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As promised in an earlier issue of this journal (1) we will now look into the possibilities of 

pre-historic astronomy in Shropshire. 

With pre-history we have no written record and we have to interpret remaining structures 

however we can. This mostly falls into the category of orientation, that is, the direction which 

structures point towards. Of directions the most important are the solstices and equinoxes. 

There is also the possibility of artistic depictions of astronomical bodies, or of calendars, but 

these tend to be extremely rare. 

In this article we will look at stone circles, the circle being naturally an astronomical shape. 

Stone circles also lack any obvious practical use and so point us towards either ritual or 

astronomical purposes, or some combination of the two. The combination of astronomy and 

religion is not strange, think of the connections with the full moon, the equinox and Easter. 

Stone circles are difficult to date but are associated with the bronze age 2500-800 BC, or 

possible earlier in the Neolithic. In his book on stone circles (2) Aubrey Burl lists five for 

Shropshire: 

1. Hoarstones (3) SO324999 / 23.2x19.8 CA /S/ Chitty (1926); Lewis A.L. (1882); Grimes 

(1963) 127; Thom (1967) 65, D2/2 (Black Marsh). 

2. Mitchell’s Fold (3) SO304983 / 28.4x25.9 CA /O,S? / Grimes (1963) 125; Thom (1967) 

D2/1 

3. Druid Castle (4) SO305981 /?/?/ TSNHAS 16 (1931-2) 203 

4. Pen-Y-Wern Hill (5) SO313788 / 27.4 / O/ Chitty (1963) 178 

5. Shelve (4) SO335992 /?/?/ O.S. Southampton, SO 39 NW 13 

Where (3) means ruined but recognisable, (4) means destroyed or unrecognisable, (5) 

uncertain status. CA is a flattened circle in Thom’s classification. O is outlying stone. S is 

central stone. 

Of these, the last three are in a destroyed state and not suitable for taking alignments. Most 

probably there were once many more circles in the county. All those listed have suffered 

from vandalism and neglect. Druid Castle is located near Mitchell’s Fold and with the 

Hoarstones these can be viewed as a connected ritual landscape. 

Hoarstones 

A ring of 37 small stones with a central stone (3). They are also known as Black Marsh. Burl 

suggests an alignment of stones from the central stone on the ‘major southern setting of the 

moon’, he also notes that alignments on nearby hills have been found from this circle(4) 

Mitchell’s Fold 

This is the most impressive of stone circles in Shropshire, with 14 of a possible 30 stones 

remaining (3). The Wikipedia entry(5) claims the tallest stone, at the south-east end of the 



major axis is close to the line of the southern moonrise. This is the southernmost point of the 

horizon that the moon would rise at. 

Where is Moonrise? 

At the latitude of Britain over a 18.6 year lunar cycle, the full moon will rise at a point on the 

horizon from 124°(minor southern moon) to 148°(major southern moon), this is degrees in 

azimuth, so roughly in the south east(4). Critics might point out that this is quite a wide range 

and that it also includes the rising of the midwinter sun. Obviously, the rising of the full 

moon is a wonderful event, and one which our ancestors might have wished to commemorate 

in stone. 

Other archaeological remains 

It is possible that we might extend our survey for the further study of the archaeology of 

Shropshire may reveal astronomical evidence, such as the orientation of tombs, burials and 

early churches could have religious-astronomical significance? The orientation of hut 

entrances or field boundaries might have practical astronomical significance? There is not 

scope to go into these at present, but we might hope to examine these in the future. 
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