Boundary Stones?
Text: David Gibbs and Nigel Stevens

Colour photographs: Alan Keene and Nigel Stephens

Dotted around the parish there are a number of unusual stones some of which are or were
field or common-land boundary stones, others might have been.
The one shown in the above photograph is perhaps the best known, situated as it is in the
corner next to the old school building and alongside the church wall – and what a wall, take
a moment to look at that beautiful stonework! Note the stone arrangement. In a word:
craftsmanship!
To many children of years long gone, the stone was
simply known as the ‘school pebble’. It is known, via
knowledge handed down the generations, that this
stone has been in this location for well over one
hundred years, but has possibly been there much,
much longer. Being near the school it was, and
probably still is, a favourite meeting place for children
before and after classes and, with room to seat three
adults at a push, for mums too as they waited for
their children. Even WW2 soldiers congregated there;
this photo, taken in 1940, is of RAMC men, the first
troops to be stationed in the village.
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The stone used to be much bigger. No, it hasn’t shrunk or worn away, it’s simply that the
level of surrounding tarmac has risen over the years, having the effect of burying it little
by little. But at least the stone is still there and there are those who say this stone, and a
few others, should have a preservation order on them to make sure they stay where they
are, before some official, not appreciating their possible historic significance, takes it upon
themselves to have them removed. (The school bollards spring to mind!)
Chris Durant, who was born and grew up in the village, recalls the stone was ‘handy for

sitting on whilst waiting for the bus or for climbing into the churchyard using the foothold
in the wall’. Others, no doubt, have similar memories.
Chris also recalls that when he was a youngster there were three similar stones:
In the corner of the river down over mill, where the mill stream, diverted away
from the mill wheel and alongside the mill buildings, once turned at ninety degrees
to meet water emerging from the underground culvert.
On the corner of the grass play area between Nos 75 & 76 Hitchen.
Behind the stone stile at the end of the path that leads around the back of
Scott’s Nurseries, just next to the post box set in the wall at the junction of
Higher Street and Church Street.
Calling on his O Level Geology knowledge (gained at Yeovil College, a long time ago!), he
believes the stones could be of ‘sedimentary red sandstone’. To the untrained eye most of
the stones, but not all, are indeed red and are quite different from the shelly limestone
that prevails in the area.
A stone that stood for years in the stream
‘down over mill’ was similar in shape although not
quite so big as the school pebble. Even if it
was once a boundary stone, it was probably not
serving that purpose when positioned in the water
but was probably placed there at the time, or very
soon after, the mill was built to prevent the
water undermining the stonework at the sharp
turn in the watercourse.
How the stone got there, and for whatever purpose,
there is no doubt that it provided a convenient
fishing platform for small boys, as did the little
wooden bridge that crossed the stream nearby.
But not any more. For some years now no water has
flowed along that route. The stone and the little
bridge disappeared years ago.

Yvonne poses on the bridge – a delightful picture
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The footbridge was here

The stone was here

Many older villagers will be delighted to see the picture of the little wooden bridge but
may be somewhat saddened to see what was once a very pleasant spot in such a neglected
state as shown in this photograph. They will no doubt recall a path lead from the stone stile
by the roadside along the stream and over the bridge to the meadow beyond. Alongside the
wall of the building there was a seat. It bore a plaque that said ‘In remembrance of
Alice(?) Boyle who loved this spot’. Miss Boyle lived in some style in Moorlands Farm House,
where the nursing home is now. It’s doubtful if she would think much of her favourite spot
if she had seen it in this state. But the good news is that the picture below was taken in
April 2010. In more recent times, further property development beyond the old mill
buildings has resulted in this small corner of the parish getting something of a makeover
and Miss Boyle’s favourite spot now looks like the picture below. There’s even a seat
alongside the wall – surely not the same one? But the view from the seat, over an access
road and to derelict scrubland beyond, is far from being as easy on the eye as it was in
Miss Boyle’s day. Maybe it will be again one day.
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But what happened to the stone, which was probably moved when the original modern
development beyond the mill buildings took place? A recent search for by Cathy Herriman,
Nigel Stevens and Alan Keene unearthed a similar stone some distance away, still in the
stream but behind a wall on the other side of Moorlands Road. This map shows the location
and the photograph shows what can be seen of it, partly submerged in the water.

Original position

New position?

The stone that Chris remembers being near his
Hitchen home is still there, but like the
previous stone it is most unlikely to be in its
original position. It looks very much as though
it was sympathetically moved to a spot not
scheduled to be covered forever in concrete or
tarmac. Where it now stands, prior to the
houses being built in the 1950s there were
allotments.
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Until fairly recently, as Chris also mentioned, there was a stone at the entrance to the
public pathway at Bakehouse Corner, but there is no sign of it now. Where has it gone?
Does anyone know?

The stone used to be here

But not far away, at Gapper’s Pool, you can see this stone, resting by the side of the road.
How many times have you passed it and never noticed it?
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Further along the road, in the church car park, you will find this stone. It wasn’t until a few
years ago the car park was created and it was then that this stone was moved to this spot.
From where? Does anyone know?

Still in the vicinity of the church,
in a Holm Oak garden, this stone,
possibly in its original position, has
been incorporated in the border
design to form an attractive
feature.

MLHG DIGITAL ARCHIVE 2014

6

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

At the other end of the village there’s another stone right by the roadside in Lower
Street, close by the junction with Knapp. This really is quite large and quite exposed, so
even if you have never noticed the Gapper’s Pool stone you surely must have noticed this
one?

But the question is what are these rather special stones? Or rather, what were they?
Boundary stones seem the most likely explanation, especially when you consider this next
stone, positioned at the edge of a long-established path that starts just beyond the steps
at Knapp and heads parallel to Broadway towards Hitchen. The strip of land bordering the
house is private land; the land to the right of the stone was once the edge of the village
common land, Hitchen.
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Further along the path, there is this stone.

These two stones and one
other are shown on old village
maps; not the very early maps
but the Ordnance Survey maps
of the late 1800s early to mid1900s, like the one opposite.
This
appears
to
be
documentary proof that these
two stones were definitely
boundary stones. As for all the
others, well, we really don’t
know for sure, and perhaps
never will.
If you have an opinion as to
what the large unmapped
stones might be, or might have
been, or where they came
from, or if you are aware of
similar interesting stones elsewhere in the village, please get in touch.
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Where did the stones originate?
Nigel Stevens has been thinking …….

This is my take on the stones, after close inspection and deliberation and with my A Level
Geography certificate in one hand and my childhood infatuation of anything hard and rock
like.
I’m sure they are ‘red sandstone’ or ‘red mudstone’.
They are a type of sedimentary rock formed from small grains of sand deposited on
river beds millions of years ago. There are cemented together with minerals, in red
stone with iron oxide.
The sands get swirled around in eddies and slack water slowly being formed in to boulders.
They also pick up large pebble-size stones, which can sometimes be seen on their
surfaces.
Looking at a geological map of the area, I conclude that the stones may have come from
the very area which made Merriott in the first place, the rich deposits of loam which runs
down from Boozer Pit and forms a triangular shape with its boundaries defined by the
River Parrett, Lopen Brook and the Merriottsford area.

Of course I’m no expert but I don’t think these stones where carted miles as in Stone
Henge, more likely removed from the ground for ease of cultivation and then used as
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markers. Would be nice to hear another take on them.

Nigel Stevens
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