Devon and Cornwall

At the western extremity of England, the counties of Devon and Cornwall encompass everything from genteel, cosy villages to vast Atlantic-facing strands of golden sand and wild expanses of granite moorland. The combination of rural peace and first-class beaches has made the peninsula perennially popular with tourists, so much so that tourism has replaced the traditional occupations of fishing and farming, though the region's authentic character is still much in evidence.

Reminders of Devon's leading role in the country's maritime history are never far away, particularly in the city of Exeter, while the nautical tradition is perpetuated on a domesticated scale by yachtspeople taking advantage of Devon's numerous creeks and bays. Land-bound tourists flock to the sandy beaches and seaside resorts, of which Torquay, on the south coast, and Ilfracombe, on the north, are the busiest. The most attractive are those which have retained traces of their nineteenth-century elegance, such as Sidmouth, in East Devon. Inland, Devon is characterized by swards of lush pasture and a scattering of villages, the county's low population density dropping to almost zero on Dartmoor, the wildest and bleakest of the West's moors, and Exmoor, whose seaboard constitutes one of the West Country's most scenic littorals.

Cornwall too has its pockets of concentrated tourist development – chiefly at Newquay, a mecca for surfers drawn to its choice of west-facing beaches. St Ives is another crowd-puller, though the town has a separate identity as a magnet for the arts, while Padstow is famous for its seafood restaurants. A disused clay pit near St Austell is the site of the hugely popular Eden Project, which imaginatively highlights the diversity of the planet's plant systems with the help of science-fiction "biomes". Down at Cornwall's western tip, the full elemental power of the ocean can best be appreciated on the headlands of Lizard Point and Land's End, where the cliffs resound to the constant thunder of the waves.
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