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Introduction and background information
Most people, on visiting a stone circle, have a quick look round and 
perhaps try to count the number of stones.  

They then either move on, or perhaps sit on a stone and admire the 
view whilst having a drink and a bit of lunch.
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Most people have tended to 
regard stone circles as crude 
structures, made by people with 
little ability or refinement.

One man Professor Alexander 
Thomregarded them in a 
different light.

He recognised that the builders 
had been able to move stones of 
up to eighty tons and erect them 
so securely that many are still 
standing after 4000 or 5000 
years.

They also built Silbury Hill.  This 
is the largest prehistoric mound 
in Europe and is 130 feet high.
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They also built 
dolmens, which seem 
to have been for 
burials.

Pentre Ifan in 

Pembrokeshire is a 
fine example of one, 
but is by no means the 
only one.
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My Interest in Stone Circles.

I only had a general interest until I read of the 
work of Alexander Thom in the 1970ties.

Stonehenge in the days when you could walk around it.

Temple cairn circle.  A small ring north of Devils Bridge.

Castlerigg Stone Circle, near Keswick
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Alexander Thom

Alexander Thom was not an archaeologist, but was very important as he collected a vast 
amount of accurate data on a large proportion of the Megalithic sites in Britain and Brittany. 

Thom spent some time surveying for the Canadian railway, before becoming a professor of 
engineering at Oxford.

His main passion and much of his spare time, was spent surveying Stone circles and other 
megalithic remains.  

He surveyed perhaps a thousand or more to a very high degree of accuracy.  This was the first 
large body of highly accurate data to be produced of megalithic sites.

Whilst other researchers had made plans of prehistoric remains previously, very few were 
accurate and most were simply rough impressions of what was to be seen.

Many Archaeologists argued that as stone circles were crude structures that were not built to 
any degree of accuracy in the first place, it was pointless to survey them accurately.
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¢ƘƻƳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ.

From analyses of his surveys he drew the following remarkable conclusions.

1. Most rings were circular.

2. Those that were not circular has specific designs, such as flattened circles, ellipses, egg shapes and 
more complex designs.

3. They were set out using a standard unit of length, which he called The Megalithic Yard.  This was 
equal to 2.72 feet.

4. Some of the stones were aligned to indicate astronomical events, such as certain rising and setting 
points of the Sun and the Moon.  These he regarded as solar and lunar observatories.

5. He described in detail how these solar and lunar observatories would work to provide a calendar 
and to help to predict eclipses.
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hƴŜ ƻŦ ¢ƘƻƳΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ 
accurate survey of the great ring at Avebury, which is by 
far the largest stone circle in Britain.  Some of the stones 
weigh sixty or more tons.
This ring is three quarters of a mile in circumference,
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aȅ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ¢ƘƻƳΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ

I was aware of several stone circles in Mid Wales and I decided to 
survey them as accurately as possible in order to see if they 
ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƻ ¢ƘƻƳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΦ

These surveys are accurate to about one or two inches.

There were eight rings that were complete enough to give a good 
idea of the original plan and are shown in the illustration on the 
right.

They differed greatly in size. 

One was circular.
Two were flattened circles.
Three were ellipses.
Two were egg shaped.

!ƭƭ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƻ ¢ƘƻƳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ ǊƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ 
diameter was not a whole number of megalithic yards.
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Surveying stone circles.

These surveys were made using an astro compass, which acted 
as a theodolite, and steel tapes.  

A long suffering wife and children also helped.

Bedd Arthur. One of the stone circles surveyed
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Two rings on the hill to the south of Llanbrynmair

Circular ring Type B flattened Circle
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This Type A Flattened Circle is 
situated to the north east of 
Barmouth, near a farm called 
Sylfain.
Note that the hill slope over the 
left hand stone marks the 
extreme southerly moonrise 
position as seen from the centre 
of the ring.
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BeddArthur

This is an unusually long and thin ellipse, with 
two stones on the long axis is high up in the 
Prescellyhills

Long axis is 27 megalithic yards.
Short axis 10 megalithic yards.
Interfocaldistance 25 megalithic yards. 
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This little stone circle lies to the north of Devils Bridge.

It is an ellipse and is the same shape and exactly half the size of a ring 
called Ninestones in Dorset.

To the east and in the valley below lies the church of Ysbyty Cynfyn, 
whose churchyard wall has been built to include the stones of another 
existing stone circle.
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This small elliptical ring lies close to the old coach road that runs from the 
top of Happy Valley to Rhyd-er-onen.   

The long axis points close to Tomen Las, which is near Pennal.

In the last few years two smallish stones have been placed around the west 
side, but they were not there when the survey was made about 1975.
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This ring, above Arthog,  is an example of  a type A 
egg shaped ring.  The centres of the arcs lie at the 
corners of the triangles, which have sides of 2½, 2 and 
1½ megalithic yards.
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This ring, to the south of the Nant Y Moch reservoir, has been allowed to 
become overgrow and farm machinery has disturbed the ground near to 
the ring.  Fairly recently two stones have been placed to fill the gaps at 
the south and south east sections of the ring, but they are not part of 
the original.   

The design is fascinating in that it is an egg shape with an elliptical big 
end.  It is the only known ring with this type of geometry.  
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After this preamble we now move to Pennal
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