
The West Down Inscribed Stone 

Tucked in a corner and lying on a trolley just past the Barnstaple elephant is a large grey boulder.  

Closer inspection may reveal the single word ‘GUERNGENI’, a Latin version of a Brittonic  personal 

name meaning something on the lines of ‘born of the alder’. In 2012 Jack Lawrence, who was then 

14, found it in his cottage garden at West Down and reported it to the Museum. Subsequent 

research has shown how significant it is. 

The stone is a personal memorial of a type mainly found in the west of Britain. The only other 

example in North Devon was found in 1913 near Caffyns Heanton, Lynton. It bore the name 

Cavudus, son of Civilis. These memorial stones date from the fifth to eighth centuries, when Celtic 

Devon and Cornwall had yet to be absorbed into Saxon Wessex. They are regarded as Christian 

monuments to significant people, the elites of pre-English societies.   

Some of these memorials have been found in graveyards and in association with churches, but 

others are found in open country, where their function may have been to mark territorial 

boundaries or exert claims to grazing rights. A significant number have been found by routeways 

leading from the lowlands to summer pastures on the downs and moors.  This may have been the 

case with the West Down stone. 

Before the stone was discarded in a cottage garden, it was built into a boundary wall.  Before that it 

may have lain in or beside the church.  Scratched on one end of the stone is a crude wheeled cross, 

suggesting that it had been claimed by the church and in some way sanctified.  Prior to this we can 

only speculate about its location.  One attractive possibility is that it marked a route from Braunton 

up on to Fullabrook Down.  This is Buttercombe Lane, along which the Braunton parish boundary 

extends in a long tongue as if deliberating maintaining access to upland grazing.  Perhaps the stone 

lay on Guerngen’s grave at the northern end of this track along which cattle would be driven to 

summer pastures. There it would have asserted the rights of Guerngen’s descendants to graze their 

animals on the down.   

Both the forms of the script and of the name are significant, their form implying that the monument 

had been created in the eighth or possibly the ninth century, when Devon was already under the 

control of Saxon Wessex, so it is significant that a member of the old Celtic elite was still being 

commemorated in the traditional fashion as late as this.  Perhaps Guerngen was the last Celtic lord 

of North Devon.   

(Terry Green 

 


