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SITE VISIT – LYNTON

 

The Valley of Rocks Hotel was built in 
1807 by Lynton businessman William 
Litson. It was as elaborately decorative 
inside as it was outside.

Litson had made a fortune through 
buying Exmoor wool and having it spun 
locally before selling it to weavers in 
Barnstaple. By the 1790s, however, the 
the spinning trade had been 
mechanised, and it was no longer a 
profitable enterprise for Litson. 

Diversifying, he built the Globe Inn as a 
hotel, and furnished the adjoining 
cottages for visitors. The Valley of Rocks
Hotel followed. Litson's guests included 
the Marchioness of Bute, and Mr Coutts 
the banker.



It also boasted landscaped gardens with a fine view of the Bristol Channel – 
the perfect place for Victorian visitors to promenade in the healthy sea air.

At the start of the nineteenth century, access to Lynton was not easy. An 1825
Guide to All the Watering and Sea Bathing Places said: "A few years ago this 
place [Lynton & Lynmouth] was known only as a fishing creek: the roads to it 
were impassable and the only place of public accommodation was a 
miserable ale house." 



HOTEL WARS

All that changed when William Sanford of Somerset's Nynehead Court built 
himself a summer residence at Lynton and set about improving the roads. By 
1830, too, the first steamer carrying passengers up and down the Bristol 
Channel was stopping off at Lynmouth and rowing visitors ashore.

Suddenly Lynton and Lynmouth were very fashionable places to visit, and 
local businessmen were keen to keep it that way. Hotels, villas and other 
lodgings for guests were built in both towns, and the hotel wars began.

Telescopes were mounted at the top of the hill to spot visitors arriving by 
road. The hotels kept post boys and extra horses in the hotel stables so that 
they could be sent out to meet private carriages and bring them in to their 
hotel.

The Castle Hotel was built in 1810 by a Barnstaple maltster named Colley. 
One of the hotel's Victorian visitors was the 14-year-old Albert Edward, Prince
of Wales, who visited in 1856. Travelling incognito with his tutor and a 
servant, the Prince took a train to Barnstaple, travelling onwards from there in
a light carriage. He spent two nights in the hotel before returning to 
Barnstaple and taking the train home again. Proudly the hotel renamed itself 
the Royal Castle Hotel.

Another royal visitor to Lynton in the 1850s was the Russian Princess 
Poniatowski. In 1878, the 19-year-old future Kaiser, Prince Frederic Wilhelm 
of Prussia, made a day trip to Lynton while holidaying in Ilfracombe.



It was not just hotels that were built for the tourists in the nineteenth century. 
As you walk along Lee Road, have a look at the buildings you pass. You will 
be able to see from their architectural style that many were built around this 
time, for the purpose that they still serve today – as guest houses for visitors. 
Visitors as well as residents needed other facilities, too: shops, a post office, 
churches. These still serve the same purpose, over a century later.

STAGECOACHES

The Valley of Rocks Hotel was a convenient stopping place for the 
stagecoach to Lynton from Barnstaple. Later the hotels started sponsoring 
their own coach services. 

From June to 
September, a 
coach ran three 
days a week to 
Ilfracombe, 
leaving from 
outside the Crown 
Hotel and 
returning the next 
day. The fare was 
4s (4 shillings) for 
a seat outside the 
coach, 5s for a 
seat inside.

On Tuesdays and Fridays, Richards's omnibus ran from Lynton to Barnstaple,
where it connected with coaches to Tiverton and Plymouth coaches. The fare 
was 2s 6d – two shillings and sixpence.

From June to October there was a daily coach to Bridgwater, travelling via 
Porlock, Minehead and Dunster, fare 12s outside, 20s inside. At Minehead it 
connected with another coach to catch the Exeter-London express train at 
Taunton. At Bridgwater it waited for the London-Exeter train to arrive, at 
8.30pm, before making the return journey to Lynton.

 Using the information about the trains below, can you estimate roughly 
when the Bridgwater stagecoach was running?



When the railway finally 
reached the local area – 
Barnstaple in 1873 and 
Minehead a year later – the
number of stagecoaches 
carrying passengers from 
Exmoor to the trains 
increased dramatically. By 
the 1880s, Lynton's roads 
were bustling.

From April 1886, the Royal 
Castle Hotel ran a 4-seater
coach, "Lorna Doone", 
from Lynton to Minehead 
Railway Station.

In July of the same year, 
the Ilfracombe Chronicle 
advertised a fast 4-horse 
coach carrying mails daily 
from Lynton. The coach left
Lynton at 08:00, arriving in 
Barnstaple at 10:55. 

The train left Barnstaple about ten minutes later, arriving in London's 
Waterloo Station at 17:17. In the opposite direction, the train left Waterloo at 
09:00 and the coach arrived in Lynton at 18:30.

In July 1890, three coaches were running daily from Lynton to Barnstaple: 
“Tantivy” at 08:00, “Glen Lyn” at midday, and “Tally Ho” at 17:00. In addition, 
two coaches ran from Lynton to Minehead: “Lorna Doone” at 09:30 and “Red 
Deer” at 16:00. 

 Using all the information on these two pages (above), can you design a 
simple timetable, so that visitors can see at a glance what journeys are 
available on the different days of the week? (Assume that it is 1890, 
and all the stagecoaches are running. Also assume that these are 
summer services only, running from June to September unless it says 
otherwise. How will you show which stagecoach runs in October too?)



THE RAILWAY REACHES LYNTON

As you walk along Lee Road, 
towards the Valley of Rocks, 
stop at the Town Hall. Here 
there is a bust of Lynton 
businessman, George Newnes,
who was responsible for a 
number of public buildings in 
Lynton, including the Town Hall.
He also built himself a fine 
mansion behind it, known as 
Hollerday House.

 The area around the Town Hall looks very different today. What has 
changed? Would tourism have played any part in it?

George Newnes was the original publisher of Sherlock Holmes, and he was 
one of the key players in the construction of the Lynton and Lynmouth Cliff 
Railway. Now he and a number of other local businessmen got together to 
bring the railway to Lynton.

 Can you work out from this old postcard where Lynton Station was? 
Can you find Station Road?



The railway was originally planned to run from Barnstaple to Minehead; but 
George Newnes was adamant that it should stop at Lynton. By 1895 – when 
work started on the new line – there were large numbers of tourists taking day
trips to Minehead, where had been some incidents of petty crime and 
vandalism as a result. Newnes believed that tourists coming in from 
MInehead would lower the tone of his “Little Switzerland”, as Lynton and 
Lynmouth had been dubbed.

From Barnstaple, the railway would run to Bratton Fleming via Chelfham Mill, 
where it would cross the deep valley by means of a viaduct. From Bratton 
Fleming it would continue through Blackmoor Gate and Parracombe, 
travelling above Woody Bay and into Lynton.

 Plot the route on a map of the area. Can you see what problems they 
might have faced when constructing a railway here?

Although the viaduct overcame the problem of the gradient at Chelfham, 
there were still some steep climbs to be negotiated. The planners solved this 
by giving the railway a narrow gauge. This meant that the line could follow 
tighter curves around the natural contours of the hilly terrain.

 Why did this make things easier? 

 Have a look at the Ordnance Survey map of Exmoor, and check out the 
contour lines along the railway's route. 

 In some places following the contours meant that the line was longer 
than it would have been otherwise, but it was still cheaper to construct it
this way. Why? – what would they have had to do otherwise?



The line was 19 miles (31km) long; and because of the narrow gauge, the 
steepest climb was just 1 in 50. The narrow gauge also meant that the trains 
had to be smaller. The coach height was just 8ft 7in (2.5m), and it was 
nicknamed "The Toy Railway".

The first train ran in March 1898. After a grand opening ceremony on 11th 
May, the public service began on 16 May the same year.

LOCAL EXCURSIONS

Later the coach companies started running excursions from the hotels to local
scenic hotspots. These were advertised as "char-a-banc" trips. The 
charabanc (from the French meaning “carriage with benches”) was invented 
in France earlier in the nineteenth century. It was an open-topped horse-
drawn carriage with rows of seats, designed to take larger numbers of people 
on excursions. 

A daily charabanc to the scenic Doone Valley – made popular by RD 
Blackmore's novel “Lorna Doone” – cost 4s return. 

There were daily excursions to the Valley of Rocks and Watersmeet, too, 
costing 2s 6d return. On Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, there was a trip to 
Hunter's Inn via Woody Bay, fare 4 shillings.

A four-horse coach, the "Lyn", ran on Mondays and Thursdays to Ilfracombe, 
travelling via Combe Martin and Watermouth Castle, fare 6s. On 
Wednesdays, the destination was Porlock (4s 6d). Friday's trip was to 
Simonsbath (4s).



Later charabancs were motorised, although the destinations were the same. 
The postcard above shows “omnibuses” lined up in 1929, waiting to take 
visitors sightseeing. In 2016, tourists naming their favourite places on Exmoor
listed exactly the same sites as visitors a hundred years before them: Doone 
Valley, the Valley of Rocks, Watersmeet, Hunter's Inn, Porlock. Other popular 
places were Horner Woods, Robbers Bridge, Tarr Steps and Dunster.

As motor vehicles became 
more common, the hotels 
introduced garage services as 
part of their bids to attract 
custom.


