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Equal parts mystical moor and secluded seashore, the Yorkshire coast beats 

some of Britain’s more traditional summer destinations hands down
WORDS JENNY ROWE
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The best-known surviving Victorian pleasure piers in England may be at 
Brighton and Blackpool, but Saltburn-by-the-sea in North Yorkshire has one 
too, and an original Cliff Lift to boot. Likewise, Dorset’s Jurassic Coast isn’t 
the only fossil-hunter’s paradise on the block: try Yorkshire’s Dinosaur Coast  
at Staithes. And although visitors flock to Devon on the trail of Sir Walter 
Raleigh and his Golden Hind, just over a century later in 1728, Captain James 
Cook was born to more humble stock in the unassuming Yorkshire village  
of Marton. He would go on to achieve national hero status too, as the first 
European to chart New Zealand and the Great Barrier Reef of Australia.

Yorkshire is formidable – England’s largest county, with a population bigger 
than Scotland – but it is a gentle giant. Perched respectfully on the shoulder of 
York and its acclaimed Minster is the North York Moors National Park – one 
of three National Parks in Yorkshire – adjoined to the Howardian Hills, one  
of three Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Though many don’t give North 
Yorkshire’s softly spoken claims to fame the time of day, it is here that you can 
get a feel for what the county does best.

Rugged moorland sweeps right up to the North Sea shoreline at the red-
roofed fishing villages of Robin Hood’s Bay, Staithes and Ravenscar. Moor  
and shore are not just neighbours here: they cohabit the ancient landscape  
in resolute harmony. PH
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Previous page:   
Sunrise at Staithes
Right:  The view of 
Robin Hood’s Bay 
from Ravenscar
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Moor and shore are not just 
neighbours here: they cohabit the 

ancient landscape in resolute harmony
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The London Underground – or 
the Tube as it is colloquially 
known – is a real rabbit warren 
of history and mystery. The 

first section of the Metropolitan Line was 
completed in 1863, making it the world’s 
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The perfect place, then, to build Rievaulx Abbey,  
the first outpost of the Cistercian order in the north of 
England, founded in 1132. The monks chose a plot of  
land deep in the Rye valley on the North York Moors, 
surrounded by camouflaging woodland. Nowadays, it is 
one of Britain’s most complete abbey ruins, yet its secluded 
location makes it lesser known than nearby Fountains 
Abbey, Yorkshire’s first World Heritage Site. Its  
reticence only amplifies its magnificence, as you  
glimpse its elegant arches rise out of the treetops.

Another famed monastic house at this postcode is 
Whitby Abbey. These dramatic ruins inspired Bram Stoker 
to pen Dracula, his 1897 Gothic horror novel. Stories of 
this genre, popular at the time, were often set in foreign 
lands full of creepy castles, convents and caves. Yet the 
atmosphere on this exposed cliffside was obviously spooky 
enough for Stoker. Scraps of Whitby are scattered 
throughout the book: the famous 199 steps up to  
the abbey; the name of Dracula’s first victim, ‘Swales’, 
lifted from a grave at St Mary’s Church next door; and  
the name of Dracula himself, which Stoker stumbled  
upon while researching in Whitby library.

The charming harbour town is well worth a visit in  
its own right. You might even be lucky enough to spot a 
whale offshore – boat trips run through the summer and 
autumn months. Before you leave, visit the Captain Cook 
Memorial Museum within the building that once belonged 
to Quaker shipowner Captain John Walker, to whom 
James Cook was apprenticed at 18. From here, Cook set 
off on his first voyage – not quite as intrepid as his later 
expeditions: a trip carrying Tyne coal down to London. 

It was at Staithes, though, a small village just north  
of Whitby, that Cook’s seafaring dreams were sparked. 
At the time it would have been one of the largest fishing 
ports on the North East coast, but now all is quiet. The 
Staithes Beck estuary is a wellspring of calm within its 
maze of narrow streets and tiny, hotchpotch cottages, 
making it one of the most picture-perfect of Yorkshire’s 
cove communities.

Heading further south, but before you reach the 
headland heavyweight of Scarborough, stop off at Robin 

Left:  A steam train 
chugs through the 
National Park along 
the North Yorkshire 
Moors Railway
Above:  Hundreds of 
Common and Grey 
seals live around the 
cliffs and beaches at 
Ravenscar village
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Whitby Abbey 
towers over the 
town’s harbour, 
where crab is a 
regular catch
Below right: The 
Kilburn White Horse
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Hood’s Bay. Its secret alleyways and tunnels were once  
the veins through which a lifeblood of booze and tobacco 
flowed into the basements of public houses and the secret 
closets of entrepreneurial seamen, who would sell the 
clandestine goods on the black market in order to avoid 
paying hiked-up wartime taxes. French lace and tea were 
among the illicit goods that flooded here in 1799,  
when ‘Smugglers’ Town’ was at its most prolific. It is 
thought that so many of the residents were involved in  
the subterfuge that it was possible to pass a bale of silk 
from shore to moor without it ever seeing the light of day.

If you’re looking for less delinquency and more deck 
chair, aim for Scarborough. There were plans to transform 
Ravenscar, a village you’ll pass en route, into a popular 
seaside resort like Scarborough; roads and a handful  
of fine houses were built, but it never really caught on. 
Instead Ravenscar is known for its thriving seal colony, 
which provide quite the spectacle when they venture 
ashore to pup during the summer and autumn months.

From the mid-18th century onwards, Scarborough, 
meanwhile, did burgeon into an established holiday 
destination. Highlights include the medieval Scarborough 
Castle; the Grand Hotel, which has proudly adorned the 
South Bay since 1867; and the nearby Spa Bridge, which 
was built in 1826 to connect St Nicholas Cliff to the Spa 
– a promenade in the sky.

Then meander inland to explore some of the moorland 
market towns in the area. Helmsley (market day is Friday) 
and Pickering (Monday) should make the list, while 
Malton puts on Yorkshire’s most renowned food market 
every second Saturday, its stalls heaving with local produce  
from 35 specialist food suppliers. 
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The ruins of  
Whitby Abbey 
Top right:  
Scarborough  
Castle overlooks  
the Old Town

The dramatic ruins of Whitby Abbey 
inspired Bram Stoker to pen Dracula, 

his 1897 Gothic horror novel
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With your shopping bag (or stomach) full, retire to 
Scampston Hall and Walled Garden close by. Tours of  
the Hall are led by Sir Charles Legard – part of the family 
who live there – and his team. Without any of the usual 
ropes and red tape, it’s a real treat, allowing an intimate 
rendezvous with the house’s French-style Regency 
interiors. The kitchen garden, set within the original  
walls, opens onto a rolling, landscaped 18th-century  
park characteristic of ‘Capability’ Brown’s design. Another 
must-see walled garden nearby is at 900-year-old Helmsley 
Castle, where filming has just taken place for The Secret 
Garden (to be released in August 2020).

Now (though you wouldn’t know it) you’re practically  
in Rievaulx Abbey’s backyard again. The Kilburn White 
Horse, the largest and most northerly hill figure in 
England, is also nearby. A walk along the escarpment  
edge will do its impressive size proper justice. 

A stone’s throw from here is the distinctive half-cone-
shaped hill, Roseberry Topping, which, if you prefer  
your walks with a helping of history, might better suit. 
Captain Cook is known to have roamed its rocky summit 
while working for his father on Aireyholme Farm near 
Great Ayton.

Having marched the untrodden hills of the North York 
Moors from a young age, it’s perhaps not surprising that 
Cook found its shores, similarly raw and clam-like, an 
irresistible advertisement for a lifetime of exploration at 
sea. Even today, unfolding North Yorkshire’s treasure map 
of landscapes and landmarks at all corners can require 
time and patience, but the rewards are boundless. 

 For more on Yorkshire, see www.britain-magazine.com

THE PLANNER

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

LNER operate several trains from London King’s Cross to York 
(2hr). From there you can explore the cities, coast and countryside on 
Northern Rail, who offer good-value Day Ranger or Round Robin 
tickets. For a heritage steam train experience, catch the North 
Yorkshire Moors Railway from its southern terminus at Pickering, 
where the station has been restored to its 1937 condition. The 
24-mile route through the National Park will get you to Whitby in 
just less than two hours. www.lner.co.uk; www.northernrailway.co.uk; 
www.nymr.co.uk

WHERE TO STAY

Pickering is an ideal base right on the edge of the Moors. The 
award-winning Georgian B&B 17 Burgate House will provide every 
luxury for you here. Alternatively, stunning sunset sea views of Robin 
Hood’s Bay can be enjoyed at the charming Victoria Hotel, which 
was built in 1897. www.17burgate.co.uk; www.victoriarhb.com

WHERE TO EAT

Officially the UK’s Best Fish and Chip Restaurant as of 2019, 
Trenchers in Whitby is a must-visit. Get yours to take away so you 
can enjoy hot salty chips harbour-side. The higher-end Bay Tree just 
south of the Howardian Hills is the perfect place if you’re after 
friendly fine-dining.  www.trenchersrestaurant.co.uk;                          
www.thebaytreeyork.co.uk 

MORE INFORMATION

www.yorkshire.com
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