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The Lyme Regis Fire Engine, with the hose nozzle upright, an “original” leather 

fire bucket by the front wheel and two later Lyme Regis Victoria Fire Brigade 

brass helmets resting on the filter tray. The drive shaft can be seen horizontally 

through the engine, but only one of the four wooden handle bars are present in this 

picture. The vertical iron straps are repairs. 
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Part 1: The Fire Engine 
 

Fire! 

Medieval and Tudor Lyme was a tinderbox of close-packed thatched cottages, 

tight alleys and buildings with upper stories jettied over the streets. Town fires 

were common in English towns – the most awful being the Great Fire of London 

in 1666, which started at a bakery and consumed 13,200 houses over five days. 
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Obviously Lyme cannot match that, but Lyme had numerous fires and as a result 

nothing built before about 1600 survives, apart from the stone-built parish church 

and some relics inside later buildings. Much of this destruction can be put down to 

the Siege of Lyme in 1644, during the Civil War. The Royalist army sent fire 

arrows and red-hot cannonballs over the town on more than one occasion, as well 

as bombardment and skirmishes from its positions, which were very close to the 

town. The town survived the six-week siege, but much was burnt.  

 

Despite numerous rebukes and threats of fines issued by Lyme’s Manor Courts, 

chimneys, mantels and the water supply channels were not well maintained. The 

control of fires was largely in the hands of whoever was around at the time able to 

cut fire breaks in thatch with fire hooks or fire pikes and able to throw water from 

buckets.  

 

Enter the Sun Fire Office 

By the beginning of the 18
th

 century more formal arrangements began to be made 

in the big cities, often by insurance fire insurance offices keen to lessen claims by 

setting up specific brigades to extinguish fires and salvage goods on insured 

property. Often these companies marked insured premises with a distinctive lead 

plaque or fire mark, as their brigade would have only attended insured premises.  

 

 
The Sun Fire Office Logo from an 1800 policy document issued in York 

Note the uniformed Sun fireman on the left, the Newsham fire engine above the 

“smiling sun” logo, the Sun salvage man on the right with his large Sun swag bag 

and firemen’s axes below resting on the words Sun Fire Office. LRM 2004/86 

 

In Lyme arrangements were made by the Sun Fire Office, the West of England 

Fire Office and by the Corporation. Sun appears to have had the largest insurance 

portfolio here in 1800, although many familiar fire insurance names were 

represented by local agents through the 19
th

 century. 

 

Lyme Corporation gradually takes over the Fire Service 

The Great Fire of Lyme in 1803 forced the Corporation to buy the fire engine now 

in the Museum, second hand from the Sun. It may have been the Sun’s engine in 

Lyme, or it could have been used by the Sun use elsewhere and shipped in, but 

either way it was probably made around 1780 in London. It was not the 
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Corporation’s first engine, as it bought a fire pump in 1722 from John Bastard of 

Blandford.  

 

At the Great Fire of Lyme in 1844 it, and the other two fire engines in Lyme, 

proved useless. There is evidence that the West of England Fire Office also had an 

engine in Lyme in 1864. In the 1889 fire engine was proved wanting again. That 

fire forced the Corporation to create a modern fire service and a water supply to 

match, setting up the Lyme Regis Victoria Fire Brigade and proper high pressure 

water mains with hydrant points. Our engine was pensioned off, replaced by a 

hose cart to connect to the hydrants. It languished under the Guildhall and became 

one of the Museum first exhibits when it opened in 1921.  

 

The Lyme Fire Brigade developed to be part of the Dorset Fire and Rescue 

Service of today - which also depends on volunteer firemen paid a retainer for 

drills and call-outs. The Victoria brigade was only for Lyme - expressly forbidden 

from attending fires even in Uplyme, but now the fire and rescue services work 

seamlessly and can call on personnel and equipment from as an wide area as 

necessary.  

 

 
Easy to move? Lyme Regis Fire Brigade struggling to get the Fire Engine 

through the front door of the Museum whilst on a Fire Drill (don’t worry, they 

brought their nice shiny modern fire engine with them, like the one below, parked around 

the corner). The Lyme Regis fire chief Virgil Turner’s (standing straight on the left) 

printable comments are: “I wouldn’t like to drag that thing up Broad Street”. This photo 

was in View from Lyme 20
th
 July 2011 and has been kindly provided by Pemedia Ltd. 

 

The Lyme Fire Engine 

The story of our fire engine mirrors the history of Lyme’s great fires and brigade 

arrangements. It still bears the traces of the Sun Fire Office logo (although that 

could have been applied during its dotage). As explained elsewhere, it was never 
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the only fire pump in Lyme – there was at least one other, purchased by the 

Corporation and there may have been a third. What is remarkable about our 

somewhat battered engine is that it is a SURVIVOR – it went to many blazes, it 

was neglected, repaired and neglected again but it is still with us, being at least 

230 years old! 

 

Primitive though it might look, these 18
th

 century wooden fire engines were 

efficient water pumps capable of projecting a consistent, but not very powerful jet 

of water right over the tops of buildings, 30 ft (10m) or more into the air. The 

picture shows that it is a beast to move. When we must move it, as the picture 

shows, we get Fire Brigade to do it! Yes, it will go through a doorway, but look at 

today’s Lyme Brigade struggling!  And that’s with no fire! 

 

The drawbacks are the: 

 

• difficulty moving the unbraked engine up and down hill using manpower, 

over rough surfaces quickly and safely to the fire. To cover any distance it 

would have to be loaded onto a cart to be pulled by horses.  

• staying power of the pumpers (one team could manage 30 strokes a 

minute for five minutes, before changing the team and providing beer for 

refreshment)  

• need for a consistent water supply, best sucked in from a water main or 

river – or a good human chain to supply water tipped from buckets onto 

the engine’s filters. 

• Adding up, that’s two teams of eight pumpers, a human chain of buckets 

and someone to fetch the beer and someone to direct the nozzle – that’s 30 

people just to man the engine, not counting moving it, setting up, rescuing 

people, cutting thatch and salvaging goods. 

 

 
A Dorset Fire & Rescue Scania/JDC Water Ladder Rescue Vehicle  

Similar to the current Lyme engine RX04 FTK, doing the same basic job as our 

old engine, but with much better fire-fighting equipment and capability (Dorset 

Fire & Rescue Service) 
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Water to the fire! 

The old Lyme engine could draw water through a suction hose and a brass filter 

from a supply such as the pot-water channel
1
, the river or the sea. It could be 

connected by hose to a town piped supply, although suitable fire plugs on the 

primitive piped water system were never in the right place. This system was 

gradually improved after about 1850, when the last pot water channel was 

abolished. The new town supply installed in 1898 had modern hydrant points, 

and, in the lower parts of town, sufficient pressure to connect a fire hose directly 

to them, without the need for a pump. However, until the water supply 

improvements of the Lyme Regis District Water Co in 1935
2
, summer water 

shortages and the danger of draining the system remained.  

 

The nozzle and some of the fittings for these connections are still on the engine, 

although no hoses survive. These would have been heavy, flat leather hoses 

(lighter cotton or linen hoses came later) carried flat on the engine or on a 

following cart. Leather hoses would not roll onto a reel without the danger of 

cracking.  

 

The engine could also be filled from a human chain of buckets directly poured 

onto its wooden filter trays which lie over the cistern or tank which comprises the 

body of the engine. Unlike a modern fire engine, arriving with its tanks full for 

initial action, this engine would be too heavy to move full of water. But the engine 

could be taken into buildings, closes and yards, being only 2ft 9” (84cm) wide, 

getting closer to seat of the fire, without the need for long hoses.  

 

A Newsham Engine in Use 

A short video at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rl7__QwVsGY shows a 

similar Newsham patent fire engine with a team of seven men (6 pumpers and one 

to direct its branch nozzle - plus the supply team) in period costume pumping a jet 

of water at Colonial Williamsburg in the USA. The video shows that the pressure 

vessel in the engine effectively maintains the pressure of the jet during short 

breaks in the water supply or if the pumping team relax or lose coordination. You 

can see the copper top the pressure vessel in the photographs of our engine. It is 

clear from the video that the jet is nothing like that of a steam or diesel-powered 

pump and that it would not reach far into a building to hit the base of the fire, 

where the real job of extinguishment is done, rather than just playing water on the 

flames. But it would throw water further and with much better aim that can be 

done by people with buckets.  

 

A Newsham engine has been restored to working order by the Bicester Local 

History Society, Oxfordshire, and another can be seen at South Molton Museum. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 the open town water supply channels that existed in Broad Street and Church Street before around 

1850 
2
 Richard Bull Industrial Lyme Paper No.10  - Water Supply in  the Lim Valley 2011 

www.lymeregismuseum.co.uk last accessed April 2013  
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The old fire engine – details and specifications 
Manufacturer – unknown, but following the 1721 patent granted to Richard Newsham (“for 

a new water engine for quenching and extinguishing fires”). These were the first fire engines 

to be fitted with an air pressure vessel to ensure a continuous jet of water, although similar 

manual squirting engines date back to the patent granted to Richard Jones in 1625. 

Date of Manufacture – leading wheels which pivot were not generally introduced by 

Newsham until 1770, so sometime shortly after that, hence the guessitimate of “c 1780”. 

Owners – Sun Fire Office, then Lyme Regis Corporation 

Materials of construction: wooden body, draw handle, pump handles, filter trays and splash 

guards; cast iron cylinders, pistons, pipes and front wheels; forged iron pumping rods, drive 

shaft, piston rods and axles; copper pressure vessel and nozzle pipe with brass jet, brass screw 

connectors for suction and outlet hoses and drain plugs and solid wooden rear wheels with 

iron tyres. There is no sign of the usual lead lining to waterproof the inside of the body which 

forms the tank or cistern in which the cylinders are submerged. The lining appears to be some 

form of bitumen composition and goes under fittings. The valves are assumed to be leather 

flaps or clacks, but cannot be examined and would be difficult to access in emergency or for 

repair. 

Total Weight without water – guesstimated at ½ ton/tonne 

Cylinders - (2) 6” dia x 7”stroke (15cm x 17.5cm), effective cylinder capacity about 2 pints 

(1.2litres) each 

Delivery – the delivery hose has a brass connector which screws to the output pipe at the front 

of the machine. The hose has brass screw connectors to the delivery nozzle, a copper cone 2ft 

8in long with ½” brass delivery jet. Not fitted with a branch pipe on top of the engine, which 

was an earlier feature which required the engine to be much closer to the fire and someone to 

stand on the engine to direct it.  

Delivery at 30 strokes per minute, ½ gallon per stroke – 15 gallons (66 litres) per minute 

Estimated effective range of jet – 30 feet (10m) 

Leading dimensions - length 7ft 1in (2.20m), width (body) 2ft (0.61m) (over axles) 2ft 9in 

0.83m, height from ground on wheels 4ft (1.22m), solid rear wheels 1ft 3” (38cm) dia fitted 

on plain axles, front cast iron spoked wheels 1ft (31cm) diameter mounted on pivoting 

turntable. The wooden drawing handle is connected to the axles via the turntable and which 

rises to save space in storage. 

Finish – originally painted brown, over bluish? undercoat and lined out in red. Paint mainly 

missing exposing bare woodwork, maybe because of blistering by heat, but without any trace 

of scorching. Ghostly, but distinct trace of Sun Fire Insurance Office logo on offside and no 

indication that it was ever painted in Lyme Regis Corporation livery.   

Vulnerabilities in use - perforation or rupture of copper pressure vessel, valve failure through 

drying and cracking, hose and hose connector failure, breakage of linkages and piston rods, 

tiring of crew, lack of water, leakage of tank. 

 

 

       
In the Museum in 1921, the Sun logo just visible   Sun logo on side panel today 

 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No.10: The Fire Engine and Lyme’s Great Fires                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                               8 

 

 
Filter boards, without the splash guard, over the rear of the water tank, 

above can be seen the drive shaft connecting to piston rods in pump chamber. The 

drive arm connects to the squared end of the shaft and holds the wooden pumping 

handles. The drive arm and handles are not fitted in this picture. 

 

 

     
                Fixed rear wheel     Front wheel with axle pivot behind 
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Inside the fire engine from above, showing (photo on left) the main shaft 

linkage to double connecting rods which lift and push down the pistons in the 

pump cylinders below. To the left and right are the filters; buckets of water are 

poured on these slotted wood surfaces to fill the water tank below. On the right is 

the top of the domed copper air vessel which helps to maintain steady pressure to 

the hose, despite surges generated during pump strokes. The photo on the right 

shows the cylinders with the left hand piston in the raised position. Each cylinder 

has a double piston rod and, between the two, a guide rod to steady and centralise 

every stroke. This guide rod is kept in position by a bracket fixed to the cistern 

wall. The cylinders stand on a combined casting containing the valve chest and 

outlet manifold which leads, via a pipe, to the outlet hose connector at the front of 

the engine. In use the cylinder tops would be submerged when the cistern is full. 

This arrangement is simple and robust, but not without possibilities for failure. It 

required sophisticated engineering for design, materials and manufacture, with the 

need to work to fairly close tolerances. Lubrication is supplied by the water bath 

and grease to soften and preserve the leather valves. 

 

The Duns Fire Engine 

Our engine is very similar to the fire engine from the town of Duns in 

Berwickshire, which is now in the Scottish Fire & Rescue Service’s Museum of 

Fire in Edinburgh. It must be a marque of the same model. The Duns engine is 

apparently dated as 1806 and differs from ours in having somewhat higher sides, 

dispensing with the removable splash guards on our engine. It also has four cast 

iron wheels, whereas the rear wheels on the Lyme engine are of solid wooden 

construction with iron tyres shrunk on. Other differences, such as the iron 

strapping and a curved sheet of tin or zinc-plate under the recess at the front of the 

body, appear to be later repairs on our engine. 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No.10: The Fire Engine and Lyme’s Great Fires                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                               10 

 

 
The Duns Fire Engine of 1806 

An old photographed from Duns which shows the all the pump handles in   position, the drawbar 

missing, four iron wheels and a different output hose connector. The date “1806” is painted on the 

side in faded letters, but the date may record acquisition by the Burgh of Duns, not manufacture   

Picture by courtesy of Ronald Morrison, Dunse Historical Society 

 

Final comment on the effectiveness of these engines 

For a minor fire, near the “fire station”, with a ready water supply and the team 

marshalled quickly these engines would be quite effective – but Lyme was a 

thatched town, with chimneys and mantels often in poor condition and a history of 

serious fires. This little engine proved to be completely ineffective once a fire was 

well established. It proved this in 1803, 1841, 1844 and 1889, after which it was 

replaced. Major fires continued – 1904, 1913 – but none were like the disasters of 

1803 and 1844. What is amazing is that the engine was not consumed in these 

town fires – although maybe its original Sun Fire Office livery was blistered off! 

 

Other Fire Equipment in Lyme Regis Museum 

The Museum also has other fire equipment, some of which (such as leather 

buckets) may have come with this engine or one of the other wooden engines 

which the town had. In 1791 ten of Lyme’s fire buckets had new bottoms fitted for 

19/- (£120 today).  

 

There are also fire hooks, crooks or pikes for creating firebreaks in thatched 

roofs (still the only method of stopping the spread of a fire in thatch). After the 

1803 fire new fire crooks were made costing 12/6d for blacksmithing, 3/6 for 

fixing the crooks onto the handles and £1 17/11d (a total of £210 in 2013 prices) 

for two spars to form the handles. Rapid demolition, as well as thatch removal, 
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was a major tool to control major fires by creating firebreaks - and the Museum 

has the Market Bell and Clock Jack and the Counter Table
3
 salvaged from the 

Market Hall which was demolished in the face of the 1844 fire in Broad Street. 

 

The Museum has several insurance office fire marks, copies of early fire 

insurance schedules, policies and pay-outs, and later items such as firemen’s 

helmets, medals, a ceremonial fire axe, the printed report of the public relief 

subscription for hardship after the 1844 and an Act of Parliament to take 

advantage of the development opportunities in the wake of that fire.  

 

History of the Lyme Fire Engines 

There was a relatively local builder of fire engines, John Bastard of Blandford. In 

1722 John Burridge III ordered one of his engines for Lyme Corporation at a cost 

of £7 18/- (£1,500 in modern money), but it is not our Museum engine. It was 

merely a pump mounted on a small tank without wheels which, according to the 

advertisement, “could easily be carried by two men” using its pump handles for 

the purpose and which “could easily throw water over any house in the town”
4
. 

 

In 1789 there were two, the Little Engine and the Old Engine, as the Corporation 

paid a bill for their repair - and the Old Engine could be the Bastard engine of 

1722. But it seems likely that our engine is the one that Lyme Regis Corporation 

purchased from the Sun Fire Office
5
 in 1804, significantly just after the major 

town fire of 1803, when all the Lyme engines were out of order. Something had to 

be done! That the Sun Fire Office had an engine in Lyme is indicated by a 

newspaper report
6
 of a major fire in 1838, when neither the Sun’s nor the 

Corporation’s engines were in useable condition.  

 

The 1923 guide to the Museum claimed that the Museum’s engine was built in 

1720 and acquired by the Sun Fire Office in 1727. However, as the pivoting front 

wheel models were not introduced by Newsham until 1770, it would be 

reasonable to ascribe its date to the 1780s. As there are no visible maker’s marks 

on the engine, without taking the engine apart to examine the castings, the maker 

cannot be determined. It was built to Newsham patents, but there were other 

makers licenced by him, such as Merryweather. The likelihood is that it was built 

in London, where there was a concentration of makers. 

  

The engine has the clear trace of the distinctive “smiling sun” logo of the Sun Fire 

Office on one side, but this may not be evidence of its original ownership by the 

Sun, as it has been borrowed by the Sun Fire Office for its 200 or 250th 

anniversary celebrations. The logo could have been applied then, although it does 

appear to be weathered almost to the point of disappearing. Sun Alliance 

Insurance, when specifically asked in 1979 by John Fowles, replied that it could 

not trace the sale in the Minute Book and that the logo on the engine “appeared to 

be one of “those biscuit tin types issued between the wars for publicity purposes”. 

                                                 
3
 See papers on these objects by Max Hebditch on the Museum’s web site in this series 

4
 DRO file ref. B7/N24/3 and Lyme Museum Label  

5
 Founded in London in 1710  

6
 Dorset County Chronicle 16

th
 January 1838 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No.10: The Fire Engine and Lyme’s Great Fires                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                               12 

 

          D 

 
Lyme’s fire pump of 1722 made by John Bastard of Blandford - such pumps 

proved unable to quell the great Blandford fire of 1731. 

A is the body of the engine holding ½ hogshead (238 litres) of water 

B is the lever which is worked by two or more men, and forces a double 

force, & serves to car(r)y it on two men’s shoulders 

C forces working on two barrels (ie cylinders) 

D is branch pipe at the end of leather hose, labelled “lether pipe” (sic). 

 

The West of England Fire Office (based in Exeter, agent in Lyme) is reported as 

having an engine in Lyme in 1864, when it was twice taken over the hill to fight 

the same fire in Charmouth
7
. Certainly Sun had agents and a large fire insurance 

portfolio in the town
8
. It is possible that the engine once belonged to a Sun fire 

brigade based in Lyme, but there is no particular evidence. After the 1803 fire, 

indeed after all of Lyme’s great fires, there were pleas that the Corporation must 

do something, pleas that were met with action, followed by indifference in the 

following years. From 1804 the Corporation allowed ten guineas a year (£890 

today) for the maintenance of its “new” engine until 1822, when the figure was 

cut by half!   

 

Where was the “Fire Station?” 

Our engine is reputed to have been kept in the open area under the old Guildhall, 

until it was replaced after the 1889 fire. However, the arches only came with the 

rebuild of the Guildhall in 1887/8. Old photographs
9
 clearly show that there was 

                                                 
7
 Dorset County Chronicle 2

nd
 June 1864 in the Museum and also reported by Peter Press in Great 

Fires of Charmouth The Village Echo J. Pavey Group No 19 2006 
8
 Minutes of the Committee of Management of the Sun Fire Office for 1803 and 1844, attached to a 

letter from Sun Alliance Insurance Group to John Fowles dated 20th September 1979 (LRM 1979/34-1 

& 2), record the payouts after the great fires of those years in detail.  
9
 Jo Draper 2004 Mary Anning’s Town - Lyme Regis Lyme Regis Museum p 19. 
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no open area underneath the old Guildhall. There were two jail cells, one above 

the other and various doors behind which the engine could have been kept. More 

likely the engine was kept elsewhere. It would be better to keep the engine at the 

top of town so that it would be downhill to most of its call-outs, but whether it was 

kept in a shed formerly at the bottom of Pound Street known as The Old Fire 

Station is speculation. This shed, at Broadway House, was the home and yard of 

plumber Herbert Foxwell, the town’s sworn Water Bailiff and Fire Chief. 

Alternatively its replacement hose reel cart may have been kept there. Wherever it 

was kept, space would have been needed for other equipment – crooks, fire axes, 

ladders, hoses and buckets – and somewhere to carefully dry those leather hoses 

and buckets. Martin Roundell-Greene
10

 notes that in 1932, the station stores had to 

be moved from Foxwell’s shed to one next door, rented from the cinema opposite 

for £10 per year (£600 in modern money). The cinema was owned by Walter 

Hardy. 

 

Ladders and crooks are often seen in old photographs kept under the eaves of 

thatched buildings, and so it may have been in Lyme, always ready to hand when 

needed.  

 

 
The Old Fire Station, a water colour by Nick Allen done shortly before 

demolition in the 1990s. It stood at Foxwell’s yard at Broadway House at the bottom 

of Pound Street, opposite the entrance to the Langmoor Gardens. The low wall to the 

right is still there. (LRM 1995/13) 

 

The Lyme Regis Victoria Fire Brigade 

Whilst there were always volunteers ready to assist and some suggestion of their 

organisation by the fire insurance offices and the Corporation (such as reports of a 

Captain Stoward attending the Broad Street fire of 1889, see later), it was only in 

the aftermath of that fire that the Corporation was forced to set up a proper, 

trained fire brigade. 

 

The Lyme Regis Victoria Fire Brigade was set up in 1897, named to 

commemorate the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. Its log books are preserved
11

 and it 

                                                 
10

 Martin Roundell Greene 2006 Electric Lyme Crewkerne 
11

 Photocopies in Lyme Regis Museum’s Fire Brigade file taken from the Victoria Fire Brigade log 

book by John Fowles  in the 1980s, then at the Fire Station 
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was a retained brigade, like the current one. At its formation the members were: 

Herbert E J Foxwell (Captain), Geo E Randall (Lieutenant), Samuel Govier, 

Charles Rice, John Homyer, John Cook, Albert George Newbery, G A Emmett, F 

Whadon, Alfred Hallett, John Camplin, FW Crabbe, J H Emmett, John Holmes, J 

D Hodder and R Rattenbury. The annual retainer was £2 for the captain, £1 for the 

lieutenant and 10/- for the firemen, with 1/- for the officers and 6d for the firemen 

for each drill attended.  

 

Herbert Foxwell ensured control of the town’s limited water supply for fire 

fighting, as he was Water Bailiff and, by trade, a plumber. He had to shut areas of 

supply to maintain pressure for the brigade, but there was little capacity in the 

supply system before the new Corporation Waterworks in 1896. Even after that 

pressure drops in summer were frequent until further supply improvements in 

1935. Sorting hydrant and connection problems would often need Foxwell’s 

plumbing skills.   

 

But our manual engine was only replaced by a hand-drawn hose cart - although 

Axminster had a steam fire engine from the turn of the century. It had to be hauled 

by horses to Uplyme for the Talbot Inn fire there in 1902. Pumping must still have 

been needed from streams, ponds or the sea where the fire was further away from 

a hydrant than the hoses would reach. 

 

The Rules of the Brigade make it clear that they were not to fight fires outside the 

Borough – ie, not in Uplyme or Charmouth. Call-outs were relatively infrequent, 

averaging only 4-5 a year, but many could have been very serious but for the 

brigade. Mantle and chimney fires, bedroom and kitchen fires seem to be the most 

frequent and would seem avoidable, being due to poor construction, maintenance 

or carelessness. But some had the potential to have become Great Fires, such as 

those in Monmouth Street in 1904, at the Royal Lion Hotel in 1907 and in Silver 

Street in 1913 (see below), and others were nasty, such as the cellar fire at Burley, 

which killed Major Edward Marder, in 1924
12

. 

 

The Brigade was properly supported by the Corporation, with parades in 

ceremonial uniform, medals presented by the Mayor – indeed all you would 

expect to boost the morale of the men and allow the town to express its gratitude 

for their service. The Museum has long-service medals, photographs of the 

brigade in dress uniform and an engraved ceremonial fireman’s axe presented to 

Herbert Foxwell (1866-1949) on his retirement in 1929.   

 

Incredibly the Lyme Victoria Brigade was still pushing its hose cart to fires in 

1932 when Captain Randall (who had taken over as Fire Chief) reported to the 

Borough Corporation that, now Lyme had expanded with fringe estates, it was not 

fair to ask members (of the Brigade) to push a loaded cart and then get to work on 

a fire. At last a modern self-propelled pump was obtained, a second hand 1921 

Dennis fire tender LP 8365 was purchased for £50 plus £2 10/- for delivery from 

the London Fire Brigade
 13

.  It was stationed at the Town Mill, although by 1935 

                                                 
12

 Log Book p 167 ibid 
13

 This and other quotes from  Martin Roundell-Green 2006 Electric Lyme Crewkerne  
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the Corporation had agreed to a put up a corrugated asbestos building to house the 

vehicle off Hill Road, from which, if the Dennis engine would not start, it could 

be pushed, hopefully to bump start on Hill Road. By 1936 it was agreed that 

shouts from Uplyme would be attended, providing Lyme was given priority. 

 

 
Lyme’s ex London Fire Brigade Lyme Regis Dennis Fire Tender followed by 

a Chevrolet pick up in 1936. The registration LP 8365 was first issued to the London 

County Council. Eli Emmett, standing by the driver, was the fire chief at the time, with 

Bill Perry driving and Harry Hart by his side (flat cap). On the far right is Albert Wheeler. 

To the left of Eli is Albert Boalch with horn in hand. Bill Rice is behind looking over 

Eli’s shoulder. Ron Govier is standing behind Albert. “Snacker” Holmes is on the 

equipment truck TK 3270 behind, which was given to the fire service by Eli Emmett.  

From the Museum’s collection, with identifications by Ken Gollop. 

 

From 1941 the Lyme service was taken into the National Fire Service (NFS), 

photographs in the Museum show the brigade augmented with an enclosed fire 

tender, a car, a motorbike, two pump trailers, 760m of hose and other equipment 

to be able to better cope with wartime emergencies. W H Hallett was the wartime 

fire chief. They often had to range far from Lyme, as required. With so many 

vehicles to house, the engine and truck are back in the Town Mill – as in the 

photograph below. 
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In the 1940s the fire engine was stationed in the Town Mill garage (now the 

Cheesemonger), here with the same two vehicles as in previous picture. The 

Museum has an “undress” flat cap, as worn by two of the firemen in this picture. 
(Courtesy Maurice Liddiard/Lyme Regis Museum). 

 

By the 1950s the service was back in local authority control and had an Army 

surplus “Green Goddess” – type enclosed fire tender and a hand-carried portable 

petrol-driven generator. On 4
th

 June 1954 a new purpose-built fire station was 

opened, complete with drill tower etc, to be replaced by a modern combined fire, 

ambulance and police station in May 2004, both off Hill Road by the Woodmead 

Halls. Current vehicles are a Scania/JDC Water Ladder Rescue fire tender, RX04 

FTK (see photo on page 5), a Vauxhall Combo Station Van, HF59 EXD and a co-

responder car.  

 

Part 2: The Fires of Lyme - from 1803 to 1913 
Lyme has suffered many serious fires, two of which were truly epic firestorms, 

where the intensity and spread of the fire was accelerated by gales. Fire-fighting 

was all nigh impossible until the wind dropped. The only common factor from 

these otherwise grievous fires is the apparent lack of serious human casualty – no 

deaths were directly caused by either of the great fires of 1803 or 1844, despite the 

overall loss of around 100 closed-packed houses and inns in the congested town 

centre. 

 

The information in this section is gathered from several sources and the Lyme 

Regis Museum Research Team is still fitting it together, for, like a jig-saw, it will 

not form a complete picture until all the pieces have dropped neatly in place, 

without force. Therefore the maps here are rough approximations of the areas 

affected rather than precise maps, particularly for the Great Fire of 1803, for 

which there is no pre-fire large–scale mapping. In many cases, it is impossible to 

know if a whole group of buildings was lost on the periphery of the fire, 

particularly in Broad Street in 1844, given that many businesses were in the yards 

which extended 50 yards/metres or more back from the frontage. These were not 
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visited by the 1841 census enumerator because they were not residential. At that 

time “Broad Street” or “Coombe Street” was a sufficient address, the enumerator 

often crossed the street without warning and allocated residents to households. 

Buildings cannot be recognised, unless it is clear from the householder’s 

occupation, such as Innkeeper. 

 

 
Lyme’s Fires – a provisional map pending further research showing 

approximate start locations, spread and areas affected. The 1844 destroyed the 

larger blue area and appears to have severely damaged the smaller blue area adjoining. 

 

1803 - The Great Fire of the Coombe Street/Mill Green area – 7pm 5
th

 

November to 2am 6
th

 November
14

 

The fire started in Crossman’s Bakery variously reported as in Mill Lane, near the 

George Inn or in Monmouth Street. Thomas Andros
15

 records the start at about 

7pm. The location more or less pinpoints the start of the fire within 50 yards or 

                                                 
14

 Reported in the Western Flying Post 14
th

 November 1803 
15

 Journal of Thomas Andros, vol 1, page 59 in Lyme Regis Museum 
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metres of the cross roads formed by Monmouth, Coombe and Horse
16

 Streets and 

Mill Lane. Nobody was killed, but 42 houses, the workhouse and the cloth factory 

were destroyed. Being in the poor, congested part of town this will have included 

courts of tenements in multiple occupation, so it is possible that up to 100 families 

or more might have been left homeless. 

 

Being Guy Fawkes Night, a boy came to the bakery to buy furze (the West 

Country term for gorse) as kindling for a bonfire. The bakery girl had to fetch it 

from a loft, so a candle was needed for light. Inevitably the candle flame caught 

the furze, which was kept for use in the bake-oven. Being tinder dry it exploded 

into flame and caught the thatched roof from underneath. Such a fire would be 

immediately out-of-control, but instead of raising the alarm the girl went for 

water.  

 

The fire destroyed the bakery and spread quickly in a southerly gale to other 

thatched roofs nearby, destroying several houses, including the workhouse. The 

town’s three fire engines were in poor repair and “could not be used to any 

considerable effect”. So the fire spread on, along Horse Street towards Gosling 

Bridge. As now, thatch would be ripped from cottages to create fire breaks, using 

long handled iron hooks called fire pikes or fire crooks. By strenuous efforts it 

was stopped short of, or by, the solidly built slate-roofed Congregational Church, 

now “Dinosaurland”.   

 

But the fierce southerly wind took burning thatch embers onward to Mill Green, 

setting fire to thatch there, jumping over the rest of Horse Street, the Gosling 

Bridge area, Lim House and Angel Inn, which were spared. Further up Mill 

Green, however, the destruction was savage; nearly the whole of Mill Green 

above the Angel Inn, on both sides, was destroyed. The Angel itself was thatched 

and jutted into the street, which was very narrow, so the old cottages at the bottom 

of Mill Green must have been spared too.  

 

There are no known maps showing the Mill Green area at that time, but it can be 

assumed that the street was lined with houses. Indeed Mill Green was once a place 

of resort and ceremony: much earlier the Town Hall appears to have been there. 

Besides workers’ houses, the cloth making factory of Stanton & Boon was 

destroyed
17

. The factory house, warehouses and weaving shops were entirely lost 

to the fire – all had been thatched, bar the circular stone and slate wool drying 

stove on the far side of the river, which survives to this day.  

 

Jane Austen’s eye-witness account 

Jane Austen wrote to her sister Cassandra about a fire in Southampton in 1808,   

comparing it to this fire which they had both witnessed close at hand from their 

lodgings in Lyme. Of the Southampton fire she says the Flames were 

considerable, they seemed about as near to us as those at Lyme, & to reach 

                                                 
16

 as the northern half of Coombe Street was known before 1900. 
17

 Richard Bull 2011 Industrial Lyme Paper No.2: Woollen Cloth Lyme Regis Museum revision 

accessed in May 2013 at: 

http://www.lymeregismuseum.co.uk/images/stories/research/2_cloth_industry_in_the_lim_valley.pdf 
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higher. One could not but feel uncomfortable, & I began to think of what I should 

do, if it came to the worst
18

. Knowing that a slice of Lyme was in ruins did not 

stop the Austens holidaying in Lyme the following year; so apart from a change of 

lodgings, it did not appear to affect their enjoyment of the place. 

 

Thomas Andros
19

 mentions the fire as “dreadful” in his Journal, but apart from 

saying that it was out by 2am on the 6
th

, otherwise gives such a calamitous event 

in his town very little attention. 

 

Relief of Suffering 

George Roberts
20

, Lyme-born in 1804, writing in 1834, tells us that the area: 

  

being chiefly tenanted by the lower orders, great distress prevailed, to 

alleviate which a subscription was entered into, and a furnace was speedily 

erected in the church-porch, where the sufferers cooked their dinners for many 

weeks afterwards. This accident, as it caused the destruction of many close, 

unhealthy houses, may be considered to have been attended with beneficial 

results. 

 

One can only think that his attitude would have been quite different had it spread 

up Broad Street towards his house and school. Neither was he rejoicing in the 

saving of the Congregational Church, frequented as it would have been by what he 

called the “lower orders”.  

 

Insurance Matters 

A Sun Fire Office insurance schedule survives which sets out what was covered 

two years previously, and therefore lost in the fire, at Stanton & Boon’s woollen 

factory. It indicates that all the buildings, bar one, were thatched. This one, slated, 

survived. The loss must have been tragic, not just for the owners who lost their 

homes (but recovered and rebuilt), but also for the towns people who lost their 

homes and jobs – even the workhouse took in work from the factory. Worker’s 

homes were lost too, with outworker’s looms, but just how many we do not know, 

for there is no map of the site before the fire.   
 

Transcription of Manuscript Entry of Schedule of Insurance in an Office Ledger, now in the Dorset 

Record Office (my emphases) 
____________________18thApril 1801______________________________ 

177.395 Henry Stanton & John Boon of Lyme Regis in Dorset Clothiers  

£7..12.. 3  On their House Workshop and offices adjoining situate   

Q’day 1802 as aforesaid in tenure of said H Stanton 

Hallet  Weaving Only done therein not exceeding two  

IOG  hundred pounds ---------------------------------------------- 200 

Stock & Utensils therein only not exceeding three 

hundred pounds --------------------------------------------- 300 

On his Household Goods Wearing Apparel Printed 

Book & plates therein only not exceeding sixty pounds   60 

China & Glass therein only not exceeding five pounds          5 

House & offices adjoining near in the tenure of the said  

J Boon not exceeding One hundred pounds ------------- 100 

                                                 
18

 Jane Austen in Deirdre LeFaye 1995 Jane Austen’s Letters page 144 OUP Oxford 
19

 Thomas Andros, ibid 
20

 George Roberts 1834 History of Lyme Regis & Charmouth Bagster London 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No.10: The Fire Engine and Lyme’s Great Fires                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                               20 

 

Stock & Utensils therein only not exceeding one 

hundred & sixty pounds   ------------------------------------   160 

Woodhouse only near not exceeding Twenty pounds -   20 

Water Woollen & Fulling Mills in one building with  

offices all communicating near warranted to be  

conformable to the Rules of the first Class of Woollen  

Rates in their own tenure only and that no process of  

Cotton Manufacture is done therein not exceeding two  

hundred and fifty pounds ------------------------------------      250 

Millwrights Work including all the going Gear therein  

only not exceeding fifty pounds -----------------------------   50 

Clockmakers Work Carding & breaking engines and all  

the moveable utensils therein only not exceeding four  

hundred pounds ------------------------------------------------ 400 

Stock only therein not exceeding two hundred pounds          200 

[Property in Somerset ------------------------------------------    130] 

Woollen drying stove only / on the opposite side of the 

River / near / stone & slated no Cotton (or) Wool Dried  

Therein not exceeding twenty five pounds----------------   25 

All thatched except as above and no stone therein unless mentioned       

                                                 £2000 

NB No Steam Engine Included in this Insurance 

                        Signd          W C Shawe        R Ruston            A Pole        DJ £2  

 

The fire cost the Sun Fire Office nearly £3,000 (£261,000 today) in payouts, the 

largest claim being Stanton & Boon’s £925 (£81,000) (the loss adjusters must 

have discounted some of the £1870 insurance valuation of the 1801 policy for 

their property in Lyme)
21

.  In all twenty named property owners received payouts 

– some of these were clearly trades people or householders directly involved, but 

others are landlords. The role of the Churchwardens was in the latter category, as 

St Michael’s Church was not affected. Others may have been insured with the 

other offices that had agents in the town, or were not insured at all.  

 
In 1803 the Sun Fire Office paid out: 
(from Minutes of the Committee of Management of Sun Fire Office, 8th December 1803) 

       £  

Stanton & Boon, clothiers   920  10/- 

Churchwardens of Lyme   593  14/- 

Rachel Trent, widow    291  14/6d 

Joseph Dawson, merchant   283  10/- 

Samuel Norman, innholder  240 

Charles Beer, gent    184    8/6 

Sarah & Betty Kaynes, spinsters  100 

William Walker, weaver     87    9/- 

Capt Thomas Follett      47  10/- 

Samuel Buckley, innholder    41    5/- 

Giles Davie, brewer      33    6/- 

Lt William Reid      22  12/- 

H E Fisher, attorney      21    8/- 

Bary Love, serge maker    22  18/- 

Richard Davis, gent      19  19/9d 

Giles Davie, brewer (sum of two entries) 11    7/- 

John Norman, postmaster     10    6/- 

Elizabeth Loring, shopkeeper      9    5/- 

John Wood, tide-waiter      6     6/- 

Hannah White, spinster      5   18/4d 

 

 

                                                 
21

 Sun Fire Office, ibid 
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Redevelopment 

Stanton & Boon’s “old” factory was rebuilt and the business extended with 

building of the New Factory nearby at Jordan (now Jordan Flats), some time 

before 1825. After the fire 22 new workers cottages were provided at Mill Green, 

including a new factory house for the owner (No 10 Mill Green). The houses all 

still stand as a group, a reminder of the former Lyme textile industry. Only a part 

of the shell of the rebuilt Old Factory now survives. The Davie brewery, between 

Horse Street and the River Lim, had only a small claim in 1803, but for whatever 

reason it moved, as it is recorded in Coombe Street in the first trade directory of 

1823, where the business continued until 1844. The gutted houses in Horse Street 

and the associated closes were also rebuilt by 1825, but judging from the reporting 

of the 1838 Horse Street fire, still mainly with thatched roofs. The workhouse was 

eventually replaced by the new union workhouse at Axminster in 1836-8, but 

temporary relief must have been provided in Lyme meantime.  

 

1806 – Mr Silver’s bakery 10pm Saturday 4
th

 October  

A fire started in the bakery and destroyed it, Mr Park’s ironmongers and the 

grocery next door. Mr Park had oil, tar and gun-powder in his stores, which could 

not be removed and “rendered all exertions to extinguish the flames ineffectual
22

. 

The location of this fire has yet to be found. 

 

1830 – Mr Poole’s Lodging House, Church Street
23

 

A chimney fire in a house behind Mr Poole’s destroyed two or three houses, 

several stables and coach houses. Sparks carried on the breeze set light to the Old 

Factory, but it was soon extinguished.  Men from the Revenue Cutter HMC Sylvia 

assisted, but two men were “much injured”, although the report does not say if 

they were residents or revenue men.  

 

1830 – Mr Margrie’s Cabinet Maker, Silver Street
24

 

A fire, which could have been much worse than it turned out to be, broke out in 

Mr Margrie’s workshop, near the Baptist Chapel. It threatened both the 

destruction of the chapel, and beyond it, the tight-packed houses in Silver Street. 

Many of these survived until cleared a century later. The pot water channel ran 

down the street, providing a good supply of water. With that and the exertions of 

the inhabitants only the workshop and Mr Jas. Darby’s house were lost. The £400-

500 (approx £44,000 today) liability fell on the Sun and the West of England fire 

offices. 

 

1832 - Drayton’s Steam Driven Linseed Oil Mill, Cobb Hamlet
25

 

John Martin, an engineer, set up a “beautiful and much admired” steam engine to 

drive a newly-invented screw linseed oil press for John Drayton, a local banker 

and also a timber, wine and oil merchant, in his yards at Cobb Hamlet. Drayton 

was an agent for the West of England Fire Insurance Office, but found himself 

under-insured when the premises were destroyed by fire a few months later, in 

                                                 
22

 Sherborn Mercury 6
th

 October 1806 
23

 Sherborn Mercury 18
th

 October 1830 
24

 Dorset County Chronicle 14
th

 January 1830 
25

 Sherborne Mercury 28
th

 January 1832 
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January 1832. The engine, oil cake, oil and deal wood stores were destroyed, but 

lodging houses and Mr Drayton’s Bonded Stores nearby were saved. The Bonded 

Stores still stand today and the fire did not spread to them because, it was said, of 

the soundness of the party (sic) wall. Nothing to put out the fire could be found, 

not even a fire bucket, although how water would put out an oil fire in another 

matter. Drayton, a long established oil miller, must have known that linseed-oil 

soaked waste can self ignite – and indeed appears to have previously lost the 

water-driven Colway/Higher Oil Mill in a previous fire.  

 

1838 - Horse Street 7.30pm January 1838
26

 
Shortly after a firework display in Broad Street, the thatched roof of laundress Mrs 

Ring’s house in Horse Street caught fire. The house adjoined about seven others, 

all but two thatched. Consternation ensued, with furniture taken into the street, but 

the fire moved slowly and it was thought it would just go out, so little was done to 

extinguish it, until a huge body of flame burst forth, jumping an empty tiled 

cottage with strong party walls to the thatched cottages beyond it. The fire was 

now “ungovernable” and burned all night – and there was no fire engine in the 

town that was useable. The Corporation’s and the Sun Fire Office’s engines 

were both totally useless. Six or seven houses were totally destroyed and 10-12 

made families homeless. At 9 [?pm] word was sent to Axminster for an engine, 

which arrived at 12.30, but it had no pipes or brackets. But it did save the last 

house in the row, which was tiled. Mr Hooke, draper, was severely injured by a 

burning [?beam] that fell on him. The newspaper article bemoans: 

 

It is disgraceful that a town like Lyme should be without the means of 

contending with such a sad catastrophe as that of fire”.  

           

1838 - Sherborne Lane-Town Mill, June
27

 

In 1838 it was reported that “five adjoining un-insured tenements between 

Sherborne Lane and (the) Town Mill were wholly consumed”.  

 

1841 - Old Factory Fire 

Fire struck again at the Old Factory in 1841 and destroyed the old mill down by 

the river. This was soon replaced with a new mill building on a different footprint, 

as the maps show. In 1847 the cloth factories closed entirely, but this building 

became a silk throwing mill and is now converted to flats
28

. 

 

                                                 
26

 Dorset County Chronicle 16
th

 January 1838 
27

 Dorset County Chronicle 21
st
 June 1838 

28
 Richard Bull ibid  
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The Old Factory Fire of 1841: John Wood’s Plan of 1841 (left) made just 

before the fire, in the centre the Tithe Map (just after the fire) and on the 

right the OS Map of 1888. The Old Factory is in the centre of the maps, to the right of Mill 

Green. Most of the long mill building shown by Wood running down from Mill Green to the River 

Lim survived the fire (the factory and the houses on Mill Green had been replaced after the 1803 

fire). But the mill building parallel to the river was destroyed entirely, to be replaced around 1842 

by as new square mill coloured pink on the 1888 map. This still stands, converted to flats. But by 

1888 the rest of the Old Factory has disappeared, apart from a small fragment of its walls which 

still hold up Silk Mill Cottage. 

 

1844 - The Great Fire of Coombe Street and Lower Broad Street, 10am to 

10pm Saturday 11
th

 May 
29

 

 

 
The great fire at its height – this drawing 

appeared in the Illustrated London News of 18
th

 May 1844 

 

This was the worst fire in Lyme’s modern history. Like the 1803 fire (and the 

Great Fire of London) it started at a bakery – dangerous places indeed! This was 

                                                 
29

 Western Flying Post 18
th

 May 1844, Illustrated London News 18
th

 May 1844, Dorset County 

Chronicle 23
rd

 May 1844 
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the third recorded fire which started in a Lyme bakery. As in 1803 it also involved 

the improper handling of furze.  This time the fire started at 10.00 am in George 

Seller’s bakery in George Yard or George Court off Coombe Street, in close 

association with the George Inn. We cannot be sure of the precise location within 

the extensive premises and yards of the old Inn. 

 

By 10.00pm fifty two buildings had been destroyed in the gale-driven fire storm 

that swept down Coombe Street, across the river and into the lower reaches of 

Broad Street. The toll was 39 houses, The George Inn, The Cups Hotel and the 

New Inn and their associated coach houses, stabling, tack rooms and blacksmiths, 

The Pilot Boat Inn, The Victoria Inn, The Crown Inn, Sellers’ Brewhouse and 

malthouse, other stabling and coach houses, a bonded store, the Custom House, 

the Fish Market, Prosser’s salt stores, Munden’s coal stores, Hooke’s watch and 

clock makers shop, John Bowring, hairdresser, Landray’s printers, Bowring’s 

hairdressers and the counting house of Gundry & Co, brewers
30

. In addition the 

market place buildings of The Shambles (meat market) and the Market Hall were 

demolished as a fire break. 

 

Many, if not all, of these buildings would now be regarded as of historic interest, 

including the inns, public buildings and the congested houses and workshops of 

the ordinary people of the lower town. At a stroke Lyme lost many Tudor or 

earlier buildings, almost all thatched, “quaint” and all very inflammable. As in 

1803, no lives were reported lost, but the fire service could not contain the fire 

until the wind dropped and then only by pulling down historic buildings ahead of 

its path. 

 

The Course of the Fire 

The seat of the fire, just off Coombe Street, was very close to the site of the 

bakery which started the 1803 fire. Dried gorse is full of explosively flammable 

resins and oils and was used as tinder and to boost the heat of the oven between 

batches of bread. Again the furze was stored in a loft at the bakery and again it 

exploded into flame. The fire was spotted from the “top room” of the Old Factory 

and the alarm given
31

, but the stables and outbuildings of the George Inn were 

soon well alight and the famous old thatched inn was destroyed. Here the Duke of 

Monmouth had rested before the events that led the Battle of Sedgemoor. 

Apparently his room was shown to visitors right up to its destruction. The 

headboard of his bed was saved at some time and is in the Museum.  

 

Although always commercial, frequented by pack-horse men and said to have 

stabling for one hundred horses, it had been the principal inn of the town before its 

eclipse in the eighteenth century by more genteel establishments. Maybe before 

the fire it was just a shadow of its former self, for in the census of 6
th

 June 1841 

only James Reynolds, the proprietor, two servants and three guests were in 

residence.  

 

                                                 
30

 DCC 23
rd

 May 1844 
31

 David Dunster, 1890 Our Town Dunster Lyme Regis 
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The former George Inn, a woodcut from the 1834 edition of George Robert’s 

History of Lyme Regis. Whilst the site is shown on a map of 1825 (see below), the 

orientation of the building is debateable. The conclusion of the Lyme Regis 

Museum Research Team is that this view was drawn from an upper room in a 

house in Monmouth Street and is looking towards the sea – with any foreground 

buildings overlooked or left out by the artist. St George’s flag flies above. 

 

The fire quickly spread to the adjoining houses of George Sellers and Mr J 

Channon, and the whole of these premises were quickly burnt to the ground, the 

inmates having scarcely time to save any of their effects. There had been no rain 

for nearly two months, so everything was exceedingly dry and the flames, aided 

by a fresh NE breeze spread rapidly, consuming the Crown Inn and the adjoining 

premises - their furniture and stock was entirely lost. The fire jumped across 

Coombe Street and took the Victoria Inn, roughly where the Arched House now 

stands over the river - and possibly built on the same arch that supported the 

Victoria. 

 

The firemen and volunteers had been joined by the officers and crews of the 

revenue cutters HMC Adelaide, Eagle and Asp, which were moored off the Cobb. 

They assisted in cutting firebreaks by pulling down buildings, but nothing could 

stop the fire whilst the gale continued.  

 

With both sides of Coombe Street on fire, the greatest consternation and alarm 

prevailed. The scene became truly awful, as several houses caught fire at once, 

and women and children were seen running about the streets in a state of 

distraction, endeavouring to save some portion of their goods. The wind had now 

carried the flames to the stables of Mrs Mary Hetherington’s Cups Hotel
32

, which, 

being all thatched, burnt with the greatest fury, and soon spread to the house and 

the Hotel, which was soon reduced to a heap of ruins. There was barely sufficient 

time to save the horses and vehicles in the yard. The Cups was the principal inn of 

the town and famous for its connection with reformer and benefactor, Thomas 

Hollis, who in, the 1770s, had kept a suite of rooms for his use marked “Liberty 

Hall”. 

                                                 
32

 not the presently closed Three Cups Hotel 
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The Pilot Boat Inn on Bridge Street had by this time caught fire, and with the 

flames spreading rapidly, was soon burnt down, together with the whole of the 

adjoining houses, the salt and coal cellars of Messrs Prosser, the premises of 

Messrs Roper & Co, the bonded store of Mr Goddard, wine merchant and the 

cellars and counting house of Gundry & Co, Bridport brewers. Being up-wind the 

fire did not progress along Bridge Street, across to the Rock Point Inn or to the 

Assembly Rooms, although the latter, closer to the wind, must have been saved by 

being of built of stone and slate. 

 

Down wind the Custom House and the Coastguard Watch House were next, being 

levelled to the ground. All the books and papers were saved. The Fish Market, 

under the arches of the Custom House, was lost. In spite of the exertions of the 

firemen, and the plentiful supply of water to the engines, the fire proceeded apace 

up Broad Street. The Commercial Reading Rooms, the houses of Mr Bowring, 

Captain Urquhart, Mrs Fox, Mrs Sellers, Mr Hooke (clock and watchmaker) and 

Mr Landray, printer. Next to go was the Conservative Reading Room, then the 

Malthouse and Brewery of Mr John Sellers, the New Inn and the stables and 

outbuildings behind it. 

 

Threatening to jump across Broad Street and run up the other side, swift action 

resulted in the demolition of the Shambles and Market House as a fire check. With 

the wind slackening by 10pm, the strategy worked and the fire stopped. Some say, 

including Cyril Wanklyn
33

, that these two buildings burned. Fossilist Mary 

Anning relates in a letter
34

 of 10
th

 June 1844 to Mrs Solly of Gower Street, 

London, that:  

 

“We have had a tremendious fire skip viz 52 houses including three inns it 

began at the George Inn commonly called Monmouth house, the wind being 

very high the 2
nd

 House sellers in in broad street and cleared all that side as 

far as the bridge close by were you lodged skipped over yr old Lodgings and 

the burnt both sides of the street viz Comb Street, to cut off the fire in broad 

street they pulled down they shambles. I do regret the Old Clock that had 

stood for Centuries”.     

 
[NB the spelling, punctuation and repetition are Mary Anning’s own. The statement “2

nd 

House sellers” must mean Richard and John Sellers, bakers and brewers in Broad St, not 

George Seller’s Bakery in Coombe Street where the fire started, which she would have called 

the “1
st
 House sellers”. David Reeve

35
 also came to this conclusion]  

 

The successful salvage of the 1647 market bell (LRM 1927/3), its clock jack 

(LRM 1993/41) and a Tudor Counter Table (LRM 1993/169) from the Market 

Hall and now in the Museum suggest an ordered demolition, rather than salvage 

during a fire. The demolition stopped the spread of the fire to the southern side of 

Broad Street. Middle Row, Bell Cliff and Cornhill were saved – the firestorm had 

                                                 
33

 Cyril Wanklyn 1927 Lyme Retrospect page xviii Hatchards, London 
34

 W D Lang 1952 Proc Dorset NH & AS vol 74 Mary Anning and the Fire at Lyme 
35

 David Reeve 1982 The 1844 Lyme Regis Fire in T K Faragher ed. RNLI Lifeboat Lyme Regis 1982 

RNLI Lyme Regis 
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been pushed by a very consistent wind, and until it slackened everything in its 

path was destroyed. Those buildings were just off line.  

 

Although the wind dropped and fire stopped in its tracks on the NE side of Broad 

Street, there was nevertheless damage to the Thomas Swan’s Lion Hotel and Mr 

Templeman’s Temple House (no 58 Broad St). Orginally the Lion Inn was set 

back from Broad Street and its extensive buildings were around a yard reached by 

a gated entrance exactly where the Royal Lion Hotel car park barrier now stands. 

How much damage the hotel sustained is hard to say: the frontage appears to be 

ordinary houses that the hotel expanded into soon after the fire. At the back the 

Lion Tap was a separate business, and it is clear that between the three inns on 

this side of the street there were several businesses associated with the posting 

trade, such as blacksmithing, stabling and saddlery.     

 

The Lion Inn and the next house up the street, Temple House, were only saved by 

extensive removal of burning brands – and by not being thatched. The frontages 

from the former New (Commercial) Inn part of the Royal Lion Hotel down to the 

Sanctuary Bookshop, on the corner of the public car park, may appear old, but 

must have been built after the fire, maybe incorporating some old walls. Further 

work to test the veracity of this statement will require access to these buildings, 

their cellars and roof spaces. The census of 1841 confirms that the personal and 

property names quoted above in Broad Street, from Mary Hetherington, Innkeeper 

at The Cups up to post boy Rugg at the New Inn are in the right order going up the 

street on that side, although non-residential buildings behind the inns are not, of 

course, included in the census.  

 

 
Approximate extent of damage from the 1844 fire so far as it is possible to tell from 

the information currently available – the Museum’s Research Team is gradually building up a 

picture from many sources and it may be possible to produce a much (over) 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No.10: The Fire Engine and Lyme’s Great Fires                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                               28 

 

(from previous page) more accurate map on a modern base later. This map is anonymous and not 

dated, but appears to have been made in 1825. It shows the buildings as they were 19 years before 

the fire. Broadly buildings in blue are Corporation property, pink are the Henley Estate and dark 

grey are freehold, whilst pale yellowish land is Henley’s, but the map legend is complicated to 

show leases and joint arrangements. (The map is in the Dorset History Centre, but there is a same-

scale colour photographic copy in Lyme Museum). 
 

 
Ten years after the 1844 fire: a chart by Cox & Davis for the Borough, 1854. 

Open swathes felled by the fire can be seen in the middle of the map, although some rebuilding has 

taken place, such as the Pilot Boat Inn. But the gaps around the George Inn in Coombe Street and 

the old Cups Hotel are still very obvious. Note also that Middle Row (c1600) at the bottom of 

Broad Street miraculously survives, now isolated from the old Market Hall and Shambles, which 

were demolished as fire breaks and not replaced. The Lion Inn yard is the large “keyhole” on 

Broad Street, with the smaller hole corresponding to the yard of the New Inn. The Lion Inn itself 

has now reached the frontage of Broad Street, with a jutting bay window over the door, as now. 

 

  
A familiar view – or is it? - the view from Bell Cliff before the 1844 fire and 

today. In the pre-1844 drawing on the left shows the Cups Hotel, the Custom House with 

colonnaded fish market below and the old Pilot Boat Inn. In the modern photograph these 

three buildings are missing, destroyed in the fire, but the replacement Pilot Boat can be 

seen. Also missing are The Old Fossil Shop next to the Rock Point Inn, demolished in 

1913 for road widening and the Assembly Rooms on the far right, demolished in 1929. 
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Nobody was reported hurt, that maybe a reflection of the fact that the fire started 

in the working morning, rather than in the small hours. Although reports claimed 

that most premises were insured, many lost all their possessions or had their goods 

broken or lost in removing to safety.  

 

The amount of damage done was estimated then at £25,000 (£2.7m today
36

). This 

appears to be a massive underestimate in terms of current building costs). 

Whatever the cost, the lower part of the town was a scene of destruction and 

desolation not seen since 1803. 

 

 
Before the 1844 fire – the Market Hall, with the town bell visibly hanging in its 

bellcote, with the Market Shambles between it and the still extant Middle Row 

behind, with tall chimneys). No.58, Temple House, with its familiar steps, is on the left. 

The buildings to the right of the Market Hall were lost in the 1889 fire. (LRM 1937/1). 

                                                 

36
 Using the Bank of England’s on-line inflation calculator 
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Eye-witness Accounts 
The fire was widely reported in local and national newspapers, although town fires 

were not that unusual. Much of the account above was compiled from these reports 

transcribed by Graham Davies from cuttings in the Museum’s landslip gallery file  

Topics\Fire\1844.  Mary Anning’s witness letter is quoted above.  

 

Selina Hallet (born 1839) wrote
37

 about being taken to Paradise Fields (now Avenue 

Road) by her mother to see the fire:  

 

people were much alarmed, as they feared the whole town would go up…a 

lady that lived at Woodmead in Silver Street was hurrying...with her 

treasures…she called “Mrs Hallet, be sure to wet your blankets ready”. 

Mother was not much alarmed as to take the lady’s advice…father went 

down…to the roof of Temple House all day knocking off the fire brands that 

fell…it was several years after…people used to carry their washing to dry 

amongst the ruins (in Coombe Street).  

 

Relief of Suffering  

A Committee for the Relief of Sufferers by the Fire was set up at 5pm, before the 

fire was out. It raised £452 17/- (£58,000) by subscription from Lyme, Charmouth and 

Axminster, the latter collection by the Rector, the geologist Rev William Conybeare. 

A copy of its printed report issued on 17
th

 June 1844 is held in the Museum. The 

report mentions that a parallel committee investigating the cause of the fire found it to 

have been purely accidental. 

 

Immediate shelter was only needed for three families – the rest of the homeless must 

have been taken in by relatives and friends. After spending £1 4/10 (£140 today) on 

soup and shelter, 62 claims were considered and assistance was give in 58 cases. 

Rather than hand out money, the Committee decided that the best way of offering 

assistance where homes, possessions and livelihoods had been lost was to buy goods, 

clothes and tools to distribute to set people back on their own feet. It ordered £382 

7/6d –worth (£41,000 today) of locally made clothing, furniture and tools for 

distribution to the 58 cases. A balance of £50 was handed back to the vicar to be spent 

on likewise charitable objectives in accordance with the wishes of the donors – such 

as those suffering extended hardship. 

 

Members of the Committee 
Joseph Anning, Churchwarden; Sir Henry Bayley; Rev H Bennett; Edward Brown; George 

Cartwright; David Dunster; John Hussey; E O Lee; Mr Lavers; James Marder; Mr Meaden 

Assistant Overseer; Samuel Osborne jnr; Capt Symes; Mr N Summers; William M Tartt; Rev 

A Wayland; H F Waring. 

 

Those to whom charity was given are not listed in the report, but the Committee’s 

records
38

 disclose more detail on the claims of individuals, for example: 

• Samuel Trayte
39

, (probably a retired baker) lost household furniture, clothes 

and a “100” of coal (presumably a hundredweight, 112lbs or 0.05 ton/tonne).  

                                                 
37

 Selina Hallett’s 1920 Prize Essay in Lyme Voices I Lyme Regis Museum 1993. 
38

 Files PE/LR/SP1/4/3(1) and PE/LR/SP/1/6/5 at Dorset History Centre. Part quoted in David Reeve 

ibid. 
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• Mary Trayte lost frocks, flannel undercoats, stockings, boots and a bonnet. 

• Thomas Trayte a waistcoat, shirts, trousers, shoes, stockings and a cap. 

• James Trayte, seaman, lost his pea jacket, trousers, shirts, drawers, stockings, 

shoes and a cap. 

• George Bailey lost 500 oranges, 100 lemons, scales, steelyards, weights and 

measures, a tea tray, 6 large oval dishes, 30 baskets and other jars, sack bags, 

cups, trays and a cart cover.   

• John Case, post boy at the Cups Hotel, Broad Street, certified the loss of a 

great coat, a posting jacket, a waistcoat, hats, spurs, bootlegs, whips, combs, 

brushes, sponges, chamois, a shovel and a broom valued together at £3 19/6d 

£430 today).  

• John Beaves, potboy, The Cups. 

• Arthur Burden, waiter, The Cups. 

• John Bowring, hairdresser, Broad Street. 

• William Landray, printer, stationer and library owner in Broad Street lost 200 

library books, stationery and his printing presses. The trade directories show 

his business terminating in 1844 in Broad Street, but relocating in 

Buttermarket (lower Church Street) using the £25 he received from the 

Committee. 

• Thomas Hooke’s watch and clock making business also comes to an end in 

1844 in Broad Street and he received a £30 grant to re-open elsewhere. 

• John Rugg, mail contractor at the New Inn, Broad Street, who lost horse tack. 

 

Where they insured? 

The fire cost the Sun Fire Office about the same as the 1803 fire, about £3,000 

(£322,000 today). This time the largest payment (£625, £67,000 today) was to the 

Corporation, reflecting the loss of the Shambles, Market Hall, Custom House and 

Watch House. Solicitors Hillman & Waring, then Robert Hillman, had been the Sun’s 

local agents at the time of the fire, but it is clear from the trade directories that several 

other fire offices had agents in Lyme at the time, including Atlas, County & 

Provident, Crown, London & Westminster, Protestant Dissenters’, Norwich Union, 

Royal Exchange and West of England. In the table below is the full list of payouts by 

the Sun, with additional information from other sources. What is hardly surprising is 

that so many businesses in the list ceased trading altogether as a result of the fire, 

although some carried on trading elsewhere in Lyme.  

 
In 1844 the Sun Fire Office paid out: 
(from Minutes of the Committee of Management of Sun Fire Office, 23rd May 1844) 

 

Name of Claimant                        £ Additional info from 1841 census  

   and trade directories for dates given 
 

James Loveridge, Carrier   500 Sherborne Lane 1830-48 

George Gummer, Mason   100 & Beer Retailer, Coombe St 1842-44 

John Sellers, Maltster    388 16/- & Brewer, Broad St 1839-48 

Richard Sellers40, Baker   135 Broad St 1823-1844  

                                                                                                                                            
39

 The Trayte entry includes the note “11024 Sam Trayte”, which is looks like an insurance policy 

number for the house. A Trayte house in Coombe Street is listed in Schedule D of Lyme Regis 

Improvement Act, 1845.  
40

 Lyme Regis Improvement Commissioner 
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Cyril Davie of Auditors, as Trustee 200 Maltster & Brewer, Coombe St 1823-44 

Thomas Miller, Victualler  140 Pilot Boat Inn, Bridge St 

Elizabeth Fox, Gentlewoman  100 Lodging House Keeper, Broad St 

J Templeman     80 Gentleman, Broad St 1820-44 

J Baker, Shopkeeper        70 also carrier & Beer Retailer, Coombe St  

J Channon Shopkeeper   120 Coombe St 

Do    295 

John Reynolds, Gentleman  300 Innkeeper, George Inn 1839-44  

Mayor & Corporation of Lyme Regis 625  

John Jerrard Butcher       9  7/- Monmouth St 1830-44 

James Edwards    82 Draper & Shoemaker, Broad St 

R C Walker, Baker    40 Bridge St 1839-1844 

Thomas Jerrard       1 17/6d Butcher, Broad St 1830-44 

Susan Channon, Gentlewoman  15 

Hannah Furbank, Gentlewoman  80 Broad St 

John Wood, Exors of, Gentleman     6 Shoemaker, Bridge St 1830-44 

S & H Osborn, Builders    10 Samuel & Henry Osborn, Horse St 

Abraham Pulsford, Shoemaker    5 13/6d Monmouth St 1840-44 

 

Redevelopment - The Lyme Regis Improvement Commission 

Redevelopment was to be hastened by a Lyme Regis Improvement Commission set 

up by a special Act of Parliament given the Royal Assent on 21
st
 July 1845 “an Act 

for making Two new Streets, with Improvements and Waterworks within the Town of 

Lyme Regis in the County of Dorset, and for watching and lighting the said Town” 

(VR 8&9 Cap. cxxxvi, short title The Lyme Regis Improvement Act, 1845.  

 

One of the two new streets permitted was an “inner relief road” from Church Street to 

the bottom of Broad Street, to be carried across Coombe Street and the River Lim on 

a viaduct. The other street was to be a “crescent” from higher up Broad Street to the 

cliffs above Monmouth Beach, to open up the slippery coastal slope for the 

development of nice villas. 

 

The deposited plans accompanying the Act show a route through the burned out area 

for the new relief road, with a design for the viaduct, which would also carry a new 

water main bringing supplies from a source to be developed above Colway Lane. So 

the idea of relieving Bridge Street and the Guildhall area of through traffic is not new!  

 

The Commission had considerable powers to acquire the land, compulsorily if 

necessary, to raise money by borrowing and by raising a rate. It also had powers to 

watch (ie, police) the town, to light more of it by gas, to build sewers and the new 

waterworks. It had powers to ensure that chimneys were kept in good order and 

swept. The Corporation Water Bailiff, James Munden (who was also a 

commissioner), was to be paid off. Fire plugs were to be provided in the new water 

mains. The Act expressly forbade thatched roofs in new buildings and the 

construction of a new Shambles and Market Hall. There was not going to be another 

great fire of Lyme!  
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Extract from the deposited plans of the Lyme Regis Improvement Act 1845 

The proposed relief road is shown by pecked lines – the solid line between the pecked lines is 

the proposed water main. The viaduct would stretch from the Pilot Boat to George Square. 

 

The Lyme Regis Improvement Commissioners 
Comments in brackets are mine 

 

Ex-Officio: 

The Mayor & Aldermen, Dorset JPs residing in Lyme, JPs for the Borough, The Vicar 

Named Individuals (34): 

Sir Dudley Hill, Sir Henry Bayley, Thomas Andros, John Attwood (MP for Harwich), Cdr 

Charles Cooper Bennett RN, Edward Brown (ironmonger), George Cartwright, Benjamin 

Cleave, John Drayton merchant, Harry Burrard Farnell, Thomas Lisle Follett, William Glyde 

(mayor in 1844, clothier), Henry Henley (Lord of the Manor), John Hill, William Hingeston, 

surgeon, Rev Thomas Frederic Hodges (in own right), George Holland, Robert Holmes, John 

Swaine Hooke (draper & banker), John Hussey (MP), Edward Overton Lee, John Channon 

Lee (the Lee looks like an error), James Wood Marder, James Munden (plumber, decorator & 

Water Bailiff), William Pinney (former and future MP), John Rendall, Philip Risdon, George 

Roberts (school master & historian), Richard Sellers, Richard Harcourt Symons, William 

M’Dowell Tartt, James Templer, Rev Andrew Tucker, John Tucker, surgeon, Thomas Walker 

 

The failure of the Commission 
In fact, the Commission achieved none of the authorised works, but its failure must 

have blighted the affected area so much that, as Selina Hallett tells us
41

, people were 

able to hang out their washing amongst the ruins for many years.  

 

Why was it not to be? The Commission consisted of the all the great and good of the 

town, including the Corporation and many with vested interests. It met for many years 

and it, as the designated urban sanitary authority, drew attention to the unsanitary 

condition of the lower town. It levied its rate, which was collected for several years 

                                                 
41

 Selina Hallett ibid 
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(the Museum has rate receipts for the Commission, which look exactly the same as 

those collected at the same time by the same collector as those for the Corporation).  

 

Except that the Mayor and Aldermen were ex-officio commissioners, its relationship 

to the Corporation is unclear. The functions could have been undertaken under 

existing powers by the Corporation, with a private act to cover the acquisition of land 

for the streets and waterworks, if the land could not be acquired by agreement. The 

restrictions which the Act placed on the Corporation, such as not rebuilding the 

Market Hall and Shambles were subject to the ancient rights and privileges enjoyed 

by the Corporation – so may have been meaningless if a dispute between the two 

bodies came to Court. 

 

But the real problem with the Commission was the man who promoted the Act in 

Parliament and who offered to loan £5,000 at 3% for the construction of the Inner 

Relief Road, if not more. John Attwood, the MP for the pocket borough of Harwich, 

had Lyme in his target for yet more of his boroughmongering, which included bribing 

by way of loans “secured” on “promises” to vote for “his” candidate. He was already 

boroughmongering in three Irish boroughs, as well as in his own constituency.  

 

In Lyme Attwood was busy buying property and building houses worth at least £10 in 

which to plant voters. But Lyme had only a decade earlier shaken off a hundred years 

of Fane mongering in its affairs and it was realised just what indebtedness to Attwood 

would mean. His man, Sir Fitzroy Kelly, did get elected in 1847, but “loan bribery for 

20 Tory votes” to clothier William Glyde, who failed re-pay or to deliver one vote, 

resulted in the collapse of Lyme’s cloth industry when the loan was foreclosed 

arbitrarily. Glyde has been Mayor at the time of the fire, so Attwood’s tricks would 

have been well known by 1846-7. A Parliamentary Select Committee Inquiry in 

1848
42

 showed up all his shabby intimidation and treating, overturned the vote for 

Kelly and eventually led to Attwood’s conviction for bribery and utter disgrace 

 

Compulsory Powers to construct the Relief Road 

Schedule D to the Act lists the properties needed for the two streets, one a crescent for 

upmarket houses across the cliffs where the Langmoor-Lister gardens now are, the 

other the new street and bridge across the River Lim. The table below lists the ruined 

premises required and therefore gives an idea of the spread of the fire: 15 houses, four 

public buildings and two hotels. There were more ruins not needed and therefore not 

listed, as well as properties not burned but which would be demolished, such as 

Monmouth House. It is not hard to imagine that the medicine prescribed by the Act 

was worse than the ailment, which may also explain inaction! 
 

Ruins required for the new street (with name of owner after the fire) 

 

Coombe Street 

Downe, Gundry, Templer and Battiscombe’s George Inn, Stable, Coach-house and Garden (at 

the time of the fire the owner was Edwards and the licensee was Reynolds) 

William Pitman’s house and garden 

William Trayte’s house and garden 

                                                 
42

 Report of the House of Commons Select Committee into the Lyme Regis Election Petition of 1847, 

London 1848 (copy in Museum). 
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James Wescott’s house  

John Mitchell’s house and yard 

Thomas Cox’s house and yard 

James Munden’s coach-house 

George Gummer’s house  

James Boon and other’s house 

John Moores’ house premises and garden 

Mrs Mary Harvey’s house & garden 

Broad Street and behind 

John & Thomas Prosser & Richard Hutching’s house 

William Prosser’s cottage cellar and stables (he had been a salt dealer) 

Theophilus Bartlett Goddard’s (bonded) cellars (Goddard was a wine merchant) 

John Wood’s house 

LR Corporation’s The Custom House (let to HM Customs & Excise) 

and Fish Market under 

LR Corporation’s Watch House (let to HM Customs & Excise) 

Thomas Manning’s house (licensee of the Pilot Boat Inn) 

Mrs Mary Hetherington’s Cups Hotel, coach houses, stables and yards 

(Capt) John Urquhart ‘ss house (he had been the licensee of the New Inn in the 1830s and an 

Excise Officer) 

John Bowings, Miss Furbank and an other’s house and garden 

LR Corporation’s Shambles and Market House. 

 

Redevelopment despite the Commission 
Actual redevelopment seemingly was fairly slow, partly because the Corporation was 

under-insured and because of the provisions of the Improvement Act.: 

 

• The Custom and Watch Houses were replaced at Cobb Hamlet, but there 

was a petition
43

 nem con against replacing the market buildings as they made 

Broad Street and Cornhill so narrow. Although a fish market was provided on 

the site of the Custom House, public toilets now prevail.  

• The Pilot Boat was rebuilt but the gap created by the fire is still obvious  

• The George Inn was not replaced on site, although after the fire a public 

house with same name appeared in Horse Street. Mostly much more recent 

cottages and yards now fill the old George site, south of the war memorial 

garden.  

• In Coombe Street cottages and closes were gradually rebuilt until the burned 

out area was re-filled. The population of Coombe Street before the fire was 

237, but by 1851 it had only recovered to 99. David Dunster
44

 in his Guide 

Book Our Town says that the houses destroyed were large, with spacious 

places below for storing merchandize landed at the steps (eg to Coombe Street 

by Bagster’s Stairs or through hatches direct to cellars from rowing boats in 

the River Lim). The small house in Coombe Street were erected soon 

afterwards on the old foundations, which underground remain the same, full 

of storing places most curious to see. 

• George Harvey’s Victoria Inn and the Crown Inn, both in Coombe Street 

were replaced. 

• Mrs Mary Hetherington, proprietor of gutted The Cups Hotel, took over 

Hiscock’s Lodging House further up Broad Street straight after the fire. It 

                                                 
43

 Cyril Wanklyn ibid  
44

 David Dunster ibid 
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became The Three Cups Hotel and she ran it there until about 1848. 

Eventually the frontage of the old Cups site was partly filled with an ordinary 

house, which, extended at the back, became a builder’s and coal merchants 

(Bradford’s), now Fordham’s Ironmongers, whilst the yards later became a 

garage and bus depot and are now the lower levels of the car park. Going into 

that car park you walk through the site of the hotel building and into its yards. 

You can still feel being in the “bomb site” of a large burned-out building with 

its cellars cut into the hillside – the loss to Lyme’s townscape caused by the 

destruction of the Custom House and Cups was never made up. 

• On Broad Street the buildings up to the John Horsford’s New Inn were 

damaged, probably gutted, but the total extent of the destruction is not clear. 

However, some parts of the buildings on the street frontage appear older than 

the fire and this may well be the case, such as the frontage of Lyme Bay 

Dentistry. At the rear are long buildings going back 50-100 metres which are 

probably rebuilds and now house a mix of hotel accommodation, shops and 

flats forming Drakes Way, as well as the former yards and stables of the New 

Inn, which are now part of the Royal Lion Hotel.  

 

 
Are these buildings at the bottom of Broad Street all post-1844? 

Reports imply that this area was gutted, but have some ruins just been repaired? If the whole 

lot went up, fanned by the gale which blew from the right, then how was the then thatched 

Middle Row (just off to the left) saved? One thing is clear – the gap on the right is where the 

Cups Hotel was. Its site wrapped around the back of the nearest building – now the Sanctuary 

Bookshop - exactly as the present car park does. The car park walls mark the cellars or 

retaining walls of the Cups site (picture taken in 2013) 

 

• The place where the Market Hall and Shambles stood is an obvious gap at 

the bottom of Broad Street. The Hall was between the two sets of steps up to 

Cornhill alongside Pyne House, whilst the Shambles sat between that and 
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Middle Row, which now includes the Bell Cliff Restaurant. Market stalls were 

still set up in the gap well into the 20
th

 century.  

 

1844 - Church Street Fire Sunday December 17
th

  
Only seven months after the Great Fire of 1844 another serious fire engulfed several 

thatched houses, this time in the upper part of Church Street. It was stopped by the 

fire engines (note plural) when it reached slate-roofed houses. The fire started just 

before midnight in an empty house at the top of Church Street. Being roofed with 

thatch, the building quickly succumbed to the fire before anything could be done, 

although hundreds of people came quickly to the spot. The SE wind carried the flames 

directly towards adjoining thatched houses, which where quickly ablaze - the 

inhabitants barely having time to escape with their lives. This included a 98 year old 

man, the oldest person in Lyme Regis, who had been bedridden for years. In spite of a 

plentiful supply of water (there was a pot water channel in Church Street from springs 

up on the Spittles); four adjoining houses were quickly and completely destroyed. The 

next houses in line had slated roofs. Although they caught fire several times, they 

were saved from destruction by the strenuous exertions of the firemen and people, 

stopping the fire in its tracks.  

 

Considering the direction of the wind, it was curious that another fire broke out at 

James Garland’s house, lower down and on the opposite side of the street. In spite of 

the efforts of the firemen and rain from a heavy storm, the house was quickly ablaze. 

It spread to Mr Gray’s house next down the street and then to Joseph Collin’s. Both 

houses were quickly consumed, but a vacant space before the next house, John 

Oliver’s, stopped the fire. The 1841 Census confirms the forenames and that these 

houses were close by, but it is difficult to be quite sure where they were. 

 

In all seven houses were reduced to ashes and twelve families were made homeless, 

with the loss of the greater part of the furniture. The newspaper report
45

, from which 

all these details came, claimed that the fire was deliberately set by some deranged 

person to emulate the great fire a few months earlier. Today this would be called 

“copycat fire”. 

 

1889 - Broad Street Fire, Sunday 24
th

 November
46

 

The lower end of Broad Street suffered again – this time the fire started above an 

outfitter’s premises leased from a photographer. The wind was very light from the SE 

so the fire ran uphill and downhill from its starting point above Harry Lane’s 

outfitters. The area from Pyne House (where Jane Austen may have stayed) to the 

Three Cups Hotel was totally destroyed. In the windward direction the fire stopped 

against the solid wall of the new Three Cups Hotel, which was only just saved by dint 

of people going onto its roof to extinguish the flames. Downwind Pyne House was 

saved by the exertions of the firemen. 

 

                                                 
45

 Transcribed by Graham Davies 
46

 Dorset County Chronicle 28
th

 Nov, Lyme Mirror 25
th

 Nov, Bridport News 29
th

 Nov., all 1889 
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1 out 10 for a poor try – the overwhelmed survivor at its last outing: our fire 

engine standing by the devastation of the 1889 fire under the wall in Broad 

Street opposite the Royal Lion Hotel
47

. The suction hose is not connected 

because the nearest fire plug was by the Assembly Rooms, too far for the hose to 

reach. The open pot water channel, by this time piped, used to flow just above 

where the engine is. Oh dear… 

 

This fire was the final straw for our valiant little fire engine – which was replaced 

soon after following a bout of bitter criticism of the Borough for relying on such an 

ancient and pathetic machine for so long. It was quickly replaced by a hand-drawn 

hose reel cart, but not without argument about the cost and how to raise the money
48

. 

 

The fire started early Sunday morning and was spotted by PC Gould at 3.15am, who 

saw smoke coming from Mr Turner’s window above Lane’s shop, which was soon 

well alight. Captain Stoward with the fire engine arrived within the hour, but it was 

left to the vicar, Rev C Myers and Mrs Myers, who lived opposite at Temple House 

and their guests, the Lord Bishop of Salisbury, Rt Rev John Wordsworth (46) and his 

wife to do what they could with buckets of water brought across the road.  

 

The firemen arrived at 4am, but no nearby water connection could be found for the 

engine to suck from: they could only fill the engine with buckets carried up from a 

fire plug hole by the Assembly Rooms, beyond the reach of their suction hose. Efforts 

concentrated on containing the fire, to prevent it spreading to the Three Cups and 

Pyne House, as two shops (Lane’s & Turner’s) were well alight by the time water was 

found.  

 

The progress of the fire is set out in the table below, which has been compiled from 

the detailed newspaper report in the Lyme Mirror of 25
th

 November, trade directories, 

                                                 
47

 The Museum has a painting based on this photograph by Chris Sargeant, LRM 1993/189, which 

incorrectly shows the engine with a suction hose connected and underestimates the force of the hose jet  
48

 Bridport News 6
th

 December 1889. 
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photographs taken before the fire by J Walter and William Shephard
49

 (the later, 

possibly just before the fire, is reproduced below), the 1881 Census and a note found 

in the Lyme Regis Victoria Fire Brigade Book, 1902-1929. The latter is a little 

confusing for it sets out the progress of the fire in order, but only makes sense when 

read carefully with Lyme Regis Mirror report and the photographs. 

   
 Pyne House (only affected at rear, still standing) 

 ____________________________________________________ 

Fire starts at 2 and spreads to 1 and then runs uphill to 6 despite 

light SE wind, gutting 1-5 below (Broad St was not numbered 

then): 

1. The Bazaar - John Speed Turner’s Fancy Shop (ie, gifts, 

postcards , toys and fancy goods) and his printing works at 

rear, formerly J Walter’s Photographic Institute 

2. Harry Lane’s Outfitter’s & Tobacconists Shop. PC Gould 

found the fire here at 3.15am on smelling smoke whilst 

walking on the opposite side of the street. Turner lived 

above and was roused by Gould. 

3. Frederick Norman Seller’s Drapery, Furniture Shop & Post 

Office, with telegraph pole on Loud’s side 

4. Loud & Son, Butchers, with open shop front from through 

which the meat was salvaged 

5. Pitfield House (private house with shop-front like window) 

6   A wide passageway entered by a small doorway checked the 

fire and saved the Three Cups Hotel beyond.  

 

By daylight 1-5 were just smouldering ruins. 

____________________________________________________ 

Three Cups Hotel (minor fire damage to roof, still standing). 

 

All the occupants including several children were roused, although only with 

difficulty, and escaped. Few furniture or effects could be saved, except books from 

the Post Office, although letters posted after business had closed on Saturday were 

lost. The total loss was estimated at £5-8,000 (£½M to £870K today). The cause of 

the fire was not determined as Lane and Turner’s premises were closely 

interconnected.  

 

Eye-witness Accounts 

Ivy Caddy
50

 was six or seven at the time and remembers banging early in the morning 

on the front door of Anning House, where she lived with her parents, the Beers, 

further up the street: 

  

“Get up, Mr Beer there’s a big fire”. My mother and father got up and two or 

three of us children got in their bed, in the warm. It was when the Vicarage 

was at Temple House…There was a confirmation on the Sunday and the 

Bishop was staying there. The only way of trying to put out the fire was 

buckets of water. And the Bishop helped carry the buckets of water from the 

Vicarage across the road to try and put out the fire out. But it was only 

stopped when it got just below the Cups. The Post Office was burnt and as 

butcher’s shop. I remember them all very well.” 

                                                 
49

 Reproduced in Jo Draper Lyme’s First Photographers on pages 29 & 34 Lyme Regis Museum 2006 
50

 Ivy Caddy Lyme Voices 2 Lyme Regis Museum 1993 
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Before the fire - about 1880 or later by William Shephard 

Pyne House (on the left) and the passageway against the Three Cups (on the right) 

mark the boundaries of the fire. There are five Victorian shop fronts on the old houses 

in Shephard’s photograph. On the left is Turner’s Bazaar: on earlier photographs by J 

Walter this is clearly marked as The Photographic Institution. The next shop front is 

that of Lane’s outfitters, where the fire started and above which Turner lived. 

Between that and the prominent telegraph pole is Sellers’ drapery and Post Office. 

Next door sides of meat hanging mark the open shop window of the Loud’s butchers 

shop. Pitfield House is marked by the last window, just before the passageway which 

checked the fire and whose small door can be clearly seen. The high blank wall of the 

Three Cups Hotel saved it from anything but superficial fire damage to its roof verge. 

 

The Bridport News 
51

 reported that: 

 

The houses were very old, amd largely composed of woodwork. They crackled and 

FLAMED AWAY LIKE SO MUCH MATCH WOOD. Roofs fell in, gables and 

chimneys toppled over and the plate glass windows in the drapery flew in every 

direction, whilst the heat along the street became intolerable. By daybreak a 

frontage of some 50 yards opposite the Royal Lion Hotel presented a scene of 

towering chimneys and blackened walls overlooking a weird mass of 

MOULDERING RUINS AND CHARRED DEBRIS…we trust that one great lesson 

will be taught the Lyme authorities by this dreadful fire, viz., the absolute necessity 

of taking some steps to forthwith procure a new fire engine, and to organise a 

REAL FIRE BRIGADE. 

                                                 
51

 29
th

 November 1889 
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Today: everything between Pyne House and the Three Cups dates from after the 

fire. Old Forge Fossils was the last shop to be redeveloped.  

 

Redevelopment 

The architectural loss of the old shop fronts and buildings behind was tragic. Some 

tenants were not fully insured, although the buildings were, owned by the Henley 

Estate and Mr Osborn. The Post Office was fully insured by Sellers, its owner 

occupier who moved it uphill next to the bank. The gap was gradually filled with late-

Victorian - Edwardian buildings. What is now Old Forge Fossils, the last to be 

replaced, has three stories of large plate-glass windows and white tile-bricks between 

reminiscent of those shops of the period in spa towns such as Llandrindod Wells. 

 

1904 - Monmouth Street 19
th

 December  

Five tenanted cottages were destroyed just south of Monmouth Street facing the old 

site of the George Inn, comprising the homes of R Curtiss, where it started, W Curtiss, 

A Hallett, Mrs Hallett and Mrs Mills. These cottages had been the stabling for the 

Golden Hart Inn (Monmouth Hotel)
52

. 

 

 

1907 - Royal Lion Hotel April 13
th53

 

                                                 
52

 Victoria Fire Brigade log book p 242 
53

 Victoria Fire Brigade log book and Bridport News 19
th

 April 1907 
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Eight bedrooms were destroyed, bars and public rooms damaged when fire broke out 

at the Mr Fitz Lutke’s Royal Lion Hotel on the Saturday April 13
th

 1907. The Victoria 

Fire Brigade logged the call at 10.35pm and Capt Foxwell and Lt Rendall and nine 

firemen attended very quickly and the hose cart was brought by PC Conway. Hoses 

were played from the front, rear and inside from a wheeled escape. No-one was hurt, 

but damage was estimated at £1,000 (£102,000 today). The fire was soon out, but re-

ignited the next day. It followed a previous fire at the old Tap Room and stables 

behind the hotel on 26
th

 July 1907. 

 

1913 - Silver Street Fire 23
rd

 May  
A spark 

54
 from a passing steam engine supposedly set fire to a thatch roof and the resulting 

fire destroyed nos. 33-37 Silver Street. This is the area just below the Naggs Head Inn. The 

inn itself had been rebuilt in brick and slate following a fire there in 1902.  

 

Sydney E Hallett wrote
55

 in 1966, when he was living in Southampton, describing the fire as 

starting at Mr Davis’ Providence Nurseries, which comprised a large piece of land running 

down to Paradise fields and along the rear of the adjoining properties to No 38, Olinka 

Cottage. Mr Davis’ home was a large thatched house (No 33), next to and below the Inn.  

. 

 
Before the Silver Street fire looking up towards Uplyme 

 The cottages on the right were destroyed. The low wall  

on the left bounds the Roman Catholic Church.  

 

                                                 
54

 Victoria Fire Brigade log book p 204 
55

 Sydney E Hallett undated note filed in the Museum’s Landslip Cabinets/Fires and transcribed by Graham 

Davies, August 2012. 
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An oil painting of the Silver Street cottages, before the fire from the rear 

The greenhouses of Providence Nurseries extended from the prominent house on the left, 

Olinka Cottage (No. 38) to the Naggs Head Inn, which is just outside the picture on the 

right. Like Olinka Cottage, the buildings shown here on the other side of Silver Street – 

Burley No 2, Westfield House and its Annexe and the RC Church - were not affected by the 

fire and still stand. 

 

The thatched cottages between The Nagg’s Head Inn and Olinka Cottage were destroyed by 

the fire, including those of the nursery (No. 33), Postman Warren’s (No 34), Mr R Coombes, 

the gardener at Portland Lodge (No 35), Mr John Canniford, the gardener at Kersbrook (No 

36) and Mr Govier (No 37, a pretty house at the end, with dormer leaded light windows, 

which was known as St Heliers). After the fire the Rev Eyre redeveloped the frontages. 

 

Conclusion 
Lyme was a town of high fire risk and it took time for the lessons of the fires to sink in: 

• replacing thatch with tile,  

• having strong party walls,  

• maintaining clean and efficient chimneys,  

• limiting wood on elevations and 

• establishing a strong, well equipped and well trained fire brigade and a reliable, 

ample and accessible water supply.  

 

Many of these lessons had been established after the Great Fire of London in 1666, but 

Lyme’s local government was never conducive to change, particularly during the 100 years 

of decline during the Fane pocket borough. 

 

According to the Dorset Fire and Rescue Service Lyme remains a place of high fire risk. 

The risk connects with the town’s “quaintness” – old buildings, often with flying leases, 

inflammable construction, close-packed houses, yards and closes and narrow streets.  
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Liddiard drew my attention to the photo of the brigade on their ex London engine. All 

errors, however, remain mine. 

 

Further Reading 

Trevor Whitehead 1997 Fire Engines – Shire Album no 68, Shire Publications. This contains 

a full bibliographic list. 

 

June 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 


