
CALSTOCK and COTEHELE WOODS 

Today is my birthday and what better way to spend it than to go walking with some of the friends I 

have made since moving to Cornwall from Kent 16 

years ago. The recent blustery winds were gone as was 

the rain so we set off in high spirits for another walk 

from the riverside village of Calstock. A new walker 

joined us along with one 

who has not walked 

since April so I could 

hear plenty of chatting 

going on all around as 

we wove our way up 

through the oldest part 

of this settlement. As 

we emerged into Sand 

Lane the buses were doing their usual dance just down the hill which 

was not helped by the nearby road closure leading up to the Boot 

Inn; we took this opportunity to cross over to Higher Kelly while we could. 

After walking the entire length of this quiet road it became 

narrower and muddier towards the end just as we had expected 

but the wide bridge was reached without incident and Maggie 

counted everyone across. The path soon widened out and just as 

it did, bright 

sunlight 

welcomed us as 

we continued 

ahead climbing 

gradually all the 

time until arriving 

at a road junction. 

A small cheer rang 

out as Maggie 

announced that it 

would be downhill 

now all the way to 

the top of the Danescombe Valley for a welcome coffee stop. Today’s group of twenty four just 

ambled down the lane with tall, slender trees on either side of us and mosses and ferns growing out 

of the leaf mould at their feet. Autumn is well under 

way now with many of the deciduous trees now 

devoid of their leaves although ivies can be seen 

winding their way up the trunks making them appear 

green from a distance. 



When our break was over and our flasks and 

water bottles had been stowed away for another 

week, the second half of the walk beckoned 

through Cotehele Woods. 

One wooden gate was opened followed shortly by 

a second as we climbed steadily through a 

different landscape. Soon there was a notable 

drop in the temperature as the trees towered over us but the late morning sun filtered through their 

few remaining leaves where it could. A blanket of fallen brown leaves muffled our tread but the air 

was still, there were no birds or small mammals about; in fact it 

appeared as if there was only our group of elderly walkers on this vast, 

historic estate.  I wondered just how many of their visitors ever venture 

along the many paths or 

whether they just drop in on 

the house and then drive down 

to the quay before walking to 

the mill; they don’t know what 

they are missing! 

Shortly the track reached a 

junction, just as the majority of 

us had expected and as I 

peered at the crystal-clear water gushing beneath the road I 

am reminded of Barnie, Maggie’s elderly dog who used to love to paddle here when he walked with 

us in the past.  As everyone made their way back to the car park via Lower Kelly I still had no idea 

what I was going to write about this week but then with the River Tamar on our right hand side I had 

a lightbulb moment. Once a long row of quays stood right along here and although their memory 

lives on in the names of some of the properties, their history is almost forgotten so 

what better way to conclude than to give them a mention? 

Kingfisher Quay was the first we encountered followed by 

Danescombe Quay which dates to 1822 (That word 

‘Sowenna’ is a Cornish word meaning ‘success’) Historians are well aware that 

in the 19th century Kelly Quay and Danescombe Quay at the far end of Lower 

Kelly and Copper Quay (where the cobbled car park now stands) were important for the distribution 

of tin, copper, wolfram, arsenic and granite but Calstock was never simply a mineral port as the 

exportation of tiles, bricks, paper and market garden produce were equally important. The returning 

vessels brought coal and timber for the mines and manure (dock-dung) for the market gardens to 

ensure that the community continued to flourish.  Rows of ships were moored alongside the 

riverbank where some of these goods were loaded and unloaded by crane but most were just 

barrowed across planks. During the peak of this river trade there were up to 40 barges and 20 deep- 

water boats operating from almost a mile of quays. However, Steamer Quay as its name suggests 

was likely to have been where the paddle steamers pulled in, but was there ever a Bridge Quay or a 

Kingfisher Quay or are they just the names given to houses that were built at a later date?  



 

 

 

  


