
 

 

 
 

Walks from Royal William Yard 
 
1. Royal William Yard & Devil’s Point  
1.0 miles (1.6 km)  

 
http://www.southwestcoastpath.org.uk/walksdb/597/ 

 

Park within Royal William Yard or, the car park at the end of Admiralty 

Road.  Facing the sea at Firestone Bay turn right and follow the South 

West Coast Path past the Western King Battery to Devil’s Point. The 

walk around the headland of Devil's Point brings you out at an ancient 

defensive point. A small chapel used to stand at the end of the 

Stonehouse peninsula and if you have walked through Mount 

Edgcumbe Country Park you may have seen parts of the old building as 

it was re-erected as an eighteenth century folly, and made to look like 

an ecclesiastical ruin. Devil’s Point, also known as Western Kings Point, 

is a public park and has a wealth of historical features. For centuries it 

has been used by friends and family to wave goodbye or welcome home 

to the crews of Royal Navy warships as they manoeuvre the narrow 

waters adjacent to Devil's Point.  

 

As you walk from the car park towards Devil's Point on the right is a 

bronze plaque commemorating the departure of HMS Beagle from 

nearby Barn Pool.  This voyage was that which inspired Charles Darwin 

to publish his theory of evolution. Off the end of Devils’ Point all the 

water flowing in and out of the massive Tamar estuary gets squeezed 

through a very narrow and deep channel with depths of over 40m. 

Underwater the land falls away as a steep vertical underwater 



 

 

limestone cliff with many caves, crevices, scree slopes and ledges. This 

supports some particularly interesting wildlife such as the delicate 

feather star Antedon bifida, which makes a great spot for experienced 

divers.  

 

As you get towards the end of the park, take the right hand fork that 

leads to the multi award-winning staircase that enables walkers to pass 

through the Yard's defensive wall and descend into the yard.  From the 

top of the staircase you are rewarded with stunning views. The Royal 

William Yard was originally intended to be the Royal George Victualling 

Yard, the name was changed on account of 67-year-old King George IV 

being struck down with alcoholic cirrhosis and dropsy in 1830, five 

years before the yard had been completed. Locally it created a happy 

situation as his brother who succeeded him, as William IV, was a 

popular figure, having spent much of his early naval career in 

Devonport. The complex was designed by the engineer John Rennie, 

who was knighted in 1831 and who, with his brother George, completed 

their father’s work on the construction of the Plymouth Breakwater 

(they also completed the design drawn up by Rennie senior for London 

Bridge).  

 

Created to keep the Royal Navy fed and watered, the complex had its 

own brewery, bakery and slaughterhouse. Since the Royal Navy left the 

site in 1992, the yard has been carefully redeveloped to create an award 

winning historic and iconic setting for contemporary restaurants, 

galleries, apartments and retail businesses. It's worth taking take time 

to explore the buildings of Royal William Yard.  

 

The obvious route is to follow the waters edge, but you can also go 

down the main thoroughfare to the main gate. Look out for the 



 

 

Brewhouse, converted to 78 apartments, with ground floor space for 

exhibitions and cafés. Built in 1834, it was never actually equipped as a 

brewhouse, as new technology allowed fresh water to be carried at sea, 

thus eliminating the need for beer rations. It stood empty until 1885, 

but since then was used as a repair workshop, rum store and a Naval 

torpedo workshop. Bullocks were slaughtered at the Slaughterhouse 

and the meat salted into wooden barrels. The building was used for this 

for 26 years from 1859. Next to it, the Bakery was originally equipped as 

a biscuit and bread factory in 1834. It was used for its original purpose 

until 1925. Now it houses 86 apartments, commercial and office space. 

The paddocks, which acted as receiving fields for the cattle which were 

unwittingly awaiting their demise inside the yard, were originally 

behind The Butcher’s Arms. Anywhere from 70-80 cattle could be 

slaughtered at a time and the number of beasts passing by here was 

often impressive. The pub provided a welcome break for the men 

performing this bloody work. You can leave the yard either by passing 

through the main gates, or stay by the waters edge using the suspended 

walkway.  

 

Either way you will arrive at a large marble block standing on an old 

millstone which commemorates two staples of the Navy's diet, beef and 

ship’s biscuit (which took the place of bread).  Before the days of tin-

lined chests, ship biscuits were packed in canvas or cloth bags - and 

quickly got infested with weevils. The beef was prepared according to 

the butcher’s map ‘the Cuts of Beef’ carved into the block, whilst on the 

reverse side is the recipe for ship’s biscuits.  

 

On the far side of the roundabout cross the road and walk up Royal 

William Road to Durnford Street On the wall of No. 156 Durnford Street 

is a plaque proclaiming: “Here reputedly lived Admiral Sir Thomas 



 

 

Hardy, Bart, GCB. Born 1769, Captain of the Fleet at Trafalgar 1805 and 

witness to Nelson’s immortal dying words aboard HMS Victory ‘Kiss me 

Hardy’. First Sea Lord 1830-34 Governor Greenwich Hospital 1834 Died 

1839.” Whether he said ‘Kiss Me’ or ‘Kismet’ (fate) we shall never know, 

neither is it particularly clear whether Hardy actually lived here, but it 

is thought that his mother might have and that he would certainly have 

known the building. Another famous former resident of Durnford 

Street was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes.  

 

At the fork follow the road on your right. This becomes Admiralty Road. 

As the road reaches the water side look to the left where behind the 

small car park is the Artillery Tower. As you walk along Admiralty Road 

towards the Artillery Tower behind the wall on your left is the 

Stonehouse Lawn Tennis Club.  This is part of the former Winter Palace 

of the Earl of Mount Edgecumbe. The Artillery Tower is one of, if not the 

oldest complete buildings in Plymouth, the seven-sided fortification 

fronting Firestone Bay dates to around 1490. The castellated structure 

has seen a variety of uses over the last 100 years or so, from coastguard 

station to public lavatory, and since 1985 it has served as an interesting 

and popular restaurant. Firestone Bay itself is popular with scuba 

divers due to its sheltered water and deep (up to 42 metres) diving.  

 

As you walk back to the car park there are far reaching views across 

Plymouth Sound. Drake’s Island can be seen across the water, beyond it 

the coast of South Devon with Bovisand and Wembury point in the 

distance. Bridging the gap between headlands is the Plymouth 

Breakwater. Drake’s Island is a 6.5 acre island named after Sir Francis 

Drake. It was also known as St Michael’s or St Nicholas’ Island from 

1135 onwards. It is only in the past 100 years that the Drake’s name has 

been adopted. From 1549, the island was used for defensive purposes. 



 

 

In 1880 two gun batteries were completed on the island. Defence duties 

continued in the Second World War and up until 1963. The island was 

bought in 1995 for £235,000 from the Crown Estate and remains in 

private hands. This leads back to the car park. 


