
MAGPIE BRIDGE and the RIVER WALKHAM (version2) 

Just as described in the programme, we made our way up onto Drake’s Trail, a former railway line so 

we were soon crossing Magpie 

Viaduct. As you walk over this 

viaduct which was built in 

1902 with blue Staffordshire 

bricks, there are blocks you 

can climb on to give you a 

better view over the parapet, 

but you are supposed to keep 

both feet on the block! Should 

you look over the side you 

may spot one of the original 

brick-built piers, this is all that 

remains of Brunel’s original 

viaduct which was built 1856-1859 and which would have been 

supported on timber trestles.  The topography of 

much of Devon and Cornwall is such that the route of 

any railway is usually east-west and cuts across 

numerous deep river valleys that generally run north-

south. It was on the advice of the Victorian railway 

engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel that they 

constructed the river crossings partly or entirely from 

timber to save money, although this was to prove a 

false economy due to the high cost of their upkeep.  

On we walked in the dappled sunlight pausing only to 

admire a flower, watch a butterfly or in my case, to 

pick a handful of sweet wild strawberries to pop in 

my mouth as I walked; often we had to give way to  

cyclists, but we do tend to spread ourselves out a bit! After passing beneath this single-arch bridge 

the path then gradually sloped down towards Gem Bridge  

This picture on the left features Brunel’s enormous bridge that once spanned the River Walkham but 

which had lain in ruins for many years. Its timber deck was supported by fans of timber built 

onto masonry piers. When it came to creating this section of the Drake’s Trail here in the Walkham 

Valley, a new bridge needed to be built to span the gap which was designed to capture the spirit and 

elegance of Brunel’s original bridge.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isambard_Kingdom_Brunel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masonry


We didn’t cross the elegant white bridge at this point but chose 

instead to open a gate at this end and then descend a flight of steps 

down towards the River Walkham where, as we assembled by the 

water, the bridge towered overhead. This flight of steps has become 

very overgrown over time but I spotted more wild flowers along the 

way and even more species bordering the path as we walked, but 

never in any great number. Colourful butterflies were flitting 

about before coming to rest and folding their wings together. 

The patterns on the underside of their wings ensured that 

they blended in and became almost invisible. It seems to be a 

good year for butterflies and we spotted several different kinds including Red Admirals, a 

few Peacocks and Gatekeepers and even a Pearl Bordered Fritillary, but quite a small one.  

It was a beautiful morning, not too hot for walking in but fairly shady with the river now our 

constant companion, sometimes the clear water was just a trickle above the gravel while at other 

times it was much deeper and flowing over and around rocks that had fallen in or been washed 

downriver over the years. As expected we encountered exposed tree roots and fallen trees along the 

way but we are getting quite adept at scaling these as they have been here a long time. 

When it was time for a break beside Grenofen Bridge we 

were entertained by a lady with two small dogs; she threw 

a stick into the water for her canine pets to retrieve… over 

and over again. I had a front row seat as I chose to sit on 

the bottom step of a small flight leading down to the 

water beside the bridge. Dutch just stood beside James 

watching the little dogs swimming and splashing about, 

envying their energy and wishing he were young again!  

For our second half Maggie led us across the old packhorse 

bridge and then turned right where more flowers could be 

seen here in the sunshine. I recalled the names of most of 

them, Bird’s foot Trefoil, Yellow Pimpernel, Nipplewort, Pink Purslane and Herb Robert but there 

was another yellow flowering plant whose name escaped me but which I now know was Agrimony. 

An upward wooded section of the footpath came next where yet more flowers could be seen, more 

suited to this environment; Enchanter’s Nightshade, Wood Speedwell and Wood Avens. Finally, a 

gate led us up onto Drake’s Trail which in turn carried us across the mighty Gem Bridge as it towered 

over the leafy valley below. Finally, after a short stroll we crossed Magpie Viaduct for the second 

time and then descended back to the car park. 



 

 

 

 


