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The standing stone locally known as the ‘Longstone’ (SX65429 60736) and the avenue, which consists of 

over 120 recumbent stones (centred on SX653610), are situated at the northern end of a granite spur that 

runs from Piles Hill (387m OD) to its southern tip at Western Beacon (334m), a distance of around 4km. 

South of Western Beacon the terrain slopes steeply down to the lowlands of the South Hams between 

Ivybridge and Bittaford, 100-200m being more representative of the higher points in the landscape from 

here to the south coast (Figure 1).  

                         

                        Figure 1. Piles Hill and surrounding area. 



The spur is littered with prehistoric cairns and a number of single and double stone rows. Just to the east, 

between Brent Fore Hill and Corringdon Ball, there is a multiple stone row group, a possible Neolithic 

mortuary enclosure and a Neolithic long barrow. Two more long barrows are situated at the southern end 

of the spur, west of Lud Brook. The Longstone and avenue thus seem to be situated within a complex of 

funerary monuments.  

Precise dating is not yet possible for any of these monuments as little modern excavation has been carried 

out on Dartmoor. Long barrows are known to have fallen out of use by about 3300BC, and the mortuary 

enclosure could have been built around this time. Fleming (2008) suggests that stone rows were in place 

by about 2500BC. Burl (1993) argues that the rows are derivative of the megalithic tradition seen at 

Avebury and elsewhere, and thus qualify for a later date starting around 2300BC. Either way, it seems 

that in the last quarter of the third millennium BC small cairns were being built near to, and in association 

with stone rows. Larger cairns seem to appear on the moor by about 2000BC, though it is likely that a 

strict development of cairn typology from small to large is too simplistic. Standing stones, such as the 

Longstone, were in use across a wide span of prehistory from the Neolithic through the Early Bronze Age 

and beyond. The Longstone’s role as a terminal stone for the Butterdon stone row would suggest it was in 

place by 2300BC. Burl (1993) places ‘detached’ avenues from 2300-1800BC. 

The practise of aligning monuments on sun rising and setting positions, especially at the solstices, is well 

represented in the prehistory of Britain and Ireland.  Obvious examples being found at Newgrange, Maes 

Howe and Stonehenge. Owoc (2000) notes the significance of these directions in the structure of Early 

Bronze Age cairns from Devon and Cornwall. For an understanding of the reasoning behind the decisions 

made by the builders of the monuments on the south-western slopes of Dartmoor it might be useful, in 

some cases, to define two types of sunrise: a ‘true’ sunrise and a ‘local’ sunrise. South of the Longstone 

there is a clear view of the true sunrise which occurs over the distant north-eastern horizon, and 

illuminates both the high ground of Dartmoor and the lowlands to the east. On the south-west slopes and 

in the valleys of the Moor however, this would not be visible, and a local sunrise would occur up to 30 

minutes later when the sun becomes visible over the local horizon and the high ground to the east. 

The azimuths of sunrise and sunset were calculated for each locality, taking account of local topography, 

for the year 2000BC as this is seems a reasonable median date for the use of ceremonial monuments on 

the moor. Although half a degree can make a difference when a backsight and foresight are close 

together, the resulting azimuths were rounded to the nearest degree as this was considered sufficient to 

explain the alignments studied, and also demonstrate that they were laid out precisely.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Longstone 

The ‘Longstone’ is the local name for a standing stone positioned at 380m on the southern edge of Piles 

Hill. Recently re-erected, it is a block of very coarse-grained pinkish granite which stands some 2.5m tall 

and is roughly rectangular in section. It has a noticeable lump on one side (Figure 2). There is evidence 

that the early-nineteenth century boundary stone standing next to it was cut from the Longstone, which 

would have had an original height of around 4.5m (Ordnance Survey Archaeology Division, 1977). 

 

Figure 2. The Longstone from the south with Three Barrows on the central horizon. 

The position of the Longstone does not seem to be determined by any obvious topographical feature. It is 

not on the summit of Piles Hill, but on its south-eastern edge where it stands at the northern end of the 

Butterdon stone row.  There are extensive views across the spur and over the lowlands as far as the coast, 

while to the north the skyline consists entirely of nearer high ground. The positioning of the Longstone 

can be shown to have arisen from the desire of the builders to place within the landscape a marker which 

would refer to the solstice sunrise and sunset, and also be prominent on the skyline when viewed from the 

south. An observer standing at the Longstone at the summer solstice would see the sun rise at a point on 

the north-east skyline where the near and far horizon meet. The near horizon on Brent Fore Hill acts as a 

foresight to the sunrise over Haldon Hill 32km distant (Figure 3). 

 



 

Figure 3. View north-east from the Longstone showing the transition point between the near horizon on 

Brent Fore Hill and Haldon Hill on the far horizon. 

The position of the sunrise will have changed very little since the Longstone was first erected, having 

moved southwards by less than one degree. From the Longstone in 2000BC, the azimuth of the solstice 

sunrise over Haldon Hill was around 49°. This can be compared with the present-day value of 50.09° 

(Figure 4).  

From the summit of Piles Hill, the solstice sun can be seen to set behind the high ground between Shell 

Top and Langcombe Hill, some 6km to the north-west. However, for an observer at the Longstone, this 

view is blocked, and the sun would be seen to set over the cairn on the summit of Piles Hill (Figure 5). 

Grinsell (1978) describes this cairn (catalogued as HAR 12) as probably a Dartmoor variant of the 

‘Wessex’ type’ (ibid. 140). This view, of a cairn type with origins in Wessex, has been criticised by Owoc 

(2000) as not allowing for local innovation. The horizon profile of the cairn is almost a miniature mirror 

image of the profile across the sunrise position (Figure 6). The berm and inner bank of the barrow 

mirroring the slope of Brent Fore Hill north of the rising point. It may be that the cairn is simply situated 

on the summit of Piles Hill, a summit position not unusual for cairns generally, but the same idea of a 

cairn marking the solstice sunset can be seen at the west end of the avenue (see below), and at Hingston 

Hill, 10km to the northwest (Walker 2005). 

 



                  

Figure 4. Summer solstice sunrise from the Longstone. The present-day position of the sunrise at 50° is 

illustrated. 49° is the calculated position for the centre of the sun in 2000BC. 

                

Figure 5. Summer solstice sunset from the Longstone. The present-day position of the sunset at 307° is 

illustrated. 308° is the calculated position for the centre of the sun in 2000BC. 



 

 

 

Figure 6. Profile of Piles Hill summit cairn (redrawn from Butler 1997). 

In order to backsight the solstice sunrise against Brent Fore Hill, and the sunset over the summit of Piles 

Hill, the Longstone would have had to be positioned precisely along the azimuth line shown in Figure 4, 

probably within less than 50m of its present position. This small amount of ‘wiggle room’ may have been 

utilised to create the striking view of the Longstone from the south (Figure 7), where the Longstone 

stands framed in a notch created by the intersection of Piles Hill and Three Barrows on the skyline.  

                       

 Figure 7. View of the Longstone from the central section of the Butterdon stone row. 

 



 

The Avenue 

The avenue on Piles Hill consists of between 120-140 recumbent stones and has a length of 865m (Figure 

8). It runs westwards from 348m on the east side of Piles Hill, over the crest of the spur at 387m, to 360m 

on the west side. It is orientated east-west, but bends to the north slightly at either end. The majority of 

the stones are post-shaped up to 0.6m square in section with chamfered tops. Around 30 exceed 2.0m in 

length with a maximum of 3.0m, and the spaces between the individual stones varies from about 3.0m to 

30.0m. (OSAD 1977, Butler 1997). The choice of larger stones than were normally used in the 

construction of stone rows on the moor could be due to the ready availability of large stones in the area, 

and the desire on the part of the builders to construct a monument to impress. 

 

 

Figure 8. Sketch plan of the Longstone, the avenue, and associated features. 

The length of the avenue seems to be defined by the angular distance northward between the summer 

solstice sunrise and sunset. From a plan, it is immediately obvious that the east terminal lies on the 

azimuth line from the Longstone to the sunrise. If an alignment to from the Longstone to the sunrise is 

accepted, it seems likely that the terminal was purposely positioned on this line, which may represent a 

boundary between the ordinary world, and a more sacred space across the northern sky. Although the 

avenue can be seen to terminate at this point, it does not bend to the north far enough to align with either 

the true sunrise at 49° or the east terminal local sunrise at 52°. The only notable feature that aligns with 

the last straight section of the avenue is the mortuary enclosure, 450m away across the West Glaze Brook. 

It may also be that the intent was to align with the sunrise, but the watercourse and rising ground to the 



north prevented this and a general indication was considered sufficient. The avenue appears to consist of 

distinct sections of differing width. The first 180m or so of the east end of the avenue is around 10m 

wide, this increases to 18m for the next 200m, then another section of 25m approaches the crest where it 

widens at its fullest extent to 30m. It then seems to narrow to a more or less constant 20m from the crest 

to the west end. 

 

 

 

Figure 9. The east terminal from the south showing the C-shaped bank and terminal stone fallen through 

the possible access point. 

At the east terminal, a stony C-shaped bank, possibly surrounding a platform, is bisected by what appears 

to be an access point into this end of the avenue, though there are also signs of more recent interference 

(Figure 9). A tall stone placed just inside this access point, and now fallen through it, may have had some 

special significance, and Burl (1993) has suggested that some stones in comparable monuments were 

selected for their shape and positioned in significant places.  

 



 

Figure 10. The west end of the avenue. 

The exact layout of the west end of the avenue is again not clear. Satellite imagery shows the orthostats 

that are visible clearly, with very little other surface stone in the immediate area. The three western most 

stones are uncertain and may be random clitter, but the lack of other surface stone, and their being sited 

seemingly in continuance of the avenue may also indicate otherwise (Figure 10). The north row ends with 

a squat post on a levelled platform, which it shares with a flatter triangular shaped stone. The south row 

ends 20m due south of the platform with a substantial 2.5m slab. So, while appearing to have a narrow 

access between the two end stones of the north row, there also appears to be a 20m wide access between 

the ends of the north and south rows. The east end of the avenue shows a relatively clear narrowing and 

one point of access, but the layout of west end is more difficult to understand. The levelled area around 

the two close north stones could suggest this was an ‘the entrance’ comparable to the gap through the C-

shaped bank at the east end, or the fact that the avenue does not become narrower at this end might 

suggest that a wide access point was designed.  

From the area around and between the west ends of the avenue, the summer solstice sun would be seen to 

set behind Hillson’s House cairn situated 1800m away across the Erme valley on Stalldown Barrow, 



which is the only cairn visible on the north-west skyline. It is one of Grinsell’s ‘prestige cairns’ (as is the 

cairn on Piles Hill summit), and the association suggests that these large cairns, or at least two of them, 

were relevant when the avenue was in use. It is sited on the edge of the summit of Stalldown Barrow, 

positioned so that it appears exactly on the skyline from the lower elevation of the west end of the avenue 

(Figure 11). As one moves further down the slope from the west terminal the cairn disappears from view 

over the skyline, and as one moves further up it is longer prominent on the skyline, as a far horizon on 

Langcombe Hill becomes visible. 

 

Figure 11. Summer solstice sunset from the west end of the avenue. The present-day position of the 

sunset at 307° is illustrated. 308° is the calculated position for the centre of the sun in 2000BC. 

The apparent dichotomy between a wide or narrow access point at the west end of the avenue may be 

resolved if the triangular stone at this end of the north row is seen as a marker stone referring to the sunset 

position, rather than as one side of a narrow access point. Or it may be that the narrow gateway was 

reserved for those with a certain role or status (Figure 12).  

As with the calculated sunset from the Longstone to HAR12 cairn on Piles Hill summit, the centre of the 

2000BC sunset falls just to the south of the Hillson’s House, so it may be that these cairns were marking 

the point where the top of the sun’s disk disappeared from view rather than where the sun first touches the 

horizon or where the centre of the sun is on the horizon.  



 

 Figure 12. View towards Hillson’s House cairn from the centre of the west end of the avenue. The cairn 

is on the skyline directly above the triangular stone. The recumbent end stone of the south row lies in the 

grass near the left border of the picture. 

Gradient profiles across the east-west and north-south axes of Piles Hill may also offer some insight into 

the siting of the monument and the development of mortuary practises in the vicinity (Figures 13 and 14). 

The north-south profile illustrates that the Longstone and avenue are at either end of the last level area 

before the ground rises to Three Barrows. It could be that the avenue marks a boundary between the lower 

ground of everyday human activity and the land of spirits or deities on the higher ground. This may have 

still been respected in later times in the area, as most cairns are built below this boundary. The east-west 

profile may shows that over time sites of funeral or ritual activity moved from the lower slopes to the top 

of the spur. 



Figure 13: North-South Gradient Profile.  The Longstone and avenue occupy a relatively flat area before 

the steep ascent to Three Barrows summit begins. 

Figure 14: East-West Gradient Profile over the spur. As activity seems to be centred on local highpoints 

in the landscape for the long barrow and enclosure, it may suggest the same was true of the stone row, and 

activity was focused on the ridge of the spur.  

Summary  

The Longstone was probably erected in the Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age as a marker from where 

the summer solstice sun could be seen rising at the transition point between the near horizon, on Brent 

Fore Hill, and the far horizon on Haldon Hill. From the Longstone the solstice sunset is marked by a cairn 

on the summit of Piles Hill. The prominent siting of the Longstone when viewed from the south may also 

be by design. If a solar alignment from the Longstone is accepted, it seems unlikely that the positioning of 

the east terminal of the avenue on the azimuth line from the Longstone to the solstice sunrise is 

coincidental, and would suggest that the Longstone and avenue were either erected at the same time or the 

avenue was constructed later to augment an already existing interest in the solstice sunrise. The solstice 

sunset is marked from two positions within the monument. From the Longstone the sun sets behind the 

cairn on Piles Hill, and from the west end of the avenue it sets behind Hillson’s House cairn on Stalldown 

Barrow. The ends of the avenue do not align upon their respective sunrise and sunset positions, but 

instead may demonstrate the more utilitarian aspects of the design, and indicate routes between the end of 

the avenue and the interior of the funerary complex at the east, and to or from the Erme valley in the west. 

It is significant that the avenue crosses the area of the sky to the north where the sun never rises or sets, as 

this sector may have been associated with religious ideas connected with the afterlife and a world 

inhabited by deities and/or now deceased members of the community (e.g. Prendergast 2021). In the 



construction of the avenue, an existing track or ceremonial path crossing the spur may have been 

monumentalised. 

If the Longstone was in position by 2500BC, the later construction of the avenue might indicate a 

deepening complexity in the expression of solar ideas in the landscape, and this might be found elsewhere 

on the south-west moor such as Drizzlecombe, where the main axis of the site is aligned to the solstice 

true sunrise, and at Hingston Hill where a cairn marks the solstice sunset (Walker 2005). An increasing 

emphasis on the sun may suggest ritualised cremation as the prevailing burial rite in the area. If the 

avenue was constructed along an already established ceremonial route, it may be that there was an earlier 

connection with the mortuary enclosure and the River Erme, and this path was later monumentalised 

where it passed through the area defined by the Longstone and sunrise and sunset positions. If, on south-

west Dartmoor, a solar idea was brought to the fore in the form of alignments with the summer solstice 

sun, there are other indications that there is a distinct group of monuments in this area such as the 

construction of very long stone rows, and the use of tall stones in them. There may have been differing 

expressions of religious belief represented in the design of monuments even within and around the 

comparatively small area of Dartmoor, each group or territory influenced by its available local resources 

and landscape to portray what was important to them from a common pool of religious belief and ritual.  

John Aylett  
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