
 
 

 

Boundary Stones of Plymouth Corporation: see PPP series BSPC 
 

Plymouth is fortunate in having an abundance of local limestone which is comparatively easy to cut. 

Almost all the Plymouth boundary stones are of limestone and are inscribed with the Borough Coat of 

Arms. That Coat of Arms is distinctive - the cross of St Andrew with a castle in each of the four 

quadrants. The surviving boundary stones have a distinctive and largely standardised design, with the 

Coat of Arms above the date or other inscription. 

 

Plymouth’s boundary was fixed by Act of Parliament of 1439 and the Charter of 1440. Unusually for the 

time, the boundary was at a distance outside the town itself. That may have contributed to the need to 

place marker stones along it. However, the existence of boundary stones prior to this is indicated in the 
view of Nicholas Casley by the wording of the Act of Incorporation itself. He points out that, after 

describing the geographical limits of the new authority, it confirms these by reference to “the metes and 

bounds on all sides erected and fixed more fully and openly shew.” (See: The Medieval Incorporation of Plymouth 

and a Survey of the Borough’s Bounds, by Nicholas Casley (Old Plymouth Society, 1997); p.92). 

 

The earliest references in the local records are in the “Old Audit Book” where for 1518-19 and again for 

1537-8 there are references to mourestones. This term possibly suggests boundary stones made of 

granite (as moorstone is today understood) - but the term could also come from the Anglo Saxon usage 

of “mere”, meaning “landmark” or “boundary”. 

 

1518-19 - It[em] for mourestones to stand at the bonds…vi s   viii d 

 

1537-38 - Itm P[ai]d for settynge vp of the mourestone of the m’ke of the liberty that  stonds at lypston 

bridge…ii d 

 

The earliest reference to a boundary stone with the Coat of Arms is in the account book of Borough 

expenditure known as the “Widey Court Book” where, in 1588-9, it is noted: 

 

Item to Creasse for setting vp of the freedom stone at lipson in Mr Barons ground, and for hewing of St Androe 

cross in the stone goeng to Stonehowse… x d 

 

Plymouth boundary stones were often referred to as “freedom stones” because of the link with 

Freedom Day when the mayor-elect was formally shown round the boundaries by his predecessor. That 

became better known in the nineteenth century as the ceremony of “Beating the Bounds”; but the 

ceremonies are old and from an early date the stones were connected to the office and function of the 

mayor. The early account books record expenditure on the events, as for instance ii gallons off wyn ffor ye 

mayer and his bretheren (1486), and apples for the ladds Mr Mayer had about hym when he vewyd the 

Franchise (1515-16).  

 

http://bit.ly/18Z7pVJ
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About the Oldest Stones 

 

Possibly the oldest stone still on a boundary location is one on Mutley 

Plain (see left), now set into the north east corner of the wall outside 

Mutley Baptist Church (BSPC 44). Although inscribed with the date 

1856 and the name of the then mayor John Kelly, it is considered 

substantially older than the date shown and the Coat of Arms is in a 

shield, making it more ornate than others of the 1850s and similar to 

much earlier stones. 

 

The two earliest dated stones are of 1812, each inscribed with that date 

and the initials “G. B.” being those of the then mayor Dr George Bellamy. 

Both have the Arms in a shield - both are  

on the Hoe and neither is in its original 

position. One is numbered BSPC 109 in 

the current survey and now stands at the 

top of Cliff Road in front of The Grand (see right). This may be one of 

the three stones erected by Bellamy in the course of his fight, on behalf of 

the Borough, with the Board of Ordnance who occupied the Citadel and 

claimed the surrounding area. The present roadside position may not be 

far from the field boundary established as the line of ownership of the 
Borough. The Coat of Arms is deeply cut and in a shield. Although 

developed and simplified by the 1850s, this basic design was in use for a 

century; the last dated stone erected being dated 1913. 

 

The other 1812 stone, BSPC 105 (shown 

left) is also on the Hoe, on a footpath just below the west end of Madeira 

Road where it joins Hoe Road. It faces south and is well above the foreshore 

which was the Plymouth boundary line - but it appears to be a true Borough 

boundary stone, with an incised number which corresponds to the known 

numbering of boundary stones in the area. The number, in Roman numerals, 

is XXXIII (33). There is no mention of this stone by date or by Bellamy’s 

name on either of the two Borough Boundary Stone maps but both maps 

have identified 33 as the site of a stone on the 

point known as Fisher’s Nose by the entrance to 

Sutton Pool. The earlier Borough boundary map 

(1848) has a note “not found” so this may be the 

lost stone from that position. It stands next to an 

1867 War Department stone WDRC 1.  

 

A cracked stone (see right), could be the replacement for the “missing” 

Fisher’s Nose stone. It is on the Barbican by the landing steps at Fisher’s 

Nose. Originally on the east face of the sea wall, it was moved to the south 

face when a new sea wall was built. It is dated 1880, and has the name of the 

mayor W. Derry inscribed. It is in poor condition, split in half due to a fault 

in the wall. Accessible from the Elphinstone car park, it is recorded as 

BSPC 103 - and has not been identified in any previous survey.  
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Overview of Stones on the pre-1896 boundary 

 

Two thirds of the surviving nineteenth century Plymouth boundary stones are sited along the town’s 

medieval boundary, which dates from 1439, and which remained unaltered until 1896. If one includes the 

1812-XXXIII stone (see above) as a boundary stone, there are forty-four stones on or near the old 

medieval boundary. Of that total, fourteen have a number incised and all but two use Roman numerals. 

The stones appear to have been numbered until 1866 when the practice ceased; although the inscribing 

of the mayor’s name or initials and date of the mayoralty continued. The numbering sequence can be 

seen from both the surviving Borough Boundary Stone maps to follow the boundary line from 

Stonehouse, generally from west to east and in a clockwise direction. 

 

In the 58 years from Victoria’s accession in 1837 until1895 (just before the 1896 boundary changes), 

Plymouth had forty-eight mayors and the names or initials of twenty-three survive on the stones found. 

The map evidence names a further six whose stones have not survived. As there is no comprehensive 

record, there is no means of knowing how many stones were erected or how many mayors were 

originally recorded in this way. 

 

As outlined above, the dates inscribed on the surviving stones start with the 1812 stone. Later ones span 

the dates 1840 to 1895, but several stones are considered to be older than the date inscribed. The stone 

at Mutley has already been mentioned. The other stones thought to have been reused are a granite pillar 

near Victoria Park (see BSPC 17) and a rectangular column of Roborough Down elvan (see BSPC 58), 

repaired and now at Ashford Close. Both have the initials “J. C. C.” for Joseph Cookworthy, the Mayor 

at the time of the dates inscribed, respectively 1840 and 1841. 
 

Joseph C. Cookworthy was the most prolific mayor for 

nineteenth century stones. As indicated above, he was Mayor 

for two terms, in 1839-40 and 1840-41. His initials are on 

five surviving stones. Eleven more in his name are noted on 

the maps but are now missing.  

 

Pictured left is a Cookworthy stone inscribed “J.C.C.” and 

dated 1840. It is situated on Eldad Hill (east side) at the 

junction with North Road West and is recorded as BSPC 

10. Made of limestone and in appearance a typical Plymouth 

Victorian boundary stone, it is, however, the only boundary 

stone in the survey which currently has an English Heritage 

listing (Grade II).  

 

The extent to which missing stones were replaced is also 

difficult to establish, as is the question of whether the erection 

of a new stone was the cause of an earlier stone going missing 

or the consequence of a gap being identified. For example, on 

the medieval boundary, no stones exist in the locations 

numbered 1, 2 or 2A. The current survey of stones found in 

2013 commences with stone/site IIIA, which is given the 

survey number of BSPC 5. This indicates at least three lost 

and un-replaced stones earlier in the sequence. In the era of horse drawn carts and carriages, the risk of 

damage to roadside stones must have been very high, especially as traffic increased in the second half of 

the nineteenth century. 
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The two stones pictured right are on a significant boundary. 

For centuries it was where the Plymouth to Saltash road 

crossed at the head of the Deadlake creek, which ran from 

Stonehouse Pool to Pennycomequick. The stones seen here, 

inside the wire fence of the Royal Mail Sorting Office, are the 

Plymouth stone recorded as BSPC 30 and the Devonport 

County Borough stone of 1891 (see BSDB 13).  

 

The Plymouth stone is inscribed “T.S.” (referring to Thomas 

Stephens, Mayor) and has the date 1855. Road improvements 

may have resulted in this stone being placed here. An earlier 

stone stood on this boundary but nearby - when the road 

took a slightly different line. The Stoke Damerell estate map of 

1834 shows the old road with a roadside boundary stone on 

the west side of it and gives the detail as “W.L. Plymouth 

Town Arms 1815” (William Lockyer: Mayor 1815-16). The 

1848 Borough Boundary Stone map shows a straightened road 

with the “T.S.” stone alongside the new road and the “WL” stone on the by-passed old road. Both 

stones are shown on the later Borough Boundary stone map, undated but drawn around 1880. Pencil 

ticks suggest both stones were still in situ at that time - but the “WL” stone is now missing. (These maps 

can be found in the Plymouth & West Devon Record Office. Ref.1523/1 and 1523/2). 

 

 
Three more stones…  

 

The Plymouth Boundary Extension of 1896, and the various stones of that date, are dealt with 

separately in the section on the Boundary Stones on Plymouth Extensions. Here, under the heading 

Pair of stones posing a problem of interpretation, you will find further reference to two stones that stand 

together west of Millbay, at Eastern King, Stonehouse. One is a Plymouth stone of 1860. The second 

stone is older, possibly dating from 1813. Both stones pre-date the new Plymouth boundary at this 

location in 1896.  

 

One other unique stone stands on the original Plymouth boundary. Located on the north side of 

Victoria Park, it is thought to be a replacement for an 1893 stone. It is inscribed “J. W. S. Godding” and 

dated 1913 (see BSPC 22). This appears to be the final stone to be erected in over a century of dated 

town boundary stones. In the following year, the Three Towns of Plymouth, Devonport and 

Stonehouse were amalgamated into the one, larger, County Borough of Plymouth. 

 

 

Plymouth Boundary Stones: Function & Ceremony 

 

In earlier times the Plymouth stones were probably more functional than decorative. By the late 

nineteenth century the need to formally mark the boundary was, arguably, less important. The role of 

civic pride and the practice of mayoral “privilege” had largely taken over.  

 

The late nineteenth century “Beating of the Bounds” ceremonies appear to be occasional and not 

annual events. Press reports provide a useful record. On 3rd October 1888, the Western Daily Mercury 

reported: “It is the privilege of the mayor for the time being to erect one or more boundary stones at suitable 

places during his year of office; and Mr Waring, on the advice of the Borough Surveyor, decides to put up one 

at the round-house at Arnolds Point.”  
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The same report refers to the civic party discovering a house under construction at Hotham Place, on 

the Devonport boundary. A Plymouth boundary stone of 1869 had been buried in the garden. 

Impromptu on site discussions took place. It was agreed that a tablet should be placed on the garden 

wall of number 83 Hotham Place referring to the boundary being “9 feet east” (see BSPC 15); 

reflecting the position of the new mark relative to the boundary.  

 

There is no press record of any great ceremonial being attached to the erection of the Plymouth stones. 

Plymouth had placed new stones to mark its 1896 extension, but on the “Beating of the Bounds” that 

year, the civic party processed around the new boundary and passed the new stones without stopping.  

(Western Daily Mercury, 15th October 1896). In contrast, Devonport is recorded to have promised the 

Mayor a sliver spade for fixing the stones on the boundary extension of 1898. (See the separate sections 

here on Boundary Stones on Plymouth Extensions and Boundary Stones on Devonport 

Extensions).  

 

 

Neighbours’ stones on the old Plymouth boundary 

 

Along the town’s medieval boundary, from Millbay Road in the west and clockwise, in an easterly 

direction, to Elm Road in Mannamead, there are a number of stones erected by Plymouth’s one time 

neighbours.  

 

 East Stonehouse: see series BSES 
There are five East Stonehouse boundary stones on the joint boundary; three East Stonehouse 

Local Board and two likely Stonehouse Manor stones.  

 

 Devonport: see series BSDB 

There are three Devonport stones on the shared boundary, each dated 1891 and with Lord St 

Levan’s name as Mayor. (Pictured above, at Pennycomequick is BSDB 13, alongside BSPC 30.   

 

 Compton Gifford: see series BSCG 
There are two of the series of seven Compton Gifford Local Board stones, both of 1893 and with 

the initials of R. N. Worth, the Chairman. 

 

 

 

Further Reading 

 

The medieval boundary, and the 1439 Charter which defined it, are the subject of a study by Nicholas 

Casley: The Medieval Incorporation of Plymouth and a Survey of the Borough’s Bounds (Old Plymouth 

Society, 1997). Casley includes a numbered list of stones on the old boundary (see pp.93-96). Of the 

total of forty-seven stones he lists along the whole boundary, including along the River Plym and on the 

seaward boundary, ten are given as belonging to the adjoining authorities of East Stonehouse, 

Devonport and Compton Gifford. In addition, Casley includes extracts of reports on the “Beating the 

Bounds” ceremony and reproduces some of the maps showing the boundary stones from the Borough 

Boundary Stone map of 1848 and the 1894 Ordnance Survey map (25-inch).  

 

A copy of the book is available for reference in the History Room at Plymouth Central Library. Copies 

are also still available for purchase from the Old Plymouth Society. 


