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 This is one of six Topic Papers that have been prepared as reference 
material to accompany the Masterplan report for the Derriford Community Park 
and One Planet Centre on behalf of Plymouth City Council.

The other Topic Papers cover the following topics:

Topic Paper 1 One Planet Centre – Designing to One Planet Living Principles
Topic Paper 2 Landscape, Access and Recreation
Topic Paper 3 Biodiversity
Topic Paper 4 Community Food Growing
Topic Paper 5 Farming Issues

Copies can be downloaded from www.plymouth.gov.uk/dcp

background
Situated three miles to the north of Plymouth’s city centre, Derriford is poised for 
significant growth over the next 25 years. At the heart of the new Derriford will be 
a regionally important park – Derriford Community Park.  The Park will include 
the One Planet Centre which will act as a regional destination for environmental 
learning, a community facility and a centre that will support this exciting new 
Park. The Park will cover over 140 hectares and will include woodlands, farmland 
and a series of streams. It will link the Forder, Bircham and Seaton valleys and 
become a focus not just for the new communities of Derriford but also will provide 
a resource for the whole City with close links with the existing communities of 
Estover, Eggbuckland, Leigham and Crownhill.

purpose of this paper
The Derriford Community Park Masterplan and One Planet Centre proposals 
have been developed through a process of engagement with stakeholders. This 
paper records existing background work undertaken in relation to archaeological 
potential and the initial analysis of strengths, weaknesses and opportunities 
undertaken by Wessex Archaeology as archaeological advisors to the Masterplan. 
This analysis was used to inform the engagement work, the outcomes of which are 
also included in this Topic Paper.

1.0 introDuCtion
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 The Park site has a rich history and one that in some ways reflects the 
wider history of Plymouth, with traces of historic farming, military defences, the 
landed estate and industry still being evident in the landscape. The proposed new 
Park presents a fantastic opportunity to make more of the area’s unique heritage.

There is evidence of prehistoric activity in the area with worked flint tools having 
been recovered from the nearby sites of Derriford Hospital and Plymouth Airport 
with two earthworks (possibly ploughed-out barrow mounds) of suspected Bronze 
Age close by. Until the development of the upper valley slopes and hill tops in 
the last century the site was part of a much wider farmed landscape. Within this 
landscape was Coleridge Farm (mentioned in the Domesday Book as ‘Colrige’), and 
Bircham and Derriford Farms which date from the 13th and 14th centuries.  There 
are records of Poole Farm from the 16th century. While the other farms no longer 
exist Poole Farm still remains and is an important feature within the Park site.

The recent military history of the site began in the mid to late nineteenth century 
there was a very real threat of invasion from France and the response of the then 
Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, was to construct a series of fortified structures 
around the British, Irish and Channel Island coastlines. Many ‘Palmerston 
Forts’ were built in Plymouth, forming a ‘ring of fire’ around this key naval city. 
Three of these forts, built during the 1860s and 1870s, sit adjacent to the Park 
site - Crownhill Fort, Bowden Battery and Fort Austin. These forts are of national 
significance and have been designated as Schedule Ancient Monuments (SAMs).

Much of the land on the saddleback hill through to Derriford and Crownhill 
formed the Seaton Barracks which was built in 1891. The barracks were finally 
closed, after several re-builds, in the 1990s and now form the site of the Tamar 

Science Park which sits immediately to the north and west of the Park site.

The site of the Park also tells us a lot about the City’s early industrial heritage 
with the remnants of an eighteenth century paper mill in Bircham Valley. 
Bircham Cottage and Bircham Farm (formerly Bircham Mill) with their associated 
trackways, millponds and leats are of considerable historical and archaeological 
interest. Bircham had acquired a paper mill by 1781 although its original date of 
construction is unknown. Leigham Mill in the Forder Valley (where the present 
Leigham Mill Cottages stand), overlooks Saltash Lane, as it was called in the 19th 
century, or the Forder Valley Road, as we know it today.  

Within the Forder Valley there is a section of the Plymouth and Devon Tramway, a 
4ft 6in gauge horse-worked railway line that, when opened in 1823 connected the 
Plym Estuary to Princetown on Dartmoor. The railway, which was the vision of 
Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt, was intended to open up the moor to reclamation so that it 
could be populated whilst also allowing granite to be transported from quarries 
in and around Princetown to Plymouth for use both in the City and further afield, 
including as the base for Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square. 

The recent history of the site began 150 years ago when the Park area formed part 
of the Derriford Estate, made up of parkland around Derriford House which was 
built in 1820. The estate included a pheasantry, orchards, planted woodland and an 
ornamental pond. Remnant planting and some high stone walling from the Estate 
still exists in the Bircham Valley although the house and other features no longer 
exist. To the east beyond Blunts Lane was the Estover Estate, a fifteen hectare 
estate around the Robert Adam designed Estover House which is now the Estover 
residential area.

2.0 summary of subjeCt
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 Wessex Archaeology, as  advisor to the Park Masterplan, has analysed 
the key issues relating to archaeology within the Community Park and has 
summarised these as follows:

3.1 revealing the site’s visible heritage features
The first key challenge for the Masterplan is how to reveal the site’s visible heritage 
features in a way that brings the sites interesting and diverse history to life.
The Palmerston Forts

A report into the Plymouth Palmerston Forts, commissioned in 2011 by Plymouth 
City Council, suggests that three of the City’s Northern Forts have considerable 
potential to be utilised for public access. These include Bowden Battery and 
Crownhill Fort which sit adjacent to the Park site. The report also recommends 
that options for improving access and understanding of each of the forts in the 
surrounding area should be explored, because the story of the forts only becomes 
truly appreciated once they are viewed collectively. 

As a result the report recommends that: Fort Austin should have a general 
front-of-site information board, along with a heritage tour leaflet but without 
public access to the fort itself; that Crownhill Fort should encourage public 
access through locally-publicised functions and events and with a general front-
of-site information and heritage tour; and that Bowden Battery should, as a 
Main Plymouth Northern Fortification site, have a dedicated centre including 
interpretation of the whole of the Plymouth Northern Fortifications and how they 
are interrelated. This would make Bowden Battery a key interpretation point with 
good access from the Park an imperative. 

One of the key observations of the study is that there is a clear link between the 
line of the Northern Fortifications and proposed and existing green infrastructure 
and that routes should therefore be developed to exploit this. No views are possible 
from the Park site to Crownhill Fort, a result of the topography of the site and also 
existing residential development between the proposed Park and the Fort. There 
are currently no views to Bowden Battery and Fort Austin from the site however 
this is because of mature woodland on the valley slopes and, subject to approval 
from English Heritage, selective thinning would allow views of both the forts and 
their glacis to be opened up.

other features
The other visible heritage features within and around the site comprise: Poole 
Farm which is currently used as a working farm, with the potential for it to 
become a heritage/rare breeds farm; the remains of Coleridge Farm which sit 
within the area of Seaton Valley proposed for development; remnants of high stone 
walls and planting from the Derriford Estate; and the Plymouth and Dartmoor 
Tramway of which the earth-workings, some of the granite sleepers and a tunnel 
(closed-up) still remain in situ. There are also non-publicly accessible features 
including Leigham Cottages and Bircham Farm which are in private ownership. 

3.2 interpreting lost features
There is an opportunity not only to interpret those features that remain on site 
but also to design into the Masterplan new elements that reference features that 
have been lost over time. For example records show that the Derriford Estate 
had orchards and that Coleridge Farm had a system of agricultural terraces. 
Both of these features could be provided within the Masterplan, not only as an 
interpretation of the site’s past but as a living part of the site’s future. Similarly, 

3.0 key issues



7derriford  communiTy masTerplan and one planeT cenTre: masTerplan Topic paper 6: hisToric landscape and archaeology

although the water mills no longer run, there is the potential for a new hydro plant 
that could revive the tradition of harnessing power from the valley streams

3.3 Mitigating against loss
The Masterplan needs to work with existing constraints and should not adversely 
impact the setting of any statutory heritage assets. These include the Scheduled 
Ancient Monument status of the three forts, Listed Building status (Fursdon 
Farmhouse off Blunts Lane) and historic hedgerows. It should be noted that the 
Scheduled area for Bowden Battery includes its glacis, and extends as far as the 
stream in the valley bottom.
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 A stakeholder workshop was held in November 2011 to discuss issues 
related to all of the key topic areas outlined above. This section provides a record of 
the workshop discussions.

4.1 revealing the site’s visible heritage features
The forum explored the potential for the heritage of the site to be used to provide 
‘journeys through the landscape’. It was felt that the best way to do this was to 
create a network of trails with interpretation in the form of both information 
boards and also leaflets available from the One Planet Centre. The forum felt that 
a Palmerston Fort trail should be established through the Park that ultimately can 
connect to a wider trail that draws together all of the Northern Forts. The forum 
expressed a desire to incorporate and interpret a variety of features in the trails 
including the existing mill stones and remnants of walls and leats.

The forum was keen to re-establish views to Bowden Battery from the Park by 
selectively thinning vegetation, perhaps using traditional woodland management 
techniques which could be linked to the environmental learning offer of the Park. 

The forum also proposed an interpretation facility within the One Planet Centre 
which would tell the story of the site from its ancient history to the present day.

4.2 interpreting lost features
The forum made a number of suggestions about how lost features could be re-
established in the Park. In particular they mentioned: re-establishing the southern 
end of the Tramway to provide an access link; re-planting orchards, perhaps using 
traditional varieties of fruit trees; and cultivating south-facing areas of the Park as 
a series of terraces or lynchets for food production.

4.3 protecting heritage features
The forum noted the sensitivity of the existing heritage features and the protection 
that their respective designations provide and confirmed their total support for a 
strategy that seeks to enhance their settings and improve their interpretation

4.0 reCorD of stakeholDer 
DisCussions
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recoMMendation 1
Link Bowden Battery, Crownhill and Fort Austin with an accessible heritage path 
route that can connect into a wider Northern Forts network.

recoMMendation 2
Subject to discussions with English Heritage, selectively thin woodland on the 
glacis of Bowden Battery and Fort Austin to open up views to the forts.

recoMMendation 3
Create a wider Park heritage trail that connects the forts to the site’s other heritage 
features, including Bircham Mill, the Derriford Estate, Coleridge Farm, Poole Farm 
and Forder Valley and the Tramway.

recoMMendation 4
Provide interpretation in support of the heritage trails in the form of information 
boards, leaflets and, potentially, an interpretation centre at the One Planet Centre.

recoMMendation 5
Establish orchards within Bircham Valley to reflect the previous use of the valley 
landscape.

recoMMendation 6
Establish a series of south-facing terraces or lynchets for food growing.

recoMMendation 7
Explore the potential for opening up the southern section of the Tramway for 
public access.

recoMMendation 8
Explore the potential for hydro-power within the Park, reflecting the tradition of 
harnessing power from the valley streams.

recoMMendation 9
Protect and re-stock historic hedgerows.

5.0 reCommenDations
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aPPenDix 1: bowDen battery 
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bowden baTTery pivoT emplacemenT: bowden baTTery
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aPPenDix 2: fort austin

base of diTch: forT ausTin forT ausTin
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