
Venford Reservoir

Walk format: A “cloverleaf” walk, with three ±1.5 mile loops, each starting and ending at the car 
park, exploring aspects of water management on Holne Moor. Mainly footpaths, turf, and rough 
moorland, with a few boggy bits.

Locations to be seen: Bench Tor, Pipe Track, Hamlyn’s leat, Wheal Emma leat, Venford Reservoir

Meeting place: Venford Reservoir car park, £1 suggested donation  
(SX685712, W3W shoelaces.tomato.disband).

Venford Reservoir

Venford Reservoir was built between 1901 and 1907 on land bought from Richard Dawson, Lord of 
Holne Manor. Initially it supplied water to Paignton, but now also serves Brixham, Ashburton and 
Widecombe-in-the-Moor.  The 700-acre catchment area is ringed by 52 granite boundary stones 
marked "PUDC/RD-H", for Paignton Urban District Council / Richard Dawson, Holne. The 
reservoir is fed directly by the Venford Brook, but also by a pipe bringing water from the 
Swincombe valley to the west side of the lake. A draw-off tower by the dam controls the flow of 
untreated water to the waterworks; it contains pipes with valves drawing water from different 
levels of the reservoir. After passing through the waterworks below the dam, water leaves via a 
buried pipe which contours around Bench Tor.
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Figure 3: Spillway and floating boom Figure 4: Inlet from Swincombe

Figure 1: Bench Tor, looking towards Venford Figure 2: Pipe track
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The reservoir uses a subsurface coarse bubble aeration system to increase the oxygen saturation of 
water in the lake. Bubbles are released at the bottom of the water and rise by the force of buoyancy, 
aerating and mixing the water. As a result, toxic blue-green algae and floating scum are reduced, 
the whole water column, from top to bottom, can support fish life, septic water is eliminated, and 
thermoclines are mixed to create a constant temperature creating healthy, oxygen-rich water.

Norway spruce and Scots pine around the reservoir are being felled as they come to the end of their 
rotation (the planned time between planting and harvesting), and are being replaced with native 
broadleaf species to improve the biodiversity levels around the reservoir. 

Leats

Leats were designed to carry water from a natural water course by means of gravity alone. Their 
construction involved considerable skill in following the natural contours of the land, without 
flowing so fast as to flood, or so slow as to stagnate. To control the volume or direction of flow, the 
leat builders used a variety of sluice gates, weirs, and “bullseye” stones. Other leat features include 
sheep leaps and clapper bridges.

The oldest leats date back to medieval times, and provided a power supply for the tin industry, 
driving the stamps that crushed the ore and powering the bellows for the smelting furnaces. Some 
leats supplied domestic water to a farm or homestead (known locally as “pot water leats”) while  
others supplied domestic water for a town or village, often ending in a trough (these were 
sometimes called “gutters”, as in Holne Town Gutter).

Dartmoor leats did however have several disadvantages. They could freeze up in harsh weather, 
they were vulnerable to contamination, for example from dead animals, and they could pose a 
danger to livestock. Perhaps worst of all, they suffered from erosion and leakage, with bright green 
boggy ground fanning out downhill from each breach of the banks.

Hamlyn’s Leat (also known as Holne Moor Leat) was 
constructed in the 19th century to power a water wheel at the 
Hamlyn family woolen mill in Buckfastleigh, later the Buckfast 
Plating Mill. The takeoff was from the Holy Brook, but when 
this proved insufficient to drive the wheel, it was extended to 
Horse Ford on the O Brook. The leat still flows today, but after 
winding past Combestone Tor and Hangman’s Pit, it now runs 
into a pipe which crosses Venford reservoir to re-emerge on 
the east side. 

Wheal Emma Leat was constructed in 1859 to augment the 
River Mardle and provide power for the Wheal Emma copper 
mine, some 2 miles northwest of Buckfastleigh. It is the longest 
leat in the area, running from the exit of Fox Tor mire, along 
the  Swincombe valley to the O Brook and Venford Reservoir, 
before entering the Mardle. The water is then taken off further 
downstream to supply Wheal Emma and Brookwood Mines.

Hangman’s Pit is a small hollow 
below the road between Holne and 
Hexworthy. The story goes that a 
moorland farmer went to market, 
and after making a bit of money, 
had too much to drink in the inn, 
leaving it rather late to set off on the 
long walk home. As he was 
regretting the lack of a pony to ease 
his journey, who should come by 
but a gypsy offering to sell him one. 
This gypsy had been watching the 
farmer as he drank himself into a 
befuddled state, and easily 
persuaded him to pay an inflated 
price for this supposedly fine beast. 
But the pony barely made it up 
Holne hill before collapsing, and the 
farmer realised that in exchange for 
a worthless nag, he had lost the 
money that was meant to get them 
through the winter. Unable to face 
his wife, he hanged himself from a 
tree in the nearby gully.



 
Figure 5: Holne Moor leats (from dartmoorexplorations.co.uk/holne-moor-leats)
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