
CALSTOCK, ALBASTON and the DANESCOMBE VALLEY 

At Calstock’s free quayside car park (once known as ‘Copper Quay’) we stood about on the cobbles 
waiting for the walk to begin whist at the same time looking around for familiar faces. Although a 
handful of people turn out every week barring annual holidays, for the remainder, the faces change 
weekly with a few participants even deserting us to join a longer, monthly walking group and today 
was one such day but there were still 23 other eager walkers.  

We were soon to discover that today was all about inclines of 
one sort or another including three to actually walk up to 
reach the hamlet of Albaston. A brisk north-westerly wind 
was blowing as we followed this week’s leader along Lower 
Kelly but we soon warmed up when we ascended the narrow 
footpath opposite Calstock Boatyard in single file. At Robyn’s 
grave beside one of the former incline railway bridges we 
often wonder which way we will go from there but today 
Dennis had given us a brief outline of the route before we set 
off. So after a breather we continued on our way upwards as 
expected, passing beneath another of the former incline 
railway bridges when, pretty soon the path became wider and 
everyone spread out to chat as they climbed. 

I still remember how, in the early days of our walking group I would find it impossible to walk and 
talk at the same time when heading uphill and I wasn’t the only one. Over the years the majority of 
us have become fitter and healthier and we chat continually as we climb steadily upwards, never 
forgetting that newer walkers or those with recent aches and pains may find hills a bit of a struggle. 
Our leader, whoever it may be, will always pause along the way to check that everyone is okay. On 
arrival at the junction with the lane this morning, we felt inclined to take another breather before 
continuing ahead, so we did just that. When we did set off again, it surprised us to find just how 
many vehicles were competing with us for space along the narrow lane and we were forced to take 
refuge a number of times in the short distance we needed to walk to get to footpath number three.  

Finally, we reached the top of this path and paused to admire the view behind us before continuing 
along the last level section into Albaston by which time some of us were in need of sustenance; 
Dennis promised us that we would take a refreshment break when we reached the field at 
Todsworthy. The sun was beating down on us by the time we had entered the aforementioned field 
via a gate and it turned pleasantly warm so I soon spread my redundant raincoat out on the ground 
and plonked myself down to enjoy a long cold drink. Suitably refreshed, I took this bugs view of just 

a few of the walkers from my position at 
ground level.  

We have walked 
this way many 
times in the past 
so we knew that a 
nearby stile was 
followed 
immediately by a 
flight of steep 
steps with no rail 
to hold onto, but 



everyone helped each over and in my case, Liz E provided a very welcome shoulder in front of me for 
support. The stream of water over to our left as we  proceeded ahead was remarkably benign today 
making barely a sound as it flowed along, but as usual the footpath had become flooded at some 
point and standing water still lay between the rocks and slate part way along its length. Once 
everyone had re-assembled further along the same lane that we had walked down earlier (before 
footpath number three) Dennis led us along the Danescombe Valley in the dappled sunlight from 

one end to the other and into Lower Kelly for the last lap 
of our walk. 

Further along our 
steps echoed loudly 
when we passed 
beneath a wider 
incline railway 
bridge. Nearby, on 
the left is a sloping 
track which heads 
upwards behind a 
wooden gate 
(below) this is all 
that remains of the 

former incline railway line apart from the bridges we had seen. The track bed has become rather 
overgrown with time so it is often passed and rarely mentioned 
because most of know its history, but for the sake of those that don’t, 
I decided to finish this article 
by re-visiting the subject, so 
here goes…… Long before they 
ever carried passengers, 
railways would instead have 
carried minerals and the 
easiest way in the Tamar 
Valley was to use the power of 
gravity when trucks are said to 
have rattled and rumbled their 
way downhill on rails like in 
this b & w photo which was 
taken at the time. The East Cornwall Mineral Railway as it became 

known, once connected the mines and quarries in the Kit Hill to Gunnislake area with the port of 
Calstock via a rope-worked single track incline with a passing loop at its mid-way point. An ingenious 
method of ropes and pulleys were used to get the empty trucks back to the top of the hill. 

In the early days, the minerals were transferred onto barges at the quayside but by 1907 the railway 
viaduct had been completed and a way had to be devised to get the trucks up to the top because 
travelling by rail was faster than by water. A fifteen ton wagon lift was constructed against one of 
the viaduct piers as can be seen in this photo taken just 
as a train pulls into Calstock Station. A cage holding one 
four-wheeled open wagon containing approximately 15 
tons of ore was hoisted to the top so the minerals 
could complete their journey by rail. This wagon lift 
was dismantled and sold for scrap in 1934. 



 

 

 


