Paddlesteamers, Postcards and Holidays Past
SITE VISIT – WATERSMEET
Watersmeet is at the confluence of the East Lyn and Hoar Oak Water, both of
which flow through from high up on Exmoor. From Rockford to Lynmouth, the
East Lyn has carved out one of Britain's deepest gorges, as the ice melted at
the end of the last Ice Age and torrents of water streamed over the high
ground towards the sea. In Myrtleberry Cleave, high above Watersmeet, there
are traces of the valley floor before the gorge was cut into the rock.
 Check out the rivers on the OS map of Exmoor, tracing them back to
their sources. Now count the number of smaller streams that rise as
springs and flow into the two rivers as tributaries.
You will see that much of the rain that falls on the highest part of Exmoor
flows to the Bristol Channel via Watersmeet. The deep valleys prevent the
water from spreading outwards after heavy rain, and so the water level rises
rapidly and gathers speed as it rushes towards the sea.
THE POWER OF NATURE
As you walk through the woods, especially if it has been raining recently, you
will see the evidence of this in the river. See how even the biggest boulders
have rounded edges, where they have been eroded by the water and the
debris it carries.
Many smaller rocks
have been dragged
along the riverbed,
too, and deposited
through the valley.
Twigs, branches and
even whole trees
have been
transported towards
the sea and have got
caught on
obstructions,
becoming
obstructions
themselves.

 Close your eyes and imagine the noises you might hear if you
witnessed all this after very heavy rain: the water rushing and glugging,
the rocks crashing together, huge branches tumbling along among them
and splintering as they get trapped at a bend in the river. How many
dramatic words can you think of that might describe the sounds and
what is causing them?
At Lynmouth the combined rivers meet the West Lyn, which has also been
fed along the way by many smaller tributaries. The three rivers together bring
down most of the rainfall from the highest parts of the moor, and it all rushes
into the Channel at Lynmouth. You can see how a prolonged period of heavy
rain can cause disastrous flooding, as it famously did in 1952.
Fortunately the kind of conditions that produced the flooding are very rare, but
the evidence of the force of nature is part of what makes the scenery so
spectacular. The plunging hillsides, cloaked in ancient woodland, have been
irresistible to sightseers since the first holidaymakers arrived on the Exmoor
coastline at the end of the eighteenth century.

ROMANTIC LANDSCAPES
When the Industrial Revolution started filling towns and cities with grime and
noise, people turned to the countryside for the tranquillity and beauty that had
disappeared from the places where most of them lived. The first people to
explore and celebrate Britain's scenic wildernesses were the writers, artists
and musicians of the Romantic movement.

They went in search of inspiration, which they found in dramatic landscapes
where the force of nature was very evident, as it is at Watersmeet. They also
sought consolation from the troubles of everyday life, and they found this in
the beauty of nature at its most peaceful. Watersmeet provides this too, when
the weather is good.
Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote the words below when he was living in
West Somerset and spent a lot of time walking on Exmoor and in the
Quantocks:
Ye Clouds! that far above me float and pause,
Whose pathless march no mortal may control!
Ye Ocean-Waves! that, wheresoe'er ye roll,
Yield homage only to eternal laws!
Ye Woods! that listen to the night-birds singing,
Midway the smooth and perilous slope reclined.
Save when your own imperious branches swinging,
Have made a solemn music of the wind!
Where, like a man beloved of God,
Through glooms, which never woodman trod,
How oft, pursuing fancies holy,
My moonlight way o'er flowering weeds I wound,
Inspired, beyond the guess of folly,
By each rude shape and wild unconquerable sound!
O ye loud Waves! and O ye Forests high!
And O ye Clouds that far above me soared!
Thou rising Sun! thou blue rejoicing Sky!
Yea, every thing that is and will be free!
Bear witness for me, wheresoe'er ye be,
With what deep worship I have still adored
The spirit of divinest Liberty.

 What is Coleridge writing about? What is the thing that he seems to
value most in the landscape around him? Why?
 Take time to look around you and listen to the sounds in the woodland.
What do you think might have inspired Coleridge here?
 What would you include in a poem about Watersmeet? How would you
invoke the drama of the raging torrent, or the soothing of the bubbling
stream? Maybe you would prefer to express it in a painting, or a piece
of music. Make notes and sketches, to help you work on your project
back in school, whatever form it takes.

WATERSMEET HOUSE
Some of the key people in the history of Exmoor tourism moved here from
elsewhere in the country after they had read the poetry written here by
Coleridge and his friend William Wordsworth. One of these was George
Newnes, who was responsible for many of the buildings in Lynton, as well
as being involved in the construction of the railway and the cliff railway.
Another was the Reverend Walter Halliday, whose father was a famous
surgeon from Scotland. Halliday inherited the family fortune, on condition
that he should use it to establish a country estate in the name of the family.
He packed up his bags and brought his money down to Exmoor, where he
built himself a mansion at Glenthorne, near the foot of the cliffs below
County Gate.
Halliday, too, was involved in bringing the railway to Lynton. He also built
limekilns at Watersmeet, which was part of his estate. Here limestone and
coal shipped across from Wales were burnt together to make lime, which
was used for fertilising fields and making mortar. He also sank a few
mineshafts, hoping to mine iron ore, which had been found in various places
on Exmoor, but his attempts at this were largely unsuccessful.

Halliday built himself a fishing lodge at Watersmeet and planted some exotic
trees around it, including the giant Monterey Pine that still stands on the lawn
today. It became an Edwardian tearoom at the start of the nineteenth century,
which the National Trust later took over and still runs today.

Halliday had lines from a Wordsworth poem carved above the door at
Watersmeet House:
The spot was made by Nature for herself;
The travellers know it not, and 'twill remain
Unknown to them; but it is beautiful;
And if a man should plant his cottage near,
Should sleep beneath the shelter of its trees,
And blend its waters with his daily meal,
He would so love it, that in his death-hour
Its image would survive among his thoughts.

 Many of the visitors who thronged to Watersmeet after it was opened to
public view were inspired by the waterfall beside the house. It appears
on numerous early postcards and photographs. Why do you think
waterfalls are so popular?

FISHING
Through the centuries, Lynmouth's main source of income had been from
fishing. From medieval times, villagers had trapped fish in the stone weirs that
can still be seen on the shoreline. Later, a there was a local fleet of fishing
boats which caught herring in the Bristol Channel. When the herring were
finally all fished out, the twin villages had to turn to tourism for their livelihood.

Cecil Bevan, proprietor of the Lyn
Valley Hotel, ran very popular deepsea fishing trips for guests, catching
the many other species of fish that
still swam offshore, like the massive
ray in the photo. There were plenty
of fish in the rivers, too. An 1850
guide to "the little seaport, fishing
station, and delightful bathing place
of Lynmouth" informed readers: "the
rivers produce salmon & trout.”
Bevan also took visitors on freshwater fishing trips, as we can see in the
photo below, entitled “A morning catch of salmon”:

Fresh fish remained an attraction in the following century too. In 2016, a
visitor responding to the Lynmouth Pavilion's questionnaire about past
holidays on Exmoor wrote: “My parents would come down from London
whenever they could during the War, and my mother always said it was like
paradise, with cream and eggs and brown trout from the stream for
breakfast.”

WILDLIFE
The fish in the rivers also attract otters, which can occasionally be seen by
the riverbank, and kingfishers. Look out for the blue and orange flash of this
small bird hovering over the water as it fishes. Watersmeet is also noted for
its many other species of birds, including including ravens, redstarts, pied
flycatchers, woodpeckers, herons, dippers and various birds of prey.
 Check out these birds before you come to Watersmeet, and listen to
their songs and calls. How many of them can you see or hear around
you?
Watersmeet is one of the South West's largest areas of ancient oak
woodland. There are also a number of different whitebeams, so named
because the pale undersides of their leaves look white as they flutter in the
breeze. One of these whitebeams, the sorbus subcuneata, is not found
anywhere else away from Exmoor. There are also some rare plants, such as
the euphorbia hybema, or “Irish splurge”, which is only found here and in one
other site in mainland Britain. Look out, too, for silver fritillary butterflies.
 Why is Watersmeet such a special place for wildlife? - what can

animals, birds, fish and plants find here that they may not find in many
other places?
 Do any of these special features attract people here too?
 How does the wildlife add to the tourist appeal of Watersmeet?
 Do you think much has changed here since Halliday's time?
 What about the Wordsworth quote, which says: “The travellers know it
not, and it will remain unknown to them”? Did it remain unknown to
travellers? How do you think they heard about it? How do visitors hear
about Exmoor as a tourist destination today?
FERNS
Exmoor's earliest holidaymakers were arriving on their walking tours as the
“Age of Enlightenment” was sweeping through the country. Great discoveries
were being made in the scientific world, and there was a matching thirst for
knowledge. While writers, artists and musicians were celebrating the beauty
of the landscape, antiquarians and naturalists were visiting the same places
to find out about the history and wildlife.
As remote places like Exmoor were opened up by advances in transport,
hordes of plant collectors flooded in, seeking species that had not yet been

discovered or catalogued. Many wildflowers had by now been identified by
botanists, but there were hundreds of species of fern that had not yet been
found. Exmoor soon became known as one of the best places for collecting
ferns, which thrive in the moist sea air and the mild climate.
An 1847 visitor to Lynton wrote: "These rocky glens might seem to be the
very seat of ferns; and accordingly they grow there in the greatest profusion
and luxuriance."
The Victorians' love of natural beauty meant that ferns were prized for their
picturesque qualities, too, and “pteridomania” went viral. Ferns appeared
everywhere, from cards and furnishings to pottery and wrought ironwork. Fern
gardens were established out of doors, and indoors they were kept in glass
tanks known as “Wardian cases”. These protected them from draughts and
kept them warm and moist, while the dim lighting of Victorian houses gave
them the shady conditions they like best.
Victorian houses were dim because their only lighting was from candles and
gaslights. In 1890, Summerhouse Hill became the site of a record-breaking
power station. One of the first hydroelectric generating stations in Britain, it
was the first in the world to use electricity generated overnight, when it was
not needed, to pump water uphill to a reservoir on the top. Here it was stored
in tanks to be used at peak times, when more water was needed to keep the
turbines turning.
 What effect do you think the growing numbers of tourists had on the
amount of electricity needed in Lynton and Lynmouth? What other
resources and facilities were affected in this way?
Several commercial fern nurseries were established in the area. In the 1880s,
former bootmaker Eric Gill advertised 1000 species of British and exotic ferns
"collected and cultivated for sale" in his Lynton fern nursery. These included
80 varieties of lady fern and 64 varieties of hart's tongue.

In 1888 Gill won a First Class Certificate for new varieties of fern at the British
Association's Floral Fete, held in Bath. One of his bestsellers was the Filmy
Fern, which grew around Watersmeet. Gill sold "mats" of these ferns at 2s 6d
per square foot.
Another popular species was the Maidenhair Fern, which grew on the local
cliffs. One collector, who visited the coast with a local climber, found that "all
the available tresses of Maidenhair had been shorn away... The poor Ferns,
like the wolves in olden time, have a price set upon their heads, and they in
like manner will soon altogether disappear. We must have 'Fern Laws', and
preserve them like game."
Other people coming to Exmoor to collect ferns were out to make money from
them. Unscrupulous commercial collectors dug up great quantities of ferns
and shipped them out of the area by rail. In 1896, the "Gardeners Chronicle"
reported that "Fern stealers William Mobey and Charles Williams of Bexley,
Kent, were charged with damaging Devonshire hedges. They were engaged
with a horse and cart in the wholesale removal of ferns, about 5cwt. of roots
being found in an outhouse. The Bench inflicted fines."
So much damage was being caused to the countryside that in 1904 Devon
County Council passed a bye-law prohibiting the uprooting of ferns in certain
places. Two years later, it upgraded the law to cover the whole county.
"No person shall uproot or destroy any ferns or other wild plants
growing in any road, lane, roadside waste, wayside bank or hedge,
common, or other public place, in such a manner or in such quantities
as to damage or disfigure such road, lane, or other place, provided that
this Bye-Law shall not apply to persons collecting specimens in small
quantities for private or scientific use. Any person offending against this
Bye-Law shall be liable to a penalty not exceeding Five Pounds."
(Devon County Council, 1906).
 How many species of fern can you find in Watersmeet? How many can
you identify?
MINERAL SPRING
Lynrock Mineral Water Factory was built into the cliff below Myrtleberry
Cleave sometime around 1911. The natural springs flowing from the hillside
above were said to contain minerals with health-giving properties.

It was owned by the Attree brothers, who lived nearby, and they made ginger
beer as well as bottling the mineral water. The factory closed in 1939, and the
buildings were washed away in the 1952 flood.
When the Napoleonic Wars closed Europe to tourists at the end of the
eighteenth century, one of Lynmouth's attractions was its bathing beach.
"Taking the waters" had become fashionable after a seventeenth-century
doctor had announced that bathing in seawater and drinking from mineral
springs was very good for the health. Both contained natural chemicals with
“restorative” properties, wrote physician Thomas Guidott.
Before modern medicine introduced life-saving techniques such as antibiotics
and vaccinations, people were willing to try anything to cure their ailments, or
at least reduce their symptoms. Gentle strolls along the seafront and bathing
in seawater were pleasant as well as healthy, and not just for invalids; and
Lynmouth was the perfect place for both. It also had a mineral spring, just a
short walk away from the seafront.
 Have a look at the OS map of Exmoor. How does it show the natural
springs on the moor?
 How many can you find? Where do they arise, and what does this tell
you about how they happen?
 How might they contain minerals, and where might these have come
from?
 How could you find out what sort of chemicals are in spring water?
 What do you think you might find out from comparing samples taken
from springs in different environments?
 How could you find out about their “healing” properties?

