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Orcombe Point near Exmouth to Old Harry’s Rocks 
near Swanage in Dorset, has been responsible not 
only for bringing down roads and houses but also 
for the deaths of a number of people climbing, rock 
pooling or relaxing in their shadow.

Fashioning a makeshift windbreak from my 
tarp and bike frame I set up camp, making a small 
driftwood fire in a sheltered pebble basin, needing 
nothing more than a stove-cooked packet soup and 
a few nips of whisky from my hipflask to help me 
settle down for the night. I was far enough away 
from the town for its nocturnal activities not to 
disturb me, and let the soporific murmuring of the 
sea and a serene star-filled sky send me to sleep.

I was awake before dawn and sat contentedly 
staring out to sea, thinking how rarely we routine-
ruled creatures get to see the sun rise, particularly 
over a scene such as the one that greeted me. 
As the first rays of sun glinted off the morning’s 
mirror-calm sea, my desire for caffeine gradually 
over-rode that for daydreaming, and I gathered 
my things and made for the café on the cliff. It 
was a good choice for an early morning mocha, as 
it’s on the NCN’s route 2, which runs from Dover 
to St Austell, but for me would serve just as the 
southern-most tip of my ride.

Given that it runs up to Peak Hill I shouldn’t have 
been surprised at the alarming gradient I had to cope 
with almost immediately. The reward for my exertions 
lay in the dappled sunlit corridors of Mutter’s Moor 
and Bulverton Hill. I’m always sceptical when off-road 
routes pass through golf courses, but the fairways 
up here were among the most scenic I have ever 
encountered, snaking down through valley and vale 
toward the sea. In fact I began to miss their expansive 
vistas when I happened upon a dense, overgrown 
bridleway at Bulverton that was barely wider than my 
handlebars in places and left me nursing a collection 
of scratches and stings on every limb. 

The old railway line through Harpford wood 
promised to be more spacious, however, and 
I was surprised to learn it is another NCN route 
(no.248), given how much it feels that nature is 
reclaiming the trail here. There’s a deep, partially 
obscured gulley on one side and the surface is 
a mixture of mud and mulch, though of course, 
given its heritage, it is flat and uncomplicated. 
Before it reached the village of Tipton St John I 
peeled off and headed up a paved track which 
climbed steadily to the base of Beacon Hill, where 
a bridleway pointed me diagonally back over fields 
to a quiet country road leading into Ottery St Mary. 

This small Devon town is the birthplace of the 
Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and is home 
to a unique flaming tar barrel procession which has 
become the centrepiece of the town’s November 
carnival. It is believed the tradition stems from the 
lighting of barrels of pitch to warn of the invading 
Armada. I was a few months early for this incendiary 
experience, and unfortunately too late for Ottery’s 
enchantingly titled Pixie Day in June, where children 
dress up and re-enact ancient folklore. 

As I climbed out on bridleways and lanes up 
Westgate Hill towards Bellview Plantation, I could 
see the church of St Mary, a scaled-down version 
of Exeter Cathedral, standing squat in the heart of 
Ottery. I found myself pondering over the many 
tales I’d heard – of pirates and pixies, witches 
and smugglers – and wondered why this place 
is so alive with folk tradition. The ‘Witches Stone’, 
otherwise known as the ‘Rolling Stone of Gittisham 
Common’, loomed large before me as I wound up 
back at Putts Corner and the Hare and Hound. My 
only decision before heading back down Gittisham 
Hill to Honiton was whether to sample ales of the 
Otter or Branscombe breweries before I left. Better 
try both, I decided, leaning my bike against the 
Witches Stone.
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