
MUD Walks
Plaster Down & Pew Tor 
Walk Format
Approximately 5½ miles, moor and open tracks.
Locations to be visited
Plaster Down camp, Plaster Down WW2 plane crash, Grimstone & Sortridge Leat with
Bull’s Eye, Milepost (365 O3), Pew Tor boundary markings, WW2 bomb craters,
Sampford Spiney church, Sampford Spiney (365 O4), Sampford Spiney Cross

Meeting Place
Plaster Down – SX 517718

History
Plaster Down Camp

On Plaster Down there was once a busy army camp run by the 115th Field Hospital Unit.
The unit was formed in America in 1942 and most of the men came from New England
and the mid-Atlantic states while the nurses were from mid-Atlantic and mid-west
states. The unit arrived in the UK on 2nd July 1943 and were sent to Tavistock. From
there they went by lorry to the camp on Plaster Down which had recently been built by
the British.

After a couple of days
the hospital was opened.
It had 750 beds and was
to be used mainly by the
US Army and US Navy
who were stationed in
Plymouth and on parts of
Dartmoor. Some British Army units were also sent there. In just five months around

10,000 patients passed
through the hospital and
such high numbers meant
that it was always under
staffed. In addition to
looking after the patients,
the unit also had to run the
camp and maintain the
buildings which was not



easy in the bleak moorland setting. Many of the additional tasks were undertaken by
local people.

The invasion of mainland Europe was expected to bring thousands of casualties to
Plaster Down and the 750 beds were thought to be insufficient. More tents were
erected and later the spaces were re-arranged to accommodate even more beds. By D-
Day there were 1478 beds available, but the following year the numbers of patients
had reduced because field hospitals were built in Europe closer to the fighting. By the
end of May the 115th Field Hospital Unit had left.

During 1946 the buildings was used as a general
hospital for local people and families of the US
Army. By end of July the hospital closed for
good with just 150 beds. During the next 30
years there was little use for the camp, with
various British military units stationed there
temporarily. In January 1948 there were 223
displaced Poles from Lebanon. In 1973 the site
were used as a refugee camp for Ugandan Asians,
but by 1976 the buildings were demolished.

The undated aerial view to the left shows the
camp with the red line showing the line of the
Grimstone & Sortridge leat. The road shown

vertically to the left of the photo is towards Tavistock and the Golf Course to the top
and towards Horrabridge to the bottom. The road branching off at the extreme
bottom left is the lane to Brook and Whimington. The looped road with long buildings
just high left of centre was the Administration Circle.

Very little remains on site today, the following screen shots are from colour film of the
camp in Ugandan Asian days at https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-ugandan-asians-at-
plasterdown-camp-1972-online
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WW2 Aircraft Crash Consolidated Liberator 3A FK242 224 Squadron Royal Air
Force 30/10/1942

In the autumn of 1942 preparations were underway for Operation Torch, the Allied
invasion of North Africa. Convoys of ships carrying troops and equipment were making
their way slowly across the Bay of Biscay under the protection of aircraft of RAF
Coastal Command that circled

overhead. Part of Coastal Command, 224 Squadron was based at Beaulieu on the edge
of the New Forest, equipped with American built Liberator bombers. On October 30 at
08.30 K ‘King’ was tasked to escort the ships transporting troops and equipment for
Operation Torch by keeping watch for enemy submarines and reconnaissance aircraft.

The Consolidated Liberator could carry enough fuel for 14 hours flying, but after it
had been airborne for ten hours, a distress signal was received reporting there was
only 30 minutes of fuel left. On the way back to Beaulieu it struck a barrage balloon
cable over Plymouth. The damage was serious and the bomber was diverted to land at
Harrowbeer at Yelverton. Here the runways had been built for fighters and were not
long enough for bombers. Nevertheless, the duty watch at Harrowbeer was warned a
Liberator was approaching for an emergency landing. There was little they could do to
help; no sooner had they been made aware of it, the damaged aircraft arrived over the
airfield. It was pitch-dark and there were no runway lights. Now very low on fuel, the
situation with K ‘King’ was getting desperate. Hampered by low cloud, the Liberator
made two circuits of the airfield before disappearing to the north. With the engines
starved of fuel, the aircraft swooped low over Plaster Down and struck a line of trees
before careering across the field and into the bank. The impact created a gap in the
hedge still visible today.

Six of the crew died and are commemorated on a memorial near the crash site.
Miraculously the rear gunner survived, although he was seriously injured. He recovered
from his injuries and returned to operational flying only to be involved in another
Liberator crash in Burma two years later. He died peacefully in 2015, aged 92. Several
of those who died are buried in Buckland Monachorum cemetery.

Pew Tor Boundary Markings

In the 19th Century, leases giving the right to cut granite on Western Dartmoor
needed to be obtained from the Duchy of Cornwall. However, such was the demand for
granite at the time, it resulted in damaging encroachments from the quarrymen on the
tors themselves. At Pew Tor a number of boundary markers were carved into the stone
within which it was forbidden to remove stone. All contractors to whom leases were
made were obliged to conform to these limits.

The first set of markers were made in 1847 when a series of nine natural stones and
boulders were incised with a “hot cross bun” incised shape of 10” diameter. As can be



seen from the sketch below these were relatively close to the tor (just a matter of a
few metres in most cases). Later in 1896, when Mr Duke of Merrivale Quarry needed
to renew his licence, the Duchy would only offer him a fresh lease provided even more
extended protective limits were set up. These consisted of four marks being 5 holes (4
on a circle perimeter and 1 in the centre on a 6” diameter).

Pew Tor WW2 Bomb Craters

Pew Tor is said to be the only tor on Dartmoor to have been bombed. The German
bomber came in from the north, but missed the tor itself and Exploded into the ground
throwing up a ring of soil that can still be seen.

GPS Data (note that these are my readings and may differ from those seen elsewhere)

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.1 SX 53230 73490

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.2 SX 53278 73495

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.3 SX 53289 73472

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.4 SX 53313 73443

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.5 SX 53285 73415

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.6 SX 53246 73422

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.7 SX 53201 73444

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.8 SX 53191 73471

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1847 No.9 SX 53194 73486



Pew Tor Marker Stone 1896 A

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1896 B

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1896 C SX 53342 73439

Pew Tor Marker Stone 1896 D SX 53142 73438

Bomb Crater 1 SX 53195 73440

Bomb Crater 2 SX 53226 73423


