Although prehistoric flint tools have been found around
Barnstaple, the earliest record of the town is from around
930, when King Athelstan is said to have granted it charter
status as one of four ‘burhs’, granting it the right to hold fairs
and markets. By the time of the Domesday Book, in the
twelfth century, it was important enough to have its own
mint, and the earliest of the coins known to have been
produced here date back to King Eadwig’s reign, between AD
955 and 959.
In medieval times it was an important staple port, licensed to
export wool. There were two quays. Pottery and wool was
exported, while tobacco, wine and spices were imported. In
Tudor days Barnstaple sent no fewer than five ships to help
the English fleet repel the Spanish Armada. The town’s high
profile continued through the English Civil War, when it
changed hands four times in 1642. In the Penrose
Almshouses in Litchdon Street, leading off the Square, there
are bullet holes in a door said to date from this year.
7. Before reaching the Park Hotel, pass the obelisk at the
entrance to Rock Park.
The obelisk at the entrance to the park commemorates its
grand opening, which took place in August 1879.

Other useful information
To download a digital version of this walk go to
www.southwestcoastpath.org.uk/walksdb/822
For bus times and route information
Barnstaple is the hub of public transport provision in North
Devon, with bus services from all over the area and a rail link to
Exeter. For timetable information, zoom in on the interactive
map and click on the train station and bus stop symbols, visit
Traveline or phone 0871 200 22 33.
Nearest car park
Barnstaple Leisure Centre, Seven Brethren Bank
(near the station)
Nearest toilets
Barnstaple Station, Rock Park, Seven Brethren Bank.
Nearest refreshments
In Barnstaple
The Park Hotel
Taw Vale, Barnstaple, Devon, EX32 9AE
01271 372166 reservations@parkhotel.co.uk

Support the South West Coast Path
The South West Coast Path Association is the charity that
protects and champions the Path for everyone to enjoy.
You can help us do this by becoming a member. Sign up
and you will receive:
 A free copy of the Complete Guide to the South West
Coast Path guidebook
 2 members magazines a year
 Monthly e-newsletters
 Car sticker
	Satisfaction – you’re helping us to protect and conserve
this beautiful Path!
Find out more at www.southwestcoastpath.org.uk, call us on
01752 896237 or email hello@southwestcoastpath.org.uk

South West Coast Path Association
Bowker House, Lee Mill Bridge, Ivybridge, Devon PL21 9EF
Reg. charity no. 1163422
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Barnstaple Bridge, Mike Mayor

The River Taw Walk

Rock Park with its formal lawns and shrubs and its riverside
tree walk was given to the town in 1879 by William
Frederick Rock, a shoemaker’s son whose early career in
banking was blighted by his habit of writing poetry during
working hours. He founded a printing business instead,
and proceeded to make a fortune, most of which he gave
to Barnstaple. The River Taw is still tidal at this point, and
many water birds nest along its banks.

This leaflet is produced by the South West Coast Association
to help the guests of The Park Hotel enjoy their stay.

The River Taw
Walk

2.1 miles (3.4km)

1. Leave the Park Hotel and cross New Road into Rock Park
and carry on beside the river in a southerly direction until you
come to the old railway bridge.
Rock Park was given to Barnstaple by Victorian printer and poet,
William Frederick Rock. Born in 1802, Rock was the son of a
shoemaker. His father became a freeman of the borough and as
a result was friendly with a parliamentary contestant who took
an interest in young William and sent him to London for his
schooling. Returning to Barnstaple afterwards, William worked
in a bank in Bideford, but was so often in trouble for spending
his working time writing poetry that he resigned and went back
to London.
In time he went to work with printer and inventor Thomas de la
Rue and made enough money to set up a printing business with
his brothers and future brother-in-law. The business flourished,
and with no family to support William set himself up as a
benefactor to his home town. He founded the town’s Literary
and Scientific Institution in 1845, followed by the North Devon
Athenaeum in 1888 and a Convalescent Home in Mortehoe, a
short distance away on the North Devon coast.
The town’s war memorial is in the park. There is also a
Millennium Stone, erected in 1930 to celebrate the town’s
charter from Athelstan 1000 years before.
Some derelict cottages, a factory and a limekiln had been
demolished to make space for the park, and the ‘wide and
noisome beach and water courses’ were tidied and drained. A
lodge was built by the gates as the park-keeper’s residence: this
is now a listed building and home to a community arts group.
The River Taw rises on Dartmoor and from there travels 45 miles
to where it joins the River Torridge from Bideford and flows into
the Bristol Channel in Barnstaple Bay (also known as Bideford
Bay). There are a number of tributaries feeding into both these
rivers, and North Devon’s designation as a UNESCO Biosphere is
based on the catchment area of the water flowing from the
source of the two rivers and their tributaries into the sea. It is
first of only two such Biosphere Reserves in the UK and it was
awarded the designation because of its blend of special
landscapes and wildlife areas, as well as its rich cultural heritage
and the communities that care about it.
2. Take the bridge across the river and on the far bank turn
right to follow the footpath back down the river to the Leisure
Centre.

3. Turn left here through the car park, away from the river
bank, and carry on ahead to walk past Tesco. Turn right to pass
the Railway Station.
The area alongside the riverbank by the station is known as
Seven Brethren Bank, and for several days every September it
hosts the nationally renowned Barnstaple Fair. This was
established in 930 as part of Athelstan’s charter and is one of
the oldest in the country. Traditionally it was held in July and
went on for seven days. Drovers would spend several days
driving their livestock through North Devon’s lanes from
outlying areas, and on the Wednesday, sheep and cattle were
sold. On Thursday it was a horse fair, attracting Romany traders
from all over the country, and Friday was given over to festivities
and amusements. Nowadays it is just a four-day funfair, but the
traditional opening ceremony still takes place in the Guildhall
every year.
4. Keep the station on your left, past the Stationmaster’s
Café. Cross the road and head up Sticklepath Terrace towards
the town centre.

Walk information provided with help from Natural England. Map reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on
behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2016. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100022021.

5. Turn right on the main road and go past the traffic lights to
cross the bridge.
Barnstaple’s medieval Long Bridge was built around 1280 at the
lowest crossing point of the River Taw. It has 16 pointed arches
whose spans vary from 18 to 26 feet. In 1963 the bridge was
widened to include the pavement which is here today.
6. At the end of the bridge take the steps down to the right,
behind the museum, and walk along beside the river to Rock
Park.
The Albert Clock in the middle of the Square was built in 1862 as
a memorial to Prince Albert, who died the previous year. For
generations the clock was known in the town as ‘the four-faced
liar’, because each successive face was a minute faster than the
last. This became so much a part of Barnstaple tradition that
when the clock was overhauled and updated in 2010, the faces
were once again set to show four different times.

