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Archaeological Walkover Survey and LiDAR study, Hillsborough Promontory Fort , Ilfracombe, Devon 

 

1. Summary 

An archaeological walkover survey was undertaken over Hillsborough Promontory Fort, Ilfracombe, North 

Devon. The locations of Historic Environment Records were visited and surviving remains rapidly assessed and 

photographed. Several new sites of interest were recorded. A ground survey was produced from filtered LiDAR 

data which was acquired for the project. The data sets have been combined to increase knowledge of the site 

regarding the surviving ramparts and indicate areas that might contain further archaeological information. 

2.  Background 

North Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty commissioned a Management Plan for Hillsborough 

Promontory Fort, to assist the ongoing management of the site in relation to heritage, ecology and public 

enjoyment. This archaeological study has been compiled to inform the Management Plan (Fyfe 2011). 

3. Historical Background 

The Earthworks: 

Prominent banks running for at least 265m across the width of the Hillsborough Promontory had been 

recognised as archaeological by the early 19th Century and were represented schematically on the Ordnance 

Survey 1 inch to the mile map of Devon (Mudge 1809). The Devon HER cites H. Woolcombe who visited the 

site in 1841 and described the double bank of the promontory fort. The banks were later referred to, 

ambiguously, as ódoubtful remains of British earthworksô (Slade-King 1879, 162). The first edition Ordnance 

Survey mapping of 1890 included detailed representation of the features, and showed two ramparts, mostly 

parallel, with inturned entrances in the west, and areas of quarrying to the south-east of each entrance. To the 

north of the inner rampart, the line of a hedge boundary (itself constructed on a substantial natural ridge) is also 

shown. Also represented on this map, was a Tumulus at the apex of the hill. This later earthwork has since been 

discounted as a natural outcrop. 

 

The site attained gradual recognition with various descriptions following Ministry of Works and Ordnance 

Survey Archaeology Division visits to the site. The site was included in a paper describing multivallate forts in 

Exmoor and North Devon (Whybrow 1967) and a Gazetteer of Devon hill-forts (Fox 1996). The site was 

scheduled in 1978 as a bivallate promontory fort formed with ramparts 12 feet apart pierced by inturned 

entrances. The current online NMR listing (August 2011) contains no description (Appendix 1). The current 

Scheduled Boundary excludes the southern extent of the earthworks (Figure 34). 

 

The Cist:  

A stone chamber, probably a cist, was found in the upper rampart in 1937. Although the specifics of what was 

found and when, is somewhat obscure, documentary evidence held at Ilfracombe Museum (as reported and cited 

by John Moore (http://www.johnhmoore.co.uk/hele/hillsborough.htm last accessed 24/8/2011) is more detailed 

than that information held on Devon HER. John Mooreôs research into the cist is included as Appendix 2 with 

his permission. 

 

http://www.johnhmoore.co.uk/hele/hillsborough.htm
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Workmen digging a trench in 1937 to limit the spread of a fire discovered a small chamber in the side of the 

upper rampart, and a photograph attributed to the curator of Ilfracombe Museum clearly shows a lined chamber. 

The interpretation of the feature as a cist was provisionally confirmed by the Ordnance Survey in November 

1937, but the efforts of the Ilfracombe Museum curator (Mr M Palmer) to get the site fenced off and protected, 

were in vain. At some stage, bones were reported to have been found nearby. It is reported that the feature was 

infilled before any record could be made although an Ordnance Survey field visit 16 years later in October 1953 

described a cist, ófacing south and cut into the side of an artificial scarp of an Iron Age promontory fort is a 

cavity 0.4 metres high, surrounded by drystone masonry and covered with a lintel 0.3 metres thick. The cavity is 

0.7 metres wide and the recess 1.4 metres. The walling appears to be partly quarried out and partly drystone. 

The flooring, which is horizontal, is filled with loose earth and stone chippings.ô  

 

The story is then confused by a visit by Aileen Fox in spring 1958, when the supposed cist was discounted as an 

animal burrow, similar to a number of others in the vicinity. This description is surely not that of the feature 

photographed and must either have been of an animal hole in a different location, or have followed infilling and 

obscuring of any clear archaeological signs. Several undated documents report that the cist was filled in at some 

stage, and this may have been between 1953 and 1958. 

4. Methods 

The Hillsborough site was visited on 7th and 8
t
h July 2011. Equipped with plans of the sites overlain with HER 

site locations, the location of each site was visited, rapidly assessed and photographed. The locations of new 

observations were annotated on scale plans using offsets from known points. 
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Figure 1: Showing location of HERs over current Ordnance Survey mapping. Only labelled records were considered in this study. Mapping © Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number AL 100021929 


























































































