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South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Walks

Wembury and Yealm 
Estuary Circular
Start: | Wembury beach car park

Distance:  | 4 miles

Difficulty:	 | Mostly easy to moderate

Terrain: | Fairly level after the initial climb 
up from the beach, some steps. 
Unsurfaced paths, might be muddy 
across the fields when wet

Parking: | Wembury beach car park (National Trust)

OS map: | Explorer 0L20 

Grid Ref: |  SX 517484

Public transport: | See www.travelinesw.com

Refreshments: | Cafes and pubs in Wembury 
and across via the ferry in Newton 
Ferrers or Noss Mayo

Toilets: | Wembury beach
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Directions

Note – please keep dogs on a lead due to 
grazing ponies and stock.

1  Take the path at the far end of the car park 
which zig-zags up the hill

2  Go through the gate and continue up the slope. 
As the path heads back down, go through the 
gate and bear left along the top path, away from 
the worn path which leads to Season Point.

3  Follow the path over a footbridge and through 
some gates towards Rocket Cottage. 

4  At this point, if you want to catch the seasonal 
ferry across the estuary take the path down to 
the right, or for a short cut back to the village, 
take the path to the left.  At the next fingerpost 
a short diversion straight ahead, signed to 
Warren Point and Ferry brings you to a bench 
from which is a panoramic view of the river and 
village. Then return to the fingerpost and follow 
the waymarked Thorn Path down  into Clitters 
Wood, taking the upper route at the fork, which 
leads up out of the trees. Remain on this path up 
the hill and across the field.

5  Head across the field towards the stone wall, 
then turn sharp left and follow the field edge and 
wall to reach the gates of a stock-handling area.

6  Turn right and follow the track uphill, then 
round to the left and out onto Warren Lane. 
Turn right towards Wembury village. Remain on 
this path across the junction near the big barn. 

7  Take the unpaved green lane to your left, signed 
Brownhill lane. Follow it as it veers to the right 
and narrows to a shady path.

8  Take the path to the left (signposted to church 
and beach), which skirts the village, running 
along the backs of houses and through a gate. 
Turn right through a second gate to cross 3 fields 
and emerge onto a lane. Turn left, then right 
onto a track which soon descends through a field 
towards St Werburgh’s Church. A gate leads onto 
the coast path and down to the car park.

Further Interest

Heritage

As you climb up from the car park you get fantastic 
views over Wembury Bay, the Great Mewstone and 
out towards Wembury Point. It might have looked 
very different, as in 1909, plans to build a huge 
passenger port stretching from Wembury Point to Gara 
Point were put before the House of Lords. The plans 
included breakwaters, dry docks, railways, coaling 
facilities, cranes and warehouses, totalling 880 acres. 
Fortunately for us now, they rejected the scheme.

The wall to your left as you carry on towards the 
estuary mouth enclosed a 19th-century warren where 
rabbits were farmed and where the headland got its 
name from – Warren Point. Just before the summit, 
you pass on your right the quarry which provided the 
shale stone for this warren wall.

Looking down onto the Yealm estuary, where it widens 
and splits off for Noss Creek, you can see the harbour 
basin, known locally as the Pool. Noss Mayo is around 
the corner on the opposite side of the water from here, 
with Newton Ferrers over towards your left, on the far 
side of the water. Both settlements probably started 
life as so-called ‘cellars’ where the local farmers-cum-
fishermen stored their nets. There was a fish market 
at Noss Mayo as far back as the 13th century, and 
commercial fishing continued here into the 1960s. 
Oyster farming has been practised in the estuary since 
at least Norman, and possibly even Roman times, and 
continues to this day.

The Rocket House, at the top of the path which 
drops down to the estuary, once stored the Yealm 
Coast Guard life saving apparatus. If a boat was in 
distress, the horse drawn equipment was dispatched. 
The Coast Guard fired rockets onto the boat with 
a line attached. Survivors were then pulled ashore 
in a ‘breeches buoy’ – a round life ring with canvas 
trousers (breeches) fixed to the bottom, attached to  
a line and pulley.
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When the brig ‘John’ ran aground on the Blackstone 
Rocks, James Cragg from the Yealm coastguard 
station was responsible for saving the captains wife, 
half-dead amongst the wreckage after the crew were 
washed away.

The lane from New Barton Farm brings you out into 
the old village of Wembury, which included the old 
Vicarage. The Clergy would walk down Brownhill 
Lane  to the church on the coast 

As you walk along Brownhill Lane, you will see a 
large buttressed wall on your right. This is in the 
grounds of Wembury House. The current house dates 
from 1803, built on the site of an earlier house. 
Earlier still the site had been the location of a cell or 
‘branch’ of Plympton Priory. The buttressed wall is 
the only remnant of this building. 

St Werburgh’s Church

Built on the coast, on the edge of Wembury village, 
the parish church of St Werburgh has tremendous 
views out over the Great Mewstone to the English 
Channel. The present Norman church, refurbished in 
the 1880s, was built in 1088 on the site of a wooden 
Saxon church. The tower dates from the early 
fifteenth century, and the 1552 inventory records 
three bells. Two were added in 1909, and a sixth in 
1948, donated in memory of parishioners who died 
in World War 2. At the front of the church is the St 
Werburgh Window, dating from 1886.

Now a café by the beach at Wembury, for centuries 
the Old Mill ground the corn of the local tenant 
farmers. An old millstone forms the doorstep, and 
others are incorporated into the outside tables. 

Wildlife and landscape

The River Yealm starts 430 metres above sea level on 
the Stall Moor mires of south Dartmoor and makes 
its 15 mile journey to the sea here. The tidal part of 
the river, the estuary, reaches up as far as Puslinch, 
4 miles inland. The estuary is a drowned river valley 
or ria, with high sides keeping some of the wind 
at bay and the sand bar across the mouth of the 
estuary dampens the incoming waves. This deep and 
wonderfully picturesque estuary makes a sheltered 
harbour and habitat.

There several rare and important species of bird 
that live on and around the estuary. Curlew and 
oystercatchers can be found searching the estuary’s 
rich mudflats for worms, shellfish and shrimp, while 
kingfishers and little egrets can also be seen fishing in 
the waters nearby.

There are seaweeds of all shapes and sizes, 
sheltering creatures like crabs and many kinds of 
shellfish, such as cockle, shrimp, razor shell, and 
the elegant peppery furrow shell. There are even 
the descendants of farmed Pacific oysters escaped 
and gone wild. Efforts are being made to control 
the spread of these non-native oysters which can 
outcompete other species.

The estuary is a nursery for sea bass, and beneath 
the waterline are gardens of sea squirts and sponges, 
including the vividly named orange peel sponge and 
breadcrumb sponge. 

The coastal land of the old Warren above the Yealm  
is now managed for wildlife by the National Trust, 
who use ponies to help keep the scrub down.
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Working in partnership

www.southdevonaonb.org.uk

The rocky cliffs of Wembury Bay are home to nesting 
sea birds, while a rocky shore, slate reefs and massive 
wave-cut rock platforms provide one of the UK’s best 
spots for marine plants and animals.

Wembury and the surrounding coastline form a 
Voluntary Marine Conservation Area (VMCA) and a 
Special Area of Conservation (SAC). These go some 
way to shielding it from human pressures. The rocky 
reefs forming the rockpools support a wide range of 
rocky shore plants and animals, and one of Devon’s 
largest known populations of the rare plant, Shore 
Dock, is found at Wembury,

The Marine Centre, by the beach, was the brainchild 
of marine biologist Dr Norman Holme and it 
opened in 1994. Open throughout the summer, the 
centre organises rockpool rambles, guided walks, 
and a variety of arts and crafts events designed to 
celebrate the wonderful diversity of marine life that 
flourishes around the coastline here. It is managed 
by a partnership formed from Devon County Council, 
Devon Wildlife Trust, Plymouth University’s Marine 
Institute, South Hams District Council and the 
National Trust, with support from Wembury Parish 
Council and with guidance from the advisory group 
of the Wembury Voluntary Marine Conservation Area.


