
MUD Walks
Roborough Down
Walk Format
Approximately 5 miles, open moorland mostly level. Some bracken. No stiles.

Locations to be visited
Iron Age earthworks, Bickham POW Camp, Decoy Airfield, Plymouth leat, Devonport
leat, Clearbrook (Crymes' leat).

Meeting Place
A386/Little Down Lane car park SX 506638

History
Iron Age Earthworks

"The Earthworks" on Roborough Down, near Yelverton, are an archaeological puzzle. In
recent years volunteers have cleared the scrub which has hidden the historic site for
centuries. The camp is formed of concentric circular earthworks; there is no evidence
of any stone being used. The outer bank is 100 yards in diameter, the smaller one 100
feet across. To the south the inner bank is still further protected by a sickle-shaped
breastwork or agger. The whole area is overgrown and complicated by later mining
activities.

Bickham Prisoner of War Camp

It may come as a bit of a surprise to learn that there was once two prisoner of war
(POW) camps on Roborough Down. The first was Pound Camp near the present Long Ash
Garden Centre which was on the site of previous
WRAF accommodation.

The second was near Bickham House, and was used
during 1945/6 mainly for German and Italian
captives waiting to be repatriated back to their own
countries. The aerial photograph of that period on
the right shows four large and one small double wire
perimeter fenced enclosures for tented
accommodation, guarded by watch towers.

Reports of the time indicate the relaxed nature of
the camp with inmates working on local farms and
attending church services in Plymouth on a Sunday.
They would be easily identifiable with large
triangular or circular yellow patches on their
clothes.



Decoy Airfield (Q Lighting)

A while ago when we visited the
Airfield at RAF Harrowbeer, it
was mentioned that a decoy
airfield had been made in an
attempt to protect the main one.
As today, this site was covered
with bracken and gorse, and
partly a golf course. This was
initially of some concern, until it
was realised that at night time
the fairways might look like
runways. The decoy airfield was
coded as PL2, and was probably
established in the spring of 1941.
It was one of ten night time naval
decoy sites with codes from PL1
to PL10, set up around Plymouth by the Admiralty to attract enemy action away from
the city and dockyard. PL2 was the only decoy airfield, the other sites imitating city
lights and fires. Although the decoy airfield may have protected RAF Harrowbeer, it
was actually established to imitate Roborough Aerodrome two and a half miles to the
south. The NE/SW and SE/NW runway patterns replicate the orientation of the grass
runways of the parent site. Although part built, RAF Harrowbeer didn't become
operational until August 1941. On 4 October 1944, the Admiralty took the decision to
scrap all of the Plymouth decoys.

Plymouth Leat (Drake’s Leat)

The Plymouth Leat was constructed in the late 16th century to tap the River Meavy
running 17.5 miles to Plymouth. It began at a point now under water at Burrator
Reservoir from which it now emerges some 10m lower than the typical reservoir water
level.

In 1581 Sir Francis Drake became Mayor of Plymouth and it was at this time that the
idea for the leat was considered by the Corporation of Plymouth. The authorising bill
was passed to a Select Committee chaired by Sir Francis Drake for consideration who
proposed an additional clause stating that mills could be erected and operated on the
banks of the leat. It gained royal assent and was passed in 1585. The town was
authorised: "... to digge and myne a Diche or Trenche conteynenge in Bredthe betwene
sixe or seaven ffoote over in all Places throughe and over all the Lands and Grounds
lyeing betweene the saide Towne of Plymmowth and anye parte of the saide Ryver
Mewe als Mevye, and to digge, myne, breake, bancke and caste vpp, all and all maner of



Rockes Stones Gravell Sande and all other Letts in anye places or Groundes for the
conveyant or necessarie Conveyange of the same River to the saide Towne ..."

The ever-growing population and increasing demand on the water supply in Plymouth
meant that a more reliable source and supply of fresh water had to be found, leading to
the creation of Burrator Reservoir in 1891. So three hundred years after its
construction, the upper part of Drake's Leat was lost as the valley was flooded. Lower
sections remained for some years and was briefly restored during the Second World
War, should it have been needed if the city's new supply was damaged.

The leat originally terminated at Drake’s Reservoir on North Hill SX481551.

Devonport Leat

The Devonport Leat was built in the 1890s, and originates from a height of about 424
metres (1390 feet) down to about 40 metres (130 feet) at Devonport. This gives an
average drop of 1 foot in 117 feet (less than 1%), quite an engineering feat over the
distance at that time.

There are however varying figures quoted for the length of the leat of between 28 and
40 miles, due to it having three originating head weirs; on the West Dart, the Cowsic
and the Blackabrook. Today it runs for approximately 17 miles to Burrator Reservoir
where the water is piped to the nearby South West Water treatment works at
Dousland.

The leat originally terminated in a holding reservoir on the eastern side of Devonport
Park at SX457550.

Clearbrook (Crymes' leat)

Clearbrook Leat has a long history and it originally reached just past the north end of
the houses at Clearbrook. After the building of the Plymouth leat there were long
disputes about who could take water from it. William Crymes was lord of the manor of
Buckland Monachorum and he diverted Plymouth Leat for tinning uses in 1599. He had
support from Sir Walter Raleigh who was Lord Warden of the Stannaries. Matters
came to a head in 1602 when the tinners seized two of the Plymouth Corporation men
after they had diverted the flow back towards Plymouth. They were arrested under
Stannary Law and were to be taken to the tinners' gaol at Lydford. The dispute
between Crymes and Plymouth was so acrimonious that it ended up in the Star Chamber
court at Westminster in 1603, the outcome being that Crymes was granted rights to
take water to power "two tynne milles knocking milles or classe milles" on Roborough
Down.

Crymes' Leat Iactually two leats: both originating at the point where the breach from
Plymouth Leat reaches the road to Goodameavy: 1) contours north around the hill, as
described below, eventually crossing the road to Clearbrook to terminate at SX519653,



2) contours away south-east and then turns north-west to terminate at SX518646. It
is not known if the two leats were built at the same time, nor the reason for building
the second leat.

Today the leat is a flood relief measure from WW2, taking water in times of heavy rain
from the old wartime airfield at RAF Harrowbeer. A pipe was built under the main road
into the disused Devonport Leat. However, this often over flowed due to blockages and
lack of maintenance, so another pipe was laid from Devonport Leat into Plymouth Leat.
The run-off water drains from Yelverton to the breach in the Plymouth Leat that then
flows downhill around the contours to run out into the River Meavy. Ownership of the
leat is unknown but it is maintained by South West Water as a gesture of goodwill.


