·5 ' 

I 
I 

I 

o· PLATE XII. 

------ --

' 

/ , ~ STONE 
' ' ' ' ' 

$LICHT MOUND 

HEICHT 0"75 FT. 

(DEFACED). 

____ .... -
, , 

I 
I , 

' \ 

I 

I 

\ 

\ 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 

. -p,ci<E.,. .,-o f'/1,001-E of' 

pflOfll cEr<-rf'AI- Ff ""o"' r,1,001-E 
wAl-1--A"o· He:ocE, 107 . F -y-HE ,3 - F.,.· flOAD 

p.L.L .,-o f: .MAf<CIJ'J 0 
oF W E:,<.f'OllD), z2 F1"-

(POf<L.OCI< .,-o 

PLAN OF 

PORLOCK STONE CIRCLE, 
EXMOOR, 

WEST SOMERSET. 

6 ·0' 5·5' 

H . ST. GEORGE CRAY, 
MENS. E T OE:L., 1928 . 

S ·O' 

o' 

O·S' 

l·O' 

/·S' 

2·0' 

2·5' 

3·0' 

3·5' 

4·0' 

'f'S' 



T!te Porlock Stone Cfrcle, E:1:moor 75 

the P lan and the detailed descript ion below.12 By far the 
largest of the stones, now recumbent, is No. 13, having a length 
of 6·3 ft. and a maximum width of 2·2 ft. Of the standing
stones, No. 17 is t he largest with a width of 3·42 ft. and a 
height above t he moor of 1·45 ft. No. 1 is also a comparatively 
fine stone with a width of 2 ft. ; it s h eight above the slight 
depression surrounding it is 2· 65 ft. 13 

Some of the stones were too much covered by moorland 
growth to ascertain their out line without digging, and the 
exist ence of others was revealed by means of the sp ade. Dig
ging was also systematically carried out at other intermediate 
points (intervals of about 6 ft .), in the hope of discovering st ill 
more .·tones than those delineated on the plan.' '' 

As the Plan , Plate XII, shows t here is a slight mound15 on 
the K .E. , towards the road, having a diameter of about 28 ft. , 
and a central height of about 0-75 ft. 1 0 On it N .W. margin a 
small standing-stone, height 1·2 ft ., lengt h (N.E. and s .w.) 
1·7 ft ., m aximum width 0·6 ft. , rather sharp at the ends and 
on the top also. The distan ce from t he central pick et to the 
nearest margin of this stone was 82·8 ft . 

A lit tle excavation was also done during t he last hour of our 
second visit at t he centre of the circle, where a,bout a dozen 
slabs of ston e, averaging about 1·5 ft . in length were revealed , 
but no ' relics ' were found nor any charcoal. The stones may 
not have h ad any sp ecial significance ; at any rate they were 
not laid out in any special order , but the area dug was small. 11 

The stones of t he Porlock Circle are Green Micaceous Sand-

1 2 This l ist is impor tan t in case of an y fu rthe r m u tilation. 
13 A l \ \'ithyp ool no stone e xceeded 2 [t. in he igh L. 
11 T he d igging was d ono by l\lr. l\IacD er mot and his s on a n d Mrs. St. G. 

Grny . This was can·ied out on my firs t v is it, 2-! Sep tember 1928. 
15 T here was the fa intes t t race of ano t her m ound of v e,·y sligh t elevation t o 

t ho E . of th at, abovo m e ntion ed, partly c ut in to by t he roadside wall. Th e 
area was covered by sm all whor tlobc tTy -b ushes a nd oth e r growth. 

16 T he mound (th a t 1narkecl on the plan ) \\'as much covered wi th th e usual 
g ro,,th which p artly obscured the s tone. T he re were on e or two hollows to 
be seen in w hich s ome d igg ing rnay h ave ta ke n p lace. M rs. Gray c u t a small 
Ll'ench h ere but wit hout any a ech .eo logica l res ults. 

17 The real p urpose o f s uch a circle a s th is is unknown, and in t h is connection 
t hose interested m ig ht re fer t o Proc. Som. Arch . S oc. Iii , ii, 47 (Withypool 
p,,per). Sys tem a t ic exca vution might, prove of value . 
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stone presumably of Devonian age, and probably of local 
origin. . 

Dr. H. H. Thomas, F .R.S. , petrographer to H.M. Geological 
Survey, tells me that the stone in quality and texture bears a 
r emarkable similarity to the altar-stone at Stonehenge. 

SH ORT DESCRl PTCON OF T HE STO:NES 

No. 1 .-Standing-stone- the highest in t ho c ircle- leaning very s lightly to 
the E. ; t ussock r ound t he stone in which sorno wh ortleberr y -bush es grow, 
esp ecia lly on the£. side . The E. face is flat, so is the w . face to h a lf-way up,
th en i t recedes towards the top (width 0·35 ft.) . \1/idth at base 2 ft. ; max. 
thickness 0·55 ft. ; he ight above the slight depression surrounding it 2·65 fL. 

No. 2.-Standing-stone (or stump), s m a ll, p ractically upright. Heigh t 
a b ov e tLU'f 0·7 ft. ; w idth 0·7 ft . 

No. 3.- Standing-s tone (or stump), very small, sh owing only 0·5 in. above 
'the surface. Afte,· prnbing and digg ing t he stone at a depth of 0·75 ft. was 
found t o be only 0·5 ft. wide and 0·2 ft. in max. thickness. A few small 
packing-stones we re found aL the bottom. 

Between Stones 2 and 3 a hole was noticed from which a ston e had p1·obably 
been taken, a nd adjoining it . o n the w . s ide, a depression abou t G ft. by 4·5 ft. 
(see p lan). 

No. 4. - Standing-stone leaning very s lightly inwards, h avi11g tussock and 
small whortleberry-bushes r ound tho base. H s Land s l ·4 7 ft. above a sligh t 
s urrounding depression; width at base 1·4 f t,; t hickness at base 0·7 ft. 

No. 5 .- Stone, prostra.te, ly ing some li ttle d istance westward of t he line of 
tho c ircle . LengLh 2·3 ft. ; rnax. w idth 1 ·35 f t. Near this position and on 
t he line of th e circle is a depression measuring about 3·5 ft. N.W. and s.E. by 
2·25 ft. N .E . and s.w. (see plan). 

No. 6.-St anding -stone (or stump ), small , up rig ht, showing only 1·5 in. 
above the sur face. Excavated to 0·4 ft. below t he surface. \Viclth 0·75 ft. ; 
m ax. thickness 0·2 f t. R olrnd a bout it, two slabs of ston e about 1·3 [t. by 
0·7 ft. 

No. 7.-St ono, pl'ostrate, not so .far outside the line of the circle as No. 5. 
L e ngth l ·4 ft, ; max. width 0 ·85 f t . ; max. t hickness 0·32 ft. 

No. 8. - Stone, prost rate, as much outside t ho line of th e circle as Nos. 5 
and 9. Max . length 2 ft. ; max . width 1 ·8 ft. ; max. thickness 0·32 ft. 

No . 9.-Stone, prostrate, as much outs ide t he l in e of t he circle as Nos. 5 
and 8. The E . et1d sh owed slighUy above the turf; th e w . end 0·25 ft. belO\,· 
the surface. L ength 2·8 ft. ; max. width l · 18 ft. 

No. 10.- Stone, prostrate, at a bou t t h e sam e d istan ce from the line of the 
circle as No. 7. A t hin, flat slab found in digging; only a small por tion 
reached the level of the present surface. L en gth 2 ft. ; max . width 0·95 ft . 
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No. 11.-Standing-stone (or stump), damaged nnd irrngular, the highest 
part rnmaining being 0·75 ft. above the level of the m oor. The w. p art was 
squ arish at t he base and ran up to a rough point on the S. E side. Dimensions 
across about l ·5 ft. by l ft. 

No. 12,-Stone, prostrate, long and narrnw, found in digging, ly ing obli
quely . On the N . 1·35 ft . below the surface; on th e s . 0·25 ft. deep. Length 
2·35 ft. ; max. width 0·4 7 ft. ; thiclmess unobtainable . 

No. 13,- Stone, prostrate, th e largest in t he circle; fai rly flat and smooth 
upper surface; surrounded by sligh t t ussock with sm all whortlebcny-bu5hes; 
s mall th o rn- bush on the w. side of th e stone . }lax. length 6·3 ft. ; rnox. 
width 2·2 ft. max. t hickness ascerta ined by d igging 1 ft. 

No. 14.- -Standing-stonc (or stump), without tussock; 
stone, tapering from the base to a sharp edge on t he top. 
gr ound 1 ft.; w idth at b ase 1·18 ft.; thickness ctbout 0·5 ft. 

small uprig h t 
H e ight above 

No. 15.-Stone, prostrate, found in d igging, a nd probably a s tone of the 
c ircle ; a rather thin s lab just below the surface, l ·3 ft. by 0·85 f t . 

No. 16,- Standing-stone (or stump), s ma ll, leans sligh t ly towards the 
cen tre ; s . edge somewhat squ ared ; N . encl pointed . H e ight above the 
s urface 0·7 ft. ; max. widt h 1 fl. ; max. thiclmess 0·45 ft. 

No, 17.-Standing-stone, la rge compared with the others : leans very 
d ecidedly towards t he centre ; stands in hollow probably worn by sheep ; 
-sharp-edged on t he top especially a t t he higher or w. end. H e igh t a bove the 
m oor 1·45 ft,,, above the depr ession 1-67 ft.; w idth 3·42 ft. ; max. thickness 
{n ear E. encl) 0·7 ft,. 

No, 18.- Stone, prostrate, a thin sla b, 2 ft. by 1·4 ft . , having an old crust 
upon t h e upper s urface ; th is and ll.n othe1· piece of stone in on e rather la1·ge 
<leprossion. The second st on e was about 1·75 ft . by 0·7 fL. and showed little 
until dug for ; it is very d oubtful if this piece of stone can be regarded as a 
s tone of the circle; and it has not been counted separately. 

No, 1 9. - Ston.e, prostrate, found i.n digg ing- a sm a ll long a nd n al'l'ow sla b 
{not thick), the highest part 0·18 ft. below the surface. Length 1·5 ft.; max. 
w idth 0·5 f t. 

No. 20.-Standing-stone (or stump), small, leaning slightly towards t h e 
centre of t h e circle ; sharp-edged and som ewhat po.intecl a t the top. Height 
0·6 ft . above the moor; width at base 0-75 ft. ; m a.x. t hickness 0·35 ft. 

No, 21.-Stone, pr·ostrate-afiat slab, 1·75 ft . by ]·38 ft. 

Between Nos. 19 and 20 and towards the N . are t hree loose slabs of stone 
lying on th e moor within 12 f t. of the line of the circle. 


