
 
 

 

Devonport’s Dock Lines: see PPP series BO DL, MOD DL and WD DL 
As Plymouth Dock/Devonport grew in size and importance, attention turned on how to defend it from 

enemy attack.  Any potential assault from the sea was already covered with defences to the south, 

including the Royal Citadel and Mount Batten Tower. However, no serious effort had been made to 

defend against a landward attack from the east. It was the Plymouth and Portsmouth Fortifications Act 

1758 which addressed this concern and allowed the construction of defences around Plymouth Dock, 

commonly referred to as the Dock Lines.  

 

The first works comprised simple earth ramparts and shallow but wide ditches excavated in the 

underlying shillet and limestone. These originally extended from the shoreline at the Morice Yard Gun 

Wharf on the River Tamar: eastwards into present day Devonport Park, south westward to Devonport 
Hill, then south, and back to the River, near the site of the old gun-wharf on the northwest shore of 

Stonehouse Pool. The total length was about 2000 yards (1800m). Key defensive features included the 

Marlborough Bastion to the north, Granby Bastion to the north-east, Stoke Bastion to the east and 

George Bastion to the south east, overlooking Stonehouse. There were originally two gateways; the 

Stoke Barrier at the eastern end of Fore Street, giving access from Stoke, and the Stonehouse Barrier 

guarding the hill approach from Stonehouse Creek. In the late 1780s the New Passage entrance was 

created, partly to improve access to a new Torpoint ferry crossing. 

 

A series of military barracks were constructed within the Lines, able to accommodate up to 2,000 

troops. Arranged in squares, these were Marlborough, Granby, Frederick, Ligonier, Cumberland and 

George Barracks. Over the years, the earth ramparts and ditches were realigned, faced and replaced by 

limestone walls. Barrack accommodation too was adapted and improved, with new blocks added. Three 

barrack squares were completely rebuilt to create Raglan Barracks. 

 

The gate barriers and the barracks were all linked by a military road. Beyond the Lines, the War 

Department also owned the fields to the north and east of the town. These were cleared of all trees 

and hedges and kept free of any later building development. This was the glacis; an open area providing  

no cover for the enemy - now, effectively, Devonport Park and Brickfields.  

 

The boundaries of War Department land at Devonport were eventually identified by over 100 stone 

markers; either stones set in perimeter walls, or stones erected along the inside and outside face of the 

defences. WD DL 1 was on top of the hill overlooking the junction between Devonport Hill and 

Richmond Walk. The last stone on that circuit WD DL 45 was just metres away from No.1, but at low 

level.  Both are now missing. Surviving stones can be found from North Corner to Ferry Road, on Milne 

Place, Exmouth Road, Kings Road, Richmond Walk and James Street; then back via Prospect Row, 

George Street, Chapel Street, York Street, Granby Way, St Aubyn Road, Queen Street and Cannon 

Street.   

 

http://bit.ly/1oxVYM7
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A range of different styles of markers were used. The carving also 

varies considerably. Pictured are three contrasting examples.              

 

A ‘planted’ block WD DL 34 (left); a granite wall-set stone WD 

DL 23A (bottom left); a dated block of limestone WD DL 15A 

(below) also set into a walls.  

 

The numbering of this set of stones is also unusual. There are sequences of stones with the same 

number each followed by a sequential letter, for example No. 8A through to 8T and No.17A to 17M. 

This gives the impression that these groups of stones may 

include intermediary stones, perhaps added later in response 

to matters arising or, maybe, simply as a belt and bracers 

afterthought. Stone WD DL 8F is pictured right. 

 

The perimeter walls 

associated with the Lines did 

not always indicate the 

precise position of the War 

Department boundary. In 

such cases, additional 

information was included on 

the stone to give the 

boundary location. In many cases, probably when the boundary was 

moved to coincide with the line of the perimeter wall, this change too 

was denoted.  

 

Stone WD DL 27B, see left, is a good example. It originally indicated 

the boundary line lay 16FT EAST; 4.9 metres east of the stone itself. 

This was later officially ‘deleted’ by adding an inscribed line.  
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With the improvement in the range and power of artillery coupled to the building of newer 

fortifications in the Victorian era, the Devonport Lines steadily became redundant. Devonport 

Corporation first approached the War Department in about 1850 concerning the release of some 40 

acres of land which formed the glacis to the north and east of the Lines. This was for use as a public 

park. Initally the land was leased and Devonport Park opened in 1858. In 1891, the Parkland, plus some 

additional acreage, was sold outright to the Devonport Corporation.  

 

As a result, the boundary stones from the bottom of New Passage Hill, (WD DL 36), east to the Milne 

Place and Exmouth Road junction (WD DL 37), then south east, south and south west to the 

Devonport Road and Paradise Road junction (WD DL 42) and onward to the bottom of  Devonport 

Hill (WD DL 45) were all removed. These were replaced by new markers simply carved into stones 

already set in the walls of the Lines. 

  

Similarly, the bollards WD DL 29 to WD DL 34, along 

the south side of the west end of Ferry Road were 

removed and replaced by markers simply incised into the 

nearby perimeter wall.  WD DL 33 is pictured left. Many 

of the new markers, at WD DL 30 to 33 and WD DL 36 

to 44B, were poorly executed, especially when compared 

with stones that were probably inscribed before they 

were built into a wall. 

 
One Board of Ordnance stone is included in the Dock 

Line sequence, located at the north end of Clowance 

Close. There are also three MOD stones; two on 

Richmond Walk and one at the west end of James Street  

 


