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Litter picking session in Beacon Hill Wood, Saturday 24th September at 2.00pm. 
 
A Fungus Foray with Les Cloutman of Somerset Wildlife Trust at Beacon Hill Wood 
on Sunday 2nd October 2 - 4pm.



A warm welcome to the new members of our committee 
 
 
 
 

 
Richard Raynsford                 Chairman 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Julian Back                             Secretary 

It is a great pleasure to become chairman of the 
Beacon Hill Society. Being a member of the 
Woodland Trust and having bequeathed an area of 
coppice to the Trust, I am obviously very sympathetic 
to the safeguarding of our woodland heritage. 
Although I was aware of the Society and have often 
visited the wood, I was not a member. It was not until 
Peter Banks informed me that the Society could cease 
due to the lack of a volunteer for the office of 
chairman that I decided to put my name forward. I 
have subsequently joined the Society and look 
forward to meeting fellow members at the next 
meeting. 
  
For those that don't know me, I have lived in the area 
since 1974 and was previously employed as a 
planning officer with Mendip DC. After early 
retirement at the age of 50, I have had various local 
government jobs finally retiring for the third time 
from Dorst CC in 2009. This has given me time to 
pursue my numerous interests that include all aspects 
of the environment and history. I give talks to W.I's 
and other interest groups on a range of subjects such 
as Local Distinctiveness, Green Men, Milestones, 
Churches and Chapels. In addition I take part in 
orienteering, cycling and walking. You can tell from 
this that I like to be active and hope that I can make a 
positive contribution to the work of the Beacon Hill 
Society. 
 
 
 
I am pleased to be the new secretary of the Beacon 
Hill Society.  I have been a member of the society 
since Brenda and I moved to Tadhill near Leigh on 
Mendip about 4 years ago.  Previously we lived in 
Nunney and before that near Rudge on the other side 
of Frome so I know the area quite well.  I have been 
the Beacon Hill Society webmaster for several years 
and I have recently updated the entire website. 
 
I work in the computer software industry and my 
interests include the environment, natural history, 
local history and archaeology.  I am a member of the 
Somerset Wildlife Trust, the Bath and Camerton 
Archaeological Society, Food Frome, and several 
village organisations. Brenda and I have a large 
garden and grow a lot of fruit and vegetables.  As you 
can see I am quite busy but I hope I can find enough 
time to perform my new role successfully. 
 



Beacon Hill Wood Management                    John Burgess - Woodland Trust 
 

 
 
Over the first few months this year regular visitors will have seen, emerging through 
the mists, some machinery as it went about its work at Beacon Hill. The sound of 
chainsaws was echoing through the woods for many days and the creaking and 
crunching of felled trees could be heard. Following this, also perfectly coinciding with 
the change in the weather to the long warm spring, was the arrival of a team of heavy 
horses.   These gentle giants were there to pull much of the newly felled timber out to 
the gateway where it was eventually collected by timber wagons and taken off to be 
cut up and sold as firewood. 
 
This is all part of the ongoing management of the wood and people who have been 
visiting for over five years will remember a similar operation. However during that 
time the whole process was mired in bad weather, which made work difficult.  On this 
occasion we were very lucky and had the whole job finished just in time for the 
emergence of the first bluebell flowers. The aim of the work is to break up the dense 
canopy to allow more light to reach the forest floor (which will result in more wild 
flowers) and by concentrating on the dominating beech we have made more room for 
the oak, rowan and birch to grow. This will result in a more natural mixed woodland 
feel for visitors and a better home for a wider range of plants, fungi and insects. 
 
I, as Site Manager, was a regular visitor during the works to ensure that the rigorous 
health and safety guidelines were being kept. All the trees to be felled were 
individually marked to ensure the desired amount of trees was removed but no more.  
I also arranged the Open Day where the public were invited to meet the horses and 
their handlers and watch them work; an amazing sight to see the ease with which the 
magnificent animals could drag their own weight in timber (about half a tonne). 
 
The results of the work may take a year or two to be noticed as we have to wait for 
seed to spread to the newly open areas and then germinate.   The bluebells will also 
enjoy the extra warmth that the sun's rays give so next year's display could be the best 
ever (weather dependant of course!). 



Greetings from Australia! 
  
My friend in Shepton Mallet recently sent me a copy of your delightful booklet about 
Beacon Hill. Congratulations on a very lovely publication, which brings me fond 
memories. 

  
I was raised at Withy Cottages North of Oakhill and Beacon Hill was the view from 
my bedroom window. Among other things it was an excellent weather forecaster.  My 
Dad taught me that when the Beacon looked 'close' it was going to rain. When it 
looked 'far away' it would be fine.  It was never wrong! 
  
Of course in those days (50’s & 60’s) the conifers had not masked out the beaches, 
which had a distinct 'wedge' shape recognisable from a great distance. I recall in my 
very early teens climbing Lansdown Hill (near Bath) and from the trig point you 
could easily make out Beacon Hill. 
  
As children a journey (by foot or bike) to the hill was quite an adventure and we 
would all scratch our names into the stone. Naughty I now realise but so was 
collecting birds’ eggs which was then almost every boy's pastime and considered 
'harmless'. 
  
You mention Max Unwin. Max lived just around the lane from us and the local boys 
loved to visit him with 'treasures' such as fossils and the like, and he would spend time 
explaining the origin, process, or whatever. Lovely man.  Did you know he was also 
the curator of Shepton Museum? I wonder if Shepton still has a museum. I remember 
as you walked in the door there was a huge stone coffin propped up against the wall.  
There was also stuff from a barrow excavation at (I think) Barren Down - or 'Barrow 
Down' just north of the Hospital and south of the railway line. 
  
A teacher at my school, Waterloo Road, told us the mystery of how - when almost at 
the full depth of the excavation - they found a fourpenny piece! How it got there was 
anyone’s guess.  Apparently too deep for moles and the barrow had definitely not 
been previously excavated. 
  
Us kids also used to go down to the old rifle range. In those days the target butts were 
still there and we would dig out old bullets from the bank. I went looking for the 
range in 2008 but the butts had been filled in, couldn't even see where they used to be. 
  
Getting back to the monolith at the highest point, why is it there? what was its 
purpose? There is another standing stone to the north of the Beacon down Fosse Way 
just before the branch eastward to Three Ashes. 
  
Would anyone have information on the old gravel pits about half way between The 
Beacon and The Waggon & Horses on the North side of the road? I recall Max Unwin 
was quite distressed when Farmer Marks (Fosse Farm) filled them all in. 
 
Best Wishes to you all from down under. 
  

Dave Witcombe  
 



New Publications 
 

‘Beacon Hill – Mendip: Through the Ages’ 
 

We are delighted to have been able to produce this year a new illustrated 
booklet relating to the past history of Beacon Hill and the wood.  This has been 
greatly enhanced by the archaeological research project run through the Society and 
completed recently.  The booklet outlines some of the projects’ results, as well as 
broader aspects of the history of the wood.  Its production was enabled by a grant 
from the Somerset Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund, who, along with the 
Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society supported the project overall as 
well as the establishment of our website.  A more detailed academic report of the 
archaeological research is now almost complete and will be published in a 
forthcoming volume of the SANHS. Proceedings.  Further copies of the booklet are 
available through the Beacon Hill Society, the Shepton Mallet TIC and other local 
outlets. 

Peter Leach 
 

‘Fosse Way: Britons and Romans in Somerset’ 
 
 Thanks to a grant  (now repaid) from the Society, I was able in 2010 to publish 
a book that outlines something of Somerset’s prehistoric and Roman past, with 
particular reference to the east Mendip and Shepton Mallet areas.  This included some 
account of our archaeological discoveries in Beacon Wood, as well as the Roman 
settlement at Fosse Lane, Shepton Mallet.  The book was produced with the help of 
our former Chairman, Alan Stone, as a publication of somersethistory.co.uk, Shepton 
Mallet, through whom further copies can be obtained. 

Peter Leach 
 
 
 

Surrounding Local Village Histories and Activities 
 
I would like to take the opportunity of suggesting some other local histories that 
include research of the areas around Beacon Hill.  Although now out of print, 
'Downhead, Landscape of Distinction' is available in local libraries and 
museums.  During the 1990’s Penny Stokes encouraged groups of local enthusiasts to 
walk over every part of the parish of Downhead and Ashwick.  They were asked to 
question what they saw on field walks; to scrutinise aerial photographs; 
and thoroughly to research all written records.  When Penny was asked to produce a 
similar book on Stoke St. Michael she confidently suggested that this could be done 
by some of her group. Joyce Jefferson led the party and edited two books on Stoke.  
The first of which, 'A History of Stoke St. Michael' gives an interesting account of the 
boundary stones, burial mounds and other features found on Beacon Hill. 
‘The Book of Leigh upon Mendip’ and the present ongoing research of the parish of 
Holcombe followed on.  These histories of Stoke and Leigh are available at 'The 
Knatchbull Arms', 'Waggon and Horses', 'The Bell' at Leigh and from the Radstock 
and Frome Museums. 

Jennie O”Kane 
  



'The Archaeology of Mendip 500,000 Years of Continuity and Change’ 
Published by ‘Heritage’, Oxbow Books, Oxford, Oxon.  ISBN 978-905223-28-2 
 
We have here a splendid publication edited by Dr.Jodie Lewis.  The text brings 
together a wide variety of research material revealed at a Conference she organised at 
the Bishop's Palace, Wells in 2006.  The book follows on from those written by Leslie 
Grinsell, Mick Aston and Penny Stokes during their previous studies of the sites and 
monuments of Mendip. 
 
I wanted to 'dip in' and find references to Beacon Hill but this was difficult without an 
index.   A good place to begin is ‘Fosse Way: Britons and Romans in Somerset’ by 
Peter Leach described elsewhere.  He mentions the significance of two important 
Roman routes meeting on the hill and the evidence of quarrying the Old Red 
Sandstone to surface them and for making quern stones.  The conference (mentioned 
above) was held after the important excavations on Fosse Lane at Charlton but 
regrettably before the dig, at which many of us were fortunate enough to participate.  
This culminated with the remarkable discovery of the burial urn containing the 
cremated remains of a Bronze Age woman. 
 
In Ian Powseland's account of the 'Crop Marks and Field Surveys of the Iron Age' 
we can read of farmsteads and hillforts in the vicinity of Beacon Hill.  For instance 
there are Mells Down Camp, Tedbury and Dinies Camp to the east and Maesbury to 
the west.  He shows how aerial photographs taken during the 20thC were scrutinised 
and how a series of dedicated flights in 1982 revealed the highest number of 
discoveries on Mendip. 
  
Michael Costen's paper, 'Early Settlement around the Mendips; Place Names and 
Local History', gives us a different slant on the environs of Beacon Hill.  For instance, 
he refers to the Glastonbury estate records of Stoke St. Michael, East and West 
Cranmore, Downhead, Doulting and Shepton Mallet.  He also mentions Stratton-on-
the-Fosse as belonging to Glastonbury by the time of Domesday. 

  
Abigail Bryant’s  ‘Re-evaluation of Iron Age Cave Use on Mendip'.  Owing to its 
geology Beacon Hill has no cave system but there are extremely interesting caves in 
the neighbouring parish of Stoke St. Michael.  She mentions two of these; Fairy Cave 
and Browne's Hole.  As an aside, I would like to add that Browne's photographs, 
taken in the 1940’s, are preserved in his albums in the Frome Museum Archive.  
  
Penny Stokes. 'The Post-Medieval Landscape of Mendip’.  By spotting the 
'deliberate mistake' on the contents page, you will find located on page 341, her 
description of the formation of hollow ways and tracks; and the later Turnpike trusts 
that made their impact on the landscape and help us to understand those we find on 
Beacon Hill.  She also quotes the Ashwick copy of the 16thC Mendip map that shows 
the rights of local inhabitants to 'funnel' their livestock 'on the Common of Mendip'. 
 
The work at Beacon Hill illustrates this well.  Ongoing projects like the current 
detailed English Heritage survey of the AONB area, soon to be published, should 
contribute and be a spur for more.  'The Archaeology of Mendip' is worth a more 
thorough read than these few extracts I have described. 

Jennie O”Kane 



Skinner and the Mendip Barrows 
 
A guided walk led by Dr. Jodie Lewis, Senior Lecturer in Archaeology at Worcester 

University. 
Organised by the Somersetshire Coal Canal Society (www.coalcanal.org). 

 

 
 
We met on a glorious spring day at Priddy village green.  Priddy is the highest village 
on the Mendip (about 1000 feet above sea level) and it is surrounded by many 
archaeological sites including several round barrow cemeteries similar to that at 
Beacon Hill.  The walk headed west to the Priddy long barrow and then circled round 
to Ashen Hill and Priddy Nine Barrows finally ending up at another round barrow 
near Priddy church.  On the walk Dr Lewis explained current theories about the 
building of the Mendip round barrows and also the Reverend John Skinner's 
excavations on Mendip in the 19th century. 
 
Only the elite were buried in round barrows.  We do not know what happened to the 
bodies of the rest of the population; perhaps they were disposed of in water thus 
leaving no evidence.  Those who were buried in the barrows were not necessarily 
locals, and they may have been cremated elsewhere and their ashes brought to the 
Mendips for burial. 
 
As at Beacon Hill the Priddy barrows are situated on the old red sandstone.  In 
prehistoric times these areas would have stood out as unwooded places above the 
surrounding limestone. They also overlook dry valleys that may have had running 
water at certain times of year.  These factors may have influenced the siting of the 
barrow cemeteries. 
 
The old red sandstone was used to make quern stones.  As this stone does not outcrop 
naturally it would have to have been quarried but there are no traces of prehistoric 
quarries.  At Beacon Hill older quarries may have been destroyed by the Roman 



workings.  At Priddy near the Ashen Hill cemetery Dr Lewis had noticed a large 
number of pits and she suggested that these could be the remains of prehistoric 
quarrying activity. 
 
In prehistoric times Mendip may have been an area reserved mainly for hunting. 
Mendip is the last place in Southern England where the aurochs (wild cattle) lived.  It 
is wrong to think of the Bronze Age people as settled farmers; they are more likely to 
have been pastoralists.  No remains of Bronze Age villages or houses have been found 
on the Mendip therefore dwellings must have been temporary. 
 
At least some of the Bronze Age people were widely travelled; not just in Britain but 
all over Europe and Ireland.  For example, isotope analysis has shown that the 
"Amesbury Archer" came from the Alps. But unfortunately it is not possible to do 
DNA or isotope analysis on the burnt bone found in the Mendip barrows. 
 
Another of the monuments at Priddy are the Priddy Circles.  These are an unusual 
type of monument as unlike henges they have an external ditch.  The earliest phase of 
Stonehenge was similar and they have been described as "more important than 
Stonehenge".  Unfortunately there is no public access to Priddy Circles. 
 
The Reverend John Skinner (1772 - 1839) was Vicar of Camerton.  He opened many 
barrows including those at Priddy and Beacon Hill, often several in one day.  His 
method was to dig down from the top and stop when bones were found so he 
sometimes missed the primary burial (and many secondary burials as well).  He used 
Mendip miners as diggers and paid them in cider.  His notebooks are in the British 
Museum and many of his finds went to Bishop Laws’s private museum at the Bishops 
Palace in Wells but these were lost after death of Laws.  When a bricked up part of the 
palace cellar was opened a few years ago, historians hoped it might contain Laws's 
museum but it did not.  Skinner does not seem to have been a very likeable or happy 
character and after the tragic deaths of his children he committed suicide. 
 

JulianBack 
 

--------STOP PRESS-------- 
 

Mendip District Council has received a planning application for the erection of: 
‘A solar energy development comprising the installation of up to 4.2MW of solar 
photovoltaic panels, with a maximum overall height of up to 2.5m together with a sub-
station, access tracks, fencing and electrical inverters on agricultural land at Lodge 
Farm, near Shepton Mallet, Somerset’.  
 
This proposal is basically to cover approx 30 acres of fields south east of Beacon Hill 
Wood with solar panels.  It is suggested that this is hardly an appropriate use of valuable 
agricultural land and does nothing to enhance the view. 
 
Any comments (including objections) have to be in to MDC by 5th September 2011.  
Check the MDC website for details and a ‘Planning Application Comments Form’ 
Contact Les Kimberley, 01749 648999                        planning ref. no. 2011/0765 
Mendip District Council, Cannards Grave Road, Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 5BT 
 



Asham Wood: - Damaged 
 

The Story So Far – Bo Walsh (Mendip District Council Tree Officer) 
 
During the Beacon Hill Society meeting on 4th April 2011 this matter came to 
everybody’s attention when a dedicated lady called Fran Britten raised her concerns 
about the state of Asham Wood. 
 
 The concerns being that the unauthorised passage of off road vehicles (primarily) 4x4 
vehicles are causing serious damage to the woodland floor. There has also been the 
dumping and burning out of a vehicle and the litter and debris associated with people 
gathering to engage in related activities. Further concerns included the activities of a 
shooting syndicate making access roads (rides) and removing trees – all of which 
could threaten the flora and archaeology of this ancient woodland.  
 
Asham Wood, which is situated in the eastern Mendip Hills between Downhead, 
Chantry and Cranmore,  we now know to be a  Site of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI). The Wood is on land belonging to Hanson aggregates, being adjacent to the 
disused Asham Quarry and close to Merehead Quarry / Torr Works. 
 
Because of the serious nature of the damage being described by Fran some (BHS) 
members offered to visit Asham Wood with Fran see for themselves the extent and 
severity of the damage to date. 
 
This visit took place on Monday 18th April 2011 when a group of interested 
individuals were led by Fran and accompanied by Mark Adler from the Mendip 
Times.  
 
I don’t think I was alone when I say that I was shocked, almost horrified by the deep 
ruts (or trenches?) carved into the woodland floor along the footpath / bridleways 
making access on foot difficult to say the least.  As we meandered through the wood 
and stumbled through the trenches, avoiding the water-filled and treacherous obstacles 
they form, we looked at the evidence of off-road vehicles and some winch cable 
damage to a few of the trees.  
 
Asham Wood has some beautiful features, the shade of the trees, the quiet, pleasant 
atmosphere and the clues to its historic use in the past. I was delighted to see 
‘Toothwort’ for the first time – thanks to an eagle-eyed Jon Burgess. It also has some 
contrasts too – as the more open area used by the shooting syndicate has a different 
feel or aspect, made obvious by the ‘rides’ that have been created to allow access to 
shooters and at the same time providing an element of diversity in the landscape. The 
problem with this, seems to be the extent and method of the ride creation may not be 
to the benefit of some of the plant species that have helped Asham wood achieve its 
SSSI or Special Area of Conservation (SAC) status. 
 
Well, it was apparent that the consensus of opinion of those walking the wood that 
day that there needed to be some positive action. A meeting was arranged to take 
place at Shute Farm Studio, Downhead for May 16th 2011.  After a lively debate, the 
Friends of Asham Wood was formed. This meeting was followed by an article 
published in the June edition of the Mendip Times showing illustrating in glorious 



colour the nature of the damage done by off-road vehicles and bringing the wood to 
the attention of the wider public. 
 
The main action decided at the meeting was to invite all those concerned over and 
responsible for the management and protection of Asham Wood to come along to a 
Friends of Asham Group evening in order raise awareness of the concerns of the 
damage caused to date and to seek solutions to the problems being faced therein. 
 
An invitation went out to various bodies, amongst the principal guests were Hanson 
Aggregates, their land agent and their professional personnel, the police, Natural 
England  to hold a meeting to be held on 14th June 2011 at Shute Farm Studio, an 
ideal venue being not far from Asham Wood and having a committed host in Fran. 
 
The meeting turned out to be a very thought-provoking, positive and optimistic event, 
in the main. The nature, extent and causes of the damage to the woodland floor and 
footpaths (formal and informal) were discussed in great depth. This included 
considering the possible preventative measures to halt the damage and stop further 
damage being caused. 
 
The land owner, Hansons, and the Police provided their verbal agreement to work 
together to establish a reporting mechanism of illegal activities and to identify actions 
that could help to tackle the illegal access by off-road vehicles and the damage that 
has been caused to date. 
 
Jonathon Burgess of the Woodland Trust, a familiar face to the Beacon Hill Society, 
did the honour of chairing what could have been a highly emotional and 
confrontational meeting. I think that it was a credit to all those who turned out that the 
issues were identified and discussed in a fair, open and constructive way.  
 
I found it very insightful to have input from local residents, the Somerset County 
Council’s rights of way officer, representatives from the motorcycling and off-roading 
community as well as the land-owners, public bodies, agencies and special interest 
groups (public).  
 
The aspects that, to my mind, were curious to say the least are:- (i) the Management 
Plan for Asham Wood was for a period from 1999 – 2004 – what ‘management’ is in 
place today?, (ii) Natural England have the ability to assess the condition of the Wood 
as a SSSI and it has been given a ‘favourable’ status – does that include the areas 
affected by off-road vehicles and the shooting syndicate ? I’m sure there will be more 
questions to ask and to answer. 
 
Out of the meeting came a series of actions to be taken by Hansons, the Police and the 
Friends of Asham Wood group, amongst others with the aim of preventing further 
damage to this SSSI wood and to help maintain / manage this protected place for the 
future. It will take a concerted effort and involve all sections of the community – 
public and private. 
 
Let’s look forward to the next meeting to see how or if things have progressed. 
Fingers crossed. 

Bo 



Nature Notes                                                                                       Paul Newman 
Members of the Crow family 

 
Very familiar to most of us is the jackdaw, the smallest of the family but by no means 
the most retiring.   Jackdaws are found in towns as well as the country having adapted 
their natural habitat of cliffs and rock faces to using buildings of all sizes from 
cottages to cathedrals.  On of their favourite nest sites are in chimney, goodness 
knows why and they will drop twigs down the hole until the pile reaches the height 
they require near the top.  This can result in a dangerous build-up of dry wood, which 
can easily cause a fire.   The sweep who cleared my own chimney a few months ago 
removed three sacks full and it was just as well he came before I lit fire under that lot   
Like all crow familial members they will eat almost anything and they are often even 
bigger thieves that magpies. 
 
The jay is a bird of dense woodland and is extremely shy.  It does not at first look 
much like a crow, as it is surprisingly brightly coloured being a pinkish buff with 
black and white patches and some bright blue feathers on its wings.  Its fondness for 
acorns is well known, and it will hide them rather like a squirrel, retuning for them in 
winter.  Unfortunately for the jay its memory is not as good as that of the squirrel and 
many acorns are never recovered.  This is actually a very good thing for the oak as the 
buried acorns will be distributed around some distance from the parent tree resulting 
in new trees growing up in new locations. 
 
Ravens are the largest crow family members being up two feet in length and having a 
massive bill.  It is primarily a scavenger and is found mainly in the western parts of 
the British Isles including the southwest.  It is certainly found on the Quantock Hills, 
and may go on its way eastwards – I have been told of one or two not far from here.  
At one time they were found throughout Britain but have been driven out of much of 
England probably due to the fact it will eat the carcasses of dead sheep and was 
thought to have been responsible for killing them.  Certainly it is capable of killing 
lambs.  There is still a small tame population in the Tower of London, the remnant of 
the once common scavengers in the City.  Ledged hath it that if these ravens leave or 
are killed the monarchy will come to an end, so they are well looked after. 
 
Finally, the chough is the rarest of this fascinating group of birds, being only found 
nowadays in Wales, West Scotland and Ireland.  Recent introduction into parts of the 
Cornish coast where they were once found has not been entirely successful, and has 
met with a mixed reception by local people.  They are like other crows in that they are 
at home on cliffs and rocky ledges, building nests on twigs in inaccessible sites and 
seem to derive great pleasure in riding the air currents rising up the cliff face.  
Choughs are all black, but with bright red feet and legs and a long curved red bill.  
Unlike other crows they feed almost entirely on insets and other invertebrates and do 
not indulge in nest robbing.  Our ancestors must have had a very poor opinion of the 
crow family to judge from the words used to describe groups of assemblies of them; 
for example a murder of crows, an unkindness of ravens and a chattering of Choughs.  
Not quite so insulting, however, are a tiding of magpies and a building or parliament 
of rooks.  Jays and jackdaws do not appear to gather in anything other than flocks as 
far as I can find out.  The crows are amongst the most intelligent of birds and in spite 
of some of the bad habits of some of them they are very rewarding to study and 
observe. 


