MUD Walks
The Western Lines

Walk leader:

Walk format: About 5% miles on good tracks and lanes, with several ups and downs including one
steep descent through woodland.

Locations to be seen: Penlee Battery, Cawsand Fort, Maker Heights Redoubt No 3, Grenville
Battery, Queen Adelaide’s Grotto, Old Signal House.

Meeting place: Penlee Battery Car Park (SX 4367 4910). Free parking, but with 2m height limit.
Please park close together as space is limited.

Victorian Forts (Plymouth Sound)
1858 - 1800

.' Installations built as a result of 1858 Royal Commission
. Instailations added in 18805/18905.
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Background

In 1779 a Franco-Spanish fleet anchored at Cawsand intending to land 30,000 soldiers to seize the
high ground and bombard Plymouth and the dockyard. This was part of a plan to invade England
while most of the Royal Navy was away in America fighting the rebellious colonists. Fortunately
bad weather and disease foiled the invasion plan, but the narrow escape prompted the fortification
of Maker Heights and Cawsand to guard against similar assaults in future.

By the mid-19th century Britain’s coastal defence was based on its naval superiority, but this was
called into question in 1858, when the French launched the first ironclad warship, instantly
rendering wooden sailing ships obsolete. Amid fears of invasion, a Royal Commission was set up in
1859 to review coastal defences, and one of its recommendations was to create a circle of forts
around Plymouth Sound to protect the dockyard.

Most earlier coastal defences had been sited around the Hoe and at the entrances to Sutton, Millbay
and Stonehouse harbours, but with the development of long range artillery it was now necessary to
command the surrounding higher ground. Accordingly five schemes were commissioned: the
Northern Lines, Staddon Lines, and Western Lines focused on landward defence, and the Outer Sea
Defences and Inner Sea Defences focused on denying access into Plymouth Sound, the Hamoaze
and the Tamar. Political opponents labelled the forts “Palmerston’s follies” due to their high cost,
and misconceptions about why the guns of the landward defences were “facing the wrong way”.
However, many of the Palmerston forts retained an active military role until the 1950s, and
Staddon, Scraesdon and Tregantle forts continue in use by the Ministry of Defence.

Penlee Battery

Work began on Penlee Battery in 1889, and by 1894 it was armed with three 6" Breech Loading
(BL) guns and two 13.5" guns. There were underground magazines and stores, and quarters for the
gun crews. Over the next few years the guns were replaced, and married quarters and workshops
were added. The battery was finally disarmed in 1956 and the area was filled in in the 1970s. You
can see a video of Penlee Battery guns being fired at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=eG1NTpqg5lro.

The site is now a nature reserve, which made headlines in 1998 with the first ever British sighting
of the Green Darner dragonfly, blown across the Atlantic by hurricane conditions. Today Penlee
Point is a good place for wildflowers including wild thyme, creeping bird's-foot trefoil, sheep's bit
scabious, bee orchids and wild chamomile.

Cawsand Fort

Following the invasion scare of 1779, a battery was established at Cawsand in 1779-80, of which
two granite gun platforms survive. The 18th century battery was redeveloped in 1861-1863 as one
of Palmerston’s forts. It was constructed with 9 guns facing seaward covering Cawsand Bay itself,
and a further 14 guns to protect the fort from a landward attack. It is said that the guns were fired
only once, causing some houses in the village to collapse. By 1903 improved longer range
weaponry on other forts in Plymouth Sound meant that Cawsand had lost its coastal defence role,
but the fort remained garrisoned throughout WWI and was only released by the military in 1926.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eG1NTpq5lro

Remains of the 19th century fort include a substantial loop-holed external curtain wall for the entire
perimeter. Inside the fort are seven gun positions on the seaward face, most retaining elements of
their ironwork. The southern curtain wall of the fort has incorporated on its inner face a row of
former barracks, which are Listed Grade II, and have been converted into dwellings.

Maker Heights Redoubts

In 1779 a line of five batteries was constructed on Maker Heights, in response to the failed Franco-
Spanish invasion and the ongoing American War of Independence. These were earthwork platforms
for artillery facing down the valley, with a ditch and glacis in front. They were intended to become
bastions for a large star fort that was never built, as parliament refused (by one vote) to fund it.
Redoubt No.3 was a four-sided earthwork which mounted ten guns on the north, south and front
faces. By 1811 part of the ditch had been quarried, probably to provide stone for the remodelling of
Redoubts 4 and 5. Inside is the “Soldier’s Grave”, a slate slab with an inscription to a Grenadier
named James Ashton’ who was drowned in 1790.

Grenville Battery

Grenville Battery was constructed in 1887 within the earlier Maker Heights Redoubt No.4. It was
built with emplacements for two 12.5" Rifled Muzzle Loading (RML) guns, but they were moved to
nearby Maker Battery in 1890. Grenville Battery was upgraded with three 4.7" Quick Firing (QF)
guns which were installed by 1901 and remained in place until 1927. The battery was abandoned by
the War Office in 1948, and was Grade II listed in 1972.

There is a shallow ditch to the rear of the battery, which is accessed over a small drawbridge. To the
east a barrack block closes off the gorge. The cookhouse probably served the crews of both
Grenville and Maker batteries. The QF positions remain with their ammunition stores beneath.

Pier Cellars

Hidden on the shoreline at Pier Cove is the Pier Cellars Brennan Station, a torpedo station built in
1888/9, primarily to protect Cawsand Bay and the Breakwater. It consists of a series of terraced
buildings and underground chambers, with a launching slipway and stone-built harbour. The
Brennan torpedo was propelled and steered by means of wires unwound from two drums within its
body. The station is currently used by the Royal Navy for adventure training and there is no public
access.

Queen Adelaide’s Grotto

The Grade II Listed grotto is housed in a cave which was used in the 18" century as a watch house.
It was built in 1827-28, to commemorate the visit of William IV and Queen Adelaide to Mount
Edgcumbe. (Lady Emma Sophia Edgcumbe was a Lady of the Bedchamber to the queen.) The
grotto is partly cut out of the solid rock, with slatestone rubble walls dressed with granite, and a
slate roof.

Penlee Point

There is a small cove here which in times past was used by smugglers, then by pilot gigs waiting for
ships to come into Cawsand Bay. When Penlee Battery was being armed, huge steps were



constructed to unload the heavy guns so they could be moved up an inclined slope to the battery. An
obelisk visible on the rocks formed part of the haulage system.

One of the 13.5" guns weighed a whopping 67 tons, and sat on the steps for a year before being
hauled up the hill using 40 horses and over 200 men, in an operation that took a week. The first time
it was fired, it cracked its foundations and was never heard of again. (Presumably it was dumped in
the ditch)

Penlee Point Fog Station

The Trinity House fog station was built in 1902 and continued in operation till 1994, during which
time its role extended to the support and maintenance of both Plymouth Breakwater Lighthouse and
the Eddystone lighthouse. The foghorn was a twin reed type giving one 3%2 second blast every ten
seconds, via twin vertical resonators mounted on the engine room roof with horizontal bell-mouths
facing south and southeast respectively. The accommodation block, now called “The Old Signal
House”, stands on the opposite side of the cove.

In 1929 the French liner Paris struck the Eddystone reef in thick fog. There were complaints that the
fog signal was inadequate, and threats to abandon Plymouth as a port of call. The Great Western
Railway Company, which owned the docks at Plymouth, had been campaigning for a directional
wireless beacon, and offered to pay for constructing and equipping it. Accordingly two Radio
Direction Finding (RDF) masts were erected in front of the accommodation block. These
transmitted the letters PE and a tuning signal every 7 minutes.

The site of the fog station is now occupied by the Penlee Point Atmospheric Observatory,
Plymouth’s first long term observatory to monitor atmospheric deposition and air quality over
Plymouth Sound and in the western English Channel.
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Figure 1: Penlee Battery: then and now
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Fi igure 2: Penlee Battery guns firing for Admzrals Cup in 1920
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Figure 5: Maker Heights Redoubts



Figure 7: Pier Cellars Brennan Station



Figure 8: The Old Signal House at Penlee Point
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Figure 9: The fog signal during WW2, with two searchlight emplacements
above
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