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‘Freebrough Hill: Form and Function’
Marjorie Brookes

Travellers on the moor road between Guisborough and Whitby will be familiar with Freebrough Hill, which stands close to the main road near the turn for Moorsholm. This prominent landmark is a conical hill, which at 821 feet stands at more than 150 feet higher than the rather flat surrounding fields. The almost geometrical shape of Freebrough Hill has led to speculation over the centuries that it could hardly be a purely natural feature and this in turn has led to theories as to what purpose it once might have served. The author of this essay, Marjorie Brookes, accepts that the bulk of Freebrough Hill is natural, but draws attention to certain features that suggest it might once have been artificially heightened. She was prompted to think about possible early uses for this place by a remark of the late Don Spratt, a much-respected local archaeologist who specialised in the Roman period. Dr. Spratt pointed out that some of the Roman signal stations on the Yorkshire coast were not intervisible, with the Huntcliffe station being particularly remote. This led Marjorie Brookes to investigate the possibility that Freebrough Hill was used by the Romans for signalling purposes in order to bring Huntcliffe into the communications network. She noticed that Freebrough lies at the intersection of several straight lines of sight that include Huntcliffe and Warsett Hill. In fact the hill is one of the most effective points for signalling over long distances in this part of Yorkshire. Diagrams are supplied to support this assertion.


The author develops her ideas with various suggestions. For example, she conjectures that what appears to be a semi-circular platform roughly two-thirds up the hill could have served as an observation point. She also explores the possibility that a prominence such as Freebrough might have served as a kind of signpost for Romans travelling long distances. It constitutes an unmissable landmark in all but the most extreme weather conditions. Throughout the essay the author is at pains to point out that she is presenting a hypothesis rather than proven fact, even to the extent of pointing out weaknesses in certain parts of her evidence. She is cautious about giving too much weight to evidence where such a step might be difficult to justify. She observes that when the Huntcliffe station was abandoned by the Romans, any signalling function of Freebrough Hill would also have come to an end. Such a function would soon be forgotten by subsequent settlers who had little connection with Roman Britain. Indeed the Anglo-Saxons, who gave the name ‘Freebrough’ to the hill might even have found a different use for the hill, perhaps as a meeting place. This would accelerate the rate at which any previous function would fade from folk memory. 


In her conclusion, Marjorie Brookes explains that some aspects of her hypothesis are based on what she calls “probabilities and possibilities”. She welcomes comments from historians, particularly regarding any evidence which she has not taken into account. Rather than making assertions as if they were established beyond doubt she has presented a theory and invited readers to form their own views about it.

