


Section Twelve - The Arthurian Centre


Gaer Hill to Glastonbury then South Cadbury - 49 miles.


Maps: Landranger 183, Yeovil and Frome.





Stages:


1.Cley Hill to Gaer Hill - 6 miles.


2. Gaer Hill to Bruton - 9 ½  miles


3. Bruton to Glastonbury - 13 ½ miles


Glastonbury to South Cadbury - 20 miles.


Highlights:


Forest of Selwood; The Hard Way; Glastonbury Tor, Well, and Abbey; Cadbury Castle











Introduction


By the middle of the 6th  century the Saxons had established themselves over the chalk lands of Wessex and after the battle of Dyrham in 577 had reached the Severn estuary. But west of the open chalk lands lay the Forest of Selwood ,known to the British as the Coit Maur or great wood which acted as a barrier to further Saxon expansion and so for a hundred years after Dyrham British rule survived west of Selwood and south of the Bristol Wansdyke ,perhaps constructed after Dyrham to divide the Saxon from the British lands .





The path from Gaer Hill retraces the old 6th  century boundary between the emerging Kingdom of Wessex and the British lands - the present boundary between Wiltshire and Somerset.. It passes through the surviving woodland of the old forest,  and on its way to the isle of Avallon and the Somerset levels descends into first into the valley of the Brue and across the low hills between the Brue and Alham valleys. Here during Roman times people had carved out for themselves great landed estates whose memory is preserved in the villas that dot the countryside such as the one near Ditcheat .Towards the end of the Empire Roman and Celtic ways of looking at life seem to have coalesced -certainly as far as religious observance is concerned as wealthy citizens built temples to on what were old Celtic  sites at Lamyatt and  South Cadbury. Such a way of life no doubt survived in some measure when the Empire came to an end. 





Dominating the whole area is the great fortress of Cadbury positioned just behind the Saxon frontier. In the middle of the old marshlands  is the enigmatic cult centre of Glastonbury.











Stage 1 -  - Cley Hill to Gaer Hill-6 miles


Starting Point:


Descend from Cley Hill to A362.Turn left and then right at roundabout. Straight road ahead follows the line of an ancient trackway through the Forest of Selwood - now part of the Longleat estate.





After 1 ½  miles  the road leaves the wood. Take signed PFP right which descends to a metalled lane. Follow-the lane to a T junction. Pass through the gate opposite and cross the field. Emerge onto a road and take T left along the road which climbs sharply to the church at Hornigsham.





Turn right and follow the road around to the Bath Arms. Continue straight on. After ¾ mile the road bends sharply to the right. Straight ahead is signed PF through woods.After about 200 yards take right fork in track which descends gently through forest eventually emerging through the gate into a field. 





Follow the track on right of the field, pass pond on left and follow metalled lane straight ahead. Cross the road ahead and follow signed PF. After ½ mile take the fork right. The path descends gently through wood. At next major fork, path joins from left. Carry straight on to Gaer Hill. (Gare Hill on some maps).








Stage 2 -  Gaer Hill to Bruton-9 ½  miles 


This is generally an easy well way marked route along a ridge mostly with good signposting and waymarking to Bruton, but paths through fields not always obvious. Keep eyes peeled for stiles and gates: there are bulls sometimes in fields. There are no facilities on the ridge but you will find a pub at South Brewham (not open all day) plus pubs cafes and shops at Bruton.





Starting Point:


Take the road to South Brewham. Beyond some cottages take the public footpath signed to Witham Friary. Enter a wood and follow a Public Footpath (PF) until it emerges onto a road behind a house at 


Yarnfield Gate. Take a right fork along the road  towards South Brewham. The road soon descends sharply. 


Opposite Druly Hill Farm is a gate leading to well waymarked track through a plantation. eventually  emerging onto  metalled road.





PF opposite leads to hill fort near Penselwood  where in 658AD Cenwahl of Wessex decisively defeated the Britons and established Saxon rule over all of Somerset east of the Parrett.





Climb the road on the left to Jack’s Castle, a Round Barrow, and King Alfred’s Tower. King Alfred’s Tower was constructed  by Henry Hoare, creator of the Stourhead estate, in 1769 on a hill known as Kingsettle Hill .It is the supposed location of the Egbert Stone where, after his exile at Athelney, King Alfred mustered  forces from Wiltshire, Somerset, and Hampshire amid the marshes along the River Parrett. .After collecting his troops at the Egbert stone Alfred moved to Iley Oak near Warminster and thence to Edington near Westbury  where Guthrum the Danish leader was decisively defeated . The Danish threat to Wessex was removed.








Retrace steps down road which winds off the ridge to the plain of the Brue. Pass Hilcombe Farm on the right..





You are now travelling along The Hardway, an ancient trackway that ran from Devonshire  to Dover It is the likely route of retreat of the Britons after the Battle of Penselwood. .In Saxon times this was one of the Herepath-military means of communications. This one would have been used by Alfred when advancing from Athelney on the Parrett to Egbert’s stone..





About 100 yards beyond are farm buildings and  signed PF right. to North Brewham. The PF leads into a large field. Follow a track to the diagonally opposite corner of the field. Cross into the next field by stile and pass by Holland Farm to your left. Join the road leading to South Brewham.





Follow the road to T junction. Turn left and climb to the Church. Pass the Village Hall and School House then turn right over a stile. Cross the field to a gap in the hedge. Turn left. and follow the hedge to a stile and then bridge over a brook. Follow the hedge to a large field. The PF runs diagonally right across this field(which may be obstructed by planting), crossing a track from left, and descends through pasture to a waymarked stile.


Cross the stile into a meadow. Cross the meadow keeping woodland on your left and a manor house on your right. The PF meets and then follows a railway on the left. At the bridge the path passes under railway; follow a signpost left. The PF is well waymarked to Bruton.





Stage 3 - Bruton to Glastonbury-13 ½ miles


The route runs initially over hills behind Bruto,  then down to the valley of the Alham, then onto higher ground at Pennard Hill, before descending to the Somerset Levels beyond West Pennard. Waymarking and signposting is erratic and the line of the footpath not always obvious. There are pubs and shops at Ditcheat and West Pennard, a café at Evercreech Junction and a Farm Shop at Havyatt.





Starting Point:


Leave Bruton by Coombe Lane and go left at a fork signposted Evercreech.. Continue to the signpost indicating PF right to Snakelake Hill and Greencombe Farm. Go into a field and enter a tree-line lane which descends to a stream. Cross the stream and carry on straight across the next field for about 100 yards. Then bear left  and cross to gate leading onto a metalled road .Turn right along the road and then cross into field on the left at next gate which gives access to new dedicated bridleway (not shown on OS maps). The path descends to a stream and then bears right and climbs sharply to the gate giving access to Creech Hill (Creech comes from cruc, old Welsh word for Hill) 





Cross the road and take the signposted bridleway into the field opposite(currently a corn crop in summer but farmer has left paths through corn.). Look for gate at edge of wood left (designated path proceeds straight ahead and then  doubles back) Go through a gate into the next field. Turn right along the edge of  a wood to the next gate then bear right to the top of the ridge of Lamyatt Beacon





The wood at Lamyatt Beacon is the site of Roman Temple(remains not visible). The hill to north west  is site of some kind of Iron Age enclosure - a small hill fort or cattle enclosure. There is a possibility of military use preserved in local stories of a battle on the hill. The temple site is dated to the end of the 2nd  century  and survived until at least early 5th  century .It was dedicated to Mars and possibly Cogonumus a Celtic  horned god “adopted” by the Romans. Excavators also found burials adjacent to Temple (almost entirely of female graves)dating from late 6th to early 8th  century .indicating a continued sacred significance of site up to Saxon conquest..





The temple may have had special regional significance since there is some evidence that a special Roman road was built to link site with the Fosse way at Pylle Hill through Lamyatt and Ditcheat .The road may have passed through the present South West entrance the wood and descended to Lamyatt along path of the bridleway followed by the Celtic Way..





Creech Hill has local reputation of being haunted. Old stories speak of people seeing grey  apparitions. This tradition is reflected in a tapestry in Lamyatt Church below





The PF is well waymarked to a farm on the road. Turn right and descend into Lamyatt. 





At the T junction in village turn right. After about 20 yards there is a gateway on the left with public footpath sign. Enter the field and keep to left following stream to footbridge. Cross stream and follow well-waymarked route through fields to old railway embankment.


Path now follows dead straight line of local parish boundaries - leading to speculation that they were following some straight linear feature - possibly a Roman Road to Lamyatt Beacon.





Look for iron gate leading to passage under embankment. Pass under embankment and then turn right. Cross River Alham by waymarked bridge. Cross next field to A371. Cross road and follow waymark over stile into field. Cross brisge over stream into next field and follow direction of waymark to road. Turn right along the road which leads to Ditcheat 


Follow road around to the church. At the next junction take road amrked East Pennard. Continue about 500 yards to end of houses on right.


Enter firld on the right through a gate. The PF climbs steeply up Ditcheat Hill. Go through the field gate and then diagonally left across the next field. Go through the gate and follow field boundary to metalled road. If path is blocked at this point follow boundary between field and road to the right until you come to an iron gate leading directly onto the road.





Turn left and continue to junction with Fosse Way. Fosse Way is the Roman Road from Newark to Illchester. Constructed in the 1st century it marks the boundary at that time between areas fully absorbed into Empire and those as yet to be conquered. We cross it in a later section of the walking too.





Cross the Fosse Way - beware of restricted sight lines - and continue on East Pennard Road. Turn left at the next  junction, then pass a cottage to the left. About 100 yards from the cottage a public footpath leads through a gate into a small enclosure .Go over the fence into a field and cross the field diagonally to the right , descend the hill and cross a stream. Now climb a hill and bear right. There is a school ahead. Leave the field by half concealed access by a fence to the right then turn right into East Pennard. 





Follow the road through village to the Church. Take a turning to the left passing the church on your left and take the paved footpath which leads onto a lane. Turn right and then left onto the road.





Follow road until you reach steps into field on the right. and sign post marking footpath right to Worthy Lane. Enter fthe ield and cross to the next stile (waymarked) and then walk towards a large metalled road and turn left again at next junction.. At the following junction turn right. Turn at farmhouse onto crest of Pennard Hill (Old Welsh for High Hill). 


At  Pennard Hill Farm join a metalled road left to a junction. Turn right and then left down a narrow unmetalled lane. Turn left when the lane meets a metalled road and left at next junction. At following juction turn right. Follow road till it turns sharp right. The PF is through a gate and runs downhill through the field. Bear across right to the opposite corner and pass a track on right. Go through a second field to the road. Turn right and follow the road to


 West Pennard. 


Continue through the village to the main Shepton to Glastonbury Road. On reaching it turn left to Havyatt





Just beyond the road to Baltonsborough there is a signpost indicating a PF to the right. Follow the path which emerges onto flat levels criss-crossed with electric fencing (insulated gateways provided at necessary points). Cross to stile to the right of ancient earth bank-Ponters Ball 


. 


Ponters Ball consists of a embankment with a ditch on the east side suggesting that if its purpose was defensive it was built by the inhabitants of Glastonbury to block access along the causeway from Shepton. It may have been built by the British inhabitants of Glastonbury in the post Roman period as defensive work against the Saxons or other Britons. Other theories point to an Iron Age or even a medieval origin delineating the boundary of the Abbey estates.





There is a fine prospect of the ‘Isle of Avallon’ and Glastonbury Tor . The present levels would have been underwater in the Dark Ages and medieval times. Havyatt may have been some kind of port since  the name means  ‘Harbour Gate’ and there are local stories that Ponters Ball was used by the Abbots of Glastonbury as a jetty.


.


Continue across a field to a concrete road. Continue diagonally left. across the next field to a new waymarked stile. The diagonal route across the next field may be obstructed by planting in which case cross stile and turn left along edge of field and then turn right. on emerging onto pasture. Cross to Norwood Park Farm. The PF passes around north of the farm and emerges through the driveway of the house onto a lane.





Cross the lane and ascend a steep lane over Stony Down which leads to the foot of Glastonbury Tor





Stage4 - Glastonbury to South Cadbury - 20 miles.


There are stiff climbs onto the Tor  and the Poldens. Otherwise it is flat walking through a mixture of arable and pastoral landscape. Waymarking is good through Glastonbury, variable elsewhere. Footpaths are occasionally obstructed by planting. Shops hotels pubs and restaurants at Glastonbury and Street. Pubs at  Keinton Mandeville, Babcary, South Cadbury and Barton St David.





Beginning


From the foot of the Tor a steep signposted path leads to summit.





From the top of the Tor is a fine prospect of  Somerset Levels. In  Prehistoric or Roman times one would have looked out on a vast expanse of water interrupted by occasional islands that now stand out as hills, such as the Poldens On the top of Tor is the tower of St Michael-all that remains of 13th century church. Dedication to St Michael-the angel who fought and defeated the devil -suggests Tor was pagan cult centre. Excavations on the Tor have revealed  fifth to seventh  century remains-possibly a Celtic hermitage. 





By the Norman Conquest Glastonbury Abbey was the second only to Westminster abbey in wealth. Its fame rested on its claim to great antiquity making it the oldest Christian foundation in Britain. In the Middle Ages evidence of this early  monastery existed in the form  of a famous wattle church that survived until the great abbey fire of 1184.(now the site of the Lady Chapel) Monks convinced the Norman historian, William of Malmesbury, that this definitely dated  back to a Christian mission of 166AD and possibly to a mission sent out by the apostle Philip in the first century. Later this first century mission came to be accepted as fact and identified with St Joseph of Arimathea., the man responsible for arranging Christ’s burial..





Another of Glastonbury’s claims was as a great centre of the Celtic Church before St Augustine’s mission to Kent in 597AD Several distinguished scholars have argued for the existence of  a monastery here earlier than the Saxon conquest. In post Roman times Glastonbury lay close to the routes travelled by the Celtic saints between Ireland, South Wales , the British Kingdom of Dumnonia and Brittany and the abbey claimed close association with many of the pillars Celtic Christianity.- including St Patrick(claimed as the Abbey’s founder), St David,  St Columba. and St Brigid.





The Celtic connection brought with it tales of King Arthur and  the holy grail .Arthur was originally the legendary British hero who led a rearguard action against the Saxons. His story became entwined around the legends of the grail-originally some Celtic pre-Christian symbol but later identified with the chalice of the Last Supper. And how could the Chalice have reached Britain except through St Joseph of Arimathea.? The Arthurian connection was confirmed with the ‘discovery ’ in the Abbey grounds  in 1191   two bodies asserted to be of Arthur and Guinevere. It was a Welshman-Gerald of Wales- who in his account of the exhumation made the connection between Glastonbury and the Isle of Avallon-the mystic isle  of  the dead of Welsh legends..





The vitality and inventiveness of Glastonbury legends lives on.-legends of Arthur and the Grail have become enmeshed with speculation about ley lines, the Druids, and celestial zodiacs. So thirteen hundred years or more after the foundation of the Abbey Glastonbury still carries with it the atmosphere of a medieval pilgrimage centre -attracting to itself healers, practitioners of esoteric cults and “new age “ religion and traders in the exotic as well as tourists coming for salvation or just to stare.





Take path leading down spine of Tor towards the Town.





Note the terraces built up onto the hillside.. These have been taken to be relics of Celtic or medieval 


farming, but one theory asserts that they comprise a man made labyrinth cut out of the hillside some three thousand years ago as part of a penitential rite. Such labyrinths were found in ancient Egypt and Crete. Local tradition also believed that the Tor is hollow  and comprises the entrance to the underworld.





Path descends to road .Chalice Well on the right-peaceful gardens.� The Chalice �


Chalice Well symbol.





Late tradition identifies Chalice Well as the spot where Joseph of Arimathea hid the Grail-the spring flow through Iron Stone which gives its waters a red tinge. In the 18th century it was famous for its healing qualities, particularly for asthma





At next junction turn left. At the next major junction go straight on (Hill House). The the  left.





Wearyall Hill is where St Joseph is supposed to have rested on his journey and stuck his staff into the ground whereupon it immediately burst into flower. The old thorn tree was cut down by the Puritans in the 17th century but cuttings were taken. The present tree dates from the early 19th century. It flowers in early January.





Looking west over the present industrial estate, by the Brue river, are meadows once known as St Brides Fields because of the association of the local chapel there  with St Brigid .The area would have been  natural landfall for pilgrims coming from Ireland. The chapel also features as the Chapel Adventurous in Arthurian Legends.





Return to road and descend the hill Turn right at the junction and look for a waymarked entrance to fields on the left. Cross the fields following waymarking. to an iron bridge over a weir. Half a mile down stream is Pomparles Bridge -the Arthurian Pons Perilis where Arthur, mortally wounded after the Battle of Cammlann, threw his sword into the water before being ferried across to Avallon. 





After crossing the bridge turn right and walk along the river bank for  about 400 yards. Turn left and cross the fields to a road. Turn right to follow road to church at Street.





Street has the air of a 19th and 20th century industrial town but has very ancient origins. Originally known as Lantakoy-the settlement of St Cai an otherwise unknown Celtic saint- it is one of the few Somerset settlements that preserved a Celtic place name after the Saxon conquests. The site is sited in a circular churchyard  usually  a sign of very early foundation ,and possible pre-christian religious use. In the middle ages the church was associated with St Gildas the Wise,the historian of Britain’s decline and defeat, who is supposed to have retired from Glastonbury to found a church by a river nearby. 





From the church follow the road past Strode College to Somerton Road. Turn left and carry on. After about ¾ mile turn right along Portway. Look for footpath sign on your left. Cross the fields to a lane. Turn right and then left. Continue along the road until you reach Middle Brooks. Turn right and continue 400yards to Gooselade on the left. Turn into the close which leads to a path crossing a field. The path emerges onto a road .Turn right and then left along a path which climbs onto the Poldens





At the top of the hill turn left At just over 400 yards there is a cross roads. Take the narrow metalled lane immediately to your right .Pass Ivy Thorn Manor. Continue until road turns sharp right into the Somerset Levels. At this point turn left following the waymarking into a field .Turn right over a stile and then left over the next waymarked stile onto lane which leads to metalled road that goes to village of Dundon.





Go straight across the crossroads and follow the road around the village. The road passes around an Iron Age hill fort. After one mile turn right onto the Somerton Road and after about 300 yards turn left following footpath sign to Bunch Wood.The paths through Bunch Wood and Great Breach Wood are unwaymarked. .When the path enters the wood follow the track straight ahead; it soon bears right and meets a track climbing from the right. Turn left and follow a track leading to a small clearing. Look for some wooden steps left which take the path up a steep incline where it emerges onto a track running left-right. Turn right and  after 10 yards look for steps entering wood to the left. Climb steps to track joining from left. Turn right and soon join more steps which take the path onto a wooded plateau .Turn right along the path and after about 20yards turn left along a grassy track which after 100 yards meets a slightly better defined forest track from the right. Turn left and keep on this track which bears right, with other tracks joining from left.. 





The track passes a marble obelisk commemorating the death of the son of a local rector in shooting accident in the mid 19thcentury





About 300 yard past the monument the track crosses a substantial forest track and after a further 400 yards the path leaves the wood and continues in a field along the wood’s edge. When the corner of field is reached turn left along the field boundary. The path passes farm building to emerge onto Poldens Ridge road..Cross the road and enter a field through a white gate. PF crosses the field diagonally right to a white gate clearly visible. It may be obstructed by planting in summer in which case turn right along the Poldens Ridgeway and take next road left. signed Butleigh.





Where the PF emerges onto Butleigh Road cross over and follow road marked to Higher Hill Farm. Follow road down to cross roads .At cross roads  turn right and walk along the road to the lodge gate and take the track straight ahead leading to Kingsweston House and church. 





Cross a cattle grid and turn left off a roadway by farm buildings. There are cottages on the right. The PF crosses a field but may be obstructed by planting in which case follow the field boundary to the left. The PF meets a track from the right. Carry on along the track which soon turns left and becomes overgrown but passable .Continue until the track emerges into a field .Cross the field diagonally left to join a track on the far side which leads down to Barton St. David.





Turn right by the church .Just beyond the church is a track way to the right. Follow it to a stile and enter a meadow. PF crosses to far side but there is very long grass in summer. The best route may be to cross to the ar side and pick up a rough track to the far corner of field .This path emerges onto  metalled road. Turn right here and follow the road to T junction at Keinton Mandeville.





Turn right and then immediately left to take a PF signed to Coombe Lane. Follow the hedge left to the second gap. Then look right for a for stile and footbridge leading over ditch to next field. Take this and follow path to road, then turn left.. Follow the road  past houses to its end and then turn right under a railway bridge. Beyond the bridge follow a PF signposted to the Fosseway .Turn right at the end and go to the end of an overgrown track .Take the stile left into a field. Cross to the field gate opposite, then follow the hedge to the right to the edge of the field. Cross to the next field by a stile and follow the PF to a gate diagonally opposite which leads onto Fosse Way.





Cross Fosse way and follow road to Babcary. Pass the church and turn right at the pub. After just over ½ mile take the road left leading to Little Stuert House. To the left of house is an entrance to a bridleway which can be muddy. After 1 mile the bridleway is crossed by track from the left. Turn right and follow the track for about 200 yards to where it enters a field . Look left for a small gap in hedge leading to an overgrown stile giving access to a field. Note waymark arrow indicating PF along edge of field. Follow the field’s edge round to left  to the field entrance(no gate) and cross into the next field. Carry straight on following the field boundary on the left. to a concrete bridge over a ditch. Turn left -do not cross ditch. At the next waymark point go straight on, joining track which veers right. When the track crosses into the next field go straight on (follow waymark). At the end of the field turn right over a ditch and then left following waymarking around field edges. Look out for a wooden bridge to the left  which takes the path across next the field  to a stile and bridge . Once over the bridge turn left. After ½ mile the path meets a trackway. Turn right to A303 





Cross A303 (a very busy road) to a signed PF which after ¾ mile reaches Queen Camel.When the PF emerges onto a narrow road turn left. Cross the A359 and follow marled PF opposite to Western Bamflyde. Cross the field  diagonally to your left. Cross into the next field and follow field’s boundary to the left. Cross a railway line and go through the next field to the road. Turn right and take the next right. At the next junction follow signs to Little Weston. Just beyond the next junction is a Leyland Trail sign to the left. Cadbury Castle is on the on right . Follow the field boundary left and waymark signs to South Cadbury





Cadbury Castle shows signs of occupation going back 3000 years to Neolithic times. The huge hill fort was constructed about 600AD and became a stronghold of the Durotriges who controlled  Dorset and South Somerset. Fell to the Romans in 70 AD after which it was abandoned as a stronghold. but may have contained a Roman Temple from the 3rd century. Re-fortified in the post Roman period  and  probably became centre of British rule in this part of the Britain guarding the southern  flank of Selwood. .Probably abandoned for a time after the Saxon conquests but reoccupied and substantially re-fortified by Ethelred the Unready who may have minted coins here. John Leyland was told during his journey through  Somerset in the 1540’s that  Cadbury was the site of  King Arthur’s Camelot. By the entrance to the fort is a well known as Arthur’s Well. 





Additional Information


Public Transport


Train Enquiries					0117 929 4255


Badgerline Buses				01225 464446


Wilts and Dorset Bus Company			01722 336855


Thamesdown Transport				01793 523700


Tourist Information:


Glastonbury - 9,High Street - 01485 832954


Street - Clarks Village - 01458 447384


Accommodation: B&B is abundant in the area.


Youth Hostels:


Street - 01458 442961


Salisbury - 01722 327572


Cheddar - 01934 742494


Centres:


The Chalice Well Trust - 01458 831154


Handing on:


The history and geography of the area to follow is such that one can argue a good case for a higher or lower route west from Somerset. There are also good reasons for going through the middle. We have been fortunate to have two volunteers who have both come up with outstanding routes through their particular sections. The choice is yours: to go over the Somerset Levels to the Quantocks and Exmoor, or to go south to the countryside that was once Wessex and which Hardy popularised in his novels, emphasizing, quite rightly, the multitude of marks earlier occupants had left on the land. So you have two options: The Exmoor Option, or the Hillforts of Wessex.





Both routes end some way short of the section which follows them - Dartmoor. However, the existenec of well-signed walking routes like the Two Moo
