
Plymouth U3A - MUD Walks
73 Rippon Tor Rifle Ranges & 10 Commandments: Thursday 7 June 2018
Walk Leader
John Reffell

Walk Format
Approximately 6 miles of open moorland. Parts of the walk involve walking through gorse areas
which could be muddy.

Locations to be visited
Rippon Tor Pre-WW1 & WW2 Rifle Ranges, 10 Commandments Stones Buckland Beacon and
Wittaburrow Cairn.

Meeting Place
Cold East Cross SX740742 10:15 for 10:30 start.

History
WW2 Rippon Tor Rifle Range

“Halshanger, where an army rifle-range of red brick, gaunt and hideous, leaves on the landscape a
blot exacerbated by the weeds and creepers now sprouting from it.” Hemery, p.688.

“This monstrous construction, as high as two houses, must be quite the most unbelievable building in
the National Park.”, Hayward, p.256.

The rifle range was constructed in 1942 as a vital part of troop training on Dartmoor and it belonged
to the East Dartmoor Ranges group or simply Scorriton Ranges. The total area encompassed by this
group covered some 4,451 hectares. The range was eventually closed in the 1960s which was the
last of this group to be closed, the rest were decommissioned in the late 1940s and 50s. Despite the
adverse comments the range can be considered as one of the most intact relics of military training
on Dartmoor. Today much of the area is now covered with scrub which has obscured many of the
smaller features belonging to the range.

The largest structure is the stop butt and it is this that both Hemery and Hayward refer to. The
dimensions of the red brick retaining wall are; 55 metres long, 15.5 metres wide, and approximately
9.2 metres high. There are nineteen buttresses on the north side and six on both the east and west
sides. The structure is impressive with its towering height and there is a kind of eerie atmosphere to
the place. Apparently the stop butt even appeared in a Zombie movie not that long ago – such is its
character. The southern face of the butt comprises of a steep sand and gravel bank into which the
bullets would fly. Immediately in front of the stop butt is the marker’s gallery, this is housed in a
concrete and earth covered bunker. Inside can be seen the twelve target frames (which are of the
‘Hythe’ pattern) along with their winding mechanisms. The purpose of this building was where the
range operators would raise and lower the targets, patch the shot holes and to signal any necessary
adjustments to the firing points.

Some 100 metres west of the storage tanks was the site of The Old Summer House which was built
by a member of the Woodley family of Halshanger. Apparently he had some strange ways and would



take guests up to the summer house for some sport. Armed with shotguns they would toss coins to
have their pick of the windows and then blast any poor rabbit that came in range.

Pre-WW1 Rippon Tor Rifle Range

In the area of Welstor Common, there was
once a rifle range. Still existing is a target
storehouse or shelter with a massive stone
wall facing the firing lines (seen in the
photograph below). The rifle range was
created in 1861 for the use of the Ashburton
Rifle Volunteers. It was in use until about
1900, but the 1905 OS map does not record it.
There is very little evidence on the ground
with the exception of this shelter which was
near the west end of the stop butt. There is a
partially collapsed corrugated iron roof inside.
The small quarry to the southwest appears to
post-date the rifle range.

Ten Commandments Stone

In 1928 Parliament rejected the adoption of
the proposed new Book of Common Prayer.
This was seen by many as a victory for
Protestantism as the new book was
considered a ‘popish trend’. One that certainly
shared that view was the then lord of Buckland Manor – Mr William Whitely of Wellstor. To
celebrate this ‘victory’ he commissioned a sculptor called W. A. Clement to engrave the Ten
Commandments on two ‘tables of stone’ on Buckland Beacon. I have recently (January 2017)
received a message from Samantha Dyer informing me that when he was a young boy it was her
grandfather – Sidney Lang who assisted Clements by carrying his buckets and tools.

Clive Gunnell interviewed Mr Clement who informed him that he and a colleague first dressed the
two selected stones, Clement then with prayer book in hand started engraving them. Work was
started on the 23rd of July 1928. The wording on the left-hand slab was the first four
commandments and then the dates December 15th 1927 – June 14th 1928. These dates represent
the dates of the readings of the bill in parliament. Following this at the bottom were the words of a
favourite quotation of Mr Whitley’s. He then added his initials – A. C. On the second slab the
remaining six commandments are written. Clements then realised there was a large blank space and
suggested to Whitely that an eleventh commandment was added, this being “John, Chapter 13
Verse 34,” along with the third verse of the hymn, ‘Oh God Our Help in Ages Past’.

The work was finally completed on August 31st 1928.



Photographs
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WW1 rifle range with Rippon Tor in the distance
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