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The only raid on Barnstaple
• “We used to hear waves of German 

bombers on their way to South Wales. 
Heavy with their load, the beat of the 
engines (always easily distinguishable 
from the steady tone of British engines) 
was slow — oomph, oomph, oomph. 
Some time later they would return with 
a much more rapid pulse — empty. It 
seemed tragic and sinister.

• On one occasion a returning bomber 
dropped a single bomb, probably 
aiming for the gas works, which it 
missed, but took off the bay window of 
a house opposite. Next day the whole 
town, it seemed, turned out to view the 
damage. It was the only ‘raid’ that 
Barnstaple ever experienced”



Press	play



Few people realise the effect 
that the Second World War had 
on the coast of North Devon. 
This ranged from initial defence 
of the area in the 1940s, 
through the development of 
Radar and the important 
airbase at RAF Chivenor to the 
rehearsals for the D Day 
Invasion of the Normandy 
Coast in 1944. Its impact can 
be seen in the many remaining 
concrete structures left all 
along our coastal landscape 
which have left their mark on 
the area.

Defence of the Realm

• In Europe in 1940, after the German 
occupation of France, thoughts turned to 
the invasion of Britain. Whilst not an 
obvious place for attack, areas such as 
Northam Burrows with its long sandy 
beaches and flat hinterland, were 
considered at risk from a seaborne 
invasion by the Germans. This was a new 
kind of war, where static defence had 
been abandoned by the development 
of new technology such as the 
aeroplane and tank. 

• At Northam Burrows, on the Taw Torridge 
Estuary defences were hastily 
constructed, which included the 
placement of concrete sandbag 
emplacements, barbed wire, minefields 
and anti tank and glider ditches. Many of 
these features still remain on Northam 
Burrows today.

The RAF in North Devon

• To counter the threat from the air a network of radar stations 
was developed along the North Devon Coast in 1941. This 
included the development of the Chain Home Station at 
RAF Northam and the Chain Home Low station at Hartland 
Point. In addition a third radar station was developed at 
Wrafton to assist in the protection of the new RAF airbase at 
Chivenor.

• RAF Chivenor was made operational in 1941 and fell under 
the control of RAF Coastal Command. During the war, many 
squadrons were based at Chivenor and they are known to 
have practiced along the North Devon Coast. At 
Putsborough, you can see the remains of the Morte Bay 
Practice Bombing Range, which was operational from 1942 
until the middle of the 1950s., Many aircraft from Chivenor 
were to be used in anti submarine warfare during the Battle 
of the Atlantic and several crash site can be located along 
the North Devon Coast, where Allied aircraft crashed during 
operational flights or during practice sorties.

Practice for D Day
North Devon played an important role in the preparations for D Day. The coast from Braunton Burrows 
through to Morte Point was secured by the Americans to enable troops to practice for D Day as the 
coastline closely resembled that of the Normandy coast. Between September 1943 and May 1944 Soldiers 
trained in attacking fixed defences to represent parts of the so-called “Atlantic Wall” and a special training 
facility the Assault Training Centre was established on Braunton Burrows, with its headquarters at 
Woolacombe. Practice landings took place on nearby Woolacombe and Putsborough beaches
The Taw Torridge estuary became an important establishment for the US Navy, where much amphibious 
practice took place. A special unit was also set up, based in Bideford, charged with the task of 
waterproofing vehicles to help them get ashore from landing craft on D Day.






















