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1 Project background 

The Powder Magazine and Blast Walls [Powder House], dating to the 17th and 18th 

centuries, on the Garrison, St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly, are a Grade 1 Listed Building 

(National Heritage List Entry no. 1014553) and Scheduled Monument (NHLE no 

1014553).  

In October 2016 Stuart Kenhard, Facilities Manager M&E, English Heritage, 

commissioned Cornwall Archaeological Unit (CAU) to carry out an archaeological 

watching brief during groundworks associated with the installation of a copper lattice 

earth mat, 900mm x 900mm x 3mm, which was to be buried in the grounds/garden of 

the property, known as `White Horses` which is adjacent to the east blast/outer 

retaining wall of the Powder Magazine (NGR SV 9003 1062). The depth of burial for the 

new earth mat was to be 600 – 900mm. 

 

2 Aims and objectives 

The site specific aims were to: 

 Establish the presence/absence of archaeological remains; 

 Determine the extent, condition, nature, character, date and significance of 

any archaeological remains encountered; 

 To establish the nature of the activity on the site; 

 To identify any artefacts relating to the occupation or use of the site; and 

 To provide further information on the archaeology and history of the Powder 

House and the Garrison from any archaeological remains encountered. 

 

3 Working methods 

The watching brief was carried out according to a Method Statement prepared by 

Charles Johns (Archaeology Projects Officer, CAU — Appendix 1). 

 

4 Results 

4.1 Stratigraphy 

Groundworks in the vicinity of the Powder House were observed by archaeologist 

Katharine Sawyer on 12 December 2016. The work, carried out by Western 

Maintenance, involved the digging, by hand, of a pit for a lightning conductor. This was 

located in the garden of ‘White Horses’, the property immediately to the south of the 

Powder Magazine (Figs, 1 and 3) and was approximately 1.1m square and 0.9m deep. 

The pit was approximately 6.0m from the south-east corner of the blast wall (Fig 2).  

The uppermost 0.05m of turf and topsoil (context 1) was removed separately. Below 

that was a brown sandy loam (3), crumbly in texture, about 0.5m deep and obviously 

disturbed during the construction of a drain which runs from the house towards the 

north-east corner of the garden at a depth of approximately 3m. The lower part of this 

loam was looser in consistency and more orange in colour. Hard ram (natural granitic 

subsoil), of a similar brown-orange colour with many small stones (3), was reached at a 

depth of 0.5m and this was excavated for a further 0.2m, revealing larger stones. The 

final dimensions of the pit were 1.2m east-west, 1.1m north-south and a maximum of 

0.7m deep (Fig 4). 

A trench 0.2m wide and about 0.15m deep was dug from the existing lightning 

conductor, in the centre of the southern side of the blast wall, along the outer side of 
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the wall. Loose stone and concrete were revealed with one red brick which matched 

those in the access shaft to the drain. The trench was then continued across the garden 

to meet the western side of the pit. This part was 0.15m wide and between 0.4m and 

0.5m deep and was dug entirely in disturbed sandy loam as revealed in the pit (context 

2). 

4.2 Finds 

No features or structures were uncovered during the excavations. Apart from some 

modern tiles, glass, etc., the finds consisted of several pieces of limestone (Fig 5), a 

post-medieval ceramic sherd and a piece of bottle glass, all from context (2).  

 

5 Discussion 

Lime was used in the building industry for creating lime mortars and lime-wash finishes 

and there may have been a lime kiln on the Hugh since the late 16th century as lime 

was being produced on site in 1593 for the building of Star Castle (Brodie 2010, 35). 

A bill of works done on the defences of Scilly to the end of 1743 includes the items 

‘Paid Do [Masons] for raising the Roads, beating Lime, bringing Clay & making Mortar 

&c £19 11s 0d’, ‘Paid Do [Masons] for beating & carrying Lime for ruffcasting & pointing 

also raising & carrying Stones £43 14s 0d’ and ‘Paid Do [Masons] for raising & carrying 

Stones to New build the Woolpack Battery quenching and beating Lime etc £32 10s 0d’ 

(in Brodie 2011, 63–4). 

In the mid-18th century, Captain Robert Heath noted in his account of the Isles of Scilly 

that, ‘They make their Lime by burning of English Lime-stone, brought over in Shipping 

for Ballast’ although he does not mention a lime kiln in his description of the Garrison 

(Heath 1750, 29, 30–4).  

At the end of the century the Revd Troutbeck recorded that, ‘On the opposite side of the 

road near this battery [King George’s Battery] is a large lime kiln, which was in use 

when the garrison works were carried out in 1742’ (Troutbeck nd [c 1794], 43).  King 

George’s Battery is the battery adjacent to the grounds of ‘White Horses’ and it is 

probable that the lime kiln was located in what are now the grounds of the house. The 

Cornwall and Scilly Historic Environment Record notes that ‘Jeanette Ratcliffe (CAU) 

visited the site in 1994 and found in the garden of ‘White Horses’ a flowerbed recessed 

into the hillslope; its back had a revetment wall, modern, approx 1.0m high. This may 

be a fragment of the limekiln’ (MCO30722). The fragments of limestone found in the pit 

and trench are presumably pieces that remained unburnt during the lime-burning 

process and were removed from the lime by sieving and discarded (cf Isham 2000, 12–

14, 31).  

The lime kiln is shown as a red dot on William Kane Horneck’s 1744 map of the 

Garrison (in Bowden and Brodie 2011, fig 43) and also on Graeme Spence’s 1792 map 

of St Mary’s (Fig 4).  

Spence’s map shows another 18th century lime kiln in the Thoroughfare area between 

Hugh Town and the pier (Fig 6). This lime kiln is referred to in a letter of 1784 from a 

Mr Phillips requesting permission ‘to build [a house] anywhere between the Lime Kiln 

and the Quay … not to encroach on the Street but on the Beach (CRO GO/559/1) and is 

shown on Christian Lilly’s 1715 plan of the Garrison and on William Borlase’s 1756 

panorama of Hugh Town (Borlase 1756, plate III). 

Although a very small intervention the results of the this watching brief have been most  

valuable in corroborating the location of the 18th century lime kiln on the Garrison and 

leading to the identification of another lime kiln which is not currently recorded in the 

HER. The history of lime burning  and lime kilns in Scilly is an understudied area and it 

will be suggested as a potential research topic when the current Isles of Scilly Historic 

Environment Research Framework (Johns 2012) is reviewed and updated. 
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Appendix 1 Method statement 
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Fig 1 Location map. 

 

 

Fig 2 Location of the pit and trench (in red). 
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Fig 3 The pit during excavation with the Powder House in the background.  

 

Fig 4 The excavated pit. 

1 

2 

3 
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Fig 5 Pieces of limestone recovered from the pit and trench. 

        

 Fig 6 Detail from Graeme Spence’s 1792 Maritime Survey of Scilly with the two lime 

kilns arrowed (sourced from the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office, Taunton). 

The Garrison lime kiln 

Lime kiln between the 
Town and the Pier 
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