
TAVISTOCK CANAL 2018 

Judging by today’s turnout of twenty five, I wasn’t the only one eager to set off in the sunshine, after 

a long, wet start to the year. Finally the mercury is rising and has at last reached double digits in both 

Devon and Cornwall. The Meadows at Tavistock was where we began our walk, so-called because 

until 1912 the park was still farmland with this bit alongside the river being known as Jessop’s Hay 

Meadow.  

Soon after we had walked through the underpass 

and made our way up onto the tow path, we 

found ourselves facing this row of Bedford 

Cottages, just one of many similar terraces that 

can be found throughout the town and the 

surrounding district. The Bedford dynasty was 

granted the market town of Tavistock at the time 

of the dissolution of the monasteries but little did 

they know that copper and tin would be 

discovered on their land and they would become 

extremely rich as a result. As a consequence an 

influx of workers arrived from far and wide and the population of Tavistock in 1861 had risen to 

almost 9,000 inhabitants, nearly double the 1821 number. The town became so overcrowded that 

Illness was commonplace with epidemics of typhoid, typhus, scarlet-fever and several outbreaks of 

cholera, so something had to be done to ease the housing problem. It was Francis, the 7th Duke of 

Bedford who had the cottages built in the 19th century. Each one is said to have contained a kitchen 

with a cooking range, a living-room and a scullery on the ground-floor and three separate bedrooms 

above.  They even had running water and a water-closet, something that was unheard of in most of 

the houses at the time. Outside, the cottages had a garden and space for the housing of a pig. 

Everyone had to walk in single file to begin with, but pretty soon the path widened out and we could 

chat whilst strolling along through Crowndale Woods towards the farm where Francis Drake is said 

to have been born in a former farmhouse, however it is always worth keeping one’s eyes peeled in 

case a kingfisher darts past. Melodious birdsong filled the air as we ambled along with some birds 

pulling out all the stops to attract a mate while others are already nest building and flying around 

with their beaks full of twigs; indeed rookeries have been colonised all over the valley for at least a 

month. Further along the peace was broken the call of a couple of crows and the squawk of a 

Pheasant plus the barking of a pack of very 

noisy hounds near the viaduct; one squirrel was 

spotted nose diving down the trunk of a tree 

and a greenish-yellow butterfly that we 

thought looked like a Brimstone, landed on a 

plant, but we saw very few people today and 

those we did see usually had a dog or two with 

them and as you can see, a couple of these 

canines even went in for a swim as a few of us 

stood looking on. 



The little bridge we stood on for a group 

photo and which I will use on the cover of 

my next book, links Crowndale Farm with a 

field so it must date to the time the canal 

was built to give cattle access to the 

grazing land on the far side, just as it must do to this day. Some of those cattle liked to come down 

to the water to drink which caused the canal’s edges to become rather eroded so three or four little 

fenced off areas were built along the length of the canal; these stand partially in the water and 

partly on the land and here the cattle can drink without damaging the canal further. Do they work? I 

have no idea as I have never seen them being used. 

As the mighty viaduct arched over the tow 

path and the canal, we continued ahead. Two 

centuries ago horses once walked where we 

did, pulling the heavily laden iron barges along 

the canal until they finally reached a lock and a 

small basin.  

Near the lock-

keeper’s 

cottage the 

barges would 

wait in the 

basin until it 

was their turn 

to go through the lock in one direction or over the aqueduct 

spanning the River Lumburn in the opposite direction. Some of the water was diverted from here 

near the lock via a sluice gate to power the waterwheels at the mines at Crebor down in the 

Lumburn valley about 18 metres below. Those horses were un-

coupled after they had crossed the aqueduct and the barges would 

then be legged through a long tunnel like in this photo and down to 

Morwellham on the River Tamar. At the tunnel's southern end 

an inclined plane was created to connect the canal to the river. 

Barges were loaded onto cradles and as the loaded boats travelled 

down the incline, they raised other barges either laden or unladen, 

up to the 

top.  

The sun was approaching its zenith as we 

made our way back in the unbelievably 

bright sunlight creating stunning reflections 

in the slow moving water. We all agreed it 

was a delightful walk and for once, we had 

a beautiful day to enjoy it. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canal_inclined_plane


 

 


