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NUMBER 1:  MET OFFICE & URBAN FRINGE 

The Sowton area is an excellent example of urban fringe 

development where the City meets the countryside.  

Total distance:  . . . . . . . . .  miles  . . . . . . . . . . . kilometres 

times: (4 kph/2.5mph) . . . . . . .   (5kph/3mph) . . . . . . . . . .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. The walk begins at the Honiton Road Park & Ride Bus Stop.  

Make your way west up the hill towards the crossing.  On your 

left is what remains of an original Sowton farmland hedgerow.  

Oak and ash are common.  Chaffinches and greenfinches can 

be seen.  Cross the road with care to the Rok building.  Rok 

constructed many of the buildings on the estate including the 

EDF Building. 

2. The Barn Owl is the only pub on the industrial estate.  Its 

appearance is deceptive as it was built in very recent times. 

Continue past Guardian Road under the motorway road sign 

to the roundabout and turn left.  Sowton is at a motorway 

crossroads for commerce north to Bristol and South to 

Plymouth and Cornwall. 

Look back over the roundabout at the Met Office sponsored 

‘Daycaster’. At night its changing colours are controlled by the 

daily temperature.  Beyond is Great Moor House, home of the 

Devon Record Office, Library Service and many Devon County 

Services for schools. 

3. At the next roundabout turn right into Grenadier Road which 

gives an excellent view of the modern Ashford Building. 

Continue on to the award winning EDF Gadeon Building 

named after the decurion of Isca Dumnoniorum (modern 

Exeter) who died around AD 405. 

 Across Honiton Road can be seen the large electricity 

substation. Buzzards may be seen soaring over the motorway 

and to the south, far in the distance, a glimpse of the Exe 

estuary. To the north are the slopes of Gypsy Hill.  Sowton is a 

significant site for travellers.  

4. Carry on up the hill and turn left into old Pinn lane.  At the 

time of writing this was overgrown and full of wildlife; hedge 

banks, ferns, brambles, hazel, maple, beech and elm.  This 

contrasts with the formal planting of imported species on much 

of the estate.  (It is very secluded should not be attempted 

alone) Pinn Lane is due to be reinstated as part of a footpath 

and cycle way.  Turn right at the bottom of Pinn Lane rejoining 

Grenadier Road. Carry on past Crown Self storage Units and 

ahead at the roundabout into Emperor Way.   

5.  Take a short detour to the right into Alba Court Office 

Village.  Two buildings of note are the Big Grin Company’s all 

wood construction and the offices of architects Lacey, Hickey 

and Kayley. The waste ground with its weeds holds much 

more variety of wildlife than the newly planted imported plants. 

Follow Emperor Way past Hawthorne House, home of Gemini 

Radio, into Coriolis Way North (named after the effect which 

describes the movement of winds in the Northern and 

Southern Hemispheres). 

6. Ahead the Met Office represents an excellent example of 

modern architecture.  Offices surround an internal ‘street’ 

complete with stream which runs through the middle of the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 building.  Although there is a programme of visitor 

experiences available this is a Ministry of Defence site and 

access and photography are restricted.  Travel through the site 

from the automatic road barriers requires special permission. 



Retrace your steps along Coriolis Way, Emperor Way and 

right along Ambassador Drive back to Honiton Road. Turn 

right into Honiton Road and continue up the hill turning right 

into Fitzroy Road (the name of the Captain of Charles Darwin’s 

ship and the new name of the sea area off Brittany, formerly 

Finistere).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Pass the sculptural sign for the Met Office, installed in 2004, 

and follow the road down. To the left is one of the few 

remaining areas of farmed land on Sowton.  A short distance 

along join a tarmac cycle/footpath which follows the border of 

the Met Office site.  Meadow flowers, poppies, crows, gulls 

and, in summer, swallows can be seen.  Follow the path to a 

group of mature trees.  A gateway to Hill Barton Farm is on the 

right. 

The path joins Hill Barton Road.  Cross using the Toucan 

crossing (two can – both cyclists and pedestrians).  Turn left.   

8. Cross the Victorian railway bridge made from Torquay 

limestone in which hundreds of fossil remains can be seen.  

The bridge spans the popular Avocet commuter line which 

runs from Exmouth to Exeter - Digby and Sowton, Polsloe 

Bridge, St James’ Park, Exeter Central and St David's 

stations.  At night or early evening foxes and badgers may be 

seen.  To the right a footpath leads towards Exeter Green 

Circle, the City Centre and Hill Barton Estate.  Built in the 

1980’s the estate is of modern design with traditional styling.  

The road names, Laxton, Brambley and Russett give a clue to 

the land’s history.  It used to be an orchard. The tree on the 

corner of Brambley and Lower Hill Barton Road is thought to 

be a walnut. 

Follow Lower Hill Barton Road, cross by the Surgery and turn 

left into Honiton Road at the end. Cross Honiton Road via the 

first central refuge, taking care as this is a very busy road at 

times.  

  

9. Continue under the 1950’s bridge, built of artificial stone to 

match the surrounding Heavitree stone.  This is an early 

example of a flyover.  The inscription “Auxilio Divino” means 

“with divine help”.  Cross the roundabout feeder road with care 

using the central refuge.  Continue on under the railway 

bridge. Turn right into the public footpath between Exeter 

Motor Group and Parceline. 

Climb the steep path beside various industrial units.  To the 

East are impressive views of the surrounding countryside; the 

edge of the Blackdown Hills and Woodbury Common.  Aircraft 

can be seen taking off from Exeter International Airport.  

Follow the footpath, then the pavement around to the left.   

 

10. Large rolls of newsprint may be seen outside the offices of 

the Express and Echo.  A wood and paper wall piece  

created by Barry Plastow and Sam Watts decorates the 

entrance wall.  This feature is deteriorating so do not stand too 

close!  The sound of printing machinery can often be heard in 

the background.  There is abundant planting around the 

Express and Echo building, including lavender.  Turn left into 

Bittern Road passing Safecar storage at the bottom of the hill 

turn left as Bittern Road continues passed the higher Honiton 

Road Park & Ride. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. In the foreground are Great Moor House and the Loop 

Conference Centre and beyond can be seen the flood plain of 

the River Clyst. Underneath the modern buildings and 

industrial units is desert sandstone, laid down in the Permian 

period long before the dinosaurs and not known for fossils. 

As Bittern Road comes to an end follow the path back to the 

Honiton Road Park & Ride Bus stops. 

Although there are dropped kerbs for wheelchair/buggy access 

in some places, there are many areas of Sowton where this is 

not yet the case. 

Declaration:  This leaflet is a guide only and GMHFM accept 

no responsibility for any problems which may occur while 

following Sowton Walk Number 1. If you have any suggestions 

or ideas of how this walk can be improved or ideas for other 

walks we can include in this series please send them to: 

Facilities Management Great Moor House Bittern Road  

Sowton Industrial Estate Exeter EX2 7NL. 

 

Prepared with assistance from Peter Grainger, Exete r 

Walking Project Coordinator, Sustrans 

www.sustrans.org.uk



 


