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Norfolk Coast Path loNg walk

Richard Girling has spent 15 years exploring the Norfolk Coast Path 
near his home, getting to know intimately every sound and texture 
along this vast and ever-changing shoreline. Here he explains his 
fascination with the power of the sea and why he worries for its sea

Beside a a 
good walk is like a well-thumbed book: something you can travel 

again from end to end, or dip into for lingering enjoyment of a 

favourite page. Knowing the shape, tone and structure of the 

whole, you can bury yourself ever more intimately in the detail of 

the parts. 

The analogy is imperfect only in the sense that, once in a while, you turn 

a familiar page and find that the script has been rewritten. The change may 

be subtle: an unfamiliar quality of light; new combinations of seasonal colour. 

Or it may be so dramatic – after flooding, a gale or deep snow, for example 

– that you lose your bearings and are transformed in an instant from confident 

habitué to bewildered stranger.

It happened just so one evening last summer. I was walking by a saltmarsh 

near my home in north Norfolk, along a route (part of the Norfolk Coast Path) 

that I had trodden for nearly fifteen years. Had I been so inclined, I could have 

done it blindfold. I knew every tree and fence-post; every dry way through 

the mud; every possible pattern of land and sea. My boot-soles could read the 

ground like Braille. And yet nothing seemed to be in the right place. 

No-one who lives near the North Sea is unaware of spring tides and what 

they can do – plaques in villages show ancient flood-levels above your head. 

But I had never experienced one at this spot. Gone was the familiar landscape 

of creeks and sandbars, replaced by a rippling sheet of silver. Geese, ducks and 

gulls now swam where once they had flown. A pair of seals popped their heads 

out of water that had surged two metres deep across a footpath. For the 

hundredth time I cursed my failure to carry a camera, though I doubt any lens 

could have caught the enormity of what I was seeing.

a unique landscape
As long-distance footpaths go, the Norfolk Coast Path is short – a little under 

50 miles. Strictly speaking it starts at Hunstanton, but I have always begun 

a couple of miles to the east, at Holme-next-the-Sea, where it links to the 

Peddars Way. From here it is 44 miles to the end of the route at Cromer. I once 

walked it in two hot summer days and made my feet bleed. Three days would 

be more comfortable; four ideal for those who want to experience the best of 

what this unique landscape has to offer, rather than just racking up the miles. 

As I plod into my seventh decade, I feel no temptation to hurry.

The convention is to walk from west to east – Hunstanton/Holme to Cromer 

– with the prevailing westerlies at your back and the evening sun behind you. 

Though I’ve never done it, I always feel tempted to do the reverse, for Holme 

itself would make a tumultuous grand finale. The seaward side is classic 

saltmarsh, sage-coloured with creeks draining to chocolate at low tide and 

yielding to sand in the east. 

It was on the shore here in 1999 that 55 buried oaken posts circled around 

an upturned oak tree made their first recorded appearance for 4,000 years 

and entered the archaeology textbooks as “Seahenge”. Don’t waste time 

looking for it, though. Despite a sit-in by Druids, English Heritage long ago 

removed the timbers for conservation. The path here runs along a bank whose 

most visible plant is sea buckthorn, a low, spiky olive-coloured shrub which 

in autumn bears orange berries much favoured by fieldfares. They also yield 

a medicinal oil which its advertisers say is “an amazingly effective natural 

remedy for all health problems related to damaged mucous membranes of the 

gastrointestinal tract”.

The perfect Beach
Throughout the walk you will be reminded (forcibly on occasion) that this 

is a landscape in flux. Dunes creep. New channels cut the sandflats. And 

slow, glassy tides spread thin smears of mud to build slick upon slick into 

new marsh. Here grows the samphire which, given a few moments in boiling 

water and a dab of melting butter, makes the god-given partner to grilled fish. 
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Immense blue meadows of sea lavender electrify the view in summer. 

Across the dunes between Holme and Thornham, around Gore Point, is 

one of the few places along the route where the word “beach” answers 

to its classic description: clean, unmarked sand with a booming sea. 

Landward is more buckthorn and dune slack, whose fluting cacophony 

explains its popularity with birders. 

Then the path swings south to follow the marshy old harbour creek 

into Thornham – a pretty tile-and-flint village that comes inconveniently 

early in the route but where you will need more willpower than I possess 

if you are to fight off the temptation of lunch. The next section of the 

walk, in any case, is a dud: a four-mile landward swing through the 

dullest kind of farmed landscape whose only virtue is that it’s easy going. 

Sticking to the coast road will not only save you a mile but also allow you 

to visit the RSPB reserve at Titchwell Marsh. Or you can climb aboard the 

Coasthopper bus and rejoin the path at Brancaster, where stewardship 

passes into the hands of the National Trust.

Picking up the path again, you skirt the margins of a grazing marsh 

and the site of the Roman fort at Branodunum. Brancaster Staithe 

comes next – yachty and salty, where the path squeezes between the 

fishermen’s sheds – then Burnham Deepdale, where the bank takes a 

long swing seaward before hooking back into Burnham Overy Staithe. In 

the crook of its arm the bank embraces former seabed reclaimed from 

the marsh, now arable fields and pasture. Outside is the real thing: acres 

of hungry mud, veined and capillaried with creeks negotiable only by 

eye. Beyond them, between the marsh and the North Sea, stands one 

of England’s greatest coastal beauties (another reason not to hurry the 

walk), the National Nature Reserve on Scolt Head. You can’t cross to it 

from here, but there is a ferry from Burnham Overy Staithe.

looming flood risks
Places like this are beyond beauty. They are sublime. Like moors, 

mountains and deserts, the sea forces us to recalibrate our sense of self-

worth. A Bronze Age man, a Neanderthal, any half-sapient hominid from 

the entire span of human evolution, could return here and be entirely 

unconscious of the passing millennia. It is a comforting illusion, but 

dangerous. Every facet of our lives and history – our climate, diet, trade, 

politics, art, indelible suspicion of foreigners, even the blood in our veins 

– has been conditioned by the sea. But in our awe of it we have come to 

expect too much. The sheer scale and power of the ocean has fed the 

illusion that it is infinite in its capacity to yield all that we would take 

from it, and absorb all that we discard. We have plundered it, poisoned 

it, stripped it of fish, altered the climate and changed its chemistry, with 

results that are all too familiar – increasing flood risk, galloping erosion 

and a fishing industry that casts its nets into empty waters. 

Even as we dither over climate change, the sea is bulking itself up, 

literally expanding as the water warms and becomes more turbulent. We 

know the massive storms and surges are coming; that parts of England 

and Wales have no more chance than Bangladesh of staying dry. We 

know we can’t save every town and village. But, though we have argued 

for years, we still can’t decide which bits of coastline to set in concrete 

and which to abandon to the sea; how, or even if, we will compensate 

those for whom a change of policy will mean the loss of their homes. It is 

precisely in places like this – one of the most unspoiled coastlines in the 

whole of Britain – that we are reminded of what we are risking, and what 

is worth fighting for. It’s much more than just scenery.

At 13.5 path-miles from Holme, Burnham Overy Staithe is a good place 

to break the journey. Fashionable Burnham Market (“the new Tuscany”, 

as one glossy magazine put it) is just down the road, and you don’t have 

to look far for (mostly) good pubs, hotels and B&Bs. From here another 

embanked pathway coils around what may be the most beautiful marsh 

on the coast – a blinding jigsaw of reflected sky. And then, suddenly, after 

long anticipation, you are out through a notch in the dunes and on to the 

beach. 

Loveliness is what hits you first. Overy Creek cleaves through the clean 

white sand, and the long white frill of the shallow sea. It is only as you 

head east towards Holkham that the enormity fully hits you: an ocean of 

sand so vast that the far horizon is bounded by sky, not water. The path, 

undefined, is yours to choose. You can take off your boots and paddle; 

take a gull’s line straight across the bay to Wells; dally in the dunes or 

pinewoods (planted in the 1860s to stabilise the dunes); or stray offline 

to visit the Palladian mansion and deer park at Holkham Hall, and lunch 

at the Victoria Hotel. One summer twenty-odd years ago, after a picnic in 

the dunes, my companion lowered the brim of her sunhat, laid down her 

newspaper and posed a question: “I wonder what the weather’s like back 

in England.” Yes, it really is that different.

SealS and SaltmarSh
At the end of the bay, served by a tidal creek and a paved causeway, is 

Wells-next-the-Sea, the only port in north Norfolk still open to anything 

bigger than a dinghy, where you’ll find a lively waterfront lined with 

trippers eating fish and chips. From here the path skims the marshes by 

way of Stiffkey and Morston to Blakeney. There are one or two places at 

Stiffkey where there is a safe route across the marsh to the sands, but 

don’t stray from beaten pathways unless you fancy a mud-wallow. At very 

low tides you can walk out far enough to view the seal colony at Blakeney 

“This is a landscape in flux. 
dunes creep, new channels 
cut the sandflats, and slow 
tides spread thin smears of 
mud to build slick upon slick 
into new marsh.”
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walk It!
TIME/DISTANCE: Allow 2–4 days to walk the 47 miles 
from Hunstanton to Cromer, or double it to include the 
Peddars Way from Holme to Knettishall Heath in Suffolk 
(making a total of 93 miles).

MAPS: Landranger 132,133; Explorer 250, 251, 252.

TRAVEL TO: One and First Capital Connect trains run 
regularly to Hunstanton and Cromer (for details, contact National Rail Enquiries, % 
08457 48 49 50; www.nationalrail.co.uk). National Express coaches only reach as near as 
Thetford or Norwich (( 08717 818181; www.nationalexpress.com). 

TRAVEL AROUND: Norfolk Green (( 01533 776980, www.norfolkgreen.co.uk) operates 
the excellent Coasthopper bus service along the entire Norfolk Coast Path.

GUIDES: Walking the Peddars Way & Norfolk Coast Path with Weavers Way by Ian 
Mitchell (Norfolk RA, £2.70, ISBN 1 901184 71 4). Excellent concise guide with maps, route 
description and accommodation list.

Peddars Way & Norfolk Coast Path by Bruce Robinson (Aurum Press, £12.99, ISBN 1 85410 
852 2). Official National Trail guide with OS 1:25,000 map extracts.

Order both from the Ramblers Bookshop, ( 020 7339 8500,  
www.ramblers.org.uk/bookshop.

FURTHER INFO: Visit the National Trail website for an excellent overview of the route 
and lots of practical information: www.nationaltrail.co.uk/peddarsway or call the  Peddars 
Way and Norfolk Coast Path National Trail Office: ( 01328 850530.

Point, though you need to head back before the tide turns. You don’t 

want to get caught on a sandbank. A safer way to visit the seals is 

by one of the tour boats from Morston, though these are so popular 

that you may need to book in advance.

Blakeney throngs with small boats and families fishing for green 

shore crabs off the quay. The walk from here around the sea-bank 

to Cley is another of the great set pieces. From far out, on the brink 

of the channel, the view landward is more like something you would 

enjoy from the rail of a ship. The real focus, though, is seaward. From 

Stiffkey onward, the view has been dominated by the long shingle 

spit of Blakeney Point, enclosing the safe tidal lagoon called The Pit. 

It is a wild and wonderful place but, unless you enjoy heavy plodding 

through deep shingle, distrust the travel writers who say the best 

local walk is the three-mile hike along the length of the spit from 

Cley. It’s a safe bet most of them won’t have tried it.

On the coast path, the approach to the village is another minor 

classic – wind-ruffled reedbeds, a much-photographed windmill and 

the colliding planes of pantiled roofs. The marshes at Cley are the 

Wembley stadium of birdwatching. Here and at Salthouse the sea 

is held back by an increasingly fragile shingle bank, and the most 

feared local voice belongs to the flood siren. At Weybourne the walk 

abruptly changes and takes to crumbling sandstone cliffs (you get 

a real idea of the pace of erosion here). Then it’s a breath of old-

fashioned seaside at Sheringham where an old coastguard lookout 

affords a long view back all the way to the Holkham pines. From here, 

the final leg takes you inland through woods and fields to Cromer 

– crab capital of East Anglia and home to England’s very last end-of-

the-pier show.

Richard Girling in a senior feature writer for thr Sunday Times. 

His book Sea Change (Eden Project Books) is available in 

paperback from 5th May priced £7.99.

“The marshes at cley are the Wembley stadium of birdwatching. 
a  fragile shingle bank holds back the sea and the most feared 
local voice belongs to the flood siren.”
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One of 17 pairs of Salomon’s new Exit Peak multi-activity trainer (RRP 
£60), offering a perfect fit, comfort and stability – the perfect shoe 
for walking any long-distance path.

Enter online at www.walkmag.co.uk/competitions or email entries with 
‘Salomon’ in the subject line along with your name, address, 

shoe size and daytime contact number to walkmag@
ramblers.org.uk. Alternatively, send entries to 

Salomon competition, Ramblers’ Association, 2nd 

Win


