Paddlesteamers, Postcards and Holidays Past
SITE VISIT – LYNMOUTH
One of the Romantic poets drawn here by Exmoor's stunning scenery was
Poet Laureate Robert Southey, who visited Coleridge and Wordsworth when
they lived in the Quantocks. Southey toured the district in 1799, and
afterwards, in a letter to a friend, he described Lynmouth as a “beautiful little
village, which, I am assured by one who is familiar with Switzerland,
resembles a Swiss village.”
As the popularity of the area as a tourist destination began to gather pace,
local businessmen saw that Southey had given them the perfect phrase for
advertising it. By the end of the following century, Lynton and Lynmouth were
established as “Little Switzerland”.
 What landscape features do you think might resemble Swiss scenery?
 What architectural features have added to the Swiss effect?
Southey's Journal, Friday 9 August 1799
There was a guide for me and a horse. The man was stupid. He
conducted me over the hill instead of taking the road nearer the
Channel, where there are many noble scenes; and what there was
remarkable in the barren, objectless track we went he did not point out.
From this place the descent to Lynmouth begins. It runs along the edge
of a tremendous precipice and the sea at the base! A bank of from two
to three feet is the only barrier. At the bottom, in a glen, lies Lynmouth.
We passed through and ascended half a mile up the steepest of
possible hills to Lynton, where the public house is better than in the
larger village below.
Two rivers, each coming down a different combe, and each descending
so rapidly among huge stones as to foam like a long waterfall, join at
Lynmouth, and enter the sea immediately at their junction; and the roar
of the sea forms with them but one sound. Of these combes one is
richly wooded, the other runs up between bare and stony hills; a fine
eminence, Line Cliff, rises between them. Even without the sea this
would be one of the finest scenes I ever beheld; it is one of those
delightful and impressive places from which the eye turns to rest upon
the minutest home object – a flower, a bank of moss, a stone covered
with lichens.

Southey writes of Countisbury Hill:
“From this place the descent to
Lynmouth begins. It runs along the
edge of a tremendous precipice
and the sea at the base! A bank of
from two to three feet is the only
barrier.” Countisbury Hill was
nationally notorious among early
drivers and still gets an occasional
mention in road reports today.
 As this old postcard shows, the
gradient is 1 in 4. What does
this mean? Can you draw it
accurately?
 Sometimes road signs give a
gradient as a percentage figure.
What would the percentage
gradient be for Countisbury Hill?
 Find out the gradients for
Lynmouth Hill and Porlock Hill.
Which of the three hills is the
steepest?
About the place where the rivers meet and run into the sea, Southey writes:
“Two rivers, each coming down a different combe, and each descending so
rapidly among huge stones as to foam like a long waterfall, join at Lynmouth,
and enter the sea immediately at their junction; and the roar of the sea forms
with them but one sound. Of these combes one is richly wooded, the other
runs up between bare and stony hills.”
 Can you find the spot he means? Would you describe each of the two
combes in the same way today?
 Do the rivers still “foam like a long waterfall”? Does “ the roar of the sea
form with them but one sound” today? What might sometimes increase
the volume of the roar a) from the sea, and b) from the rivers?
Another Romantic poet associated with Lynmouth was Percy Bysshe Shelley.
In 1812, he brought his young bride Harriet here for their honeymoon, and he
finished his epic poem “Queen Mab” while he was here. The Shelleys, too,
rode into Lynton from Countisbury Hill. Shelley wrote: “We saw before and
beneath a fairy scene – Little Lynmouth – some thirty cottages, rose-clad and
myrtle-clad, nestling at the foot of the hills.”

GETTING HERE
Lynmouth's first visitors travelling
overland arrived on the
stagecoach, like the one on the old
postcard below. It was a long hard
journey across the moor, especially
if the weather was bad. Before the
roads were improved, the following
century, they were little more than
rough tracks that people had been
using for hundreds, or even
thousands, of years.
 As we have seen, there is no
way into Lynmouth that does not
involve a steep hill. There were no
brakes on the carts and coaches!
How do you think they slowed
them down, so they did not keep
running into the horses?
It was easier to get here by sea; but there was no harbour or pier, and the
steamships could not get close enough for the passengers to disembark.
They had to be ferried to and from the steamer in rowing boats, as another
old postcard shows.

As early as in 1830, the steamer "Glamorgan" was calling off Lynmouth on its
run from Bristol to Ilfracombe. By the 1840s, a twice-weekly steamer from
Bristol was stopping off here on its way to Hayle, in Cornwall. According to an
1853 guidebook, steamers leaving Bristol at high water had a 6-hour journey
to reach Lynmouth, arriving at low tide. If the weather was bad, it was not
possible to disembark, and passengers would have to continue to Ilfracombe
or even Cornwall.
There was also a steamer running from Bideford to Bristol and back, calling
off Lynmouth (weather permitting). The fare was 8 shillings for a place in the
chief cabin, or 5 shillings on deck. This included the cost of landing, after
heated exchanges in the 1840s with passengers who objected to paying extra
for the short trip ashore in a rowing boat.
In 1869, a new pier at Portishead (Bristol) sped things up by cutting out a
lengthy paddle down the Avon. Steamers were now able to leave at all states
of the tide. In July 1870, the Cardiff & Portishead Steamship Company's "Ely"
ran daily from Portishead, where it connected with trains from Derby,
Birmingham and Paddington).
 Find a map of the Bristol Channel, also showing where it becomes the
River Severn. Can you see why the new pier at Portishead made such
a difference?
 Copy the map and show all the steamer journeys on it.

RHENISH TOWER
The Rhenish Tower by the harbour was built in the 1850s to store seawater
for the indoor bathing pool beside it.
Lynmouth also had an outdoor pool carved into the rocks on the shoreline.
After a doctor had suggested that bathing in the sea was good for the health,
it became very fashionable to stay in seaside towns. This is one of the
reasons why the Exmoor coastline became very popular with nineteenthcentury visitors.
Victorians had very strict codes
of behaviour, and men and ladies
had separate beaches. While the
ladies could stroll down to the
Lynmouth foreshore, the men's
beaches were at Wringcliff Bay,
to the west, and on the beaches
to the east of Lynmouth. Look at
the terrain they had to cross to
get to Sillery Sands and the
other small beaches nearby!
As the notice beside the path warns us today, there is no safe route down
from Countisbury, and bathers had to keep an eye on the tides or they would
have to swim for home!
The ladies' beach, to the west
of Lynmouth harbour, had
“bathing machines”, to give
the ladies privacy as they
“took the waters”. These
wooden huts usually had
wheels on, so that they could
be taken down to the water's
edge. To get the full benefit of
the seawater, a lady had to be
completely submerged, and
there were (female) bathing
attendants on the beach to
supervise this.

THE CLIFF RAILWAY
Passengers arriving by boat who were staying in Lynton then had a very
steep climb to their hotel, carrying their luggage. The only other way up was
by hiring a pony or donkey for sixpence.
In 1881 someone calling himself "Pro Bono Publico" (which means "In the
Public Interest") had written a letter to the Lynton and Lynmouth Recorder
suggesting that there should be:

"... a tramway between the two towns, to be worked by a
stationary engine at Lynton, the motive power being taken
from the river Lyn, put in tanks on rolling carriages and
these let down the tramway under proper control. The weight
of the water going down would, with the application of
simple machinery, bring up anything that might be desired
from Lynmouth."
A number of local businessmen got together to consider whether it could be
done, and what else they might do to encourage tourists. They came up with
a plan.
They would build a solid, 112-yard (102m) pier, which would provide a deepwater landing point for the steamers. An esplanade would link the pier to the
road beside the Rhenish Tower, and a cliff railway would carry passengers
and their luggage uphill to Lynton.
One of the businessmen was Thomas Hewitt, who was a London lawyer with
a second home in Lynton. He persuaded Parliament to approve the
“Lynmouth Promenade, Pier and Lift Provisional Order” in October 1886.
He also contacted a very influential friend, George Newnes, and invited him
to stay. Newnes had already taken several holidays here and had fallen in
love with the scenery around the Exmoor coastline. Within 24 hours of
hearing about the plans for improving Lynmouth's facilities he had agreed to
provide most of the funding for the cliff railway.

Another Lynmouth businessman involved in the scheme
was John Heywood. He
owned the limekilns that
still stand beside Lynmouth
Pavilion, and also the land
that would be used for the
cliff railway. He persuaded
Lynton's councillors to pay
for the first part of the
Esplanade, and within a year
the first 165 yards (150m) of
it had been built.

The Esplanade was built by Lynton businessman Bob Jones. His nephew,
George Marks, was the engineer appointed for the cliff railway, and it was
ready to run by 1890. It was officially opened on Easter Monday of that year,
and the photograph below was taken just four months later.

 Can you work out where the photographer was standing?
 Does the view look the same today? What has changed, and when and
why did it do so?

HOW IT WORKS
The two cars of the cliff railway are linked together, and each has a water
tank built in. As one of the tanks is filled with water, the weight of the water
carries that car down the cliff. Because they are linked together, this mean
that the other car will rise as the first one descends.
The water is discharged at the bottom of the railway. Meanwhile, the tank
of the car at the top is filled, and the process begins again.
Unlike other cliff railways, where the water has to be pumped in, at Lynton
the water is gravity-fed through an underground pipe from the West Lyn
River, just a mile upstream. This makes it the world's only carbon-neutral
cliff railway, thanks to the 1888 Act of Parliament which gave the cliff
railway the right to draw 60,000 gallons of water from the river every day.
Each car, when fully loaded, weighs 10 tons (10,160kg). George Marks
quickly realised that the brakes were very important indeed on such a
steep railway. He invented a revolutionary braking system that he patented
in 1888. He used two sets of brakes, and these, too, were water-powered.
 Check out the cliff railway website to see how Marks did it.
The pier was built at the same time as the Esplanade and the cliff railway.
This meant that passengers no longer had to be ferried to and from the
steamers, which could now land them on the pier. In 1892, the North Devon
Journal advertised three excursion steamers running from Bristol to
Lynmouth: the Lorna Doone, the Ravenswood and the Waverley.
 This postcard of the pier is much more recent. Can you date it?

A FASHIONABLE RESORT
By now Lynmouth had become a popular resort for the wealthy, and the
local economy boomed as businessmen built hotels, villas and other
lodging houses in key locations.
The Lyn Valley Hotel was
opened in 1895 by William
Bevan, who already owned
the Lyndale and Tor Hotels.
He also ran a stagecoach to
Dulverton, where it linked
with another coach ferrying
passengers to South Molton.
Bevan's four-horse “Tally Ho”
did the return journey three
times a week, on Monday,
Wednesday and Friday.
 Can you find all three hotels?

William's son, Cecil, was
running the Lyn Valley
Hotel early in the twentieth
century. He was a keen
deep-sea fisherman, with a
good knowledge of where
the best fish were to be
caught, making his fishing
trips a hit with visitors.

Guest houses and villas were built around the village, too, as well as other
facilities for visitors. As early as 1850, there were six guest houses and
three shops in Lynmouth alone.
 How many hotels can you count in Lynmouth that you can see were
built in the nineteenth century?
 What other buildings here have been established for the benefit of
tourists, either then or more recently?

