
Paddlesteamers, Postcards and Holidays Past 

SITE VISIT – HEDDON'S MOUTH AND WOODY BAY

In the nineteenth century, Heddon's Mouth was a very popular destination for 
students from Oxford or Cambridge. Many of them arrived on foot.

 A fast walker who was fit might have managed a steady 3mph. Use Google 
or the AA route finder to find the best route from each of these two cities, 
avoiding motorways. This is probably the way they would have walked. 
Find the mileage for your route and do the maths. How long would each 
journey have taken? 

 What do you think they did about eating and sleeping?

 Now check the shortest distances in Google, including motorways, and find 
out how long each journey would take nowadays in a car.

When the big hotels in Lynton and Ilfracombe established charabanc excursions 
to local places of great scenic beauty, Hunter's Inn was their most popular 
destination, along with Doone Valley, as is still the case today.

HUNTER'S INN

Even as you travel down to Heddon's Mouth, you can tell that there is some very 
unusual scenery ahead. Victorian visitors would certainly have used a lot of 
pages in their sketchbooks as they walked down to the sea; but art was not the 
only thing that brought them to this special place.

In the eighteenth century there was a thatched farm cottage here, where farm 
workers would gather to drink ale after working in the fields. The beer was 
fetched from lfracombe in farm carts. As the valley became popular with visitors, 
the cottage expanded to become an inn, offering accommodation to people 
looking for somewhere to stay. 

STAY SAFE ON THE BEACH!

Wet boulders are very slippery.

Stay away from the water

(dangerous currents).



In 1868, the Berry family moved in to run the farm and the inn. By now, there 
were lots of day-trippers coming in from the seaside towns, and Mrs Berry and 
her daughters started selling beer from their kitchen.

One windy day in 1895, the postman was coming down the valley on his usual 
round and he spotted smoke coming from the inn's thatched roof. He hurried to 
the inn to warn the people inside. Most of the men were working in fields further 
up the valley. By the time they had been fetched to help put out the fire, it was out
of control, and the inn burnt down. The landowner, Colonel Benjamin Lake, had a
new inn built to replace it, shown here in an old postcard:

 What has changed? Why?

 How did the mail get here? Where would it have come from?

 There was no local fire brigade. Why not? There had been horse-drawn fire
engines for some time, after all. 

Most of the building materials had to come from Landkey, near Barnstaple, and 
Hunter's Inn was not ready to re-open until 1906. Like many buildings in the 
Lynton area, it was designed to resemble a Swiss chalet. 



VICTORIAN CARRIAGEWAY

Colonel Lake owned the land at Woody Bay, eastwards over the hill from 
Hunter's Inn. He thought it seemed like a good place for a tourist resort, and he 
built a hotel above the beach, and several houses. He also had a carriageway 
constructed from Hunter's Inn to Woody Bay. It climbed gently from Heddon 
Valley until it reached Highveer Point, where it turned a sharp corner and 
carried on at approximately the same height all the way to Woody Bay.

Can you find his carriageway marked on the OS map? Each brown contour line 
is 10m higher than the one below it, and you can work out the height of the 
carriageway by counting the lines. You will see that there is also a number 
printed in black beside it. This is a “spot” height, showing the highest point on 
this part of the carriageway, which is between the contour lines for 190m and 
200m. 

Around the corner, above the rocks known as “The Cow and Calf”, the 
carriageway climbs a little higher again. The men constructing the drive had 
difficulty laying it over the rocky outcrops here, and work halted for a while. In the 
end they detoured around the rocks.

 At 247m (the highest point on this side), you will see that there was a 
Roman fortlet, which the map also calls “The Beacon”. Why do you think 
the Romans sited their fortlet here? Can you find another Roman fortlet on 
the map, about 13km to the east, also located high above the Bristol 
Channel? Why were there two, and what were the Romans up to? See 
what you can find out online.

 You will also notice that in two places the carriageway turns sharply back 
on itself in a “dog-leg”, Look carefully at the contour lines, and at what is 
running down the middle of each dog-leg. Can you work out what has 
happened to the hillside in each of these places?

You can see the Victorian carriageway towards the top of the hill in the 
photograph below. As you will see from the map, the path lower down the hill is 
the South West Coast Path. 

See how steep the hillside is! If you look at the map, you will see that the 
contour lines are very close together indeed.

Colonel Lake's Victorian visitors would have had a great time riding along here 
in their carriages, looking out across the Bristol Channel to Wales (so long as 
they had a “good head for heights”!). They also had a terrific view of a dramatic 
landscape feature far below.



Rock arches are formed when the pounding waves carve a cave into a weak 
point in a headland, in a process known as “erosion”. As this continues, the cave 
gets bigger and the waves crashing around inside it trap the air and compress it. 
Eventually the pressure is too great to be contained within the cave, and it 
pushes out through the back of the headland, creating the arch.

Bays such as Woody Bay are formed in the same way. Over many hundreds of 
years, the power of the waves erodes the weaker places in the cliffs, and caves 
are formed. These caves get bigger and bigger, and the cliff starts to crumble 
above them, sometimes causing dramatic rockfalls after stormy weather. The 
cave becomes a small cove, and the waves keep eating at it and turn it into a 
bay.

 You can see a line of four headlands in the distance, behind the rock arch. 
These have been left standing when the waves have created bays between
them. Can you think of a reason why the headlands were not eroded in the 
same way?

 Can you find these headlands on the map, jutting out into the Bristol 
Channel? What are their names?



WOODY BAY

The gradient was a problem at Woody Bay. Check out the contour lines on the 
map, between the road and the beach: they are too close together even to count 
them! The spot height given near Crock Pits, on the eastern side of Woody Bay, 
is 122m above sea level. The beach is at sea level, and there is hardly any 
ground between them. You can guess what this means: a very nearly vertical cliff 
face. There is a path down to the beach from the road, but it is so steep that you 
will never find many people at the bottom!

Colonel Lake had a pier built on the beach, so that tourists could come in on the 
steamer instead, as they did at Lynmouth; but this idea failed, too. The same 
powerful forces that carved out the coastline, making it so attractive to his 
visitors, proved too powerful a force for his pier. It was washed away in a winter 
storm not long after it had been built.



As we noticed at Watersmeet, the evidence of the enormous power of natural 
forces, like waves and weather, is part of what makes a landscape attractive. 
Rugged coastlines, like this one, provide some of the most spectacular scenery 
of all.

Another feature of beautiful scenery that we identified at Watersmeet was the 
gradient. Steep hillsides make for dramatic views. They also create another 
element of scenic beauty: waterfalls. 

The rocks are so hard here, and the cliffs so
steep, that the rainwater that streams down 
from Martinhoe does not carve out a 
riverbed on its way to the sea. Instead it 
plunges over the edge of the cliffs in 
spectacular waterfalls. 

You will have noticed that one of the dog-
legs in Colonel Lake's carriageway is 
marked “Hollow Brook”. The waterfall here, 
which can be seen from the South West 
Coast Path, is one of the highest coastal 
waterfalls in Britain. It drops 200m over a 
distance of 400m in a series of cascades. 
Two of these are 50m long and nearly 
vertical.

Hollow Brook is also an important place in 
the story of Britain's landscape. Soon after 
Colonel Lake built his carriageway, a 
geologist made some interesting finds here.



FOSSILS AND MOUNTAINS

In 1903 a geologist called EA Newell Arber carried out 12 surveys of the rocks in 
these cliffs, because he was interested in the fossils in them. As we know, 
Victorian visitors to Britain's most scenic hotspots included naturalists who were 
out here with their magnifying glasses and binoculars, cataloguing the 
countryside.

At the end of the nineteenth century, geologists doing this in Scotland made 
some startling discoveries about the great forces at work deep inside the Earth. 
They found that in some places, the rocks on the ground around them were older
than the rocks beneath them. The younger rocks were buried as older ones were
thrust over them during periods of great activity deep underground. 

Today we have technology that can tell us the date of rocks; but our Victorian 
geologists had to work from the evidence they could see. They had started to 
use microscopes to identify the rocks, but to find out the date of them, they 
needed fossils. 

By now geologists like Mr Arber had a good idea of the geological history of the 
rocks we can see in Britain today. They knew that almost 400 million years ago 
there was a huge continent rising out of the sea some distance to the north. They
called this the Old Red Sandstone continent.

Mr Arber was here to see why the rocks further down the North Devon coast are 
different from the ones to the east of Woody Bay. He knew that he would be able
to get some very useful information from the fossils in the rocks around Hollow 
Brook, because this was where the rocks changed.

This photo shows a fossil in a rock used
for building a bank in Paignton.

Fossils are the remains of creatures 
that lived and died millions of years 
ago. As the rocks were formed from the
compression of mud, sand and grit, the 
shells and other body parts of these 
creatures were preserved in them. 

 What do the fossils in the phototell you about the creatures they came 
from? Are they very complicated? How did this help geologists decide how 
old the rock was? How did the creatures move around? How do we know 
from this that the rocks with these fossils in must have been formed at the 
bottom of a sea or a lake?



By now, Charles Darwin and other naturalists had worked out a rough timetable 
of evolution. They realised that the first living things were very simple organisms 
that got more and more complicated over millions of years. Geologists were 
collecting samples of different fossils and cataloguing them, and by comparing 
them across the country, they were able to work out when the rocks had been 
formed. 

The fossils in the rocks around Heddon's Mouth told geologists exactly what had 
happened. The waves lapping on the southern shoreline of the Old Red 
continent had washed in a lot of sediments from old rocks that had been eroded 
elsewhere. Slowly these sediments were recycled into new rocks.

Later something amazing had happened. Those great forces deep underground 
caused huge continents to drift around on a sort of conveyor belt of hot, molten 
rock. They moved very slowly, but the forces were so great that when they 
moved towards each other, they did not stop. Instead, they crumpled and folded 
at the edges where they met, and the rocks that collided were thrust high into the
air and formed a mountain chain. 

Exmoor and the Quantocks were once mountains! Erosion over many hundreds 
of millions of years has worn them down, and the sediments have been washed 
away, ready to form new rocks somewhere else in a few hundred million years.

Mr Arber was amazed at the way the rocks had been thrown up and dramatically
tilted during this mountain-building period. He and his wife took a number of boat
trips along this stretch of coast to map the cliffs.



He would not have had too many problems finding someone to take them in a 
boat. By 1903 there were swarms of visitors arriving in Lynmouth, which is just 
around the corner. The boats that were once used for fishing now had a different 
purpose: to take visitors out on sightseeing trips around the coast. There were 
also steamers offering excursions up and down the coastline.

 Have a look at a map of Lynmouth. Can you see something puzzling about 
the caption on the postcard above? 

THE EXMOOR COASTAL TRAVERSE

Mr Arber stated that it was impossible to explore the cliffs between Combe Martin
and Foreland Point without using a boat. In 1958, Somerset mountaineer 
Clement Archer set out to prove him wrong. Using techniques and equipment that
had enabled him to climb Himalayan mountains, he succeeded in completing a 
low-level “traverse” of the Exmoor coastline. He did it without a boat, but some of 
the cliffs were so steep that he needed to drop into the water and either wade or 
swim around them.

In 1978, Taunton climbing instructor Terry Cheek and three police cadets 
managed to do it all on the rock. They were all very experienced mountaineers 
with a lot of technical equipment, and they are still the only people ever to have 
achieved this. It took them four and a half days, sometimes sleeping on the 
beaches in the day and then climbing at night. They were completely self-
sufficient, carrying everything they needed, including food. 

You can see what a dangerous place it is from the photographs of Woody Bay 
taken from Colonel Lake's carriageway. In winter there are frequent rockfalls, 
and sometimes hundreds of tons of rocks slide into the sea. In spring and 
autumn, tides can rise and fall 10m in the space of 12 hours.

Terry Cheek's team needed an expert knowledge of tides in the Bristol Channel. 
They needed a good weather forecast for at least four days, and ideal rock 
conditions. They also needed to be fit enough to climb up and down hundreds of 

Climbing on rocks near the sea is
very dangerous indeed. 

Please don't try it yourself.



metres of very difficult terrain, carrying their mountaineering equipment and 
sleeping gear, and enough food for several days. There is no way up or down the
cliffs to get to safety. Jagged rocks and swirling currents keep boats away, and in
poor conditions even rescue helicopters cannot get close. 

 What sort of foods would you take on an expedition like this, remembering 
that you have to carry it all with you? Expeditioners plan to take something 
like 1kg of food each for every day of the journey, and they do have to take 
this much even though it is hard to carry it. Food is their fuel, like the diesel 
in your car: without eating enough of the right sort of food they will not have
enough energy for this hard work, and their muscles will not be able to 
handle the strain. Plan their meals for them, remembering that they do not 
have a kitchen to work in!

HEDDON'S MOUTH

The path travelling uphill to the right of Hunter's Inn forks near the beginning.

DO NOT GO RIGHT. The right-hand path is Colonel Lake's carriageway

The left-hand path follows the River Heddon through the valley to the Bristol 
Channel. This is the path that you need to take.

 On the OS map, trace the River Heddon to its source. Can you find where 
the water fell as rain before it made its way to where you are as you walk 
along the footpath? How many streams feed into the River Heddon before it
gets here?

 Compare Lynmouth and Heddon's Mouth on the OS map. Can you see 
how similar the landscape around them is? What does this tell us about the 
scenery in both of them? Does this explain why they are both very popular 
with visitors? Why didn't Heddon's Mouth become a village like Lynmouth?

 What do the contour lines tell you about the shape of the valley ahead? 
Can you see it in the landscape around you?

 What are the three most noticeable features of the landscape around you? 
What others can you spot?

When you get to the first bridge, do not cross it, but stay on this side of the river. 
Find a good place to stop near it, where you won't be in the way of other visitors.

 Write a list of everything you can see. 

 Now shut your eyes and listen. Make a list of everything you can hear.



 Can you smell anything? Can you feel the sun or wind on your face and 
hands? What is the air temperature like? Why?

 As you carry on towards the beach, you will pass a footpath on the right. 
Where do you think it goes? Is it marked on the map?

Do not take this footpath, but keep going along the valley towards the beach, still 
walking on the eastern side of the river. When you come out of the trees, find a 
good place to stop again, out of everyone's way.

 Again, write a list of everything you can see. What has changed?

 Shut your eyes and listen again. Has anything changed in this list? Can you
identify everything you can hear?

 Has anything happened to the air temperature, or the wind? Can you 
explain any changes?

 Like the cliffs below the Victorian carriageway, these hillsides are very 
steep indeed. Can you explain why?

You will see that the sides of the valley are covered in patches of loose rock, 
known as “scree”. This was caused in the Ice Age by what geologists call “freeze-
thaw”. In warm, moist conditions, water seeped through cracks in the rock. It did 
not evaporate, because it was shaded from the sun. When the temperature 
dropped below 0º C again, the water in the rock froze and expanded, eventually 
causing the rock to break up. The fragments of rock then slid down the hillside 
towards the valley below. These slopes are Devon's largest scree systems.

 Do you think the scree adds to the scenic beauty? 

 Now write a list of adjectives that describe the scenery around you. How 
does it make you feel?

 Do you think it is possible for a landscape to be attractive, even if it is not 
very pretty? What other features might attract lots of visitors?

When you come to another bridge, this time cross the river to the other bank. 
Turn right to continue towards the beach.

STAY SAFE ON THE BEACH!

Wet boulders are very slippery.

Stay away from the water

(dangerous currents).



SMUGGLERS

According to a local legend there is a “gurt fish” at Wringapeak, waiting to eat 
anybody foolish enough to go near the water at Heddon's Mouth.

Sometimes smugglers made up tales like this to keep people away from their 
contraband!

While Britain was at war with France and America at the end of the eighteenth 
century, goods being imported were heavily taxed, to help pay for the wars. Tea 
cost six times as much in Britain as it did on the continent, and brandy cost five 
times as much here. Alcohol and tobacco also attracted high taxes. Even things 
like china, silk and cotton became very expensive, because they were taxed as 
they arrived in this country.

Instead of bringing in imported goods through the main ports, sailors avoided 
paying tax by landing their boats in small bays and coves and unloading their 
goods on the beach. They used ponies and donkeys to carry them up to the top 
of the cliffs, where the barrels and boxes would be loaded onto carts and 
distributed quietly among the locals. Whole communities were involved in this 
“free trade”. There are even stories of vicars and magistrates helping out.

 Why was Heddon's Mouth a good place for smugglers to land their goods? 

In 1805 a ship sailed in from the Channel Islands in broad daylight, and landed 
more than 600 barrels of spirits onto a grassy area in Lynmouth known as Manor 
Field. They were there for two days before they were collected by packhorse.



The customs officers responsible for collecting the taxes in the ports soon 
realised what was going on. Most coastal villages still have a row of houses built 
overlooking the beach, called coastguard cottages. Today they are private 
houses or holiday cottages. When they were built, it was for the customs men to 
keep an eye on the boats below.

There are lots of stories about smugglers, not all of them true. There is a tale that
a smuggler's boat was wrecked off Heddon's Mouth when its crew came in too 
close to the rocks as they tried to avoid being spotted by the customs men.

 How can you find out whether a local story is true or not? Why is it easier to
find out about something that happened “in living memory”?

We saw Samuel Palmer's picture of Duty Point Tower when we were looking at 
the Valley of Rocks. That was used to keep an eye on boats coming and going in 
the tiny cove at Lee Bay. There are some caves on the beach there known as 
“Smuggler’s Leap Caves”, said to be where they hid their smuggled goods. 

At a Trentishoe farm, contraband was said to be buried under the stable floor. In 
Porlock, a natural cave on Hurlstone Point was enlarged, so that more barrels 
could be hidden there. There was a tunnel from the cave to the church at 
Selworthy.

 Find these places on the map.

 As we saw with Lorna Doone, romantic tales that might be true often make 
people want to visit a place. Why?

 Find somewhere on the beach to sit quietly and look around you. Can you 
imagine a boat pulling in here in the dark with its cargo of contraband? Can 
you hear the oars pulling through the water, the splosh as someone jumps 
out to pull the boat up onto the shingle and make it secure? There are 
several men in the boat, and they are calling very quietly to each other as 
they unload the goods onto the rocks around you. Hear the barrels thud 
and rattle on the shingle as they land. Then someone makes an owl call, 
and this is the signal for someone waiting nearby with donkeys and carts.

 You are going to write your own poem about smugglers in Heddon's Mouth 
when you get back to school. Make notes and sketches to remind you of 
the beach, because your poem is going to bring the scene to life for your 
readers!

 Heddon's Mouth is even more popular today than it was 200 years ago. 
What makes it such a special place for visitors? What facilities have been 
put in place today to make things more enjoyable for all kinds of tourists?


