
Paddlesteamers, Postcards and Holidays Past 

Background Reading

1 TOURISM ON EXMOOR 

Exmoor National Park's 2011 report on the state of tourism within the Park 
highlights its vision, which is to provide "a warm welcome and high quality 
experience for everyone who visits Exmoor seeking inspiration, tranquillity 
and active outdoor recreation".

In the year covered by the report, tourists spent more than 2 million days in 
Exmoor National Park, and over 4½ million days on Greater Exmoor, which 
includes parts of West Somerset and North Devon too. (This is the combined 
total of both staying visits and day visits). Together, these visitors contributed 
£89m to the local economy within the National Park that year, and £216m in 
the Greater Exmoor area.
 
Exmoor's success as a tourist destination dates back to the end of the 
eighteenth century, when the Industrial Revolution changed the whole fabric 
of society and the way people lived and worked. Traditional cottage industries
in isolated rural areas were put out of business as huge factories 
concentrated Britain's wealth and workforce in the cities and towns.

Fortunately, the very features that isolated a rural area like Exmoor became 
its lifeblood in the new scheme of things: high, windswept moorland seamed 
with deep-sided valleys clad in ancient woodland; plunging gradients in the 
inhospitable terrain, shadowed by towering cliffs and crags; gurgling streams 
alive with fish and cooled by overhanging branches; coastal waterfalls 
streaming onto remote beaches strewn with boulders; and best of all, 
invigorating sea air whistling in from the Bristol Channel, and the restless 
wash of the waves on the shoreline.

The ugliness created by the industrial machinery, and society's new emphasis
on science, prompted a huge backlash among those people who believed 
that art and spiritual matters were at least as important. Suddenly there was  
a huge public thirst for inspiration, tranquillity and adventure, led by the 
writers, artists and composers of the Romantic period. 

Their footsteps were drawn towards Exmoor early in this cultural revolution, 
and it quickly became a very fashionable place to visit. By the middle of the 
nineteenth century, business was booming. 



Lavish hotels were built in the dramatic Neo-Gothic style that was all the rage,
with towers and turrets, and terraces in the garden for evening strolls, and 
bathing machines were rolled down to the waves for ladies to bathe in 
seawater that was said to be full of health-giving properties. Stagecoaches 
ran regular excursions to all the scenic hotspots, and tearooms were opened 
to tickle the tastebuds of the visitors roaming the countryside with their 
sketchbooks and journals. Steamships ran day trips up and down the Bristol 
Channel, giving breathtaking views of the soaring cliffs, and fishing boats 
were given a new lease of life as they took visitors out for a spot of deep sea 
fishing.

All this was due – in part, at least – to the endeavours of these four unlikely 
characters (below). Can you guess how?

2 HOW NAPOLEON DID EXMOOR A FAVOUR

As the eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth, there were massive 
changes in the way people thought and behaved. The name often given to 
this period is the Age of Enlightenment, or the Age of Reason. It followed on 
from the seventeenth-century Scientific Revolution, when people like Isaac 
Newton made great discoveries based on careful observation and solid 



evidence. After famously studying gravity, Newton turned his attention to how 
light worked, and invented the telescope. In 1687, he published a book called 
“The Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy”, highlighting the 
importance of rational thinking and meticulous scientific investigation.

The top thinkers of the day began to look for evidence and explanations for 
everything. If you could not prove that a thing was true, they said, then it 
probably wasn't, and you certainly shouldn't be basing any beliefs on it.

There were lots of good things to come out of this way of thinking. Scientists 
and researchers came up with all kinds of inventions for improving life. By the
second half of the eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution was in full 
swing. Machines were doing most of the work in the cotton and woollen 
industries throughout Britain, and soon they were doing the same in the 
heavy industries, such as iron and steel.

Engineers developed ways of using steam to power machinery, and wealthy 
industrialists invested huge sums in building new "manufactories". As the 
cogs and wheels began to turn, many new jobs were created in the factories 
in the rapidly-expanding towns. But in the countryside the machinery began to
put farm workers out of a job, and poverty started to bite.

As the Industrial Revolution 
brought in new technologies, 
many farms on Exmoor 
started using using water-
powered machinery to do 
their pumping, threshing and 
grinding. Gradually steam 
power took over from 
waterwheels. By the end of 
the eighteenth century there 
was very little work left for 
farm labourers to do. 

This caused a lot of trouble. People were worried about whether they would 
be able to feed their families, especially when their crops failed. Sometimes 
they had to rustle sheep, or poach fowl and fish from the big country estates 
owned by powerful landlords. There were harsh penalties for poachers and 
rustlers, who hunted or fished illegally or stole sheep. Even though their 
families might have starved if they didn't do this, those found guilty were 
deported or even executed.

Throughout society there was a growing feeling that this was wrong, that a 
civilised society should look after all its people equally, whether they were rich



or poor. After centuries of peasants acting as slaves to their overlords, people
began to feel that everybody should have a say in how things were done, and
that wealth should be distributed more fairly.

The French Revolution

All this was happening in France too. In 1787 the government had budget 
problems, and then there was a disastrous harvest the following year. There 
were power struggles going on in the government, and this ended with a 
National Assembly being formed. 

This Assembly drafted its "Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen" in 1789. This became the foundation for the country's constitution. It 
opened with the statement that “men are born and remain free and equal in 
rights”. Not everyone agreed with this, and it led to a brutal civil war in 
France, in which many thousands of people were killed. 

In the 1790s, while all this was happening, a new leader came to power in 
Revolutionary France. Britain and other European countries nearby began to 
worry about what this Napoleon Bonaparte was planning to do. Already he 
was threatening to invade Austria and Prussia; and French foreign policy was 
to support revolutionary movements in other places too. 

The American Revolution

Another thing that was happening everywhere was the rise of new religions. 
“Non-conformist” religious thinkers like Quakers and Unitarians began to 
challenge the wealth and power of the established Church and its traditional 
teachings. Followers of these new religions also believed that everyone 
should be equal and have the same rights. This made them unpopular with 
the people who stood to lose personal power and status if this new 
philosophy found its way into government. Even people without wealth or 
property worried about the changes such a revolutionary new way of thinking 
might bring about.

Things got so bad for members of the new non-conformist religions in Britain 
that some of them emigrated to America. Here they were able to establish 
new states based on principles of equality, justice and compassion. In time 
there were enough of these states to form a federation. They believed that 
should form their own government in America, instead of having the British 
government ruling them from the other side of the Atlantic.



The British government was reluctant to let go of its influence in the “New 
World”, especially as it began to realise that there were vast reserves of 
mineral wealth throughout America. British industrialists wanted to be able to 
use these raw materials in their factories. They were unhappy at the people in
the American colonies taking them over and charging what they wanted for 
the minerals that British industry needed.

British troops were sent to America to stop this revolution, and this led to the 
American War of Independence. After the Americans won an important battle 
in 1777, France sent troops, ships and money to help them defeat the British. 

The Napoleonic Wars

This was bad enough; but France was also supporting a similar revolutionary 
movement in Ireland. The Irish wanted to form their own government, too, 
and the British government was worried that if there was an alliance between 
Ireland and France, they might invade Britain together. A French raiding party 
even made its way up the Bristol Channel and actually landed on the Welsh 
coast before it was successfully repelled. 

In 1792 a coalition of European countries, including Britain, declared war on 
France, and the French Revolutionary Wars began. As Napoleon's armies 
began to conquer parts of Europe, a number of different coalitions fought 
back in a series of conflicts, and by the end of the century the Napoleonic 
Wars were in full swing. They would not end until 1815, when Napoleon was 
finally defeated at the Battle of Waterloo.

Poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge was living in Nether Stowey, in the Quantocks 
(part of Greater Exmoor) when this happened. In April 1798 he wrote a poem 



called “Fears In Solitude”, which he said was “written during the alarm of an 
invasion.” As he wrote the poem he was sitting on an ancient castle mound, 
and he could see the Bristol Channel across the fields. Looking at the 
peaceful scenery around him, he was suddenly very afraid what might 
happen to it if Napoleon and the French armies invaded Britain.

He wrote these lines about the scenery:

A green and silent spot, amid the hills,
A small and silent dell! O'er stiller place
No singing skylark ever poised himself.
The hills are heathy, save that swelling slope,
Which hath a gay and gorgeous covering on,
All golden with the never-bloomless furze,
Which now blooms most profusely: but the dell,
Bathed by the mist, is fresh and delicate
As vernal cornfield, or the unripe flax,
When, through its half-transparent stalks, at eve,
The level sunshine glimmers with green light.
Oh! 'tis a quiet spirit-healing nook!

Later in the poem he went on to say:

What uproar and what strife may now be stirring
This way or that way o'er these silent hills – 
Invasion, and the thunder and the shout...

The full text of Coleridge's poem is included in the online resources.

Early Tourism: The Grand Tour

From the sixteenth century, those who were able to afford it sent their young 
people off on holiday, on what was known as the "Grand Tour" of Europe. 
This sometimes lasted as long as three years, and it usually took in all the 
classical sites in France and Italy, as well as large cities in the countries 
around them. The idea was for young nobles to broaden their education and 
learn about other cultures. Before they went they planned the itinerary in 
great detail, and when they set off they took their tutors and servants with 
them. 

Famous poets and philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe toured the same countries and started writing 
travel novels and "travelogues" (their form of a travel blog). This inspired 
more people to take on the "Grand Tour", and tourism became popular 



throughout Europe. People started taking shorter trips, too, travelling by 
coach and carriage. 

These tourists were not too bothered about broadening their education. They 
went off looking for fun in the sun in beautiful places, as holidaymakers still do
today. There were parties and balls, and plays and concerts. Men went off for 
long gallops on horseback or stayed indoors, playing cards and gambling. 
Ladies went for gentle strolls, holding parasols above them to protect their 
delicate complexions from the sun; or they sat down under shady trees to do 
some sketching.

The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars put a stop to all that. The 
Grand Tour was cancelled until further notice, and if you wanted a holiday, 
you had to look closer to home. 

Beaches were as alluring then as they are now; and as an island, Britain has 
plenty of coastline. There was also a lot of spectacular scenery, if you didn't 
mind the tedious journey to the remote places where you might find it. 
Exmoor had both beaches and a breathtaking landscape. It was not long 
before the leaders of fashion started making their way here.

3 THE ANCIENT MARINER SAILS IN

Romantic Poets

Another result of the Industrial Revolution was the Romantic backlash. Many 
writers, musicians and artists were horrified by the dirt and ugliness of the 
towns growing up around the new machinery. They also felt that science and 
technology were squeezing out other important things, like art, beauty and 
spirituality. They turned their backs on the urban landscape and looked 
instead at the beauty of the natural world, away from the smoke and grime.

Walking tours exploring Britain's remote places became popular, especially 
among students. They found the northern and western areas of the UK 
particularly attractive for their scenery as well as their remoteness. The 
stunning natural beauty of Exmoor and its Bristol Channel coastline drew 
many of the country's top writers and poets.

Two very important Romantic poets wrote much of their ground-breaking work
as they explored the area around Exmoor and the Quantocks. Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge moved to Nether Stowey on the last day of 1796, and William 
Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy took up residence in nearby Alfoxton just a
few months later.



The Coleridge Way

Together the two poets and Dorothy tramped hundreds of miles across 
Exmoor and the Quantocks, captivated by the scenery. They thought nothing 
of walking fifty miles or more in a day. When their friends came to stay, they 
too were persuaded to go for long walks. 

One of the poets' favourite walks was over the Quantocks, crossing the edge 
of Exmoor near Dunkery Beacon to reach Porlock on the coast. From here 
they liked to walk high above the sea to Lynmouth, and then on up to the 
Valley of Rocks. Today the long-distance walking route known as the 
Coleridge Way retraces their steps.

Sometimes they went around the coast instead of over the hills. They walked 
through Watchet and Minehead, and then followed the high ridge of North Hill
to descend into Porlock, before continuing to Lynmouth and the Valley of 
Rocks. 

The Ancient Mariner

One foggy November afternoon when the three of them set out on this walk, 
the two poets decided to write a ballad together to fund their journey. (They 



were planning to spend the night in an inn in Watchet). They thought  that the 
“Monthly Magazine” would probably pay them five pounds for a spooky tale, 
since these were all the rage at the time. 

Coleridge remembered that a neighbour had described a dream to him, with a
ghost ship in it. Wordsworth added that he had been reading a feature in a 
travel book about albatrosses. The “Rime of the Ancyent Marinere” began to 
take shape as they walked. 
 
This is how Coleridge described the storyline of the final poem: “How a Ship 
having passed the Line was driven by Storms to the cold Country towards the
South Pole; and how from thence she made her course to the tropical 
Latitude of the Great Pacific Ocean; and of the strange things that befell; and 
in what manner the Ancyent Marinere came back to his own Country”. 

The two poets had very different ways of writing, and they found that they 
could not work together. Coleridge had a vivid imagination, and he liked to let 
it wander through all kinds of fantastical worlds. His ideas flowed best when 
he was out walking in the hills. Wordsworth was a lot more literal and liked to 
describe life as it really is. His best thoughts came to him when he was 
pacing the drive at Alfoxton.

In the end, Coleridge wrote very nearly all of the poem by himself. The full 
text is included in the online resources, together with an abridged version.

Despite their differences, however, the two poets were able to put together an
anthology of poetry that they wrote while they lived in the area. This 
collection, “Lyrical Ballads”, is considered a major turning point in the history 
of English literature.

Keeping a Journal

The local people were scandalised by Dorothy Wordsworth's behaviour. 
Women were expected to be ladylike, with genteel hobbies such as singing, 
watercolour painting and needlework. They were meant to dress daintily and 
take good care of their appearance, and they were not supposed to go 
anywhere either alone or with a man they were not married to.

Dorothy's greatest pleasure in life was exploring the heathland around 
Alfoxton, clambering up gullies and pushing through bushes to trace the local 
rivers to their sources. She wore old clothes that were torn and muddy, and 
she was as brown as a nut from spending so much time out in the sun and 
the wind. She was quite happy to wander alone through the hills. Sometimes 
she and Coleridge walked together without her brother. This caused a lot of 



gossip, since Coleridge's wife was at home with their children while he was 
out walking with Dorothy.

Dorothy kept a journal, making extensive notes in it about the countryside 
around her, gathering material for her brother William to use in his poems. 
There are excerpts from this in the online resources.

One of the poets' friends who walked with them was Robert Southey, who 
later became Poet Laureate (as Wordsworth did after him). In 1799 Southey 
toured the area, keeping a journal of what he saw along the way. It was 
Southey who coined the phrase "Little Switzerland" in Lynmouth, which the 
twin villages later used as an advertising slogan.

As “Lyrical Ballads” became a bestseller, many readers came to see for 
themselves the inspirational scenery that had led to works of such genius. 
With the continent closed to British tourists, Exmoor became a fashionable 
holiday destination among people who wanted to visit places with dramatic 
scenery and a spirit of romance and adventure.

4 DING DONG, TREVITHICK CALLING

Turnpike Roads and Stagecoaches

As goods were produced in the new factories, roads were needed to transport
them around the country. Britain's roads had not been upgraded since Roman
times, 1500 years before, and most of them were just rough tracks. A series 
of Turnpike Laws permitted trusts formed by local investors to repair and 
maintain the old roads and build newer, better ones.

Funding for the upkeep of a turnpike road came from tolls collected at the end
of each section, where the turnpike was manned by a toll-keeper who lived in 
a cottage built at the roadside for this purpose.

Engineers Thomas Telford and John Metcalfe devised new techniques for 
road building, which included raising the surface and giving it a camber, so 
that water could drain off quickly. John MacAdam came up with a mixture of 
tar and roadstone - "tarmacadam" (tarmac) - which became the basis of 
modern road construction.

Suddenly travel by stagecoach became a lot faster and more comfortable. 
Mail coaches ran between all Britain's towns and cities, and carried 
passengers as well as the post.



Exmoor Roads

Exmoor was criss-crossed with 
ancient drovers' roads, some of 
which dated back to prehistoric 
times. In the eighteenth century 
these rough paths and tracks 
made long-distance travel in 
wheeled vehicles very 
uncomfortable.

It was also one of the last places
to be linked by turnpike roads. 
Although fashionable towns like 
Bath had turnpike trusts linking 
the area to London and 
elsewhere as early as 1707, it 
was nearly 60 years before 
turnpike trusts were established 
on Exmoor. These were based in
Minehead (1765) and 
Wiveliscombe (1786). 

A turnpike road linking Dulverton to the coast had tollhouses at Wheddon 
Cross, Timberscombe, Dunster, Minehead and Porlock.

Steam Technology

In 1712 Dartmouth ironmonger and engineer Thomas Newcomen devised a 
steam-powered Atmospheric Engine to pump out the waterlogged shafts in 
Cornish mines. 60 years later, Richard Trevithick – engineer of Ding Dong 
Mine near Land's End – improved on it with the Cornish beam engine, a high-
pressure steam engine that was soon pumping out mines throughout the 
world.

In 1796 Trevithick produced a miniature steam locomotive that moved 
forwards. He refined it and made it larger, and in 1801 he took seven friends 
on a short journey on the world's first road vehicle, known as the "Puffing 
Devil". In 1802, he built a stationary engine as a trial, to see whether his high-
pressure steam engine might drive a railway locomotive. He built it at the 
Coalbrookdale Company's works in Shropshire, and the company then built a
rail locomotive for him.



No-one knows whether the 
locomotive built to Trevithick's 
design by Coalbrookdale ever 
ran. The only sources of 
information about it are the 
drawing kept in the Science 
Museum in London and a 
letter Trevithick wrote to a 
friend.

In 1804, in another world first, Trevithick produced a steam engine that ran on
rails. Unfortunately, despite many attempts financed by various different 
sponsors, his locomotives kept breaking the wooden rails they had to run on. 
In the end he had to give up.

Newcastle's Robert Stephenson and Company was more successful with its 
1825 engine "Locomotion", which ran on the brand new Stockton and 
Darlington line the same year. The company followed up in 1829 with the 
famous "Rocket". After some refinements it was put into service the following 
year on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway.

Once more, Exmoor was not a priority area, and it did not get a rail link until 
the end of the nineteenth century. But for centuries its main link with the 
outside world had been via the Bristol Channel; and now this, too, was 
transformed by the new steam technology – just in time for the tourists 
looking for new holiday resorts now that Europe was closed to them.

Steamships

In 1794, the Earl of Stanhope built a steam-powered vessel. Like Trevithick's 
railway locomotive it was not successful in itself, but it did show that the 
technology could work. 

In 1801 Scottish engineer 
William Symington developed a 
small steam-powered river boat 
known as the "Charlotte 
Dundas" which was successfully 
trialled on the Clyde and Forth 
Canal, near Glasgow. The Clyde
was to play an important part in 
the development of tourism on 
the Exmoor coastline. 



Within 20 years, steamships were in business. In 1822, the "Duke of 
Lancaster" was the first regular steamship to call in at Ilfracombe on its 
journey between Bristol and Cork. It was a paddle steamer, propelled by 
means of two large wheels with blades or paddles, like the wheel on a 
watermill.  A £5 note issued by the Ilfracombe Bank as early as 1835 showed 
a paddle steamer.

The problem with using paddles was that in rough seas they would either rise 
out of the water or they would become submerged and damage the engines. 
Another of Richard Trevithick's inventions was a screwthread propeller that 
would drive a ship, using a spiral wheel at the stern. Again, it was not 
Trevithick who developed the idea further, but it was found to work better in 
heavy seas than paddles, and engineers started using it to propel their ships. 

By the end of the 1820s, steamers driven by both paddles and screws were 
sailing up and down the Bristol Channel. In the 1830s a packet service ran 
from Bristol or Portishead, linking Ilfracombe with the Welsh coast. Soon the 
steam packet ships carried passengers as well as cargo.

Paddle steamers used for towing sailing ships down the Bristol Channel 
against the prevailing winds began to double up as excursion craft when the 
weather was good. Soon smaller steamships were running day trips between 
Minehead and Weston-Super-Mare, and Watchet and Ilfracombe.

In 1886, the Bristol Steam Yachting & Excursion Company was formed to 
charter a Scottish paddle steamer, the “Bonnie Doon”, to run outings to 
Ilfracombe and back. These were so successful that the following summer 
four men from Bristol bought the ship.

The same year, a further group of Bristol businessmen chartered the paddle 
steamer, the “Waverley”, whose maiden voyage in the Bristol Channel was 
also a day run to Ilfracombe. Her captain was Alec Campbell, who shared a 
business with his brother Peter, running two steamers on the Clyde. By 1889, 
their business on the Clyde was losing business to the railways. The brothers 
sold up and moved their steamships to the Bristol Channel. In the 1890s, their
westcountry “White Funnel” fleet had seven steamers.

Two Welsh companies also ran fleets of steamers in the Bristol Channel. The 
Barry Railway Company ran steamers with red funnels, while the funnels on 
the ships used by Cardiff-based William H Tucker and Company were yellow. 
By this time Minehead had a pier, built to enable the steamers to land day 
trippers, and the Campbells bought the pier too. 



5 ELEMENTARY, MY DEAR WATSON!

Local businessmen closed down their tanneries and malting houses, and 
turned instead to providing accommodation for all these visitors flooding in 
and needing somewhere to stay. They built big hotels in the seaside resorts, 
and the traditional hostelries at strategic locations across the moor expanded 
to become country inns. Homeowners turned spare bedrooms into lodgings 
for paying guests and empty cottages were brought back into service to 
provide holiday cottages.

Some of the early visitors, inspired by the Romantic revolution to take their 
holidays on Exmoor, were so struck by its scenery and tranquil lifestyle that 
they bought themselves holiday homes and became part-time members of the
rural community. Others sold up elsewhere and moved in full-time, bringing 
with them their wealth, skills, experience, contacts and influence. Together 
with local businessmen and councillors they initiated a number of major 
projects to improve the area and make it easier to reach from the big towns 
and cities.

London lawyer Thomas Hewitt had a second home in Lynton. When the idea 
arose of building a funicular to provide transport up the hillside from Lynmouth
to Lynton, he contacted his friend, publisher George Newnes, to see if he 
would be willing to contribute towards the cost of the scheme. Newnes came 
down to Lynton to have a look, and fell instantly in love with the area. He 
agreed to fund the cliff railway, in full; and then he built himself a large house 
on Lynton's Hollerday Hill and moved in as a full-time permanent resident of 
the community. He built Lynton's town hall and its Congregational church, as 
well as a cricket pavilion.

Newnes was the son of a Derbyshire minister. Newnes junior was originally a 
haberdasher, but he had made his fortune in publishing. Widespread 
education meant that a large proportion of the population could now read, and
Newnes saw that there was a need for lightweight reading material, presented
in small snippets. The fashion for “penny dreadful” serial stories had created a
market for short stories, as well as for longer fiction divided into episodes 
spread over a period of time, and Newnes decided to launch a publication that
would fill this gap.

“Tit-Bits” was one of the earliest periodicals, or magazines, and it was an 
instant success. When it began to include the detective stories written by his 
good friend, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, it became a runaway bestseller. The 
detective featured in those same stories was, of course, Sherlock Holmes, still
one of the world's most popular crime-solvers more than a century later. 


