TAVISTOCK RAILWAY and
CANAL 2018
The mighty railway viaduct towers 75 feet above the narrow streets of
this ancient stannary and market town in West Devon and shortly we
would all be up on the top looking over its parapets but first, according to
the programme we had some slopes and steps to ascend or did we?
For some it was the first time they had walked here so they had no idea
where we were going, but the rest of us were taken by surprise when
Juliette led us to the far end of the car park, along the alley and out into
the main road which we crossed via a zebra crossing towards St Eustatius Church. We then made our
way through the narrow streets to walk beneath
the railway viaduct before turning right along an
alley. Kilworthy Hill followed and close to the
council offices was Kilworthy Park, all created
where the former railway goods yard once stood.
It was a beautiful day with glorious blue skies and
not a breath of wind as we walked to the end of
this park, turned round and walked back again
towards the canopy that once covered the
platform. You can see in this old photo that it is
one of two that once faced each other, one on
each platform at Tavistock North station. Both of these were
supported by iron columns which had been cast at the nearby
Tavistock Foundry. The canopy that was removed after the
closure of the railway in 1968 was not destroyed but now graces
the platform of the heritage railway at Launceston.
Soon everyone was walking across the viaduct where steam
trains once trundled along on the Plymouth, Devonport and
South Western Junction Railway. From here it would have
stopped at little villages such as Brentor, Lydford and Mary Tavy
before continuing on across Meldon Viaduct and later on to Okehampton. Tavistock Viaduct
comprises of eight arches, five of which span 50 feet and three are of 30 feet in width. On closer
inspection it appears to be built entirely of stone but the blocks are actually made from concrete and
just faced with stone.
Up ahead we entered a different world…cool,
shady and damp and unlike anywhere else in
Tavistock; here moisture-loving plants grew in
profusion and water oozed out of the rocks and
cascaded down to form puddles on either side
of the path.

The railway cutting where we were now walking appears to be hewn out of solid rock and had some
of us discussing just what a remarkable feat of engineering it was and the amount of manpower that
would have been required to carry out the work. Incidentally, passengers could still travel by train
from Tavistock North until its closure fifty years ago and its rails were taken up and the track bed
given a new lease of life as a multi-use path. It now forms part of a long-distance cycle route and the
word “Bike” could be heard echoing through the group from time to time as we parted to let cyclists
through. When the shady path opened out a bit into bright sunlight it was time for a break as we
stood admiring the views to the east with the unmistakable FM radio and television transmitter
standing on top of Hessary Tor at Princetown amid Dartmoor’s National Park.
Leaving the path behind it was time to weave our way down through a small estate towards the A
390 road which was crossed via another pedestrian crossing and where Juliette surprised us again by
continuing down through the Monksmead housing estate. At the bottom a brown, wooden bridge
faced us which carries those cyclists across the canal. We meanwhile followed the tow path
alongside the canal for a short distance as the water trickled gently along beside us giving each one
of us a sense of wellbeing. We got a bit spread out as we walked but we were in no danger of getting
lost as we knew we were only going as far as the picnic benches before retracing our steps.
Whereas it had been wasps that had annoyed us up on the former railway line, here it was midges
that were flying about as we walked slowly in the dappled sunlight, but we never saw another soul
along here. If it stays mild like it has recently, autumn will be late this year as everywhere the foliage
is still bright green. Eventually we returned back to civilisation via the underpass and into the
Meadows where quite a few people were out and about enjoying the sunshine.
Passing the well-used swimming pool in the
park it was impossible not to notice all the
scaffolding at the rear of the building which
was erected to enable a range of expansion
and refurbishment work to take place. Once
work is completed the building will include a
new customer entrance and reception area
as well as toilets, changing cubicles, lockers
and showers plus a new café. The health and
fitness facility will apparently feature a new
gym and a studio for group exercise classes.

