
Stand here and look around at this hummocky, uneven ground. There are knobbly 
knolls and circular dips, trenches and hazardous pits where you could easily turn 
an ankle. 

It’s a good place to find a picnic stool or for a game of hide and seek, but why is this 
ground so bumpy and uneven?

Location: Ubley Warren Nature Reserve,  
near Charterhouse, Somerset, BS40 7XJ

Grid reference: ST 50700 55400

Getting there: 
Park at the Blackmoor Reserve car park. Take the 
footpath opposite the car park entrance, walk 
between some boulders and pass the remains of 
a building on your left.  Continue ahead and uphill.  
Go through a kissing gate onto the Ubley Warren 
Somerset Wildlife Trust Nature Reserve.

Keep an eye out for: White or purple alpine penny-
cress, which only grows on sites rich in lead or zinc

 Time: 15 mins      Region: South West England Landscape: rural

Viewpoint

Feeling groovy

Why are these Somerset fields so full of humps and bumps?



Known locally as ‘gruffy’ or ‘groovy’ ground, 
these bumpy, uneven earthworks are a post-
industrial landscape of sorts – these are the 
scars left behind from lead mining. 

Mining in the Mendips can be traced back to 
the Iron Age (from 800BC - AD43) but it wasn’t 
until the arrival of the Romans (in 55AD) that 
the first serious mining began. Just six years 
after arriving in Britain they had already begun 
extracting lead in large quantities.

Initially the lead was dug out of the ground 
using simple pickaxes. A miner would dig a hole 
to stand in, throw his axe as far as he could to 
mark the limits of his ‘claim’ and then dig out 
a long trench, piling the spoil up alongside or 
sometimes tipping it back into the ditch. 

Take a close look at the hummocks and hollows 
and you can imagine the miner, bent over his 
pick throwing piles of earth up into the air as 
he followed the valuable seams of lead. 

Every landscape has a story to tell – Find out more at www.discoveringbritain.org

Viewpoint  created by Caroline Millar. Thanks to Andy Mallender and Mendip Hills AONB for suggesting the location and advice on the text and to 
Andrew Newton, FRGS for pointing out and explaining ‘gruffy ground’ in his Shipham walk.

Lead being reasonably malleable and water resistant, was an ideal conduit for water. The Romans used 
it for plumbing – making water pipes, lining baths and aqueducts. The Roman word for lead - ‘plumbum’ - 
gives its name to our modern ‘plumber’. 

Later lead became used for building coffins and roofing churches, many of which still have lead roofs today. 
The heyday of lead mining however was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Initially the ores were 
dug out by the open cast method described above but with the hope of exploiting deeper ores, shafts were 
sunk and underground pits built. 

Though these mines provided local jobs, it was dirty and dangerous work with men paid poorly for the risks 
they took. A gravestone in nearby Rowberrow Church tells of a local miner Thomas Ven who died in 1812 
‘Crushed to death in a mine’. The deep shafts proved a dangerous folly as most of the rich ore lay at the 
surface. 

Look around today and it’s hard to imagine that this hummocky ground now a valuable wildlife habit and 
within an Area of Outstanding Beauty was once a hive of industry, but there are many clues if you know where 
and how to look. One such clue is the absence of sheep grazing the grass. The ground is still contaminated 
with lead which restricts how much the land can still be used for farming. 


