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The National Trust
and coastal conservation
IN Devon

David Pinder, BA, PhD, KNAW
School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences,
University of Plymouth, Plymouth PL4 8AA

Brief consideration of coastal characteristics precedes a review of the growth of the
Trusts holdings since the early twentieth century. This growth is shown to have been
highly cyclical, the most fruitful periods being the 1930s and, based on the national
Neptune funding campaign, 1965 1995.The ways in which properties came into Trust
hands are analysed and shown to have become more complex with time. Coastal
comparisons identify differences with respect to the pace and manner of growth. Slow
growth since the mid-1990s signals a policy shift towards environmental management
rather than acquisition.This phase is explored via a range of case studies.

INTRODUCTION

Devon is extremely fortunate to have two outstandingly scenic coasts.
Testimony to their high landscape value comes partly from the fact
that, except for urban areas, almost every kilometre lies either in an
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) or Exmoor National
Park. But recognition of the importance of these landscapes also arises
from the scale of the National Trust’s presence. Altogether the Trust
owns, manages and protects 152 km of coast?, the majority concen-
trated in impressively lengthy sections (Fig. 1). This makes the charity
the county’s largest coastal landowner, by a very large margin.
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Figure 1. Devon: National Trust holdings, 2018, and protected landscapes.

The Trusts strong presence is an undoubted attraction for Devon
residents and visitors alike, generating considerable economic, as well
as recreational, bene ts. Yet it is probable that few who use the coasts

whether to simply sit and admire the view, go for a local walk, or
tackle a lengthy section of the South West Coast Path  have more
than a general appreciation of the scale of the organisation s activity
around the two shorelines. And very few indeed can have more than
a passing grasp of how this major estate, from which so many people
now bene t, came into being.



The National Trust and the Devon Coast 367

Today, insights into these questions can be gained via the internet.
Searching for coastal properties by name will frequently bring frag-
ments of information to light on the Trusts numerous web pages.
Informative though they are, however, they are no more than frag-
ments, and no substitute for an historical overview.

The aim of this contribution, therefore, is to provide at least an
initial historical survey of this important subject. To do so it examines
chronologically a series of issues. First, how rapidly have properties
been acquired over the decades, and have certain periods been of key
importance? Second, how have these properties come into the Trusts
possession? What has been the balance between gifts and purchases?
Has this balance changed with time? And, a particularly complex
issue, how have purchases been funded? Third, has there been a geog-
raphy, as well as a history, to the story? Have there been, for example,
signi cant differences between the two coasts in terms of the speed of
growth or the means of funding? Finally, but of great importance for
the future environmental health of Devon s coastlines, to what extent
has the emergence of heightened ecological understanding in uenced
the Trusts approach to land management? Before turning to these
issues, however, discussion of coastal character is appropriate as a
backdrop to the main investigation.

COASTAL CHARACTERISTICS

Many readers will already be familiar with the county s coasts; conse-
quently only key points will be highlighted here. Extensive back-
ground material on structure and landscape is, however, readily
available (Derek Lovejoy Partnership, 1993; East Devon AONB,
2008; Land Use Consultants, 2015). All can be downloaded in pdf
format.

Cliffs predominate on both coasts, though derived from geologies
that are far from identical (Fig. 2). In places they are dramatic: sheer,
rocky and active (Fig. 3). Where they are dead and vegetated, many
still present impressively steep slopes to the elements. On the north
coast the highest cliffs rise immediately inside Exmoor National Park,
just east of Combe Martin. They include the highest cliff in England
and Wales (244 m beneath the Great Hangman). The Great Hangman
itself is 318 m, and several nearby summits exceed this.
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Figure 3. Baggy Point, view north to Morte Point. © National Trust/Joshua Day.

The barrier-like north coast is in places broken by deeply incised
valleys, especially south of Hartland Point and at Lynmouth, Hed-
don's Mouth and Combe Martin, all in the National Park or close to
it. Extensive beaches and dunes are chie y con ned to the section
between Morte Point and the only substantial inlet on the entire north
coast, the Tawe-Torridge Estuary. At the mouth of this, and extending
for more than 8km, are the most impressive depositional features on
the coast: the dunes and beaches at Braunton and Northam.?

The south coast, with its varied geology, is more diverse than the
north, though still with sections of impressive cliffs. Outstanding
amongst these is the craggy and jagged metamorphic schist coastline
which extends for over 20 km from Start Point to Hope Cove, and
which is broken only by the Salcombe Estuary® (Fig. 4). Other highly
scenic stretches include the western cliffs (from Ringmore to Wem-
bury), the Coleton Fishacre cliffs south of Brixham, and the strikingly
different chalk cliffs and undercliffs close to the Dorset border.
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Figure 4. Gammon Head: view west from Prawle Point. © Pamela Pinder.

Unlike the north coast, the south is highly fragmented by estuaries,
the largest being the Exe and Teign. In the west the smaller Avon,
Erme and Yealm rivers have cut the coastal plateau into a series of
isolated semi-peninsulas. Here the valleys are quiet, wildlife-friendly
incursions with extensive woodlands. This is also true of the Dart Val-
ley and the Salcombe Estuary, especially in the latter s spacious upper
reaches.

Three factors good accessibility, a mild climate and tourism
have produced a highly urbanised coastline from Brixham eastwards
to the Exe. Moreover, east of the Exe there is another succession of
settlements, from Exmouth to Seaton. Urbanisation, therefore, has
created a fundamental distinction between the south coasts eastern
and western sections and, indeed, between the south coast and the
north. As early as 1965, a survey conducted for the National Trust
concluded that 31 per cent of the south coast was beyond redemp-
tion , largely due to this urbanised arc.* The equivalent gure for the
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north coast was 12 per cent. This urbanisation factor has clearly been
extremely in uential as the Trust has built up its south coast holdings:
very little is owned between Sidmouth and Brixham (Fig. 1). Yet
urbanisation is only one dimension of the complex story of how the
Trust became such a major coastal landowner, the story to which we
now turn.

FOUNDATIONS: 1909 - 1945°

On 15" November 1909, 1.8 km of coast at Morte Point, 7 km west of
IlIfracombe, was signed over to the Trust (Fig. 5). This was a landmark
both locally and nationally: the rst coastal acquisition in Devon and
only the second in the country as a whole.® Eleven years later an addi-
tional 1.5 km was acquired at Morte. And in 1928 the rst land was
secured on the south coast: 3.2 km on the east side of the Salcombe
Estuary. Although this was a hesitant start  just three acquisitions in
nearly 20 years the pace then rose signi cantly on both coasts. By
19457, 22 transfers to the Trust had been completed, giving it owner-
ship of 10.3 km on the north coast and 19.1 km on the south.

Figure 5. Morte Point: view towards Woolacombe. © National Trust/David Noton.
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A striking feature of these acquisitions was their strong geographical
concentration. In the north, Morte Point and Baggy Point (neighbour-
ing headlands at either end of Morte Bay) accounted for 70 per cent
of the coastline for which the Trust was now responsible. Moreover,
another 18 per cent lay nearby, between Morte Point and Ilfracombe.
And on the south coast the degree of concentration was even greater.
While the acquisition process here had begun on the eastern side of
the Salcombe Estuary, in the 1930s and 1940s the western side became
the very active focus of attention. Here a series of transactions added
almost the whole coast between Bolt Head and Bolt Tail to the Trust’s
portfolio (Fig. 6), with another 1.5 km further west at Wembury. In
sharp contrast, only one small property was held towards the eastern
end of the southern coast — at Lympstone on the Exe Estuary.

Figure 6. The Bolt coast: view from Bolberry Down towards Bolt Head.
© David Pinder.
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How did these properties come into the Trust s care? As in the remain-
der of the country at this time, it was overwhelmingly a consequence
of altruism by small numbers of individuals. Apart from one donation
by a charitable trust, every new holding in this early era was a gift
from either a landowner or a local appeal committee. But what is
equally striking is that the relative importance of landowner dona-
tions and local appeals was completely different on the north and
south coasts.

In the north, gifts by landowners were overwhelmingly dominant.
Rosalie Chichester, who in 1909 made the initial Devon donation at
Morte Point, later made several others in the vicinity.® Immediately to
the south, beyond Woolacombe Sands, Constance and Florence Hyde
followed her example when they donated Baggy Point in 1939. And
Colonel R. Longstaff and Miss F. Abraham similarly signed over sub-
stantial holdings at IlIfracombe (1942) and Brownsham (1943). Only
Kipling Tors, just south of the Tawe-Torridge Estuary, and adjacent to
Westward Ho!, did not come from an individual. Yet this, too, was a
gift from the Rudyard Kipling Memorial Fund.On the south coast,
in sharp contrast, only three acquisitions (at Wembury Cliffs, Bigbury
and Lympstone on the Exe) were donated by their owners. The
remainder (i.e., the Salcombe cluster, stretching from East Portle-
mouth to Hope Cove, plus a much shorter stretch at Wembury) were
secured by appeals launched and run by local people.

Although, at this remove in time, it is dif cult to be certain about
the cause of this sharp divide, a signi cant factor may well have been
contrasted north-south development levels. South Devon, with its
much higher and well-distributed population, in centres from Torbay,
through Dartmouth, Kingsbridge and Salcombe to Plymouth, must
have seemed to have far more potential for appeals to be successful
than did the more lightly populated north. Following from this, as the
appeals option took root in the south, local landowners may well
have felt inclined to sell land to fundraisers rather than donate directly
to the Trust. And in the north, without the prospect that appeals
might raise substantial sums, donation was the only route nervous
landowners could take to protect the coast they loved and wished to
preserve for others.

For all concerned, donors and appeal activists alike, it was the spec-
tre of development that was their prime motivation. When Rosalie
Chichester made her rst donation in 1909, train travel and the char-
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abanc had already kick-started the expansion of nearby Mortehoe,
Woolacombe and llfracombe. Other parts of the Devon coast were, of
course, also changing under these same in uences as land demand
grew not just for holiday accommodation and visitor facilities, but
also for a new stream of well-to-do residents, often with eyes set on
prime coastal locations. Although World War | provided a respite, in
the inter-war years the same pressures intensi ed greatly.

Nowhere illustrated the tensions better than a stretch of coast to
the west of the Salcombe Estuary. While Salcombe grew rapidly sea-
wards, heading for Bolt Head (Anon. c. 1932, p. 32), a 6 km stretch
of coast to the west became studded by substantial speculative village
expansions at Hope Cove, Thurlestone and Bigbury-on-Sea (Fig. 7).
And between these two pincers, lying completely unprotected, and
comprising a developer s dream of extensive at and gently sloping
land above rugged cliffs, lay what many considered the jewels in the
south coasts crown: Bolt Head, Bolberry Down and Bolt Tail. This
was the situation which in 1925 sparked the largest public appeal, to
save The Bolt .

Figure 7. Coastal suburbanisation: Hope Cove from Bolt Tail. © David Pinder.
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Two further observations shed light on the nature of the acquisition
process in this period. First, nine individuals donated coastal proper-
ties to the Trust, yet only one was male. Moreover, the female donors
were either unmarried or, in just three cases, widows. In this respect,
therefore, the foundations of the Trusts coastal estate were not laid
by a broad cross-section of the land-owning class, but by a much nar-
rower group of ladies, many of whom probably lacked immediate
heirs able to continue to safeguard their properties.

Second, while donating land was a relatively straightforward legal
process, launching and running successful appeals was far more chal-
lenging. One insight into this is provided by the appeal for The Bolt.
Here the fundraisers assembled blocks of land piecemeal, building the
holding like a jigsaw between 1929 and 1941, no less than seven
separate purchases were made. Even on a much smaller scale, it took
Wembury Preservation Society from 1935 to Christmas 1938 to raise
the £3000 that would pay off a loan taken out to save elds sur-
rounding the cliff-top parish church from house building. This was
despite intensive fundraising in nearby Plymouth, national exposure
in the form of an illustrated double-page article in The Times,® and a
generous offer of support by Lady Astor. One consequence of this was
that hopes of also purchasing a coastal strip to the west evaporated.
Moreover, the appeal s slow progress could have obstructed the gift of
Wembury Cliffs to the Trust, because their owner, Mrs Ida Sebag
Monte ore, had proposed that she would make the donation if the
appeal could pay for covenants prohibiting development of elds
overlooking the cliffs. Fortunately Mrs Sebag Monte ore, a country
lover and prominent benefactor, was also pragmatic. Abandoning her
proposal, she presented both the cliffs and the covenants to the Trust
1938.%

POSTWAR DROUGHT: 1945-1964

Any expectations that acquisition rates would soon return to pre-war
levels after 1945 were swiftly dashed. By 1954 only four additional
properties, amounting to no more than 2.9 km of coast, had been
secured. And the following ten years were little better: just four more
properties and 4.6 km of coast. Over the whole twenty-year period,
therefore, no more than 7.5 km were added, compared with 16.7 km
in the 1930s.
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This is not to undervalue the acquisitions which were made. On the
north coast, which gained 80 per cent of the new land, particularly
important additions were a 2.2 km stretch at Woolacombe Barton
and Warren (extending the major Morte property to the south behind
Woolacombe s impressive beach); and 2.9 km at Heddons Mouth
and Trentishoe, in the recently created Exmoor National Park. Mean-
while on the south coast, by far the largest step forward the addition
of 1.1 km of shore was the Prattshayes property, adjacent to Exmouth.

As in the pre-war period, gifts and bequests at this time remained
important means of acquisition, but with two signi cant departures.
For the rst time on the north coast, the Heddon s Mouth acquisition
was secured partly by an appeal, run by the Exmoor Society, and
bene tting from generous support from Devon County Council. At
Woolacombe the notable development was the rst example of cen-
tral government support, this large new property being a transfer
from the Atlee government s National Land Fund (NLF)!* (Rickwood,
1987).

Despite a sprinkling of promising signs, however, overall the growth
of the Trusts coastal holdings was lacklustre. This was paradoxical,
because these were also the years when pre-war pressures urban
spread, village expansion and tourism growth re-emerged and inten-
si ed substantially in an era of rising prosperity. Although no survey
of urban and village expansion appears to have been undertaken, one
investigation by Devon County Council (Turnbull, 1967, 36) high-
lights the intensity of rising tourism pressures (Table 1). For example,
between 1948 and 1965, static caravan numbers rose by 43 per cent
to 11,300, while the chalet count virtually doubled to almost 5,800.

Table 1. Growth of caravans, chalets and tents, 1958 — 65.

Permanent Seasonal
Static caravans Chalets Tourist caravans | Tent pitches
1958 7,906 2,921 1,285 7,555
1965 11,302 5,766 2,132 7,828
Within 3.2 km of the coast, 1965
| 8w | 95% 75% 86%

Source: Turnbull (1967, 40)
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A second paradox was that, while the Trusts newly protected land
was biased towards the north coast, additional evidence gathered by
the County Council clearly revealed that the most intense pressures
were being felt in the south, especially to the west and east of the Exe
(Fig. 8). Moreover, while these were general

rmed in great detail by the 1965 land-use survey undertaken for the
National Trust and noted earlier. Produced at the scale of 1:25,000,
and conducted by geographers from Reading University, the original

maps produced by this investigation can now be viewed online.*?
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POSTWAR COASTAL PRESSURES - THE NATIONAL
DIMENSION

Devon was not, of course, the only area experiencing these intensi ed
pressures. Moreover, in many other locations around the country
new, and often severe, pressures were building, particularly through
the unprecedented scale of industrial expansion, coupled with the
economic bene ts which technological change in shipping was now
conferring on tidewater locations (Pinder and Witherick, 1990, p.
235). For example, British Petroleums Isle of Grain oil re nery in
Kent extended over 6 sq km, much of it environmentally rich coastal
marshes. In Wales, immediately adjacent to the Pembrokeshire Coast
National Park, the magni cent ria of Milford Haven was selected as
the location for no less than four oil re neries and a major power sta-
tion (Pinder, 1992, p. 26). And the eastern edge of the New Forest,
which at that time extended up to Southampton Water, became an
almost unbroken corridor of urban and industrial development.*®

TOWARDS ENTERPRISE NEPTUNE
At National Trust headquarters this rapidly deteriorating situation
began to ring alarm bells in some minds at least. In the past there
had been suggestions that the Trust should become much more pro-
active in coastal protection (Waterson, 1994, pp. 76 78), a view
which in the early 1960s was now raised forcefully. But not all minds
thought the same, the immediate consequence being to plunge the
Trust into what almost became an existential crisis (Waterson, 1994,
pp. 163 168). Ultimately the interventionists prevailed. What had in
effect been a pilot scheme that had for several years been run by the
National Trusts Northern Ireland Committee, spearheaded by its
chairman, Lord Antrim, was subsumed into the main Trust and made
national policy (Waterson, 1994, p. 155). Thus in 1965 Enterprise
Neptune, a major appeal for the coast, bene tting immediately from
£250,000 of government support (c. £4.7 million today) was launched.
One measure of the importance attached to this project was that its
small steering committee was not only headed by Lord Antrim (now
the Trusts chairman), but also included Professor Alfred Steers, the
country s leading expert on coastal development pressures (Steers,
1944, 1964), and Reginald Hookway, a leading civil servant who
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would shortly become the rst Director of the Countryside
Commission. It was this committee which commissioned the Reading
geographers detailed survey of the entire coasts of England, Wales
and Northern Ireland, creating not just a management tool, but also
hard evidence demonstrating to potential donors (and any remaining
opponents in the Trust) the severity of coastal threats.

THE NEPTUNE ERA: AMBITIONS ACHIEVED

Analysis of progress in the Neptune era is complicated by one highly
unusual and outstanding acquisition: the purchase of Lundy Island in
1969. Entirely funded by Mr (later Sir) Jack Hayward, Lundy added
18.2 km to the Trusts Devon coastal estate, almost three times the
next-longest acquisition (the 6.4 km Portledge Estate). Quite apart
from its unusual location, therefore, Lundy was also statistically
untypical; re ecting this, the remaining Neptune analysis focuses on
the county s mainland coasts.

Headline gures for the growth of ownership of these coasts in the
Neptune era are impressive. In the rst ve years more than 15 km of
coastline came into the Trusts hands twice the amount acquired in
the previous 20 years. By 1979 the gure had reached 38 km as
much as was taken over between 1909 and 1945. By 1985 the Trust
was protecting 40 per cent of the Devon coastline, a higher propor-
tion than in any other county (The National Trust, 1987, p.4). And by
2015, the 50" anniversary of the Neptune project, 96 km had been
secured since 1965.

Figure 9 explores the manner in which, on both coasts, this growth
led to a radically different geography of holdings. At the outset, the
Trust s north coast ownership was still exceptionally strongly concen-
trated: no less than 72 per cent still lay in the Morte Baggy Point
cluster. Moreover, this cluster continued to expand, nearly doubling
in size to reach almost 20 km. Yet despite this the Morte districts
share of north coast holdings halved as the Trusts control of other
areas grew rapidly. To the east this growth focused on Watersmeet
and the West Exmoor coast. In 1965 no land was owned around the
former, but now two major properties were added: Foreland Point
and Countisbury Cliffs, together totalling over 7 km. Along the West
Exmoor coast no fewer than nine acquisitions were made, expanding
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the Trusts holding from 3 to 13 km. Here no less than ve of the
acquisitions each added more than a kilometre of coastline, the largest
section being the Little Hangman (2.6 km), overlooking the popular
village of Combe Martin (Fig. 10).
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Figure 10. Great Hangman and Little Hangman from Watermouth. © North Devon
Coast AONB/ Neville Stanikk.

West of Morte, expansion was again partly a matter of establishing a
completely new foothold: 3 km of coast at Welcome, close to the Cor-
nish border. But the lion s share was devoted to strengthening existing
small holdings at Brownsham and Portledge. Seven acquisitions were
made at Brownsham, those at Fattacott Farm (1.3 km) and Beckland
CIiff (1.1 km) being particularly important. Portledge similarly bene-

tted from a series of purchases, but would have remained a relatively
small cluster if the 6.4 km of coast on the Portledge Estate, noted
above, had not become available in 1988.

South coast progress strongly echoed the northern experience.
Largely thanks to the pre-war success in securing The Bolt, in 1965
the Salcombe area possessed no less than 82 per cent of the entire
south coast estate. With Neptune underway, 11 km were added, tak-
ing the total to almost 28 km. None the less, growth elsewhere meant
that, by the turn of the century, Salcombe s relative importance had
fallen below 40 per cent. The new holdings responsible for this to the
east were in the Weston area, close to the Dorset border, and around






























































