
ART. XII — Excavations at the Old Fort, Whitehaven, Cumbria: a summary. By J. TAYLOR 
and C. RICHARDSON. 

IN July 1978, a research excavation was conducted on the site of the eighteenth-century 
fort at South Harbour, Whitehaven (NY 968 183) as part of a Job Creation Project 

scheme under the auspices of Copeland Borough Council, the supervision of the 
excavation being the responsibility of J. Taylor. 

In recent years, a considerable amount of interest has been shown in historical links 
between Whitehaven and North America especially the importance of the early maritime 
trade. However, the event which has received the greatest attention and captured the 
imagination over the years has been the famous raid on the harbour in April, 1778, by the 
American vessel "Ranger", commanded by John Paul Jones during the American War of 
Independence. For sheer daring few events in modern history can equal this escapade, 
since Whitehaven at that time was one of the largest and most influential ports in Britain. 
Paul Jones fully realised the propaganda value of attacking a major English sea-port, and 
though little material damage resulted to the town or harbour, the effect upon British 
morale was considerable. 

In the eighteenth century, the Old Fort was the main defensive point situated in the 
Harbour area. Documentary sources suggest a foundation date in 17411 . Though there 
had been an earlier battery located in the corner of the old quay, at the time of the 
Jones' raid, there were only two defensive points in use, in the Old Fort, and the 
Lunette, or Half Moon Battery — the latter situated 185 m. to the south along the beach. 
(For a discussion of the fortifications at Whitehaven, see CW2 lxv (1965), 291-7). Paul 
Jones is reputed to have captured the Fort and the Battery, and "spiked thirty-six 
cannon".2  In 1963, a large cannon, possibly a 32-pounder and weighing over four tons, 
was recovered from Wellington Beach, and is now sited on the South Beach Recreation 
Area. This cannon may well have been one of those dismounted or "spiked" by Jones, 
probably from the -Half Moon Battery. At present there are some five other cannon 
situated around the harbour area used as mooring bollards; some of these may well be of 
eighteenth-century vintage. 

The Old Fort contained 8 to 1 o cannon, mounted along the breastwork facing seaward 
and covering the harbour entrance, and a substantially built guard-house with powder 
magazine below it. It was not only the H.Q. of the local and county militia, but also the 
local `lock-up' for "all unruly Whittenites" at the close of the eighteenth century.' The 
Fort defences were kept in order after the Paul Jones raid, but fell into disuse after c. 
I 82o. The largest of the cannon were alleged to have been taken to Woolwich Arsenal. 
The site was later used as a lime kiln by the Town & Harbour Trustees of Whitehaven. 

After the re-enactment of the Paul Jones raid staged by the "Sealed Knot" Society in 
August 1977, it was felt that an important contribution towards the celebration of the bi-
centenary of this event would be an investigation of the site attacked by the Americans. 
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The fort was to be included in a general landscaping scheme, and any structures 
uncovered worthy of preservation, along with any possible restoration of the fort defences, 
would be integrated into the overall plan. 

The Excavation 
The aim of the excavation was to recover the original ground plan of the Old Fort. The 

general layout was known prior to excavation from the `Street Map' of Whitehaven by 
John Howard (179o), and the Whitehaven Harbour plan in J. Wooler's Report, 1762.4  
The text-figure shows the ground plan as revealed by excavation, confirming in detail 
the documentary evidence. From the latter it was apparent that much of the southwestern 
half of the fort lay beneath a modern road leading to the South Beach Recreation Area; 
any structures to the south of this road would be covered by a large mound of waste 
material from the Wellington Pit Reclamation Scheme. To the north of the road several of 
the fort walls were still standing, almost certainly to their original height of c. I.3om. 
Within these walls one third of the area was covered by a stone floor, the rest by turf at the 
same level. 

Excavation was carried out in two stages: the area to the north of the road by hand, 
that to the south mainly by machine. Clearance of both areas revealed that the modern 
road had cut through the centre of the fort. To the north, removal of turf and topsoil 
showed the interior had originally been covered by a sandstone-block floor, but 
approximately two-thirds of this had been removed, leaving the mortared foundations 
containing the individual impressions of the sandstone blocks. To the south of the road 
another area of sandstone flooring was found, limited on two sides by the southern wall of 
the fort and by the foundations of the guardhouse and powder magazine. The floor of the 
guardhouse was paved in sandstone slabs, several of which were missing. Within the 
powder magazine a patchy mortar surface, 5o cm. below floor level, probably formed the 
base for another stone floor. Excavation below this mortar surface and below the 
sandstone floor within the northern half of the fort showed that no other structures 
existed and that these walls and floors were those of the original 1741  fort. 

The modern road, constructed on the course of an earlier railway line, has almost 
certainly destroyed the remaining floors and walls of the fort and possibly an entrance to 
the north of the guardhouse. The walls of the guardhouse and powder magazine had been 
levelled to the ground, and less than half of the southern wall of the fort stands above I m. 
The demolition of these structures and the disturbance within the northern half of the fort 
were probably carried out after the fort was abandoned in the 182os. The southern half 
was drastically affected by the construction of Wellington Pit in 1840. Many local people 
in Whitehaven can remember the "pit-yard" within the area of the fort, and the powder 
magazine being used as a pit "cabin". The northern half of the fort was affected in a 
different way. Most of the walls remained to their original height and at some time, 
probably just before the fort was abandoned and during a period of general harbour 
improvements, one of the walls was extended, all the walls considerably heightened, an 
entrance was cut through the north wall and a door added. Then in the year 1824 a 
lime-kiln used by the Town & Harbour Trustees was attached to the outside of the fort. 
The kiln was most probably constructed with the sandstone blocks missing from the floor 
of the fort. Later a rough track-way was laid on a layer of earth, covering the floor's 
foundations and leading to the entrance in the north wall. A pit, probably contemporary 
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guard-house 

Old Fort, Whitehaven. 
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with the trackway and dug through the floor's foundations, was found to contain a small 
quantity of late nineteenth-century pottery. Finally, the remains of a wall, built on the 
stone floor of the fort and abutting the eastern perimeter wall, is all that survives of a 
nineteenth-century blacksmith's shop. 

No finds contemporary with the military occupation of the fort were recovered. 
However, large quantities of late nineteenth and twentieth-century pottery were found 
during the excavation of the southern half of the fort. A smaller quantity of pottery was 
found stratified beneath the floor of the fort, including earthenware, porcelain, stoneware 
and salt-glazed stoneware. When analysed, this group of pottery may indicate something 
of the extent of early eighteenth-century trade to Whitehaven. The absence of other 
evidence is probably the result of an earlier "investigation" on the site in the late 
nineteenth century by Capt. Mann, the Harbour Master, who recovered "two cannon, 
thirty bayonets, flint musket, cannon balls and other iron objects to the value of £200!" 

Thanks are due to Copeland Borough Council for providing manpower and equipment, 
Whitehaven Harbour Commissioners for permission to excavate and finally to the late 
Mr D. Hepburn of Workington for his encouragement and advice at all times. 

Notes and References 
' Record Office, Carlisle. Letter Book 1739-1741  D/Lons/W. Letter from John Spedding to Sir James 

Lowther, i st April, 174 1. 
2  Lorenz, L. "John Paul Jones, Fighter for Freedom and Glory" (Annapolis, 1 943), 1 47. 

Whitehaven News, Thursday 28th May, 1903. 
4  Record Office, Carlisle. John Wooler's Report, 1762, D/Lons/W(15o). "Plan of the Port or Harbour of 

Whitehaven, showing the disposition of the Ordnance, ordered for its Protection and Defence." 
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