
Paddlesteamers, Postcards and Holidays Past 

SITE VISIT –  MINEHEAD

From the fifteenth century, when Lady Margaret Luttrell had a jetty built, 
Minehead was one of the most important ports this side of the Bristol 
Channel. It was easily reached by boat, and later this made it a popular 
tourist destination for the steamships. Like Lynmouth, it was soon famous for 
the health-giving properties of its seawater and its invigorating coastal air.

In 1790, the Universal British Directory of Trade and Commerce wrote: "On 
account of the pleasantness of the situation and salubrity of the air,  a number
of persons of fashion have been induced to visit Minehead as a bathing place
in the summer season."

During a walking tour of the area in 
1800, the Reverend Richard Warner 
said: “Minehead's shore is hard and 
firm; the machines commodious; the 
lodgings reasonable; the provisions 
cheap and plentiful.”

The “machines” he wrote about were
bathing machines, wheeled down to 
the shoreline to give ladies privacy 
while they bathed in the sea.

The National Commercial Directory of 1831 called Minehead “very 
picturesque and beautiful, being a continued succession of lofty hills, the 
sides of which are ornamented by patches of furze and coppice; the valleys 
are rich in pasture and agriculture; and a few miles to the westward, the 
country is highly romantic and affords fine subjects for the pencil.”

 What are furze and coppice? Why do you think early visitors found them
so attractive?

 What is meant by “affords fine subjects for the pencil”? Victorians did 
not have the choice of art materials that we have today. What sort of 
materials will you take to use in your sketchbook, that you can carry 
easily and use without any other equipment? Why were these not 
available in Victorian times? What advantage does a pencil have?

 Where is the “highly romantic country to the westward”?



TRAVEL AND ACCOMMODATION

A mail coach ran from Taunton to Minehead and Dunster, and there were 
coaching inns here. These enabled passengers going to Porlock, Lynmouth 
and Lynton to stop for a rest and some refreshment while the coachmen 
changed their horses.

 Why did the horses need to be changed? What else would the inns' 
grooms have needed to do for the horses?

In the winter there was a coach that ran once a week to Lynton and 
Lynmouth, and another than ran three times a week to Porlock. In the 
summer tourist season, coaches ran every day to all three places.

An 1857 Minehead tourist guide declared that "during the summer season 
visitors, in search of health, begin to appear from Bristol, Cheltenham, Wales 
and even London." 

 Find these places on the map. How far did the visitors travel from each?

From the very earliest days of tourism, some of the cottages by Minehead's 
quay were holiday cottages.  There were a few guest houses on North Hill, 
with fine views across the Bristol Channel, and soon wealthy industrialists 
began to build more large villas on the hillside. Holidaymakers who could 
afford it stayed for the whole season, and some of them liked it so much that 
they moved here when they retired.

 A very large hotel was built on the seafront, too. Today it is divided into 
a number of smaller hotels and holiday businesses. Why?



ACTIVITIES

One hotel advertised: "Pleasantly situated 
within 100yds of the sea, commanding 
extensive views of the Bristol Channel, the 
Welsh coast, etc. Also near the principal 
meets of the Devon and Somerset 
Staghounds and Mr Luttrell's Foxhounds. 
Good stabling with loose boxes for hunters.”

Exmoor was famous for its hunting, and 
wealthy riders brought their own horses and 
grooms to take part.

Other visitors came for the walking. Many Victorians living in towns had 
damp, dark houses that were not good for their health. They came to seaside 
resorts like Minehead for bracing walks in the fresh, clean air. Like Lynmouth, 
Minehead had an Esplanade where the visitors could “promenade”.

Minehead's beach is much longer 
(and sandier) than Lynmouth's, so 
there was a much more extensive 
Esplanade. An avenue of trees was 
planted along it, and there were 
flowerbeds with exotic plants that 
flourished in the mild, moist climate.
Several shelters were built beside it,
where visitors could sit and look out
over the sea.

To the east of the town there was a longer walk beside the shoreline, known 
as the Warren. A Scottish doctor established a nine-hole golf course on the 
short-cropped grass here in 1888, “to play his national game”. 

 Check out the Minehead Golf Club website and find the page that gives 
the history of the course, so that you can answer these questions:

-  When did Dr Clark move here? Why?

-  Why was this area called the Warren?

-  Which club had the oldest course in Somerset before it was 
moved?

-  When was the telephone installed? How about electricity?



For more energetic walkers, George Luttrell laid out walks and drives on North 
Hill.  Visitors could stop at Greenaleigh Farm for a cream tea, or a junket.

 What makes South West England famous for its clotted cream and its 
cream teas?

The West Somerset Free Press published a weekly "Visitors List", price 1d. It 
gave the names of all the holidaymakers in the area that week, listing people 
staying in Lynmouth and Porlock, as well as those in Minehead, Dunster, Blue
Anchor and Watchet. It printed details of local church services, and it 
suggested places to visit, with timetables and fares to help visitors plan their 
outings. It also published snippets of local history, and adverts for the shops 
along the Parade.

Visitors could buy everything they needed for their holiday right here in 
Minehead: bathing costumes and swimming accessories, straw hats and 
sunshades, newspapers, toys and games, materials for sketching and sewing.

 Have a look at the things you can buy today in the same shops. 
What are today's visitors buying? What has changed?

STEAMERS

By the middle of the nineteenth century, steamships were calling in at 
Minehead. The “Defiance”, built on the Clyde, ran day trips between Watchet 
and Ilfracombe, stopping off here. The return fare for the whole distance was 
3 shillings for the fore cabin and 4 shillings for the saloon.

 Where were the fore cabin and the saloon on the ship? Why was it 
more expensive to travel in the saloon?

Between 1899 and 1901 a new pier was built, at a cost of £12,000. It had a 
trolley that ran along a rail for passengers' luggage, and it had four different 
landing stages so that a steamship could land at any state of the tide. The 
Bristol Channel has the world's second largest tidal range, so this made a big 
difference to how often they could land.

In the summer there was a daily steamer from here to Cardiff, in South 
Wales, and there were several a week to Ilfracombe and North Devon. 
Paddle steamers also ran day trips between North Devon, Minehead and 
Wales. In 1910, the Red Funnel fleet ran special trips to Cardiff from Weston-
Super-Mare, just up the Channel from Minehead, so that tourists could see 
Captain Scott's ship “Terra Nova” before he left on his famous expedition to 
the Antarctic.



 You will see that there is no longer a pier at Minehead. Can you find out
when it was taken down, and why?

THE RAILWAY

In July 1856, there was a meeting to talk about building a railway to link up 
with the Bristol and Exeter Railway, which had reached Taunton in 1842. 

One of the people at the meeting was engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel. 
He supervised the construction of the railway to Exeter, and other railways 
too, and he was there to advise on technical details. The plan was for the new
branch line to run from Williton to Taunton. This would involve constructing a 
deep tunnel, which would be difficult and expensive, and Brunel suggested 
that trains should run from Watchet instead.

 Find Williton and Taunton on a map that shows hills as well as towns. 
Why would there need to be a tunnel to connect these two places?

In 1857 an Act of Parliament gave the West Somerset Railway Company  
permission to raise £120,000 for a 14-mile railway from Taunton to Watchet. 
A prospectus was issued and public subscriptions were invited.

In the nineteenth century, big projects were organised and funded by the 
industrialists whose factories were making them a lot of money. Many of 
these men were philanthropists (from two Greek words meaning “friends of 
the people”) and they paid for a lot of major public buildings and facilities. 
Wealthy landowners, too, were building houses, schools and libraries for the 
workers on their estates.

The prospectus told possible investors about the plans for the railway, and 
how much money they might each get back from ticket sales, once the costs 
of running the railway were met. 

There were not as many offers
of funding (subscriptions) as 
the railway company hoped, 
but by April 1859 they had 
raised enough money to start 
building. At first 200 men 
(mostly local workers) were 
employed to do the work, but 
there was a lot to do and this 
was increased to 300.



The line to Watchet opened in 1862. Three years later, Parliament gave 
permission for the line to be taken all the way to Minehead. The whole 
railway from Taunton to Minehead finally opened in 1874.

ENTERTAINMENT

With Minehead now so easy to reach by boat or train, many more visitors 
were arriving. Some of them came to stay for a week, a fortnight, or even a 
whole season, and they went on sightseeing tours around the area. Others 
were now visiting just for the day, and they were looking for entertainment in 
Minehead itself.

As you walk along the seafront, after the station you will see these three 
places, opened to give visitors something to do in Minehead.

You can tell from the very decorative architecture of the Queen's Hall that 
was built in the late nineteenth century or early twentieth century.  It was a 
theatre, cinema and concert hall, seating 850, and it was one of many 
Minehead buildings designed by architect W J Tamlyn, who liked Minehead 
so much when he visited that he moved here. Later there was a smaller 
cinema in Bancks Street (behind the Parade), seating 350.

To the right of the Queen's Hall is an Ice Cream Parlour. These were very 
popular in Britain in the mid-twentieth century, and they were often run by 
Italian families who moved here. They brought with them the Italian culture of 
coffee shops that also sold ice cream – a big hit with tourists on a hot 
summer's day!



Amusement arcades, like the one on the left, are still popular today in tourist 
destinations. The idea came from the “penny-in-the-slot” machines that 
started appearing in seaside resorts in Edwardian times.

A sight unique to Minehead was that of polo ponies on the beach. The 
wealthier tourists who brought their own horses and grooms also liked to play 
polo, which is a bit like hockey on horseback.

The West Somerset Polo Club was founded here in 1898, and at first it 
played its matches on the long sandy strand of Minehead beach. The horses 
were exercised here between matches, and sometimes there were horse 
races on the beach, too. Minehead's Recreation Ground opened a year later, 
and then the polo club was able to use that instead.

Later, Alexander Luttrell provided a grassy area beneath Dunster Castle for 
the polo matches. These took place here at the “Lawns” every Wednesday 
and Saturday afternoon in the summer. A special horse-drawn carriage 
known as a “brake” took spectators from Minehead, who could watch the 
match for just sixpence. Cream teas were available afterwards.

In the 1920s, the Maharajah of Jodphur was a frequent visitor with his polo 
team, and in 1925 he offered to buy the Polo Club a new pavilion, on 



condition that it cost no more than £600. That year his 51 ponies were 
brought here on a special train, and they were said to be worth £15,000. For 
the autumn tournament, Rajah Halnut Singh brought a team of 15 ponies. 
Spectators were now able to travel from Minehead on a motor coach.

A striking landmark from North Hill 
(above), Butlins holiday camp opened 
in 1962. In its opening year, Butlins 
brought some 30,000 people into the 
area. Entertainment for twentieth-
century holidaymakers staying in 
Butlins included guided walks on the 
moor for groups of children.

Webber's Post (right) was one of their 
destinations. With footpaths leading 
up over Dunkery Beacon in one 
direction and down into Horner Woods
in another, Webber's Post remains a 
favourite place for walkers.

Arriving in Minehead in 1799, Robert Southey wrote:

“Minehead quay is ugly, but the view very striking along the coast towards 
Stowey.  From a hill on our way here we had one glorious burst of prospect. 
The sun fell on the sea through a mist, and on the crags of the shore they 
looked like a glittering faery fabric; the very muddiness of the water mellowed 



the splendour and made it more rich and beautiful. The inland walks are 
striking: the hills dark, and dells woody and watery, winding up them in ways 
of sequestered coolness.”

 The place Southey calls “Stowey” (Nether Stowey”) lies beyond the hills
that you can see behind Butlins in the top photo above. Can you find a 
place in Minehead where he might have been standing when he 
composed these words?

Overlooking Minehead, and lying within the National Park boundaries, the 
picturesque medieval village of Dunster has always been a popular 
destination for day-trippers. Here the Luttrell family's castle towers over the 
yarn market built by George Luttrell in 1609. For centuries Dunster was 
famous for its cloth, woven in watermills along the River Avill, and the yarn 
market provided shelter for the merchants buying and selling in its regular 
markets.

Southey wrote about Dunster in his journal, too:

"Dunster is one of the finest scenes in the West of England. From here the 
sea view is very striking. Minehead stands under a headland which projects 
boldly. This seat is said to command one of the finest views in England. If the 
water were clear and boundless I should think so.”

 What does Southey mean when he says that he would like the Bristol 
Channel better “if the water were clear and boundless”? Do you agree?


