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1 LOCATION AND ESSENTIAL CHARACTERISTICS 
 
1.1 The Watcombe Park conservation area is situated some 4 km north of the centre of 

Torquay and straddles the A379 Teignmouth Road. The wooded slopes of Watcombe 
Park are an important topographic and landscape feature; they slope from a height of 
over 150m (about 500 feet) on the north to between 85-100m OD in the south. In 
1987 the park was included on the Register of Historic Parks and Gardens (grade II ) 
and its extent revised in July 2003 to more closely coincide with the boundary of the 
conservation area. 

 
1.2 Until the mid-20th century there was little development apart from the park and its 

house, built on an estate built up by Isambard Kingdom Brunel between 1847 and 
1859, and the half dozen mid-19th century villas to its south and east. In the early-
20th century a few further detached houses were built in the field forming the 
northwest corner of the junction of Teignmouth Road and Moor Lane. But from the 
1960s onwards this outer part of Torquay saw a major population increase, such that 
the whole conservation area, with the exception of Watcombe Beach Road, is now 
encircled by houses and bungalows. About 20 of these are somewhat incongruously 
included within the boundary, as is the Steps Cross Special School, the latter a post-
war foundation.  

 
 
2 HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT, ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
2.1 Watcombe is located on the northern edge of the large historic parish of St 

Marychurch, itself the mother church of the adjoining parishes of Kingskerswell and 
Coffinswell – the three were probably once part of a very large Saxon estate which 
had been divided up before the Conquest. By Domesday the manorial estates were 
well defined with five combined within the parish of St Marychurch: St Marychurch 
proper, Combe Pafford, Edginswell, Shiphay Collaton and Ilsham. Watcombe has 
been assumed to lie within the Combe Pafford manor, the Domesday æcclam S 
MARIÆ held by the Bishops and diocese of Exeter until 1800. 

 
2.2 There has been human activity and possibly settlement in the area since prehistoric 

times; 400m to the west lies Great Hill, at 180m (587 feet) the highest part of the 4-
mile ridge that stretches from Milber Down to the sea at Maidencombe. A beacon at 
the top, a well-marked hollow and a large standing stone, of presumed prehistoric 
date stood here until removed by the Torquay Corporation reservoir which was 
completed in 1926. The ridge, a boundary from prehistoric times, divides the 
parishes of St Marychurch from Coffinswell, very much as a similar ridge to the south 
of Torbay divides the historic parishes of Paignton and Churston with the prehistoric 
Broadsands Chambered tomb lying astride it. 

 
2.3 Watcombe is first recorded as Whatecomb in a Charter Rolls of 1414 and Whetecombe 

in an Inquistion post-mortem of 1438. Wheat Valley suggests arable fields assarted up 
to the steep slopes north of Moor Lane. On the 1809 OS 1 inch map there is a 
conspicuous absence where Watcombe Park is now, Great Hill is recorded as 
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Holloway Head and Watcombe only appears as a name on the coast located as 
Watcombe Head. An estate map of c.1859 records Great Hill as Telegraph Hill. 

2.4 A series of early stucco villas were built on either side of the Torquay to Teignmouth 
Road, which had been improved as a turnpike after the opening of the Shaldon 
Bridge in 1827; completed in the 1840s they are typical of the Torquay style being 
built extensively in the Lincombes and Warberries areas at this time, several have 
integral service wings. The Brunels occupied two of them between 1849 and 1859; a 
number became the temporary homes of other prominent persons. 
 

2.4 But Watcombe as a landscape is inseparable from the Brunel family, whose creation 
it was. In 1847 Isambard Kingdom Brunel, indefatigable engineer of the Great 
Western Railway, the steamship Great Britain, the Clifton Suspension Bridge et multi 
alia, decided to build a house and grounds for his residence at Watcombe. There was 
no ready made estate to take over, Brunel began buying land from the local owners, 
prinicipally Henry Langford Brown; after the last land purchase in 1858 the estate 
when surveyed that year amounted to 136 acres. Brunel’s envisioned house was never 
built, but its successor Brunel Manor, now a private conference centre, is the 
centrepiece of the conservation area within the park which was finished. 

 
2.5 After the first major land acquisitions Brunel began the creation of the park in 1848; 

two historic trackways, one east-west from Barton, the other north-south linking St 
Marychurch and Teignmouth, were closed and converted into carriage drives. Both 
lay to the west of the present Teignmouth Road whose broad curves swinging up the 
hill were part of the turnpike improvements. In the north the old road from 
Teignmouth diverged from the turnpike just south of Little Acre (SX 291900 68130) 
meeting the east-west one from Barton between what is now 30 and 32 Brunel 
Avenue. The Barton road ran from here north of Brunel Avenue to the point where 49 
Moor Lane is now, the two forming a reversed L. At the intersection Brunel formed 
what was to be his southern entrance to Torquay by continuing the east-west line to 
join the new Teignmouth Road between where now Skara Brae and Watcombe 
Cottage are situated. 

 
2.6 In return Brunel constructed the steps at the top of Steps Lane (from whence it takes 

its name) to from a quick pedestrian link across the lower curves of the new turnpike; 
Steps Lane formed the lower end of the pre-turnpike road. Additionally he built Moor 
Lane west of Steps Cross to form the link to Barton. 

 
2.7 Brunel no doubt selected the location for Watcombe Park because of its elevated 

position and favourable aspect. In 1852 he bought land for a small estate of cottages, 
schoolroom and chapel for his workers at Barton, a medieval rural settlement about a 
mile to the southwest (also a designated conservation area), where these buildings, 
although much altered, can still be seen. 

 
2.8 Perhaps the single most impressive aspect of the Brunel’s landscaping was his 

planned grand entrance from over Great Hill to the north east. Here, at the parish 
boundary at a height of 591’, the Admiralty had planned a new semaphore signal 
station using the Popham system of semaphore. This would be part of the existing 
chain running between London and Plymouth, but east of the Exe would form a new 
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MAP TWO 
AGE OF BUILDINGS

Conservation Area Boundary

Before 1500

1500 - 1690s
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MAP THREE
BUILDING MATERIALS - ROOFS
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MAP FOUR 
BUILDING MATERIALS - WALLS
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MAP FIVE 
IMPORTANT FEATURES

Conservation  Boundary

Largely unspoilt frontages retaining significant 
period detail (including original shop fronts) 

Important building groups, normally of a similar 
date, or character of frontage detail.

Main tree groups and individual trees

Open Space - largely unrestricted public access

Feature of Special InterestSignificant Landmark

D

Open Space - limited or restricted public access

Useful pedestrian links

Main Hedgerow Prominent walls

Viewpoint - open Viewpoint - enclosed 
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