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PICTURES REVEAL EVOLUTION OF
ENGLISH RIVIERA THROUGH TIME

A NEW book in the same
‘Through Time’ series as
the recently featured De-
von At War Through Time
looks at the three towns
and associated villages
that make up the area cov-
ered by Torbay Council –
Torquay, Paignton and Brix-
ham.

The book combines historic photos of
the area together with modern views to
show how things have changed – or in
some cases changed very little – over
time. 

Each of the towns has a very differ-
ent heritage, although today they have
become parts of what has become a
sprawling near-conurbation, albeit fea-
turing 22 miles of coastline with attrac-
tive beaches and cliff scenery, as well
as areas of countryside.

It is perhaps surprising that Paign-
ton is the oldest of the three, dating
from Saxon times, whereas there was
virtually nothing of Torquay, except for
Torre Abbey and its ‘Spanish barn’ (so
called because prisoners from the
Spanish Armada of 1588 are said to
have been held there) until the advent
of mass tourism thanks to the Great
Western Railway in the Victorian age. 

Sailing
Brixham, meanwhile, has been a

fishing community for centuries and
was once famous for its Brixham sail-
ing trawlers, of which a few examples
survive alongside the still active mod-
ern fishing fleet. 

The narrow streets of the latter bear
witness to its long history, while Paign-
ton’s greater age is largely buried un-
der its later development as a bucket
and spade family seaside resort. In
Torquay much of its 19th-century ar-
chitecture still stands, but the skyline
has changed in more recent times
thanks to the building of a number of
modern high-rise hotels, apartment
blocks and shopping centres, although
thankfully without spoiling the beauty
of the surrounding scenery, given a
Mediterranean Riviera air by the pro-
liferation of the famous ‘Torbay palms’
– in fact New Zealand cordylines, a

member of the lily family.
Just to the north of Torquay is the

village of Babbacombe, its clifftop
paths and gardens giving fine views
over Lyme Bay. It also boasts a cliff
railway, dating from the 1920s, that
takes visitors down to a fine shoreline
encompassing the attractive Oddi-
combe Beach – parts of which, as the
photos show, are suffering the effects of
rockfalls from the red sandstone cliffs –
and the Cary Arms, a historic pub
named after a family that moved to the
area in 1662, but which is now mod-
ernised and expanded as a restaurant
that features in the Michelin guide.

Popular
Babbacombe also boasts the model

village, and pictures in the book show
how this developed from a scrubby
field to one of the area’s most popular
attractions, even served by what ap-
pear to be vintage Edwardian motor-
buses but which Mr Poulton-Smith
points out are actually replicas dating
from the 1960s.

Nearby Cockington, meanwhile, is a
traditional Devon village oasis that has
retained unchanged its collection of
cob and stone cottages, served in sum-
mer by horsedrawn carriage rides
from Torquay.

While some of the historic pictures
in the book show Victorian holiday-
makers amid their beach huts and
changing tents, others show the unex-
pected scene of a number of pioneering
pre-First World War submarines lined
up at Torquay harbour.

Highest
Readers also learn that the light-

house at Berry Head, near Brixham, is
the shortest in the country, at only 16ft
tall – but is also the highest, as it
stands on a clifftop 207ft above the sea,
and it sends out more than 5 million
double flashes each year.

All in all, this book will make a fasci-
nating addition to the bookshelf of any-
one who loves the English Riviera.

The English Riviera Through Time –
Paignton, Brixham and Torquay is
published by Amberley Publishing,
The Hill, Stroud, Gloucestershire GL5
4GP, website www.amberley-books.com
– priced £14.99, ISBN 978 1 4456 0947 8.

PREMIER RESORT: A 1920s postcard view of Torquay harbour, above left, and, above right, how it looks today – still very recognisably the same place but with some modern development

EDWARDIAN VISITORS: Two views of Paignton beach in the early years of the 20th century, with more well-to-do visitors relaxing near their bathing huts and tents, above left, and a view from
1905 of working class visitors crowded together on a rockier area of beach, above right – although everyone is dressed in their Sunday best and wearing hats!

NATURE’S WEAR AND TEAR: A post-war view of a crowded Oddicombe beach, above left, and a modern view showing recent rockfalls from the cliffs. Picture left courtesy of Mike Lidgley

Book review by SIMON ARTYMIUK

VANISHED TRANSPORT: An electric tram making its way along
Cary Parade in Torquay between the wars, above, and the same 
location as it is today, below, with the trams gone since 1934

PIONEERS: Submarines in Torquay harbour. Courtesy of Terrence O’Brien

ALL CHANGE: A blocked-up row of arches beneath the Living
Coasts attraction, below, was once a busy home to Torquay
Rowing Club, above. Lower photo courtesy of Paignton Zoo

SEDATE AGE: An Edwardian postcard of the Strand in Torquay
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