
t

s

z

a1

a2

c

d

e

g

h

n

o e1

e1e2

a

n

p

q

b

f

h2

h1

j

k m

r t

y
i

Southwest Landscape Investigations
  

 Dr Phil Newman MIFA, FSA

Lifton Wood Hilltop Enclosure, 
Devon

An Earthwork Survey
February 2016



Contents

Context    1 
The survey    1
The earthworks    2
 Hilltop enclosure  2
 A possible extension  2
 Interior    3
 Linear boundaries  3
 Tracks    3
 Quarries   4
 Miscellaneous   4
Conclusion    4
Acknowledgements   5
References    5

Illustrations
Figure 1 Location map
Figure 2 1:1000 scale earthwork survey
Figure 3 Interpretation

Lifton Wood Hilltop Enclosure, 
Devon

An Earthwork Survey
February 2016

Dr Phil Newman MCIfA, FSA
Southwest Landscape Investigations
6 Burnley Close
Newton Abbot, Devon TQ12 1YB

www:philnew.co.uk
07730 978321

Survey on behalf of

Devon County Council Historic Environment Service

by

(This report supersedes and replaces a 2015 Interim Report with the same title)



1

Context

Lifton Wood occupies a notable prominence to the south of the village of Lifton in West Devon, overlooking  a bend in the 
River Lyd, which forms the southern and eastern limits of the hill. To the northwest of the summit, the hill descends  gently 
into the farmland beyond the woodland boundary, while the north slope is more precipitous, falling steeply towards the limit 
of modern housing at the edge of the village. The south and eastern slopes are of moderate gradient, though the south levels 
out into a belt of open pasture, separating the woodland from the river. Lifton Park, a 19th-century edifice build on the site 
of an earlier settlement, and Home Farm, a working farm, occupy the south-west lower slopes.

At the summit, a long, curving ridge broadens as it extends from west to east to form  a  plateau, which incorporates the 
highest parts of the hill, at up to 134m above OD, and is the site of a ditched enclosure of Iron Age character.  Various 
linear boundary banks of later date have been added, crossing the plateau and encroaching on the enclosure in places. Small 
quarries, shallow diggings and associated spoil dumps to the west and south of the enclosure, represent efforts to exploit 
the local shillet, a useful building material, extracted in more recent times.  

Today, the hilltop and slopes are densely populated with deciduous trees, but at the time of occupation the site would have 
possessed impressive views on all sides extending into east Cornwall and the Launceston area,  parts of the Tamar valley to 
the south, the western Culm Measures to the north, and the Dartmoor borders to the east. 

Lifton Wood

The survey

An earthwork survey was commissioned by Bill Horner, Devon County Archaeologist, following encouraging results from 
a LiDAR transcription, carried out earlier in 2015, and provided by Cain Hegarty, AC Archaeology’s National Mapping 
Programme Project Officer. The transcription had demonstrated that a number of pronounced earthwork features worthy 
of further investigation, survive on the hilltop and its southern slopes; these included a possible hillfort or hilltop enclosure 
(see Conclusions below for discussion on terminology). The bulk of this earthwork survey (Figs 2 and 3) was undertaken 
in August 2015 but a second phase was necessary in late January 2016, to record a small area within the interior of the 
enclosure previously obscured by summer vegetation.

The survey methodology is compliant with Historic England’s Level 3 recording standard, i.e  ‘An accurately located, measured 
survey (mapbased or divorced) at an appropriate scale (at 1:1,250 or larger), designed to represent adequately the form and 
complexity of the monument’ (English Heritage 2007, 23-4).

Data-capture was via a total station theodolite. A closed traverse of 10 stations was established, from which detail of the 
enclosure was recorded. An additional linked traverse of seven stations was used to record other features to the west of 
the enclosure.  The data was downloaded into a CAD environment and annotation was carried out in the field using a tablet 
computer. Reference to the OS grid was established from two points just outside the woodland, where map-grade GPS was 
effective to an accuracy of approximately 0.15m.  

Figure 1 Location map showing Lifton Wood and surrounding countryside. Ordnance Survey © Crown Copyright and database right 
2015. Open source data
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Documentary and cartographic evidence are not discussed in the following report but a separate desktop study,  commissioned 
by DCC and carried out by Tim Gent and Pru Manning (Gent and Manning 2015), has considered these sources  in some 
depth, and includes a discussion of the earthworks in the light of the historical data. 

The earthworks

The hilltop enclosure (HER No. MDV 108533)

The hilltop enclosure occupies the broad, eastern end of the plateau.  It comprises an irregular, closed circuit of earthworks, 
narrower at the western end but broadening and more bulbous to the east, with a perimeter of just under 300m, enclosing 
an area of 0.62ha. The interior of the enclosure is 110m long by a maximum of 80m wide.

Although the circuit appears complete, the character of the rampart varies. The most clearly defined and strongest section 
forms the southeast sector of the circuit (a). This comprises a partly silted ditch of up to 8.3m wide and 1.6m deep.  A spread 
bank (a1) of up to 3m wide runs parallel with the interior edge of the ditch but is only 0.13m high at the southern point of the 
rampart; it becomes progressively higher to the east, developing into a more substantial bank of 0.6m high at the far eastern 
end, where it has been cut through by recent disturbance and now terminates (b).  A counterscarp bank survives along the 
exterior (a2); it has become spread to almost 5m wide in places, and is on average only 0.3-0.4m high. 

The southwest sector (c) was less developed than that to the southeast; here, the perimeter is defined in places only by a 
scarp.  At its shallowest, this scarp is 0.7m high but it increases to 1.1m as it progresses to the northwest.  There is no trace of 
an interior bank and the ditch is visible only over a short distance as an extremely slight scarp of 0.15m high.  A counterscarp 
is visible but running parallel only with the western 25m stretch of the ditch (d).

On the northwest run of the rampart, the substantial ditch (e) is again visible approximately 8m wide and up to 1.5m deep.  
However, the inner rampart bank (e1) survives only in patches to barely 0.2m high, though to the exterior of the ditch 
there is a continuous counterscarp bank of 0.2m high (e2).  It terminates at a circular mound with a hollowed centre (f), 
which clearly represents a later intervention. The top of this mound is at the highest point of the Lifton Wood summit and 
corresponds with the approximate location of what is assumed to be a monument, known to have existed from a 19th-
century illustration (Gent and Manning 2016, 7), and depicted on the tithe map of 1840 as a small circle. The diameter of the 
top of the mound is 6.5m.  Nothing remains of the monument, but the mound is strewn with fragments of shillet. 

The base of the mound, which has a spread of 15m, has obscured the original terminal of the counterscarp and part of the 
ditch, at the site of what was probably the enclosure’s entrance, located in the angle at the northern sector of the circuit 
(g). This is visible as a short causeway, raised very slightly across the base of the ditch.  At this point the scarp of the rampart 
is interrupted by a breach of approximately 3m wide with rounded terminals either side. The interior of the entrance is 
defined by a slight, semi-circular hollow between the two terminals, which intrudes into the interior space of the enclosure.

The northern side of the enclosure is the most complex section.  An inner scarp (h), which includes the bullnose of the 
entrance breach, runs east for 37m, before curving towards the interior and fading out.  At the foot of this scarp to the north, 
a shallow ditch (h1) has been formed by a substantial counterscarp (h2) running parallel with (h), which extends for 30m to 
the east but then disappears where a more dominant slope (i) takes over.  This slope has itself been intruded into by a linear 
hollow (j) of 6.5m wide by 0.5m deep, running east to west from the outer rampart, but terminates after only 22m. The 
exact nature of this part of the rampart has proved difficult to interpret but has been further confused by the imposition of 
a later linear boundary bank, with inner ditch (see ‘t’ below), which runs along the foot of the scarp and may be disguising an 
external ditch and counterscarp. 

Further to the east, as the rampart rounds its northeast corner, a slight inner bank again becomes visible (k) as does the lip 
of the counterscarp (m), representing fragmented remains of a ditch of 8m wide (consistent with the width elsewhere on 
the circuit) albeit the ditch has the later bank (t) covering much of it. 

A possible extension

To the south of the enclosure, a natural escarpment has been adapted to form a possible extension (n). On the southwest 
side, this escarpment runs approximately in parallel with the main rampart, 15m away and at a lower altitude. It is up to 10m 
wide in places, with a drop of over 2m; the top and bottom edges are well defined, particularly at the southernmost point.  
Traces of a very slight bank are visible along the upper lip of the slope, becoming clearer near the western corner, from 
where a substantial artificial scarp takes over (o), rounding the corner and continuing along the northwest side. 

From the southern point of the natural escarpment (p), an artificial scarp of 0.5m high (q) branches at near right angles 
and runs to the northeast, joining the rampart near the eastern end of the enclosure.  This combination of natural (n) and 
artificial (q) slopes forms a possible outer extension, and although slight, their character suggests these earthworks may have 
supported a light timber palisade, enclosing an additional 0.17ha attached to the southern exterior.
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Interior

The interior of the enclosure has few, clear earthwork features that might be contemporary with the rampart. However, 
near the proposed entrance a subtle, circular hollow (r), with a diameter of 8.5m, has to be considered as a candidate for a 
hut platform.

On the broadest section of the enclosure a low, 4m-wide, flat-topped, linear bank (s) with, in places, a slight ditch on both 
sides, runs across the interior from northeast to southwest, dividing the enclosure into two sectors. It is first visible at the 
lip of the natural escarpment (n) and as it extends northwest it overlies the southern rampart (a) and is clearly later. To the 
north, this feature blends into the scarped corner of the cutting (j).  This bank exists only within the confines of the enclosure 
and its southern extension. No trace of it could be found on the exterior and it appears to have been created specifically to 
divide the interior space of the enclosure.  It is possible also that it worked in conjunction with the boundary of the southern 
extension (n), to which it joined at right angles, though this is much degraded. The remains of this bank (s) are notably more 
spread than other linear boundaries traversing the hilltop, and probably disused for far longer.

Linear boundaries (HER No. 112454)

Following abandonment of the hilltop enclosure, the summit of the hill and its southern slopes were partitioned by a series 
of linear field boundaries. Their chronology is uncertain and without accurate dating it may only be stated that in their 
present condition they are of a medieval or post-medieval character, but could have earlier origins. None of these boundaries 
were depicted on the tithe of 1840, but two are shown on an estate map of Lifton, dated 1807 (Gent and Manning 2015, Fig 
4), by which time they may have been abandoned as the area became transformed into woodland.  This transformation was 
clearly well advanced in 1807 when the hilltop was referred to as Lifton Wood, and in 1809 it was depicted as completely 
wooded on the OS 1-inch (old series) first edition.

These boundaries survive as substantial earthen banks of up to 5.5m wide, and over 0.5m high, with a ditch on one side, 
though these have become silted to various degrees. Only the hilltop sections have been surveyed but it is known that they 
all extend down the south slopes of the hill, where other, similar earthworks survive.

The most significant of these boundaries (t) is not depicted on the 1807 map. It runs in a straight line for 150m just below 
the northern edge of the hilltop plateau, where the hillside falls away steeply below. The earthwork commences near a 
quarry to the west of the enclosure; it probably once continued further west, but has become effaced by the quarrymen’s 
activities.  Eastwards, it meets the hilltop enclosure near its northern corner and, as it extends further east, it sits at the foot 
of the rampart scarp.  It is possible that from this point the later boundary has either modified or completely overlain the 
counterscarp of the earlier rampart.   As it rounds the northeast corner, then diverts south, the bank appears to be straddling 
the rampart ditch. 

A similar substantial boundary (u) extends southwest to northeast across the hilltop, 70m west of the enclosure. This 
boundary has also been partly cut by the quarry but can be traced northwest for a further 50m.  Intriguingly, this bank 
overlies the escarpment that was created when an earlier track (x) was cut along the hillside, though has itself been cut by 
an even later track (y). 

Thirty-seven meters to the west, a separate field boundary (v) also overlies the track escarpment, then follows a sinuous 
course off to the south.  These two boundaries (u and v) are depicted on the 1807 estate map, on which they are shown 
joining to form a corner within the meadow north of the current woodland boundary (Fig 3), which is still maintained, but 
no trace of the boundaries (u and v) survives within the meadow today. 

At the far northwest of the surveyed area, a natural slope running across the plateau has been adapted to form a curved 
boundary of substantial proportions (w), being 11m wide by 1.5m high on its western slope.  Although it is suitably positioned 
to be a possible outwork associated with the hilltop enclosure, it has been partly effaced by a modern road at the northern 
end, so this has to remain as speculation for the time being. However, it is known from the LiDAR transcription that a more 
slight boundary extending southwest  down the hillside, follows the alignment of this bank and is a continuation of it. It is 
therefore more likely to have origins as a medieval boundary.

Tracks

Two significant linear earthworks on the northern slope of the hill were formed by trackways created to ease movement 
across the slopes.  Of these two, the earliest (x) runs east to west and probably originated in the village of Lifton, although no 
trace of it is visible in the meadow to the north and it is not depicted on the 19th-century Tithe or estate maps.  However, 
within the woodland, it survives as a substantial 3m-wide terrace, with a drop of 2.5m, cutting obliquely across the contour.  

The other track (y) extends from the road at the north-western limit of the survey, then along the north slope, just a few 
metres below the ramparts in places. Although the eastern section of the track, beyond the hilltop enclosure, was not 
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investigated due to tree coverage, it is depicted on the Tithe map of 1840 and the OS 25-inch 1st edition map of 1884, and is 
known to continue east before turning south, then looping back to the west, about halfway down the southern slope in the 
direction of Lifton Park.  This track was probably engineered rather than being worn through extended use, and has been 
cut and levelled into the very steep hillsope for most of its course. This, clearly significant, track is not shown on the estate 
map of 1807, suggesting it was constructed between 1807 and 1840.

Quarries (HER No. 73250)

Attempts to exploit the shillet available in Lifton Wood, have resulted in several areas of quarry remains, four of which were 
depicted on the OS 25-inch 1st edition map of 1884. The largest of these is at the far eastern end of the hill, not far from 
Lifton Bridge, but on the hilltop, only relatively small-scale diggings are evident, though causing much disturbance to the land 
surface. A quarry pit with exposed rock faces exists 70m northwest of the hilltop enclosure.  Although approximately 0.04ha 
in extent and 3.7m deep there is no sign of a spoil heap on the downslope side of this quarry, suggesting all stone that was 
removed was transported away. There is an additional large area of disturbed ground upslope of the quarry, covering much 
of the space between it and the enclosure. These remains consist of a combination of shallow cuttings and dumping and 
may represent attempts to exploit shillet very near the surface. Such material was useful as an aggregate for metalling roads 
and field gateways. Small quarries in wooded locations are infrequently recorded on earlier maps, such as the Tithe, so even 
an approximate date for these remains eludes us, although they are clearly later than the field boundaries, which have been 
slighted by the quarry digging. It was abandoned before 1884 when it was referred to as ‘Old Quarry’ on the OS 25-inch 
1st edition map.

Miscellaneous 

A small, artificial mound is located just to the south of the enclosure near the eastern end (z).  It is 4.5m long by up to 2.2m 
wide with a lozenge footprint. It is approximately 0.3-0.4m high.  Its purpose is not known, but its sharply defined profile 
suggests a relatively recent date for its addition to the earthworks of this hill.

Conclusion

This survey has confirmed the significance of the earthworks previously recorded by LiDAR transcription, whilst also 
revealing their complexity and offering a basis for interpretation. 

The single ditched enclosure was probably constructed in the Iron Age. Its hilltop location, single ditched rampart and layout 
is typical of settlements of that date in Devon and elsewhere. However, although there is no evidence as yet for earlier 
settlement at this place, it is quite feasible that earlier 1st  or  2nd  millennium BC occupation may have preceded that of 
the Iron Age.  

The defensive circuit has proved to be mostly intact, though the character of the rampart is inconsistent as a whole and, in 
places, the earthworks have been altered by later interventions.  For the strongest sections, on the southeast and northwest 
sectors, a moderate ditch survives, though rampart banks and counterscarp banks, where evident, are mostly small in scale. 
Traces of a ditch are visible along the northern flank, though there is no trace of it as the circuit progresses southeast, where 
it may have become effaced when a later field boundary was constructed along a similar course.  For the southwest sector, 
the ditch is mostly absent, or extremely slight, and rampart banks are not present. A single entrance has been identified 
on the northwest corner of the rampart, and a part-natural, part-artificial earthwork on the southwest exterior, must be 
considered as a possible later extension to the enclosure. The interior contains few earthworks likely to be contemporary 
with the ramparts, although a subtle, circular hollow near the former entrance, is perhaps a candidate hut platform. A linear 
bank which transects the enclosure, is later. 

Although sited on a prominent hilltop, and possessing ‘defences’, the term ‘hillfort’ has been avoided in this report, in favour 
of ‘hilltop enclosure’, because the former somewhat overstates the character of the remains and the likely purpose of this 
site. The ramparts, such as exist, comprise only a single ditch, which varies in strength around the perimeter. A rampart bank, 
to augment the height of the ditch, is absent on most of the circuit, and where traceable, along the southwest sector, appears 
to have been very slight.  Where traces of a counterscarp exist, they too are slight, and although now spread, they would 
offer very little in defensive terms. It seems likely that protection of the enclosure’s interior relied on a mostly shallow ditch, 
surmounted by a timber palisade.  The total enclosed area is relatively small at 0.62ha; on its own this would give no grounds 
for arguing against this being a hillfort, but combined with the weak defences, it becomes a factor.  

Fox (1952) provided us with the term ‘hillslope enclosure’ to describe a particular group of lightly defended, Westcountry, 
Iron Age sites located in elevated positions. Today this term is often applied to sites of similar character to Lifton Wood, such 
as Myrtleberry and Staddon on Exmoor, which, despite being smaller than Lifton Wood, are comparable in strength and in 
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their spur locations.  However, hilltop enclosure is favoured here and accords with the Historic England Thesaurus term for 
the ‘hilltop palisaded enclosure’, which is defined as follows:  

A small, defended settlement dating to the Iron Age, located on spurs, promontories or hilltops. The defences are marked by single 
or double trenches which originally held substantial palisades. 

Post-abandonment activity on this hilltop comprises a series of linear land divisions of medieval or later date and stone 
quarrying, which is most likely to have occurred in the later 2nd millennium AD.  Trackways cut across the northern slopes 
of the hill, below the enclosure earthworks, and a monument, known to have been standing in the late 19th century at the 
highest point of the summit, has also left its mark in the form of a circular mound.
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