
Areas of outstanding botanical interest

Botany of the Torbay Limestones

Stand amongst sheets of White Rock-rose Helianthemum apenninum and Horseshoe Vetch Hippocrepis comosa on

the southerly slopes of Berry Head, or in the dense thickets of Evergreen Oak Quercus ilex and Shrubby

Scorpion-vetch Coronilla valentina scrub along the Rock End Walk south of Daddyhole Plain and it is difficult to

imagine a more Mediterranean scene on mainland Britain. The exposures of Devonian Limestone that encircle

Tor Bay have given rise to some of the most fascinating and botanically rich vegetation in our islands, and sites

such as Wall’s Hill, Daddyhole Plain and Berry Head are considered floristic classics within botanical circles.

Key to much of the botanical importance of Torbay are the exposures of Devonian Limestone, here dating back

416 to 345 million years, these are amongst the oldest limestones in Britain. They share many similarities with

the hard Carboniferous Limestones of western and northern Britain. However, unlike the massive

outcroppings of Carboniferous Limestone, the Devonian exposures are highly limited in extent, and almost

wholly confined to the countryside lying between the rivers Tamar and Exe in south Devon. Generally the

outcrops are small and rather fragmented, many occurring inland in the vicinity of places such as Chudleigh,

Buckfastleigh, Newton Abbot and Yealmpton. However, around Plymouth and the Torbay conurbation, they

are prominent features of the coastal zone: those adjacent to Plymouth Sound have largely been ‘buried’ under

concrete, but Torbay still boasts a string of fine botanical sites hemmed in between town and sea. To admire the

gleaming limestone buttress of Wall’s Hill from the wooded shade of Anstey’s Cove, or to wander over the

warm south-easterly facing slopes of Berry Head is to be in botanical heaven. 

In reality, the Torbay flora was ‘discovered’ rather late in the day, compared with other botanical hotspots.

True, the first two specialities, Autumn Squill Scilla autumnalis and Small Hare’s-ear Bupleurum baldense, were

found in 1797 and 1802 respectively, but our knowledge of the flora largely grew as the town itself burgeoned.

Torquay started to grow in earnest in the first half of the Victorian period, as health-conscious tourists

increasingly looked to spa and coastal towns for recreation and recuperation. War on the mainland of Europe

discouraged continental travel, and the opening of the Torre Railway station on 18 December 1848 finally

allowed visitors to enjoy the balmy climate of this most southerly of England’s major coastal resorts. In the

early years, botanists focused on the limestone riches of the northern Torbay sites – after all, they were but a

brisk hour’s walk from the station, but as places such as Park, Warberry and Windmill Hills were

systematically lost to development, so the more southerly Berry Head was increasingly explored. Today, this

prominent headland is regarded as the crowning glory of the Torbay Limestones, with national and

international conservation designations. Berry Head was notified as a Site of Special Scientific Interest in 1952

and became part of the Berry Head to Sharkham Point National Nature Reserve in 2000. More recently Berry

Head was designated a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) within the South Hams SAC. Nevertheless, fine

botanical sites have survived on both sides of the bay: key amongst these are Wall’s Hill and Berry Head,

major headlands to the north and south of Torbay respectively, but considerable additional botanical interest is

to be found at smaller limestone sites, including Petit Tor, Daddyhole Plain, Churston Cove, Durl Head, and

Sharkham Point. All are worth detailed botanical exploration at the present time.

The floral riches of this coastline are largely centred on the open grasslands, scrub and cliff communities of this

exposed, breezy coastline. Woodland habitats – such a feature of the more northerly sites today – are largely

secondary in nature, and rather dull, at least from a vascular plant perspective. 
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There are few better places to botanise than on the south facing slopes of Berry Head and Wall’s Hill, where

steep and often inaccessible grassy cliff slopes broken by innumerable rock ledges and outcrops, break to form

dazzling white cliffs pitted with sea caves below. The undoubted glory of these cliff slopes is the Festuca ovina-

Carlina vulgaris Sheep’s Fescue-Carline Thistle grassland, here in a unique Scilla autumnalis-Euphorbia

portlandica variant unique to the Torbay Limestones. These summer-droughted grasslands dominate the warm

dry cliff slopes, and support many of the rarities for which the Torbay Limestones are famed, including Dwarf

Mouse-ear Cerastium pumilum, Blue Fescue Festuca longifolia, H. apenninum, Small Restharrow Ononis reclinata

and Scilla autumnalis.  Here they are joined by a number of non-natives that are thoroughly naturalised,

appearing as if native, notably Red Valerian Centranthus ruber,  Parsley Petroselinum crispum and Alexanders

Smyrnium olusatrum. These grasslands extend a short distance inland at the top of the cliff slopes (perhaps just

a few tens of metres) where to my mind a ‘plateau variant’ of this grassland may be recognised: this is perhaps

the best place to look for other rare and scarce species such as B. baldense, Nit Grass Gastridium ventricosum,

Honewort Trinia glauca, growing alongside more of the celebrated White Rock-rose. Where trampling is acute,

a surprisingly rich flora of ephemeral species occurs, including Bulbous and Early Meadow-grass Poa bulbosa

and P. infirma respectively, together with a rich diversity of clovers, including Clustered, Bird’s-foot and

Suffocated clovers Trifolium glomeratum, T. ornithopodioides and T. suffocatum.  Additionally, more ruderal

conditions on the cliff slopes, where, for example, scrub has been cleared support a local abundance of local

species such as Wild Cabbage Brassica oleracea, Little-Robin Geranium purpureum, Pale St John’s-wort Hypericum

montanum, Tree Mallow Malva arborea and Toothed Medick Medicago polymorpha.
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Slopes with more northerly aspects, together with plateau areas on deeper soils, support a more mesotrophic 

grassland and perhaps reach their best development on the unquarried northern slopes of Berry Head and 

Wall’s Hill. Such grasslands are rich in colourful species such as Dropwort Filipendula vulgaris, Cowslip Primula

veris, Saw-wort Serratula tinctoria and Betony Betonica officinalis and are important for their local abundance of 

Lesser Meadow-rue Thalictrum minus, otherwise known as a native only from the Avon and Cheddar Gorges 

and the Lizard Peninsula in this part of the United Kingdom. About five colonies of Bastard Balm Melittis 

melissophyllum are also known, in thinly scrubbed coastal grassland on limestone: a rather atypical habitat in 

Britain. Another Berry Head classic, Goldilocks Aster Aster linosyris, can best be considered as a species of such 

mesotrophic grassland, typically growing best at the point where the mesotrophic grasslands grade into highly 

maritime Festuca rubra-Daucus carota ssp. gummifer maritime grassland, Fescue-Carrot-dominated turf along 

the coast south of Berry Head Common.

Cliffs and eroding cliff slopes add to the botanical riches. Permanently damp cliffs and tufa deposits combine

with a mild climate to provide a home to the Maidenhair Fern Adiantum capillus-veneris, which survives in a

welcome abundance in Anstey’s Cove and St Mary’s Bay in spite of the ravages of fern collectors, whilst

boulder-slope thin woodlands and sheltered cliff faces are home to two rare Whitebeam ‘trees’, the Rock

Whitebeam Sorbus rupicola and the endemic Grey-leaved Whitebeam S. porrigentiformis, plus the rare but

handsome Wood Vetch Vicia sylvatica and Purple Gromwell Lithospermum purpureocaeruleum.

As the Torbay conurbation has grown to become the second largest settlement in Devon, so the dual pressures

of habitat destruction and cessation of traditional management have become manifold. Today, most of the

important botanical sites are protected as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, so gross habitat loss is now

thankfully a thing of the past. However, the fragmented nature of the remaining sites, combined with the

heavy public usage makes activities such as traditional grazing well nigh impossible, and this in turn leads to a
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Soay Sheep grazing the cliffs at Berry Head.
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proliferation of scrub at the expense of the more open, species-rich grasslands. One estimate suggested that

only 22 ha of the Autumn Squill-Portland Spurge variant of the Festuca ovina-Carlina vulgaris Sheep’s Fescue-

Carline Thistle grasslands survive around Torbay: they are found nowhere else in Britain. Particular mention

must be made of the threats posed by non-native invasives that have leapt over the garden fence into the

wilder coastal grasslands. In their own right, the ‘Mediterranean’ woodland and scrub communities,

dominated by woody species such as Shrubby Scorpion-vetch Coronilla valentina ssp. glauca, Jerusalem Sage

Phlomis fruticosa and Evergreen Oak Quercus ilex, are magnificent both in terms of their structure and diversity

of non-natives, but they are systematically smothering equally beautiful and fascinating native plant

communities that have existed here since the last ice age. 

Nevertheless, there is hope: today, all the key botanical sites are protected as Sites of Special Scientific Interest,

and most are managed for conservation and public access by the Torbay Coast and Countryside Trust. Inroads

are now being made into ever-increasing swathes of scrub, and great strides have been made in controlling

sprawling mats of alien cotoneasters and dense stands of Q. ilex. Where scrub and leaf-litter have been

removed to reveal the original soil layer, H. apenninum, Little-Robin and Horseshoe Vetch are germinating

freely from buried seeds. And, most exciting of all, ambitious plans are slowly being implemented to bring

grazing back to these key sites.

Andy Byfield
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Some notes on other areas of exposed limestone inland from Torbay

The Devonian Limestone is exposed at a number of sites west of Torbay. These include Chudleigh Rocks,

Broadridge Wood and the River Lemon valley at Newton Abbot, Orley Common near Ipplepen and

Whilborough Common and Kerswell Down above Kingskerswell, all with public access. Smaller areas, usually

without public access, are present in the same area. None of these sites have the assemblage of rare species

found on the coastal limestone around Torbay but they do host a variety of plants that favour calcareous soils,

some of which are rare or absent from the coast.

Chudleigh Rocks has a fine spring woodland flora including Toothwort Lathraea squamaria, Goldilocks

Buttercup Ranunculus auricomus, Early Dog-violet Viola reichenbachiana, Ramsons Allium ursinum, Bluebell

Hyacinthoides non-scripta and Yellow Archangel Lamiastrum galeobdolon and Lesser Celandine Ficaria verna.

Spurge-laurel Daphne laureola is scattered and Southern Polypody Polypodium cambricum locally abundant.

Suffocated Clover Trifolium suffocatum, which may be very locally common on some of its coastal sites is almost

unknown inland. Rev. William Moyle Rogers, one of the greatest 19th century botanists, curate at Trusham in

the Teign valley between 1876 and 1882, found it there, together with Clustered Clover T. glomeratum, in 1882.

Both were found again, just over 100 years later in 1995, around small exposures of limestone at the top of the

rock.

Both may also be found together on Orley Common in somewhat similar circumstances with Knotted Clover

T. striatum. Subterranean Clover T. subterraneum also occurs, on the open track that leads to the top of the hill.

Orley Common, managed as a local nature reserve by Teignbridge District Council, gives excellent views over

much of the surrounding country and is well worth a visit at almost any time. In spring recently cleared areas

may be bright with Primrose Primula vulgaris, Early-purple Orchid Orchis mascula, R. auricomus and Hairy
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Exposed limestone at the top of Chudleigh Rocks.
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Violet Viola hirta. Cowslips Primula veris have been introduced and look almost native. A little later these are

joined by Common Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsii and Greater Butterfly-orchid Platanthera chlorantha. By

summer Betonica officinalis, Wild Marjoram Origanum vulgare, Hawkweed Oxtongue Picris hieracioides, Hairy St

John’s-wort Hypericum hirsutum and Common Gromwell Lithospermum officinale are all locally frequent or

common. Bastard Balm Melittis melissophyllum reappeared in 1995 following scrub clearance by the

Teignbridge Rangers. During autumn Wayfaring-tree Viburnum lantana and Spindle Euonymus europaeus are

both in fruit and strings of Black Bryony Tamus communis berries brighten up the scene. Little-Robin Geraneum

purpureum occurs rarely on the ledges of the quarry there.

Geranium purpureum may also be found, sometimes commonly, in the big quarry at the east end of Broadridge

Wood, where it grows alongside Common Rock-rose Helianthemum nummularium, M. melissophyllum,

Filipendula vulgaris and Salad Burnet Sanguisorba minor. There is a fine stand of Small-leaved Lime Tilia cordata

in woodland by the quarry and others scattered along the River Lemon towards Bradley Manor. Some of the

best populations of Toothwort Lathraea squamaria are found in the same area growing on the roots of Hazel

Corylus avellana by the river and by the leat. The woodland flora, as might be expected, is very like that at

Chudleigh Rocks with the addition of Wood Anemone Anemone nemorosa. Bird’s-nest Orchid Neottia nidus-avis

has been recorded from time to time and Thin-spiked Wood-sedge Carex strigosa is still locally common in

parts of the woodland east of Bradley Manor. Being so close to Newton Abbot, the whole valley is very

popular with walkers and some areas, especially the paths on alluvial soils close to the River Lemon, have

been badly eroded by heavy footfall. Some of the Sedge and a small population of R. auricomus have been

seriously damaged.
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English Whitebeam Sorbus anglica has been lost to quarrying at some of its old sites around Stoneycombe

Quarry but maintains a precarious hold in two places including the slopes of Whilborough Common where

attempts are being made to augment the population with seedlings grown from locally collected seed. Other

populations of this rare little tree are known only in a few places in North Devon, Somerset and Wales and one

in Ireland. Somewhat surprisingly, Buckthorn Rhamnus cathartica, which is scattered though the scrubby

fringes of both Kerswell Down and Whilborough Common, was not discovered there until 2008. The site has

been regularly visited by botanists for decades and the bushes, which are clearly quite old, completely

overlooked. Hound’s-tongue Cynoglossum officinale, never common except in a few coastal locations, survives

on Kerswell Down with Pyramidal Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis. Whilborough Common is the largest inland

area of limestone grassland in Devon. It holds an interesting flora if not as rich as those on the coast. Common

Rock-rose Helianthemum nummularium may still survive though it is seriously threatened by scrub

encroachment. Other grassland species include Salad Burnet Sanguisorba minor, Small Scabious Scabiosa

columbaria, Fairy Flax Linum catharticum, Wild Thyme Thymus polytrichus, Carline Thistle Carlina vulgaris,

Autumn Lady’s-tresses Spiranthes spiralis, Crested Hair-grass Koeleria macrantha and Quaking-grass Briza media.

The Western Eyebright Euphrasia tetraquetra makes an unusual appearance inland together with Confused

Eyebright E. confusa and their hybrid.

Roger Smith
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Carline Thistle Carlina vulgaris at Whilborough Common with Stoneycombe Quarry in the background.




