Section Thirteen - The Hillforts of Wessex - 71 miles


Cadbury Castle to Cerne Abbas and Maiden Castle and hillforts to the Dorset Coast


Maps: Landrangers 183, 194, 193. Pathfinder Sheets ST 60/70; SY 60/70; ST 61/71 and ST 62/72; 


Outdoor Leisure 15 - Purbeck and Dorset; Pathfinder sheets ST 49/59 & SY49/59


Pathfinder SY 29/39, SY 49/59, ST 40/50





Stages:


Cadbury to Sherbourne - 7 miles


Sherbourne to Cerne Abbas - 12 ½ miles


Cerne Abbas to Dorchester - 8 miles


Dorchester to Eggardon Hill 14 ½ miles


Eggardon Hill to Pilsden Pen and the Axe Crossing - 13 miles


Pilsdon Pen to the Axe Crossing - 16 ½ miles





Highlights:


Cadbury; Beacon; Ridge path; Cerne Abbas Giant; Maiden Castle; Eggardon Hill; Lambert’s Castle; Coney’s castle; Pilsden Pen; coastal path.





Introduction


The regions generally known as Wessex covering the areas of Wiltshire, Dorset and Somerset have a concentration of hillforts, all worth a visit.





The route takes in the Dorset area in five sections. From Cadbury Hill to the ancient town of Sherbourne, then on to Cerne Abbas and its famous giant. The next section goes to Dorchester with both iron age and Roman remains. From Dorchester along the ridges, the next section leads to Eggardon Hill and finally through very rural Dorset to Pilsdon Pen.





An alternative route from Cadbury Hill to Ham Hill is way-marked as the Leland Trail, a route planned by the King’s Geographer in 1547. From ham Hill to Wayford, a few miles north of Pilsdon Pen, the route is waymarked as the Liberty Trail which is based on the stories of people from the villages along the way who walked to Lyme Regis to join Monmouth for his uprising in 1685.





Stage 1 - Cadbury Castle to Sherborne - 7 miles


Landranger Series 183; Pathfinder Sheets ST 61/71 and ST 62/72





Background


As we leave Cadbury Castle and South Cadbury behind and go up onto the ridges the views are magnificent particularly looking back to see the extent of the fort on Cadbury Hill.  From the


Beacon and Corton Hill there are views over much of South Somerset.





Seven Wells Down is the source of the River Yeo and as we follow the ridge of Poyntington Hill the river follows the valley below.  Poyntington and Oborne villages can be seen in the valley and the Dorset hills towards the coast can be seen in the distance.








In Sherborne the information centre will provide all the details needed ranging from leaflets on the town's wonderful history to where to eat or stay. Sherborne is an old town, the Abbey dating from 705 AD and rebuilt in the 12th and 15th centuries.  The school alongside probably dates from as early as the abbey but it certainly existed in the llth century and had a royal charter in 1550.  The old almshouses are situated by the entrance to the abbey.The ruined castle was built in the 12th century and was destroyed in the Civil war but the present castle on the other side of the river was built by Sir Walter Raleigh in 1594 and is open to the public in the summer.





Starting Point:


Take the road south from the village of South Cadbury passing the inn and church for about ½ mile. Just after a small road joins from the left, follow the waymarked footpath over the stile on the left across the field and stream.  The path is marked as it runs straight along the side of the field before turning sharply to the right towards Whitcombe Mill.  Pass through the farmyard and rejoin the road.





Turn left along the road and immediately turn left walking up the hill.  At the top, as the road levels out, double back on a footpath to the right and continue across the fields to the trig point on the Beacon.  The views of Cadbury Hill and all around are quite magnificent.





Turning back almost in the direction of approach and follow the ridge footpath for over a mile coming out on a track.  Turn right and go straight through the farmyard then follow the footpath alongside the hedge which steadily descends until coming out on the road. ST 218 640





Turn left and shortly joining another road bear left up the hill for a further 80 yards.  The bridle way is clearly marked on the right.  Follow the signs across the fields and to a little bridge over the embryo River Yeo and up to the road.








Cross straight over the Sherborne to Wincanton road (B 3145), in no-man's land between the county signs for Somerset and Dorset, and follow the bridle way up the hillside onto the ridge.  The footpath then follows the ridge for some two miles before coming out onto a country lane.  Continue along the lane for 400 yards and then take a stoned track sharp to the right and go down into Oborne. 187 655





Turn left in the village and then right to go passed the church and follow a track along the side of the hill to come out on the A30 at the edge of Sherborne.  Here turn right and follow the main road until the sign to the town and information centre points us the left.  The town centre with all its amenities is only about half a mile away.





Sherborne to Cerne Abbas - 12 ½ miles


Landranger Series 183 and 194; Pathfinder Sheets ST 60/70 and ST 61/71





Background


Leaving the history of Sherborne behind the walk goes through the heart of rural Dorset where the scenery is determined by the geology beneath.  The climb out of Sherborne takes us onto the limestone ridge where much of the ground is covered with natural and planted forestry.  From here the walk is through agricultural land on the Oxford clay but the background view here from left to right is the chalk ridge onto which we have to climb.Once on the ridge we have more fine views before our next special site comes into sight and the path drops into the Cerne valley.





The village of Lillington has no facilities except a telephone and post box and the little church there is usually locked up.Leigh has a shop, a bakery, the Carpenter's Arms, a good stopping place for refreshments and all the facilities of a small rural community. St Nicholas Church at Hilfield, all on its own by the roadside, is one of the smallest churches in the country dates from the fifteenth century but was much restored in 1848.  It is well worth a visit just to see the bench ends. The Friary of St Francis on the hillside at Hilfield is the base for the Anglican friars who work particularly in London and Liverpool and also in Tanzania.  The chapel there is always open, they have a shop and there is always a welcome there.





The picnic area on the Batcombe ridge gives fine views back across the two counties and shows how steep the hill up from the friary has been. Then we arrive at the wonderful village of Cerne Abbas.  For the present day traveller Cerne Abbas has most things, 3 good Pubs and at least 3 tea houses, accommodation and much to see.





Historically, the abbey church dates from 987 AD and the village and its history has grown from that beginning.  The remains of the old abbey can be found at the top of Abbey Street and to get there you will pass the church and the wonderful old buildings. On a weekend in June the gardens of the village are open giving an opportunity to see the old buildings in detail.





On the hillside above the village as we have seen from across the valley is the Cerne Giant cut into the chalk and measuring 180 feet from head to heel. its origins are unknown but there is little doubt that it dates from at least 2000 years ago and possibly from Bronze Age times.  The first records are only from the 1760's but it was probably about then that the trenches were re-excavated. Its connection with pagan fertility rites and later with the abbey make its history even more interesting.





Starting Point:


From Sherborne Station, cross the level crossing, up the hill and cross the road.  The footpath almost opposite rises through the woods and passed the playing fields.  Continue up the hill and at the top of the wood fork right to come out at the junction of the main roads A3030 and A352.





Cross the junction and proceed along the country lane signed to Lillington and Knighton.  This quiet and little used road passes through Honeycombe Wood and after a mile fork left through the village of Lillington.





The road turns sharply to the right but we go straight on along the track and after 200 yards take the waymarked footpath on the right across the fields.  There are three fields to cross and the route is waymarked.  There is often a crop in these fields but the line of the footpath is always clear.





Coming out of the fields onto the farm road go left and down the hill to Whitfield Farm.  Pass right through the farm yard admiring the large herd of goats and continue along the concrete farm track.  After about 400 yards adjacent the cattle trough, bear right across the field to the old gate into the wood.  The footpath follows a clearing through the wood and crossing a grassy field we come out at the road.  





Watch out for jays in the wood and you may see deer eyeing you from the wood anywhere along the walk.





Turn right and in a few yards turn left along the road towards Leigh.  After 200 yards take the grassy track to the right and follow the waymark signs across the fields to Leigh.  In the village turn left and then fork right, along the country road. 085 614 





On reaching the road to Batcombe turn right and after half a mile take the drove to the left,


follow the footpath, cross the next road and through the field to the road leading to Hilfield. Turning left along this road brings you to a road junction.





A hundred yards to the left is the parish church of Hilfield, set in the field with no modern village, but a scene of peace and tranquillity.





Our route takes us the other way at the junction along the road to the Friary of St Francis.  


Time for a pause here to visit the Friary, its church, even attending a service held there regularly during each day, its shop or just the garden.





The rest here is worth while as the narrow road rises steeply up to Batcombe Ridge.  An alternative is to branch to the left on one of the paths marked and follow up the hillside through the bluebell woods to the picnic area - 039 634.





At the top of the road a turn to the left will bring you into the same picnic area where the panoramic plaque shows the hills and features of Somerset and informative boards give all the details of the local flora and fauna.





Opposite the top of the hill the footpath continues southwards along the ridge.  After joining the Wessex Ridgeway for a hundred yards fork left towards Cerne Abbas.  With magnificent views over the valley the outline of the Cerne Giant will appear and the footpath will bring you to the information boards about the giant and its history in the layby on the A352 near the village. 








Stage Three - Cerne Abbas to Dorchester - 8 miles


Landranger 194; Pathfinder ST60/70 and SY 60/70





Background


Leaving Cerne Abbas the walk also leaves the valley and follows the ridge between the Sydling and Cerne valleys before dropping steadily into the Frome valley at Grimstone.  The route then follows the country road along the valley to Dorchester.  Some of this road is along the route of the Roman road from Dorchester to Ilchester and passes the clearly visible outline of the Roman aqueduct which supplied the ancient town with water. The Iron Age fort at Poundbury is passed on the left on the outskirts of the town.





Dorchester is full of history.  It is the Casterbridge of Hardy's novels and full of places he refers to in the books.  The Bloody assize was held here in 1685 following the Monmouth rebellion and presided over by Judge Jeffreys.





In Roman times Durnovaria was an important city and much is known about it and can be seen in the museum.





As well as the Poundbury Camp passed approaching Dorchester Maumbury Rings are situated adjacent to the Weymouth road just south of the market.  These ancient earthworks were constructed about 2000 BC but there purpose is still unclear.  They were certainly used by the Romans as an amphitheatre and remain a fine sight.





The main site of ancient interest is Maiden Castle some two miles south of the town and dating from the same period as Maumbury Rings. The site extends for over a kilometre and was extensively excavated in the 1930's.





There is no place for refreshment on the route of the walk from Cerne Abbas to Dorchester so set of well prepared.  However Dorchester has all you will want and a good place to call first is the Information Office in Trinity Street just off the main road in the centre of the town.  They will supply you with town guides, accommodation lists and locations of the eating houses.





Starting Point;


From the village of Cerne A S cross the A352 and follow the road signed to Sydling St Nicholas up the hill to rejoin the footpath along the ridge SY002 647  The path is clearly signed just over the ridge and turning left or southwards the footpath continues for 4 miles until it joins the main Yeovil to Dorchester road (A37) at Grimstone.





Cross this road taking the road to Winterbourne Abbas and cross the River Frome. SY 937 642 


Shortly, turn left and follow the narrow road through the trees to Bradford Peverell and on into Dorchester.


				


Stage 4 - Dorchester to Eggardon Hill - 14 ½ miles


Landranger 194; Pathfinder SY 48/49 and SY 60/70; Outdoor Leisure 15 - Purbeck and Dorset





Background:


Maiden Castle, one of the oldest and largest sites of interest in the area is only 2 miles into this section of the walk. It can be taken as a walk out from Dorchester or the first place of interest to be visited on the walk.





Excavations show that earliest habitation here was a late Stone Age village and an huge bank burrow was constructed shortly afterwards.  The triple ditched ramparts encircling the entire perimeter was constructed during the Iron Age and probably not completed until 200 to 100 BC.  This was the place of the last stand of the Durotiges tribe against the Romans who then built their new town nearby.The Romano - British temple which can still be seen was probably not built until 300 AD.





The walk then crosses onto the ridge with fine views over the coastline coming out at the Hardy monument.  This commemorates the Hardy of fame with Nelson at Trafalgar.  The Hardy of literary fame has his monument at the top of the High street in Dorchester.  Again the views from the spot are truly magnificent, possibly one of the best coast panoramas in the country.  It may be advisable to stock up with refreshment from the ever-present sellers here as there is little in miles ahead.





A possible diversion from the walk at Hardy's Monument is to take the footpath to the south west for about a mile to the Hellstone.  This is a neolithic dolman at the entrance to a chambered long barrow which was "restored " in the 1860's.From here the walk follows one ridge before crossing to another further inland and arriving at Eggardon Hill.





There is no shop or village of any size along this 14 mile section.  A diversion into Martinstown between Maiden Castle and the Hardy monument rather than going along the ridge will offer most facilities.  Alternatively continuing through Little Bredy and Long Bredy to Litton Cheney will offer similar facilities.  The country roads will then lead back inland to Eggardon Hill.





Although this is soft walking along the ridges, it is very exposed to gales off the sea. Be prepared for a change of weather and have the necessary equipment with you.





Starting Point:


Take the Weymouth road southwards out of Dorchester and shortly after Maumbury Ring and the railway bridge fork right along Maiden Castle Road.  This road and footpath brings you to the western end of Maiden Castle itself. SY 887 665. Allow some time to explore this huge hillfort.





Continue along the footpath and drop into the valley, joining a country lane and turning right.  Bear left at the fork and keep on at the junction with the main road.  In about 100 yards bear right on a bridleway signed to Friar Waddon passing through Ashton Farm.





This bridleway will join the Coastal footpath on the ridge where we turn right towards Hardy's monument.  This ridge footpath eventually comes out on the road just below the monument which is approached by turning left.  SY 877 616





Continue along the road passed the monument and on to crossroads.  Go straight on and take the stile on the right after 80 yards.  The footpath follows the fence down into the valley.  Our route then turns right up the road and keeping left at the junction comes out at a T junction with another road. Take the footpath straight in front and continue along another ridge until finally dropping down onto the A35, at a very dangerous place to cross due to the speed of the traffic.913 570. Make the crossing and take the farm access road to the right after 150 yards.  Where the tarmac tracks fork take the grassy footpath straight on down the hill and up the after side eventually coming out on the old Roman road.





Turn left and either follow the road or the footpath just inside the field.  An alternative here is to follow the road all the way to Eggardon Hill or to drop into the valley at the tiny village of West Compton and climb back up onto the ridge at Eggardon Hill.  The footpath leading to the right from the ridge may be covered with crops but just beyond the highest point on this part of the road a track leads to the right down to the village.  Go through the village and at the road junction cross straight over towards Eggardon Hill Farm.  Follow the track and footpath back onto the ridge. 


At the road junction 946 547 cross straight over and in 80 yards take the footpath across the field towards the ancient fort.  Turn right at the footpath junction and go onto the site of Eggardon Hill fort.





Stage 5 Eggardon Hill to Pilsdon Pen 13 miles


Landranger 193 and 194; Pathfinder sheets ST 49/59 & SY49/59





Background:


The walk from Eggardon to Pilsdon Pen crosses the remotest of rural Dorset, at one place passing bv Loscombe or originally Lost Combe. Most of the section passes through wooded valleys well away from the beaten track and to meet a fellow rambler will be an event. Parnham House is well worth a visit, not only for the house itself  but to see the wonderful woodworking workshops and their output of modern furniture.





The small villages of Nettlecombe and Powerstock towards the beginning of the section both have good pubs with food and accommodation.  A short diversion from the route will lead to Beaminster which has a plentiful supply of shops, pubs and accommodation.  In Stoke Abbott the village hostelry has both food and accommodation.  A diversion from Stoke Abbott will take you to Broadwindsor which has a shop and several pubs.








Beginning:


Continue along the top of Eggardon Hill, within the old earthworks, and out along the spur to the north west.  Scramble down the hillside following the fence finally coming out on a track. Turn left and follow the farm track down the hill.





Where the track bears left follow the footpath straight on. Cross the old railway line and come out onto the end of the road at Castle Mill Farm.  A detour here through the village will quickly bring you to the Marquis of Lorne and refreshment or- accommodation.  The footpath crosses the little bridge by the farm and follows the valley to Powerstock.  At the road, turn right tip the hill into the village.962 518. 


In Powerstock The Three Horse Shoes will again offer refreshment and accommodation.


			.


In the centre of the village opposite the church turn half left and follow the unsigned narrrow 


"road" to South and then North Poorton.  In the village keep straight on when the ‘main’ road turns right and turning left follow past the church and keep straight on through the farmyard.  Bear right and after a few yards go through the gate on the left keeping to the left hand hedge line.  Go through the next gate and across or round the field, then over an old iron gate and down into the vallev.  Go through the gate in the bottom left hand corner and follow the footpath slowly dropping down the valley.





After almost a mile on approaching an open field turn very sharp right through the gate and drop down and cross the river.  Follow the track by an overgrown cottage to a footpath junction by an old oak tree. 


988 505 Continue straight on up the valley ahead.  The way turns to the left after a gateway and continues up in the valley bottom to come out through a gate and onto a track by an old keepers cottage.





Go 30 yards up the track and take the footpath sharp left and cross the field to the road.  Turn left at the road and then right along the track at the Posie Tree of "Ring a ring of roses" fame.  Follow along the track and footpath until reaching the coppice where the left path is taken down the sunken footpath and through the old farmyard of Coombe Down Farm to the main Bridport to Beaminster road. 002 487





Alternatively, keep straight on at the coppice where the route turns left and this sunken footpath will bring you almost into Beaminster town.  To rejoin the main route either follow the road towards Bridport as far as the entrance to Parnham House or take the riverside footpath from opposite the Police station.Turn right along the road for a few yards and then left down the drive to Parnham House.  Cross the river and turn sharp left through the woods.  Make to the right to get into Long Barrow Lane leading towards Stoke Abbott.  A footpath to the left cuts across to the village.  Accommodation is available in the village and the New Inn offers both refreshment accommodation.





Turn left in village and follow the road up to Four Ash cross roads 003 440 .Turn right and in 200 yards take the farm road to the left. in another 200 yards you have the alternative of taking the footpath to the right up and over Leweston Hill or following the track and footpath along the level round the base of the hill.  Both will come out on the road from Broadwindsor to Birdsmoorgate.





Turn left along the road and the first road on the right running below Pilsdon Pen.  After 500 yards take the steep footpath on the left up onto the top of the Pen. 





Stage 6 - Pilsdon Pen to the River Axe - 16 ½ miles.


Landranger 193; Pathfinder SY 29/39, SY 49/59, ST 40/50





Background:


The first section from Pilsdon Pen to Lambert’s Castle crosses the top of Marshwood Vale. The footpaths here are not walker-friendly, very few footpath signs, crops, but mainly hay, cover the footpaths and there is plenty of mud even after little rain. Walking details have been especially carefully written for this section. The alternative route via Birdsmoorgate and Marshwood is available, but the road is narrow and the traffic always in a hurry.





From Lamberts Castle and the smaller Coney Castle the route leads to the sea at Charmouth and follows the coastal footpath through Lyme Regis to cross the River axe at Seaton. Little is known about the large hill fort Lamberts Castle covering 100 acres or the smaller Coney’s Castle, although the National Trust boards at each give some idea. On the sea front at Charmouth, an old sail loft has been converted into a Heritage Coastline Centre that has plenty of interesting information.





Both Charmouth and Lyme Regis offer a range of accommodation, small shops both for gifts and supplies and the usual selection of hostelries.





Starting Point;


ST 012 412Drop down the southern end of Pilsdon Pen, cross the road and take the road just to the left signed to Pilsdon.  Continue down the hill for about 200 yards and take the footpath on the right between the house and tennis court.  Cross the lawn, down the steps and follow the lower fence round to the left.  Enter the field by the footpath sign and follow the hedge.  Go through the gate on the right and down across the field to a gate in the bottom corner.  Turn right along the road for about 350 yards and then turn right up a track just after the vehicle repair garage. 997413)





At the top of the track turn right and over the gate to follow a grassy track, finally coming out in front of Revelshay Farm.  Turn left and follow the farm track.  Just before the stream crossing go through a gate on the right and cross the field leaving bylgate in the opposite hedge.  Keep along towards the bottom of the field and over a style, across the field to another style.  Pass the building on the left and go through the gate passing in front of Bettiscombe Manor.  Follow the track back to Bettiscombe village joining the road adjacent to the village hall. 





(ST000399)Opposite the village hall go through the gate to the left of the farm track.  Go straight across the field and down the bank to cross the stream on a single sleeper bridge.  Cross the field to a stile just to the right of an oak tree and continue across the field into an old farm yard taken over by a woodturner.  Follow the farm track to a left hand bend, just round the corner enter a field by a stile on the right.  Go straight across and pass the farm buildings on the left, through the gate and down the track to cross the road at Higher Sminhay Farm 992388





Just to the left go up the bank and over the stile.  Bear left, go through the gate In the bottom left hand corner and on to the gate in the corner.  Cross the stream adjacent to the track and keep to the right following the fence.  Go through the gate into a wood and follow the track.  Jump the stream and continue up a wet and muddy track to the farm.  Follow the track for about 70 yards, go through a gate on the right and straight up the field to a gate leading onto the road. This is a good place to stop and admire the view behind, across Marshwood Vale to Pilsdon, Leweston, Eggardon and even Portland. Turn right along the road for 80 yards and then double back through a gate on the left. From here go straight up the hillside or follow the path gently up the hill onto Lambert’s Castle 990 373





Although the site covers 100 acres, work your way to the southern tip and down the steep footpath to the road. Go straight ahead to the crossroads, under the overhead power lines, and straight ahead up the hill. The car park for Coney Castle is on the left after about 600 yards. The road passes through the centre of the fort, but at the informative National Trust notice board follow the footpath to the left round the fort either in the ditch or just within the fort. This then rejoins the road at the southern end of Coney’s Castle. 973 372





Follow the road down the hill for about 500yards until just after the entrance to Great Coombe Farm. The footpath is on the right, waymarked for both the Liberty trail and the Wessex Ridgeway. Follow this footpath across the fields to join the road again at Wootton Fitzpaine.





Turn right over the bridge and left at the junction in the village and fork left at the memorial clock. About 80 yards beyond the last house go through the kissing gate on the right into the field.





Follow this footpath through the valley to Charmouth, passing under the bypass road. Cross the main road in the village and proceed down the road to the sea. 930 364





The coastal footpath running westwards is signed from the seafront and climbs the cliffs. Follow the signs, coming out on the road into Lyme Regis. Go into the town, along the front to the Cob and continue towards the bowling green where the coastle footpaths sign will lead steeply up the hillside.





Our route then follows the well-signed footpath, a strenuous seven miles, most of it through a nature reserve, rich in fossils, plants and birds. A landslip in 1839 brought 8 milllion tons of rock down leaving a chasm through which the path winds to the River Axe at Axmouth. 900252 





Additional Information:


Places to Stop and Rest Awhile.


Almost all the villages along this section of the Way have their own pubs which will supply a meal and the majority will offer accommodation. A short diversion from the route will take the traveller into Ilchester and Crewkerne which have hotels and B&B accommodation together with basic shops. The district council information offices in both towns are a mine of information.Between Crewkerne and Lyme Regis village pubs and B&B can be found along the way. Once the coast is reached food and accommodation are plentiful.


Tourist Information:


South Somerset T.I. - 01935 71279


West Dorset T.I. - 01305 267992


Youth Hostels:


Beer, near Seaton, 01297 20296


Litton Cheyney, near Dorchester, 01308 482340


Lulworth Cove, near Wareham, 01929 400564


Public Transport:


Wilts and Dorset Bus Company - 01722 336855


Train Enquiries - 0117 929 4255


Badgerline Buses - 01225 464446





Handing on:


The Celtic Way ends here and resumes on Dartmoor. There is a possible route but as yet no local guide to test this out. There is a continuation of Hillforts right up to the edge of Dartmoor and the proposed route runs between these: Blackberry Castle to Woodbury Castle, then a crossing of the River Exe below Exeter and on across the hills to Dartmoor.





Axemouth to Hound Tor on Dartmoor is best walked by keeping on the South West coastal footpath to Teignmouth, and then follow the Templer 
