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Turf labyrinths, oMurf maze$as they are popularly known in Britain, were once found throughout
the British Islegincludinga few examples ifVales Scotand andireland), the old Germanic Empire
(including modern Poland anthe Czech Republic), Denmark (if the frequently encountered
Trojaborgplacenames are a reliable indicator) and southern Sweden. They are formed by cutting
away the ground wface to leave turf ridges and shallow trenches, the convoluted pattern of which
produces a single pathway, which leads to the centre of the design. Most were between 30 and 60
feet (918 metres) in diameter and usually circular, although square and giblggonal examples

are known. The designs employed are a curious mixture of ancient classical types, found throughout
the region, and the medieval types, found principally in England.

Folklore and the scant contemporary records that survive suggest kiggt were once a popular
feature of village fairs and other festivities. Many are found on village greens or commons, often near
churches, but sometimes they are sited on hilltops and at other remote locatBynsature of their

living medium they soonbecomeovergrown and lost if regular repair and-cetting is not carried

out, and h manytowns andvillages this was performed at regular intervals, often in connection with
fairs or religious festivals. 50 or so examples are documented, and several sitd® have been
postulated from placename evidence, but only eleven historic examples suryigght in England

and three inGermany although recent replicas of former examples, at nearby locations, have been
created at Kaufbeurem Germany (2002) and Comberton in England (2@8¥7g¢xample

Inherently difficult to date, as most are poorly documented, there is little evidence for them existing
prior to the late mediaeval period, the 184" centuries onwards. Indeed, while a nber of
examples can be confidently dated to the™&nd 17" centuries, a few are as recent as the"19
century, created in response to antiquarian interestd the publication of several important studies

of mazes and labyrinths at that time

The eight surviving historic turf labyrinths in AL
England are always a pleasure to visit, althou VT ol
some are more difficult to find than others. Fe : { ¢

are signposted and several are situated in remc ﬂ Pty .

locations, away from main roads or on hilltop. . LY
approachable only bfootpaths. And therein lies g m

the joy of tracking them down. They are to b ’,r AY

found from Hampshire in the south to Yorkshire

the north, and almost without exception, are a

beyond the reach of regular public transport ar oy | Tilkon /
will require some planning to visit. v . "
The following information will hopefully prove & ..
useful to determine which of these splendi =
preserved turf labyrinthso visit. _ T . N

Historic turf labyrinths in England
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Alkborough, Lincolnshire

The Juliar® Bower at Alkborough is
situated a short distance southwest
the village church, where sever
representations of the labyrinth are alsq
to be found. Of the familiar elevecircuit
medieval design, it is set on high grou
overlooking the confluence of the Rivej
Trent and he Humber. A local tradition
asserts that it was cut as a penance b |
knight involved in the murder of Thoma
a Becket in 1170, however, the earlle
record of this labyrinth i®nly from the
1690s. 44 feet (13.4 m) in diametdris deeply sunk into adllow, the result of years of weeplulling

and removal of soil from the trenches gradually lowering the paths. A precise dating is impossible,
especially as regular +eutting is likely to have removed pevidence that might provide an answer.

The labyrith can be visited at all reasonable times, but please do not disturb adjacent residents.

Current condition: the Julian's Bower is always well maintained by local volunteers and has recently been re
turfed. The new plague pointing out landmarks in the distis worth studying on a clear dayhe views
from this labyrinth are quite wonderful.

Breamore, Hampshire

The splendid Mizmaze on Breamore
Down is set on a remote hilltog
surrounded by trees. Theattern ofturf
pathway and trenches, cut to reveal thf
underlying chalk, is of the elevagircuit
medieval design, 84 feet (25.3 m) i
diameter, with a low central mound. Th¢t
earliest record of it is an ordefor its
restoration in 1783 but folklore has
filled the gaps in historical knowledg
Local tradition records that it was }
either by shepherds to while away the
time or by monks from Breamore Priory (now destroyed) who wbaldetraverseal it on their knees

to absolve their sindViore likely, perhaps, it owes its origin to a former owner of Breamore House
built in the 1580s, on whose property the site is locat&ehding this labyrinth can be a challenge; it

is marked on Ordnance Survey mapsl can be reached by various footpathst the best approach

is through the grounds of Breamore House (a leaflet with directions is available at the visitor shop,
when open), a walk of over a mile from the House up through the woods and out across the fields to
the hilltop on which theMizmazeis situated but so worth it especially in the spring when the
bluebells are in bloom

Current conditionunfortunatelythe Mizmaze hatended tobecome rather overgrown irecent years, and is
usuallyencounteredin better conditionif visitedin springor early summer Maintaining this labyrinth is
difficult, so please do all you can to encourage the Breamore Estate staff who care for this remarkable
monumentto keep up their good work.

Labyrinthos Archive 2



Dalby, North Yorkshire

Only 26 feet wide (7.9 m), theis
charmingCityof Troyis located on a |&
remote roadside verge high on th
Howardian Hills between t
villages of Brandsby and Dalby, a
Is notoriously difficult to find. Of
classical design, the seven pat
that encircle the central goal ar
banked towards the centre tallow
easy running, although the tota
exercise takes less than a minuits.
current location dates taza. 1900,
when the originalsite (located ca.

100 yards further up the roadyas destroyed by wagons, and its exact age remains a mystery. Despite
suggestions of an ancient origin, the Dalby labyrinth may date to ardy1860, when it was
supposedly cut by workmen repairing the adjacent road. Apparently the design was copied from a
drawing in a newspaper, but another version of the story states thaag modelled on a carving on

a local barn door. Either way, its atmospheric situation makes it an essential labyrinth to visit, an
especial joyat midsummer, when the adjacent fields and hedgerows are ablaze with wildflowers.

Current condition: despite itemote locatioralongsideBonnygate Lang.5 miles north of Skewshihe City

of Troy receives regular maintenance and is usually to be found in good caralitioigh it occasionally gets

a little overgrown especially in late summedrlease park seitdy on the side of the road adjacent to thi¢e.
The low wooden railing that protects the labyrinth h@sentlybeen replaced and a new sign board and seat
have been installed.

Hilton, Cambridgeshire

—

Charmingly situated on the green i
the centre of the village (park at thg
village hall and cross the road), this
has to be one of the most
guintessential of all the turmazes
in England. 55 feet (16.8 m) i
diameter and sunk in a hollogthe
result of many years of reutting ¢
the labyrinth was cut in 1660 by
William  Sparrow, possibly td
celebrate the restoration of the
Monarchy, after the years of Puritan
strictures against such activities.
The pillar, surmounted by sundial standing at the centre ords its construction. Thilaze as it
is known locally, is open at all times.

—

Current condition: this labyrinth is always kept in pristine condition by local volunpéssase help them keep
it that way by pulling up any weedsind picking up any litteryou seeOccasionally the labyrinth is roped off to
avoid damage to the delicate tucfespecially during wet weatherplease respect this measure.
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