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RAF Harrowbeer, Devonport and Plymouth Leats and Meavy valley industries. 
 

 
 

 
 

Locations Visited 
 
Yelverton aerodrome, Drake’s Trail alongside Plymouth and Devonport leats and 
Dartmoor Railway to Goodameavy Bridge returning though Meavy valley alongside 
Wheal Emma leat, Yeoland Consols mine and GWR railway. Approx 6½ miles but can 
be shortened. 
 

Meet 
 
RAF Harrowbeer dispersal bays, Yelverton.  SX519677 
Take A386 from Plymouth towards Yelverton. Pass turning to Buckland Monachorum 
and Crapstone and at 40mph sign opposite the church just before the roundabout 
turn left (signed “Business Park”) and immediately left over the cattle grid.  Park on 
the left in the dispersal bays. 
 

History 
 
We will be seeing several different aspects of man’s use of Dartmoor from 16th 
century to 20th century. The history of some of what we will see will be familiar to 
you from other MUD walks but, hopefully, this will fill in some of the gaps. 
 
RAF Harrowbeer 
 
We looked at RAF Harrowbeer in some detail in March 2018 but just to recap: 
 
There were two factors behind the decision to construct an airfield on this site. In the 
1930s Plymouth had been looking for a site for an airfield, Chelson, Roborough and 
Yelverton being the three options. Yelverton was considered the best and land had 
been requisitioned. 
 

The second factor was that the assumption at the beginning of WW2 that Plymouth 
was too far from German air bases had proved unfounded. The efficiency of the 
German bombing in 1941 caused a rethink. 
 
The airfield was built hurriedly and much of the foundations of the runways and the 
buildings that were erected came from the rubble of the air raids. 
 
Although RAF Harrowbeer had a very short operational life, it closed in 1945, there is 
a very active interest group researching the history and the operations. 

MUD Walks
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  Plymouth Leat 
 
We will follow part of the Plymouth Leat, otherwise known as Drake’s Leat and the 
story of its building will be familiar to you.  
Sir Francis Drake was heavily involved in the planning (he had been Mayor of 
Plymouth in 1581 and was chairman of the planning committee). Construction in the 
winter of 1590/1591 of the 17 mile leat is said to have taken just four months. 
 
The story goes that on the inauguration day Drake rode a white horse ahead of the 
water all the way to Plymouth from the headweir, near Norsworthy Bridge at the 
head of what is now Burrator reservoir. 
 
It looks in remarkably good condition today but that is because it was upgraded 
during WW2 as a contingency plan for Plymouth’s water supply. 
 
Devonport Leat 
 
Devonport was known as Plymouth Dock until 1824 and did not become part of 
Plymouth until 1914 when the “three towns” of Plymouth, Devonport and Stonehouse 
merged to become one. 
 
The Devonport Leat was constructed in the 1790’s.  Although Plymouth had its own 
water supply from the Plymouth leat, Plymouth Dock had no such facility.  This was 
despite the fact that, by this time, the population of Plymouth Dock was actually 
greater than Plymouth. 
 
Petitions by Plymouth Dock for water from Plymouth’s supply were refused.  The 
inhabitants of Plymouth were fiercely protective and, as Dr Samuel Johnson wrote on 
a visit to Plymouth “The Dockers shall have none of Plymouth’s water; not a drop”. 
 
When the Devonport leat was finally completed, the Navy could take as much water 
as they liked but residents had just an hour a day to obtain what they could. 
 
For a time the two leats run almost side by side before diverging. On your return to 
Plymouth you will cross the course of the Devonport Leat between the Moorland 
Garden turn and the Clearbrook junction. The Plymouth Leat is crossed by the 
entrance to Roborough House on the downhill section after the Dartmoor Diner.  
 
On the walk we pass Yelverton Cricket Club’s ground where the legendary W. G. 
Grace was once bowled out by the Yelverton star bowler, Sydney Solomon.  He was 
later presented with the mounted ball as a trophy. 
 
Plymouth and Dartmoor Railway 
 
We have followed sections of this tramway before and a detailed history was included 
in the MUD walk on 3rd April 2014. 
 
Briefly, it was the brainchild of Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt and was opened in 1823. 
It was built to an unusual gauge, 4 feet 6 inches, which became known as the 
Dartmoor gauge.  The line ran from Plymouth to Princetown, 25½ miles in length, 
but was not a commercial success (like many of Tyrwhitt’s enterprises). 
 
We will see the only remaining length of rail together with several good stretches of 
granite sleepers and the 12th and 13th milestones.  
 



3 

  Wheal Lopes Leat 
 
Wheal Lopes was a copper mine about 1 mile south west of Shaugh Bridge.  It 
appears to have been operated intermittently from about 1820 to 1868 although the 
Lopes family of Maristow granted the original lease in 1760. 

Perhaps the most significant feature of the mine was this leat.  Apart from being 
several miles long, is driven through a tunnel in part, and is carried over the railway 
in an aqueduct beyond Leighbeer Tunnel.  

 

GWR Railway and Leighbeer Tunnel 

 
This railway was  built between 1854 and 1859 by the South Devon and Tavistock 
Railway.  It ran from Plymouth to Tavistock and was extended later to Launceston 
and Princetown.  The GWR absorbed the company in 1878. 
Beyond Yelverton, the GWR used the trackbed of the Plymouth and Dartmoor 
Railway to Princetown but below Yelverton the trackbeds followed different routes.  

The Leighbeer Tunnel is 308 yards long and on a slight curve.  

About halfway through is an adit on the right from Tunnel Mine.  A promising copper 
lode was discovered when the tunnel was being driven in 1858 but the mine was not 
a success. 

The tunnel itself was designed by Brunel and funded by Lord Morley.  

A second tunnel, the ends of which are on private land, went under the A386 close to 
where we parked at the beginning of the walk.  

 

Yeoland Consols Mine 

Yeoland Consols was a tin mine that was active from 1852 to about 1888 when it 
went into liquidation and the owners emigrated to America.  In good years it 
produced over 50 tons of black tin with 75 tons produced in 1854.  The mine 
employed up to 30 men underground with a similar number of employees, including 
women and children on the surface. 

We will pass one of the drainage adits and a tunnel under the railway. Beyond that 
there are a few buildings which are just about the only visible remains not on private 
land of the mining activity in this part of the valley. 
 
 

Leighbeer tunnel and 
the leat aqueduct 
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Extract from an old undated map of the area, probably from the 
1920’s. 
 
Notice how the road layout around Yelverton, itself subordinate 
to Buckland Monachorum, and towards Tavistock is very 
different to today. 
 
Note the “mineral tramway” is also shown. 
 
The population of Plymouth is given as 107,000, that of 
Tavistock 4,700 whilst Yelverton does not feature. 
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The RAF Harrowbeer interpretation board at Leg O Mutton 
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Plymouth and Dartmoor 
Railway and only 
remaining length of rail 

Plymouth Leat. 
 
The building in the background 
was the stables for the 
Plymouth and Dartmoor 
Railway 

Yeoland Consols 




