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Water supply is a topic where more research is needed to understand the situation before 
1550, the period between the failure to implement the Improvement Act of 1845 and the 
opening of the Corporation Waterworks in 1896 and the relationship between the Lyme Regis 
District Water Company and the Corporation in the 20th century. In addition, we would like to 
hear about any street ironworks or other relics you may find, other those mentioned in this 
paper. Please get in touch with me using research@lymeregismuseum.co.uk 
 

 

See Paper 16 for the details of the history of sewerage in the Lim Valley. 

 
 
Summary – Water Supply 
Water is the stuff of life, yet when contaminated, it is the stuff of death. From 1551 water was 
supplied to Lyme Regis from St Andrew’s Well, below the old Victoria Hotel at the top of 
Roman Road. From there it flowed by gravity through trenches and pipes and arranged to run 
down “pot water” channels either side of Broad Street and down Sherborn Lane. At the well a 
chapel had been built before the Reformation to revere the source as the giver of life, 
symbolic of the Resurrection of Christ. Downstream things tended to go awry, despite 
constant rebukes from the Court Leet, as the pot water was open to contamination by animal 
and human effluent. Church Street had its own pot water channels, supplied from a spring 
now cut off by cliff retreat. 
 
Apart from piping into those households who could afford it, no significant improvements to 
the ancient supply had been made by 1835, the date of the Parliamentary Commission on 
Municipal Corporations. Its report commented that Lyme’s open-to-air water supply was fit for 
cooking, but that it should be piped to public fountains in poor areas. Powers were obtained 
for a new source and supply in 1845 but lapsed. The St Andrew’s source was augmented and 
piped, but it was not until 1896 that the Borough established a modern water undertaking. 
 
Axminster Rural District Council took until around 1930 to provide a public supply in Uplyme, 
piped into houses, abolishing the use of wells, springs and standpipes in the centre of the 
village, although many houses and farms maintained their own private supplies until recent 
years (and a handful still do).  
 
Today the Lim Valley is supplied from outside the catchment by South West Water plc, taking 
water from the River Exe at Bolham Weir above Tiverton and boreholes in the Otter Valley. 
 
Lyme’s Ancient Water Supply – the “Town Supply” 
Lyme’s ancient supply was from springs at the top of Silver Street, known as St Andrew’s 
Well. John Fowles dated the open water supply channel to town to 1551, but did not give his 
evidence (Fowles 1991). A C G Cameron (1912) says that the channel was provided by 
public subscription during the time that John Hassard was mayor (that was 1550/1). Whatever 
the arrangements were before 1551, if any, we have yet to find out. 
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The St Andrew’s Well source and supply channels remained in use well into the 19th century 
when it was successively piped around the middle of that century, the last open section was 
just recent enough to be caught on a photograph around 1850. 
 
 

 
One of the last water supply channels in Broad Street, about 1850  
 
From St Andrew’s Well the open channel curved around the contours and crossed Haye 
Lane. From some time before 1841 it entered a tank near Kent House, from where it was 
piped to town along Silver Street. The water reappeared to run down channels either side of 
West Street (now Broad Street) and down the north east side of Sherborne Lane parts of 
which may survive near the lower end. In Broad Street (then West Street) the channels were 
called the “Shute Lake”, hopefully referring to the speed of flow downhill, not their quality! 
These channels were generally known as the “Pot Water Channels”.  
 
“Pot” water refers to potable, which in modern parlance means drinkable, but then it more 
likely meant suitable for the pot, ie for cooking, brewing, washing and for animals. Only a fool 
or an animal would have drunk the water directly without boiling. The channels were meant to 
be kept clean, however impossible that might seem to us with horse and ox traffic, tethering of 
horses in the street and the problem of keeping road drainage separate. Calendars of the 
Court Leet kept in the Museum show that the inhabitants, the Waywardens (who were 
responsible for the streets and footways) and the Water Bailiffs frequently failed to undertake 
their duties to protect the pot water, even on threat of fines for not making good. These fines 
were often forfeit when the time set by the Court for the cessation of nuisance or repair was 
not met, usually with a further fine, often as much as 3s 4d (33p) or even £1, a very large sum 
in the 17th century.  
 
Court Records show that two similar channels ran down Church Street, possibly fed from a 
spring in Charmouth Lane, now the stub end of a road called East Cliff that once led to 
Charmouth. If this is the case, then early alternative arrangements for the water supply in 
Church Street must have been made, maybe wells, as the flow was cut off by cliff retreat 
before the Tithe Map of 1841 was prepared. Charmouth Lane itself seems an unlikely site for 
a strong spring, but in 1903 a stream still flowed towards the point where it would have 
intersected the lane, running under a small footbridge at the cliff edge. This stream rose, as it 
still does, near Brick Field, east of Fairfield, emerging from the base of the Greensand, like all 
the other good springs in the Lim Valley. In 2010 this spring is piped from the Charmouth 
Road Car Park and put in a pipe from which it falls over the cliff with a strong flow at a similar 
rate to the springs that fed the supply to Broad Street, although coast protection works will 
soon divert it again. However, the Mayor’s Accounts for 1595/6 (Wanklyn undated) suggest 
an alternative source, as in that year an entry occurs “payd for making of a diche at 3-legged 
cross to town then later to Colway Lane”, the field having been leased by the Corporation a 
few years earlier. The three-legged cross is the present four-way crossroads with the A3052 
at the top of Colway Lane. 
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A sketch of the remains of St Andrew’s Well and stones from its chapel, including the piscina 

by Miss G Lister in 1928. Only the piscina (a basin for washing sacred vessels) is in the 
Museum’s collection 

 

 
St Milburgha’s Well, Much Wenlock – St Andrews Well could have been similar 
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Lyme was ahead of London in channelling pure spring water into town, Sir Hugh Myddleton’s 
New River, which brought spring water from Hertfordshire 20 miles (32km) to Clerkenwell, 
was not opened until 1613. But there were many unsavoury aspects to Lyme’s primitive water 
supply, particularly relating to contamination of the open channels. Although there were 
concerns from time to time, no great epidemic of water-borne disease such as cholera 
appears to have occurred here - despite cholera scares when nearby towns were affected. 
The system was not fully replaced until a typhoid outbreak in 1889 was traced to cross 
contamination with foul drains. 
 
Wanklyn (1944) gained the impression from his study of Lyme Court Books 1560-1574 “that 
Lyme in the 16th century was a very busy, very litigious, and a very dirty little place.” The 
Court decisions give a good idea of the “annoyances to the potwater”, as it was called, and 
how little care was placed by some on what the Court thought important. Today we would 
expect water channels to be cleaned immediately, even if not for supply. Examples are: 
 
Fouling by horses 

Court Leet September 1611  
We finde that Nicholas Clegg doeth use to tye and feed his horses with haye over the 
water brooke which serveth for the pot water of the Towne by his doore whereby the 
horses doe foule the pot water thereof with their soyle and piss and that he layeth 
timber over the same water which gathereth filth and fowleth the same water to the 
annoyance of his neighbours and yet it is ordered by the Court and Jury that he shall 
restrain the said annoyance within one month now next ensuring and henceforth not 
use yt again upon pain of 10s (£0.50) (quoted by Wanklyn). 

Civil War – damage and repair 
In the Siege of Lyme “the water which served the town ran red with blood” on 29th 
May 1644 (Drake 1644). Exactly what that this means is unclear, but it refers to the 
channel in Silver Street, which was only a rough track then. The St Andrew’s Source 
is only some 200 yards (180m) from Haye House, the Royalist stronghold. Poisoning 
water supplies was not ruled out in Civil War strategy and yet does not seem to have 
done, as it was at Arundel by dumping cattle carcasses. Damaging the Town Supply 
seems all too easy a tactic, particularly to coincide with attempts to fire the town, but 
Drake does not mention it. Such was done at the Siege of Lewes. 

The Corporation’s failure to repair infrastructure within two years of the Siege  
Hustings Court April 1646 
We present that all the hier street is annoyed by means the water course hath not its 
passage downe Shurbron Laen as formerly for want of a gutter: to be repaired by the 
first of June next subpoena 20s (£1.00). 

Too many pipes taking the water – showing that piped water was becoming popular 
Hustings Court 2nd October 1672 
The Corporation for not keeping the potwater in due course in the east and west ends 
of town, and for suffering so many water pipes to draw away the water to the 
detriment of the adjacent neighbours. 

Disposal of washing water Court Leet 26th April 1675 
Ann, the wife of William Buckland, who “did cast her washing lee” into the pot water; 
she is ordered not to do it again, under penalty of 1/6d (£0.075) for every time.  

Leaving Rubbish and feeding horses Court Leet 26th April 1675 
Mr Solomon Andrew, who has left the rubbish and dirt in the town gutter which comes 
from the George, and often allows his horse to stand on the water before his door 
feeding; he must clear away the rubbish in one month, and not allow the horse to 
stand on the pot water, under penalty of 3s 4d (£0.168) for every offence.  

Watering horses Court Leet 26th April 1675 
Doctor Gibbon’s and George Breholt’s servants, who have set buckets in the pot 
water, and Thomas Windover and John North, who have watered their horses in the 
same potwater; both parties are forbidden to repeat these offences under penalty of 
3s 4d (£0.168) each for every offence.  

Corporation’s waywardens (the highway officers) not maintaining the channels or crossings 
Hustings Court 31st May 1675 
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The waywardens have not placed stones to keep the potwater in its course in 
Charmouth Lane and have not repaired the causeway going to James Hinson’s 
house; these must be done by Christmas under penalty of 3s 6d (£0.175). 

Wandering pigs Court of View of Frankpledge 1st October 1677  
Thomasine Davie, widow, suffered her pigs to wander about the street, to the 
annoyance of the potwater and the prejudice of graves in the Churchyard. 

Gutters from houses were not meant to pour dirty water into the channels.  
Court of View of Frankpeldge and Court Leet 4th October 1675 
 Ann James, widow, had a poisonous gutter which ran into the potwater at the east 
end of town; she must cleanse it by Christmas, and keep it clean under penalty of 3s 
4d (33p). 

Washing a mop (maulken) in the pot water Court Leet 26 April 1675  
Widow Tilman, who has washed her maulken in the pot water, she is ordered not to 
do so again, under penalty of 3s4d (33p). 

Street water not to enter pot water channels Court Leet of 22nd April 1678  
The Waywardens for not repairing the causeways at the east and west end of the 
town and Shirborne Lane, and for not keeping the common shore (public stream) 
clean whereby the water that comes down the highway from the Bowling Green (ie, 
Pound Street) may there enter and not scatter to the annoyance of West Streete and 
of the potwater. 

Ducks in the potwater Hustings and Court Leet 30th April 1694 
Solomon Andrew and William Rolfe for suffering their ducks to annoy the potwater. 

Disposal of foul and dirty matter in the potwater 
Quarter Sessions of the Peace 10th April 1710  
William Stocker, Joan Whitfield, Joan Read and Joseph Rendall have thrown divers 
foul and dirty matter into the water-course running down Broad Street, so that the 
water is tainted, and unhealthy and unsuitable for domestic use. 

 
Other early sources of water 
The town supply was not the only source of water. Until modern development the town 
covered a very small area: The Borough only covered 41 acres until 1835. It would not have 
been involved in supplying individual cottages, farms and gentlemen’s houses outside the 
boundary - or at a higher level than the supply system. These would have relied on wells, 
bores, springs or rain-water tanks gathering water from roofs until high pressure supplies 
arrived in the 1933 from Pinhay (see below). 
 
Poorer householders may have persisted in using springs and the river where more 
convenient than the dipping places on the town supply. Such a spring is the so-called Leper’s 
Well, which is almost dry now. According to Gaius Osborn, reported in Cameron (1912), it 
was once strong enough to feed a long iron trough called Jones’ Shoot across the river to the 
Lynch and people in the lower part of the town came to it for their water. It may have fed the 
brewery on Coombe Street, lost in the fire of 1844.  
 
The river was generally filthy below Mill Green, but could have been reasonably clean above 
there, although hardly fit for human consumption, even with boiling, because of dye vat 
effluent from the Waterside Factory at Uplyme. The 1903/5 OS map shows several wells at 
the top of Church Street which may have been necessary once the Charmouth Lane springs 
were cut off by erosion. 
 
The Cobb Hamlet supply 
Cobb Hamlet had its own supply, from a spring, enough for the few houses, lodging houses, 
inns and warehouses that formed the hamlet, as well as ships in the harbour. A trough fed by 
a standpipe in turn fed from a spring was located on Marine Parade, by the steep steps to the 
Lister-Langmoor gardens. This water supply is shown on a map of 1797 and was used to fill 
ship’s water casks, which were then rolled to the quay. A 1922 postcard shows the trough and 
standpipe in place. The trough was still there in the 1950s when the standpipe still dripped 
water into the trough (Ken Gollop, pers com). The area is now comprehensively drained as 
part of the coastal defence measures.  
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The old Cobb Supply – trough and standpipe photographed about 1920 

 
The Water Bailiff – leasing out the provision of water services 
The role of Water Bailiff was an ancient one in the Borough and was often known in Lyme as 
the turnkey. They were responsible for keeping the supply system in good order and would be 
fined if they failed. They were officials, sworn at the same time each year when the new 
Corporation was sworn in, usually at the Court Leet or at the Court of View of Frankpledge 
(Frankpledge is an ancient word concerning community responsibility). On 10th October 1683 
it was decided by the Court Leet that the water bailiff would have half the fines recovered from 
those that fouled the potwater. However, sometimes the water bailiff was himself threatened 
with fines for not maintaining the channels.  
 
Sometimes the post was vacant, which caused vexation in the Court: 

Court Leet on 11th May 1674 
The Corporation, who have not sworn a water baylic to look after the pot water; this 
must be done by Midsummer. 

 
Some later bailiffs were George Kerbie, sworn twice in 1675; Thomas Fletcher, sworn 5th 
October 1695; Nicholas Lathry, sworn 2nd October 1699; William Hart sworn 30th September 
1700 and annually to 1706; William Pickett and a later George Kearbie sworn 11th October 
1714; and John Gill and George Kearbie sworn 20th October 1718. 
 
In 1729 the “Town Water Works” (presumably St Andrew’s Spring and works) was purchased 
by Henry Henley (Henley Estate Papers, SRO DO/TIR/52) as part of Henley’s gradual 
acquisition of Lyme Regis. 
 
Killing pigs over the potwater 
By the mid 18th century the Water Bailiff was still chasing up people for their lack of care of 
the pot water.  In 1770 the William Lush, Water Bailiff, wrote to the Borough asking for John 
Smith, a weaver, to be prosecuted for killing his pig over the pot water in Church Street (DRO 
ref D/LRM/T14).  
 
The 1835 Parliamentary Report on Municipal Corporations tells us what the job entailed: 
 

The Water Bailiff has the charge of the ancient trench or channel by which fresh 
water is brought into the town, and which is kept in repair by the Corporation. If 
repairs are required, or there are nuisances which offend it, he makes a report to the 
Chamberlain on the subject. He is paid 40s (£2) a year by the Corporation.  

 
In the 19th century and early 20th century the role of water bailiff continued, but with the more 
prosaic title of Manager of the Corporation Waterworks, the term which appears in trade 
directories. Records show that from 1810 the Manager was always the principal of a Lyme 
Regis plumbing and decorating firm, right up to the Second World War, when the Borough 
took direct control.  
 



Industrial Lyme: Paper 11 – Water Supply © Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum   7 

The private profit motive was always clear. In 1706 James Hooper, a plumber, leased the 
right to supply water for £10, for which he had to lay pipes and supply houses in the town 
(Cameron 1912). In 1810 the Borough leased the waterworks to Robert Cox, builder and 
plumber of Lyme Regis for 99 years or three lives, for the profit of carrying water, giving him 
the right to lay pipes in the streets, providing the streets were repaired (Munden 2005). We 
know from later evidence that the profit means the right to levy a water charge to people 
supplied by pipes to their houses. Poor people who took water direct from the dipping places 
were not charged.  
 
According to the terms of the lease it was re-assigned on Cox’s death to James Munden, the 
Munden family retaining the lessees subsequently until the Foxwells took over. Henry 
Munden, plumber and decorator, in recorded in the Trade Directories for 1859 and 1865 as 
Manager of the Waterworks. The lease was subsequently held by two generations of the 
Foxwell family, another firm of plumbers and decorators. H & T Foxwell’s iron covers can still 
be seen in Lyme. They generally ran the task from their office at Bridge House in Bridge 
Street, demolished when the road was widened in 1913, when they moved to Broadway 
House. 
  
Parliamentary Commissioners and the Town Supply 
The 1835 report tells us more about the state of the town supply. This, the Report on the 
State of Municipal Corporations in England, was a survey of the way in which democracy and 
services were provided in the major cities after the 1832 Reform Act, leading the way for the 
1835 Act which reformed local government. Lyme crept into the survey because of its status 
as a Borough, therefore still having full and equal rights to much larger towns such as Bristol, 
apart from now reduced Parliamentary representation.  
 
The Commissioners visited Lyme and were critical, but not that critical, about the water supply 
stating that it was only fit for culinary purposes, not for drinking. They reported that the main 
Lyme water supply came from St Andrews Well, half a mile from the town and was leased by 
the Corporation for ninety-nine years. Water was fed to the town partly by an open trench, to 
allow dipping places for adjacent householders, and partly piped to a reservoir, with three 
pumps along the course of the trench. From a reservoir piped mains extended downhill from 
which householders could provide branch pipes to their house at a price of 15/- (75p) per 
year. In poorer areas the service was by open trench, six inches (15cm) deep, with dipping 
places for filling pots. The Parliamentary Commissioners considered that the supply should be 
piped to public fountains, where buckets could be filled. They report that the flow was also 
directed to watercourses either side of Broad Street, to cleanse the street. It may be that by 
this time houses in Broad Street were supplied by pipe; its water channels not longer used for 
pot water. The report does not mention the Charmouth Lane or Cobb sources.  
 

 
A disused and sealed-up dipping place in Silver Street from an 

undated photograph. Note Lyme Corporation Stop Tap Cover on the right 
 

The Commission did not report any analyses. Mr Webster, a “lecturer on experimental 
philosophy” analysed the water just before their visit and “pronounced the water supply to the 
town to be excellent” (Roberts 1834). It is likely that he only undertook a chemical analysis for 
those mineral constituents that were considered health giving at the time: it was early days for 
bacteriology. Maybe his sample was bottled at the source, in which case it would be excellent! 
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Perhaps influenced by such analyses, the Borough did nothing about meeting the 
Commission’s criticisms, but its hand was starting to be forced by events in a more direct 
way.  Cholera was appearing across the county (see later), and at the great fire of 1844 the 
ancient Town Supply source must have been quite inadequate to quench the flames. Great 
swathes of Lyme were laid waste, either by the fire directly or through cutting firebreaks. 
 
The Lyme Regis Improvement Act of 1845 
In a spirit of renewal after the fire, several developments were thought appropriate and a 
Lyme Regis Improvement Commission was set up. The Improvement Commissioners 
consisted of prominent business men and gentlemen in the town, together with the Mayor and 
Aldermen, Justices of the Peace and the Vicar. It was authorised by The Lyme Regis 
Improvement Act (Vic 8/9 Cap.CXXXXVI). The Act gave the Commission the power to 
develop two new streets and new waterworks and to light and police the town. It was given 
specific powers to acquire land along the routes of these developments by compulsion.  
 
The Act permitted the Commission (and the Corporation in default) to develop a new water 
source in Burrow’s Mead, near Timber Hill, including mains to pipe it to town. This would have 
met the general need for more water, especially for the eastern part of the town. From these 
springs the mains would have led to a proposed reservoir on Charmouth Road, below 
Fairfield. This would have been a brick chamber 12ft (3.7m) across and 13ft (4m) to the invert 
of its arched roof, which would have been earthed over. The inside would have been 
rendered, the outside lined with puddle clay. The inlet pipe would have been near the top, and 
the take-off near the bottom, just below road level. The drawing on the plan submitted with the 
Act, in the Museum’s collection, shows no arrangements to regulate the inflow or allow for 
overflow. 
 
The take-off from the reservoir would have been connected to a main running down hill along 
the road, then running alongside a proposed relief road to bottom of Broad Street. The main 
would have fed into the existing system at Monmouth Street and been carried with the road 
over Coombe Street and the river by the viaduct to Broad Street. There is no indication of how 
it might have helped Church Street, even though it was on the right side of town for that.  
 
The water and road works permitted by the Act were not implemented, although the 
Commission did form a Sanitary Committee towards the end of its life. It ceased by 1882, any 
remaining functions taken over by the Borough. Meanwhile the Borough gradually improved 
and piped the Town Supply. 
 
St Andrew’s Source and the Town Supply in Detail 
The site of St Andrew’s Well lies below the garden of St Andrew’s House, near the Victoria, 
an area of powerful springs thrown out at where Upper Greensand overlies Lias mudstones. 
Water comes from rain falling on the hills to the west of the town, running down the dip of the 
Upper Greensand unconformity to this point. The water is filtered by its passage through the 
Greensand and would have been pure and wholesome at its source, although later the Town 
Supply had to be given up because of contamination from pig farming in the mid 20th century. 
 
The earliest reference John Fowles could find to the source found is in the reign of Henry VIII 
in 1551, but references to the ruins of the chapel dedicated to St Andrew there suggest a pre-
Reformation date (ie, pre-1536) for its establishment. It was then common to provide chapels 
or dedicated well-heads to such important springs. The chapel was built over the spring, with 
steps down to the water. Wanklyn (1927) considered that the chapel had either disappeared 
or become a ruin by 1610. The road junction nearby, where there is a mini-roundabout today, 
was called once called St Andrew’s Cross.  
 
However, some remains of the chapel and the steps down to the spring could still be seen in 
1928, when the last stones forming an arch over the spring were moved to the garden of 
Belmont. John Fowles, a later owner, could find no trace of these stones. The Museum has a 
drawing by Miss G Lister of the arch above the spring when it was still standing and a drawing 
of a piscina for washing communion vessels, said to be from that chapel. This stone bowl has 
a drain and fluted carvings underneath is in the Museum’s reserve collection. 
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From the Well an open trench ran to town, along the contour. The pumps mentioned by the 
Parliamentary Commissions as on the line of the trench may have been pumps to lift water 
from it, rather than to move water along the trench. By 1841 the trench only ran as far as Mrs 
Keene’s house, now the Kent House Medical Centre, near the Silver Street-Pound street 
junction. Here there was a reservoir to provide pressure for the newer piped system to supply 
the town, the surplus re-appearing to feed the water channels in Broad Street, until they were 
abolished. 
 

 
Part of the course of the open water supply trench from St Andrews spring is 
clearly shown curving around the contours on John Wood’s Plan of 1841.  

 
The part of the trench remaining open in 1841 can be seen clearly on John Wood’s Plan of 
1841 (figured above). The trench curves around towards St Andrew’s House from the Well, 
the position of which corresponds to a small building on Wood’s map and on the Tithe Map of 
the same year. Ordnance Survey maps, right up to the 1950s, mark a ruin at the position of 
the Well. The line of the trench can still be made out on Google air photographs. Wood’s plan 
does not, however, show any extension of the trench westwards across Roman Road to a 
spring in the area later occupied by the station. This appears clearly marked on John 
Drayton’s survey of Borough properties of 1824, as flowing “to town” across Roman Road. 
Drayton does not show the St Andrew’s spring: maybe it was only leased by the Borough? 
Certainly a “station supply” figures in Borough concerns in the 20th century. 
 
In those days piped connections would be by rolled lead pipes soldered together. Lead sheet 
could easily have been made locally by plumbers by melting scrap lead and pouring onto a 
flat tray. The solidified lead sheet could then be rolling into pipes around a wooden stick and 
soldered to make a continuous main which could withstand some considerable water 
pressure.  
 
The street water channels seem enigmatic and very primitive, but they were also a way of 
flushing the streets. Similar street water channels still exist in Beer, Truro, Wells and Frome. 
As a former resident of both Wells and Truro, I know these channels well. They run freely in 
street gutters and can be shut off or redirected as needs be with a water key. Those in High 
Street, Wells were rebuilt in the 1990s, but before that were formed of ancient Blue Lias slabs 
and were occasionally bridged for pedestrians by iron grids. A misplaced step in the channel 
would likely result in a fall, so slippery was the algae covered surface of the slabs under 
water. Keeping the channel clean of rubbish was difficult, except to the extent that it they were 
self cleaning by the flow of water until a blockage occurred. The Truro channels are cut in 
granite and are now only in Fore Street, the old market place. From this it is easy to 
understand the Lyme Regis Court Leet’s concerns about cleanliness, maintaining the edge of 
the channels and pedestrian crossing points. Normally, the Wells and Truro systems run 
freely and look clean. 
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Water still appears to be flowing in the channel above the site of the Shambles in one very 
early photograph (Draper, 2006), although it appears dry in a photograph taken just a few 
years later. Today, there is no trace of this channel, although it may have simply been 
surfaced over. At the foot of Sherborne Lane is a short length of Lias-slabbed water channel, 
now acting as a gutter. This could be the last visible remnant of the Lyme pot water channels.  
A photograph dated 1900-10 not taken during a rainstorm shows this channel with running 
water.  
 

 
The water channels in High Street, Wells, as rebuilt in the 1990s.  

You probably would survive if you drank from this channel, but it’s not recommended! 
The water, which comes from the Wells resurgence in the Bishop’s Palace grounds.  

 

 
The Sherborne Lane water channel still flowing  

around 1900. This channel can still be seen. Note that  
rainwater from the roof downpipes is directed to it! 
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How many dipping places there might have been is unknown, but an undated photograph 
shows one out-of-use example, as an arched recess in a roadside wall in Silver Street. Today 
another recess can be seen in the Silver Street, now housing a street gully, in the garden wall 
of Dorset House. Whilst this is formed of concrete blockwork, old photographs show that this 
exactly copies a recess with lintel rather than an arch in the former stone wall at this point. It 
may have orginally been a dipping place. The apparent dipping place in View Road is new: 
just a collection point for spring water at the bottom of Spring Field. 
 
Health and the Victorian Improvers 
Lyme was ahead of London in supplying pure water in the 16th century, although what was 
done was only what the Romans the great monastic institutions had done centuries before. 
By the mid 1800s, when the great municipal corporations were starting to take the provision of 
cheap, copious supplies of water very seriously as a way of counteracting disease and 
encouraging industry, the Borough starts to seem backward. Clean water and lots of it to flush 
pathogens away down new sewers was one of the great health improvement legacies of the 
Victorian age in our major towns, but things took at little longer in smaller towns where it 
remained the responsibility of the smaller boroughs with their limited access to finance and 
expertise – and even longer in rural areas. Other than incidental boiling, as in brewing and 
cooking, other treatments to remove pathogens were not known in those days. The Borough 
was not required to improve the supply until the Public Health Act of 1875 and fully adequate 
supplies did arrive until 1896.  
 
This suggests that the Borough did not take its public health responsibility as seriously as it 
should have, but a small borough like Lyme had very limited resources. Nevertheless, for 
example, it took Bristol until 1846 to start work on a system of tunnels and aqueducts to 
supply the city with clean water from springs in the Mendip Hills, riding the town of a series of 
foetid and infection-ridden local wells and springs which had served from medieval times.   
 
Cholera scares 
The water-borne disease cholera first reached London from India in 1831, killing 22,000 there 
in the first nine months, some within a day of infection (Yorke & Yorke 2008). By 1832 it had 
reached Bridport and Charmouth, but it seems that Lyme escaped a major epidemic. There 
was much debate about how the disease spread and it was not absolutely proved to be water 
borne until 1853. Typhoid and dysentery are other disease spread by poor water hygiene; an 
outbreak of the former was instrumental in getting something done. 
 
There was certainly a cholera panic in Lyme in 1849 - and the Commissioners had not 
implemented the new supply and the number of sewerage outfalls into the river had increased 
as streets were sewered (see Paper 16 on sewerage). In that year the Mayor had notices 
pasted up asking people to ensure that their servants put a bucket of water, to which a 
pennyworth of chloride of calcium had been added as a disinfectant, down water closets each 
Monday at 11 o’clock precisely to prevent an epidemic. This is quite a large amount of 
calcium chloride and remarkably perceptive, as cholera and typhoid were then still thought to 
be airborne miasmas. 
 
One wonders how many houses had water closets at that time. Although early WCs existed 
back to Tudor times, their use was not popular until Thomas Crapper’s promotion of the idea 
at the Great Exhibition in 1851. What guidance was provided for the poor, who lived in 
crowded courts and back street tenements, about their open water supply? Proper cleaning of 
earth closets and disposal of nightsoil in these areas might have been as effective in 
preventing disease as supplying pure water.  
 
Enter the Public Health Acts and the Medical Officers of Health 
In 1872 legislation required the appointment of a medical officer by each local authority. By 
1880 David Skinner had been appointed by the Lyme Regis Improvement Commission to fulfil 
the role of Sanitary Officer and to advise its Sanitary Committee. In 1882 Dr Richard Bangay 
became the Borough’s first Medical Officer of Health (MoH), shared with neighbouring 
authorities and the Axminster Poor Law Union, the workhouse authority for Lyme and 
Uplyme. In his first report in 1886 he rails that “the number of foul openings into the river was 
far too high”.  
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However, in 1873 the founding committee of the Cottage Hospital thought that one tap was 
enough for the first hospital in Lyme, a poor cottage in Providence Place, off Sherborne Lane, 
merely augmenting it with a tank in the scullery, for which Waterworks Manager Mr Foxwell 
obliged. But the fact that it already had a tap tells us that the poorer houses were starting to 
get piped supplies (Lyme Regis Hospital 1973).  
 
The MoH role was that of a qualified medical doctor, usually a local GP, but with time to 
investigate the causes of disease in a population and to propose ways of overcoming those 
diseases by public health measures, something we take for granted today. An authority had to 
take notice if its MoH showed that epidemics and the lesser statistical incidences of disease 
in the community were caused by poor public hygiene such as inadequate water supply, poor 
housing and an inadequate sewerage system. Borough Surveyors took on the role of Sanitary 
Officers, charged to do something about nuisances reported by the MoH and the public. 
 
Dr James Spurr was appointed MoH in 1889 and he reported that year on a typhoid outbreak 
which caused serious illness and death. He ascribed this to the drain from Church Street, 
together with the flow from the slaughterhouse, which fouled the river. Dr Spurr found that the 
drains and closets of the surrounding cottages were very defective and served notices 
requiring repair on the owner, the Henley Estate. 
 
Spurr also pushed very hard to get something done about the need for clean and copious 
water supplies and his pressure was effective, action coming in 1896 to improve the water 
supply and in 1903 to provide a sewerage system. That the town had relied on “sea bathing 
as the cure to health” as its promotion to potential visitors in the late 18th century, it does 
make one wonder whether visitors were aware of the wholesomeness or otherwise of the 
town water supply – or of the water they bathed in. 
 
Science to the rescue   
At this time, it became possible to test the bacteriological purity of water by the simple 
expedient of counting the number of colonies of E. coli which would grow on a sealed plate of 
agar jelly incubated for a given length of time in a warm place. E. coli is the common and vital 
gut bacteria of many animals, including man and is not to be confused with the modern 
variant, E coli 0157, which produces dangerous toxins in the human gut. The colony count 
under a microscope indicates the level of cross contamination between spring, well or river 
water and faecal material from animal byres or human middens: high counts indicate that 
serious pathogens may be present, low counts mean that the water is safe to drink without 
treatment. Dr Spurr was probably an avid collector and tester of water samples for E. coli, to 
use as evidence to pressurise the Borough.  
 
Nowadays all public water supplies are chlorinated. Providing the concentration is correct and 
the chlorine has had enough contact time in the water, our supplies will be healthy and such 
as typhoid, dysentery and cholera will not spread if they occur.  
 
Augmentation, then Replacement of the Town Supply, the “Uplyme Road” source 
replaces St Andrew’s Well – and the Borough’s supply area increased 
In 1835 the area of the Borough was increased by significantly, and later in the century is was 
increased to cover the whole of Lyme Regis parish, ie to Uplyme and Charmouth boundaries 
and to the line of what is now the A35 road. This did not mean that the Borough had to supply 
outlying farms and cottages. Its urban supply area did not really increase until the 1920s. 
 
First the Borough increased the supply by augmenting the St Andrew’s Source by bringing in 
additional springs in the area, and eventually abandoning the St Andrew’s Well itself for a new 
source nearby, generally known as the “Uplyme Road” or “Station” source. This source was 
essentially like the St Andrew’s source, from the base of the Greensand and only a short 
distance away on the other side of Roman Road. The Charmouth Lane supply had, by this 
time, been lost to cliff falls. 
 
The supply was piped all the way to town from a collecting chamber, about 30ft (10m) deep in 
the railway station yard, presumably now lying filled or covered in the part of Travis Perkins’ 
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yard nearest the Victoria. The sinking of the shaft for the chamber and the abandonment of St 
Andrews Well predated the railway in 1899 by several years and it is not certain whether it 
supplied the loco water cranes at the station, which lay higher than the source. A brick 
chamber can be seen just down Roman Road on the left from the Clappentail roundabout. 
This still functions as a break pressure tank, from which modern 4” (100mm) cast-iron main 
visibly leads. 
 
The main from the Uplyme Road source was led to a small brick chamber on Haye Lane, 
whose cill was used to indicate when a tank at Lewesdon, further down Silver Street, was full. 
This tank seems to have been near the position of the tank on the old system at Kent House. 
It may well be the same tank, but it is referred to as the tank at Lewesdon, the house built 
next to Kent House. It was under the pavement outside Lewesdon, buried out of sight. The 
road and pavement have since been widened over the spot. The tank provided the pressure 
to run the rest of the system down to the town. The tank held 850 gallons (3,825 litres). It has 
been removed, but the remains of the cill chamber on Haye Lane can still be seen.  
 
No treatment of this pure spring water was necessary. Information from Trade Directories 
makes it clear that these springs were the only public source of water for Lyme in 1895 – 
described as “pure water from springs in Uplyme Road”. Kelly’s Directory for 1931 indicates 
that the flow from this source in that year was estimated at 20,000 gallons (90,000 litres per 
day.  
 
This supply was used until it became contaminated with effluent from a pig farm at Higher 
Knapps, sometime around 1960. The powerful springs in this area still overflow into a channel 
down Roman Road and spout into the river at Roman Bridge, and this spout gives an idea of 
the amount of water available to run the Broad Street pot water channels and early piped 
supply.  
 
The Rhode Barton Source 
The Uplyme Road source was not enough by the 1890s, incapable of meeting the demand 
then being placed on it, particularly because of the spread of water closets (Lello 1999).  
 
In 1894 a new source was found by the Borough at Rhode Barton, where several springs 
occur in very wet woodland at the base of the Greensand. This gathering ground is some 1½ 
miles (2km) from Lyme in a northerly direction, further than away than the unimplemented 
proposals of the Improvement Commission on 1845. A contract for the construction of a 
reservoir at Nelly Brown’s spring, Rhode Barton, and a pipeline to the town was made 
between Stephen Ambrose of Bath and the Borough dated 24th October 1894. The spring 
was on land owned by the Marquis de Stacpoole.  
 
The contract price was £1,743. Everything was tightly specified; for example, all fittings were 
to be purchased from Guest & Chrimes. The works were provided by the Borough under 
general powers granted by the Public Health Act of 1875 and had to be finished by 24th May 
1896 if penalties were to be avoided by the contractor (contract shown to me by Ken Gollop).  
 
An intake chamber at the spring lead to brick-lined concrete reservoir 60 x 30 x 8ft (18.3 x 9.1 
x 2.4m) deep holding 95,000 gallons (427,500 litres) when full, from which a pipeline of 4” 
(100mm) high quality iron pipes led a total (including branches) of 3,014 yards (2,758 m) to 
join the existing mains. It was linked to the existing system at Horn Bridge and Uplyme Road. 
The twin mains to town from Horn Bridge ran down the valley alongside the river and still 
cross it by the side of the footbridge at Jordan. A further main led along Pound Road to Cobb 
Hamlet, replacing the Cobb spring.  
 
On 15th July 1896 the Mayor, Gaius Osborn inaugurated the Lyme Regis Corporation 
Waterworks by turning a valve at Horn Bridge, a convenient place on the line of the mains, 
which decreased from 6” to 4” (150mm to 100mm) diameter at that point. He was presented 
with a silver model of a water key, now in the Museum. No doubt Dr Spurr was well pleased - 
and now the new water closets installed in the better parts of the town would flush without 
draining the system. Nevertheless, no filtration of the water was done: as spring water the 
source was clearly thought to be beyond reproach. 1898 Kelly’s Directory indicated that the 
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additional source at Rhode Barton was 20,000 gallons (90,000 litres) per day), the same 
amount as Uplyme Road. New bye-laws were introduced with the opening (LRBC 1896). 
 

 
The model water key presented to Mayor Gaius Osborn in 1986 on  

opening the Lyme Regis Corporation Waterworks 
 

Woodward & Ussher (1911) stated that the most prolific source of water for Lyme remains the 
springs given out at the base of the Upper Greensand; the major source for Lyme being a 
spring at Hollow Grove, 1.5 miles (2.6km) from town. The Rhode Barton source was gradually 
improved by drawing in supplies from neighbouring springs and the construction of a small 
dam. Alder Grove and Hollow Grove springs were added to the source, together with further 
supplies pushed up from lower ground by hydraulic rams. 
 
In 1912 the source was being rented from the Rhode Hill Estate for 1d (0.4p) per 1,000 
gallons (4,500 litres) for water from a spring in Alder Grove and if that failed, springs in 
Twenty Acre Coppice (sale document in the Rowe Archive at Axminster).  
 
Donald Boalch, a former Deputy Borough Surveyor, writes: 
 

At Twenty Acres there was a fenced-off enclosure around the source of the springs, 
from where (the water) went to a catch pit in another small enclosure where another 
small spring was picked up. The water from this catch pit was piped following the 
contour to another chamber near the reservoir, into this catch pit flowed another four 
or five springs, one called Nelly Brown, why Nellie Brown I haven’t a clue although my 
father once told me. Adjacent to this chamber the chlorinator shed was sited, there 
was another source of water below this catch pit, water that flowed down a ditch from 
another spring that was orginally pumped back up by hydraulic rams, when these 
became unserviceable a pump house erected and a Lister diesel reciprocating pump 
was installed. The reservoir had a capacity of one thousand gallons per inch (1,800 
litres per cm) of its depth. 
 
The outlet of the reservoir was a 4” (100mm) cast iron main via a meter chamber, this 
main went to Colway Lane via the drive to Colway Manor and I think it was renewed 
in the 1930s. I can remember going with my father, watching it being done and all the 
joints were caulked with molten lead. Owing to the cast iron main being laid following 
the ground level along its length there were high spots that occasionally caused 
problems with air locks …although air valves were installed. 
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                  The Rhode Barton Source by Donald Boalch. The curving 
                  road to the right is the main Lyme Regis-Charmouth road 

 
The Cathole Proposal 
In the 1920s Lyme’s demand outstripped supply again, particularly in the summer with the 
needs of visitors. The serious drought of 1921 made action necessary and hopes were placed 
in a new supply from springs at Cathole, near Yawl. The powerful spring that run into the Lim 
near Middle Mill Farm could not have been used, having insufficient hydraulic head to drive 
the system.  
 
In 1925 Dr Cook, Medical Officer of Health reported to the Borough that he was optimistic that 
a new supply from Cathole Farm, below Yawl in the Lim Valley, Uplyme, would solve Lyme’s 
shortage. This water was to be piped to join the Town Supply at the Railway Station. 
Negotiation with the landowner, Mr Morrish, proved difficult, as he preferred to sell water 
rights on a royalty basis rather than the land outright. Further problems emerged when the 
source of the supply was questioned after chaff and dye tests suggested it came from the 
Cathole Spring (Bridport News 18th January 1928). This was found to be contaminated with 
farm effluent, but not until some tunnel works had started (information from Martin Roundell 
Greene 2006 and Donald Boalch).  
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Proposed Storage Reservoir at the Station 
After the failure to augment supplies from Cathole, the Borough tried another tack, that of 
investigating the cost of storing more water. On 24th January 1928 the Borough Waterworks 
Committee considered suggested ways of storing water near the Station from A P I Cotterell, 
Consulting Engineers. 
 
To save water running to waste in the winter and at night Cotterell reported that it would be 
possible to store two to three days supply at Uplyme Road, but it would not cover a drought 
such as the one in 1921. A drought reservoir would have to be very large and there was no 
site for it near the station. A smaller reservoir would cost - for 150,000-gals (0.68Ml) supply for 
one day, £2,500; for 300,000 gals (1.35M/l) for two days) and £3,700 or 400,000 gals (1.8M/l) 
for three days £4,500.  
 
Mr Cottrell was asked to make further suggestions after the mains had been scraped by the 
Eric Engineering Company, which it was hoped, would the improved flow could be gauged. At 
the same time, it was decided not to purchase land at the trial borehole at Shelves. On 28th 
May 1929 Mr Cotterell reported again, this time on a small service reservoir augmentation 
adjoining the existing tank, which would cost £450 less land acquisition. But at a full Council 
meeting, memory of the 1921 drought must have already dimmed, as the Rev J F Eyre, the 
Mayor, thought that scraping alone, this time of 340 yards (311m) of pipe at cost of £34, 
would do the job, putting off the need for additional capital expenditure for a further 18 
months!  
 
Housing development was starting to take off in the interwar period. Wiscombe’s were 
developing the Woodmead Road estate and the Borough was steadily clearing slums and 
building council houses on the other side of the valley, resulting in increased water demand. 
At the same meeting it was reported that developers Cob House Ltd had offered, as a gift, to 
reserve for two years, two sites for reservoirs at Higher Knapp, which the Council accepted. 
Confusingly, Cameron (1912) shows a Water Tower at Higher Knapp on the 500ft (152.5m) 
contour on the map in his History, but no other map confirms. This may have been part of a 
private system, powered by a windpump (see later).  
 
1932 and water shortages still stalk Lyme 
Dr P N Cook, the MoH in 1932, comments in his report to the Borough that the supply has for 
many years been inadequate, especially in the summer months, when there is a large influx 
of visitors (Bridport & Lyme Regis News reporting 75 years ago on 8th May 2008). Water 
supply was poor in the higher, western parts of the town which could not be fed from the 
Rhode Barton or Uplyme Road sources. Water shortages were so serious that for many years 
street watering, to lay the dust in summer, had to be undertaken with river water and that the 
turnkey (or water bailiff) had to accompany the fire brigade to make sure that enough water 
was available for their work (Martin Roundell Greene 2006). 
 
The search for quick fixes continued 
Envious eyes might have been cast on the old Cement Works reservoir on Ware Cliff, but its 
maximum water level was some 6m lower than the Uplyme Road source and only 4m above 
the “Lewesdon” Tank, which it would have had to fill. It would have been difficult to find 
enough water from Ware Combe and to provide a compensation flow. A 1920 postcard of the 
reservoir shows the water level to be very low, as if it had already been lowered as a safety 
measure. As there were several cess pits and septic tanks in Ware Combe any water that 
was taken there would have required treatment, but the only treatment facility was at Rhode 
Barton, well above the level. Temporary respite was achieved by augmenting the supply from 
Rhode Barton by tapping additional springs and by pumping and ramming water up from 
others, taking the yield up to 28,000 gallons per day (126,000 litres/d) from that source. 
 
At last, a solution – to buy water in bulk from the new Lyme Regis & District Water Co’s 
Pinhay Source 
The solution was found by private enterprise, the Borough entering into an agreement to 
purchase in bulk water delivered to its western boundary by the newly formed Lyme Regis & 
District Water Company.   
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The Company was a statutory water company, authorised by Lyme Regis District Water 
Company Act, 1933. The water came from the Pinhay Source, a major spring in the undercliff, 
which it developed on the Pinhay Estate of Major Ormsby Allhusen. The Company sold bulk 
supplies to Lyme Regis Borough Council and to the Rousdon Estate - and gave water free of 
charge to the Pinhay Estate as part of its agreement with the Major. Both existing private 
estate sources in the undercliff were abandoned.  
 

 
Plan of the completed Lyme Regis District Water Co’s system dated 20th Sept 1940, 

signed Claude Pain, Chief Engineer (courtesy George Allhusen) 
 
The Directors of the company included Maj Ormesby Allhusen, landowner, A H Ball, of A H 
Ball & Co, Farnham, Contractor and Water Engineers (later replaced by his son L W Ball, 
Water Engineer) and Arthur and Claude Pain, engineers, with an official address at the Pain’s 
office, 17 Victoria Street, London, SWI and later Frimley Green, Surrey. The company 
secretary was Harry Wood, later E Wranghams. Arthur Pain had engineered the Axminster and 
Lyme Regis Light Railway from his same office three decades before. Claude Pain remained 
Chief Engineer to the Company through successive office moves from Westminster to 
Farnham and then to Frimley Green in Surrey and finally to Bridport. A H Ball & Co were 
successively taken over, ending up in the Mowlem empire and eventually lost when the 
Carillion engineering empire collapsed in January 2018. 
 

Entry for the Pains in the 1939 edition of Who's Who in Engineering:  

Pain, Arthur M.Inst.C.E. Retired. Private address: St. Catherine's, Frimley, Surrey.  

Pain, Claude M.Inst.C.E., M Cons.E. Consulting Engr., 17, Victoria Street, 
Westminster, London, S.W.1. Private address: Little Hill, Claremont Lane, Esher, 
Surrey. Man. Dir. and Engr., Mid-Wessex Water Co. and Lyme Regis District Water 
Co.  
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Quite why the Borough did not develop Pinhay itself is unclear, perhaps it lacked the capital 
resources, but it was a shrewd move for it only needed to buy water to cover the summer 
shortfall, and in some years, not at all. However, several signatories including a previous 
chairman of the Waterworks Committee, circulated a printed letter to ratepayers questioning 
the wisdom of the move, claiming it had never been recommended by that Committee 
(Bennett and others 1932). One wonders what return the shareholders of the Company got if 
the Borough tried to avoid using its services as much as it could, although the Borough did 
have to pay 1d per 1,000 gallons (0.41p per 4,500 litres) in royalties for its own Rhode Barton 
water source to the Rhode Estate. The Borough remained responsible for its own waterworks 
at Rhode Barton and Uplyme Road, the distribution network and for collecting the water rates. 
Dr Cook, the MoH, in his report for 1935, mentioned that it had not been necessary for the 
Borough to buy any water that year until June, because some leaky mains had been rectified 
and a free “re-washering of leaky taps” service had been introduced (Martin Roundell Greene 
2006). 
 

     
Arthur Pain (LRM)                A H Ball (G Maddex)       L W Ball (G Maddex) 

 
The Manager of the Water Company was Herbert Edward Foxwell, a post he combined with 
being Water Bailiff (Manager of the Corporation Waterworks), as well as being the principal of 
his firm of plumbers and decorators. His position very wrong to modern thinking: deciding 
when the Corporation should buy water from Pinhay and, as regulator, insisting on plumbing 
work in private premises under the bye-laws which his plumbing firm might well carry out and 
inspecting it afterwards. As turnkey Foxwell was a member of the fire brigade and so had a 
special fireman’s helmet, which is in the Museum. 
. 
The Legal Basis of the Company’s Agreements with the Pinhay Estate  
An agreement between the owner of the Pinhay Estate, Major Ormsby Allhusen, and the 
Company dated 28th October 1932 set out the water rights available to the Company: 
 

Duplicate Deed of Grant of Water Rights on the Pinhay Estate 28th October 1932 between 
Ormsby Allhusen, of Pinhay and The Lyme Regis District Water Co Ltd 17 Victoria Street 
Westminster.  
Agreed in consideration of royalty: 
1. Perpetual and exclusive right to water from Harstongue and other springs and 

tributaries and from other sources on the part of the Pinhay Estate hatched black on 
the plan, including wells, boreholes, adits and other works for tapping, collecting, 
storing, treating and pumping (ie, the southern part of the estate), 

2. Perpetual Wayleave for pipes, as shown blue on the plan and within 30 yards 
(29.5m), 

3. Perpetual right to enlarge, erect and maintain reservoir or reservoirs, buildings 
and other equipment at A B C coloured green on plan, 

4. Perpetual wayleave for cables, overhead or underground, posts, transformers and 
switchgear south of Smuggler’s Lane (or elsewhere by agreement), 

5. right of entry to estate for water purposes, 
6. Right to drain reservoirs and undercliff. 
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Subject to: 
1. Replacing private spring supplies lost and delivering water to the Estate high pressure 

reservoir in OS 493, 
2. A royalty of 1½d per 1,000 gals (0.6p/4,500l), adjusted when company paid a 

dividend by an extra ½d/1,000 (0.2/4,500l), 
3. 7,500 gals (33,750l) per day provided to estate free of charge to the Estate. 
Schedules: Lists of fields, names, OS numbers (338.403 acres total) 

 Signed: O Allhusen with wax ring seal. 
Arthur C Pain, Claude Pain Directors, Harry Wood, Secretary, with Company wax 
seal. 

 
Much later the Company rented a cottage on the estate near the spring, for an overseer: 
 

Tenancy Agreement 21st August 1953 Maj O Allhusen and Lyme Regis District Water Co 
of 10 South St Bridport for 4 The Lookout Combyne Rousdon for one year from 20 April 
1953 for £26 per qtr or thereafter, determined by 6 months notice either way, for use as a 
private dwelling house  
Signed Claude Pain, L W Ball Directors E Wranghams Secretary  

 

The Pinhay Source and the Lyme Regis District Water Co. system in detail 
The Pinhay Source, also called the Hartstongue Spring, came from the bottom of a wedge of 
Greensand and Chalk slipped below its normal position. It remains an obvious and powerful 
spring to this day. This source was later estimated to yield half a million gallons per day (2.2 
Ml/d). It was precariously sited in a landslip zone, which led to its later closure in 1994. 
Surplus water had to be piped to the beach to prevent undercutting and slippage of the site of 
the pumping station. There was an access road from Pinhay House through the undercliff, 
difficult to maintain because of landslips. Construction of the entire system to supply into the 
Borough’s mains at Sidmouth Road and Roman Road (by the railway station site) was 
undertaken by A W Ball Ltd, Water Engineers, of Farnham, Surrey in 1932-33.  
 

 
The Hartstongue Spring being excavated in 1932 before the  

pump house was built (courtesy Giles Maddox, from Ball family album) 
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The Pump House chamber when new (courtesy Giles Maddox, from Ball family album) 

 

 
Pinhay Pumping Station in 1986 (Lyme Regis Museum), the above chamber is under this hut, 

which has been provided with replacement electric pumps and back-up diesels. 
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The pumping station remains in 2011, only the footings of the hut extension can be seen (RB) 

 
 

The works below the pumping station under construction in 1932-3. The boxes will cover the 
partly installed hydrostat pumps (courtesy Giles Maddex from Ball family album) 
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Left hand part of the plan of 1932/3 works at the Hartstongue Spring, Pinhay Source 

(Courtesy George Allhusen). 

 
Counterpart of the above plan of works, here below the Hartstongue Spring, the beach is to 
the right, the spring to the left. The red rectangle is a chamber containing hydrostat pumps 
half way up from the beach, being installed in the photos. The coast path passes (see over) 
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(from previous page) from east (top) to west (bottom) across the works, but now turns sharply 
to the north (left) (Courtesy George Allhusen). 
__________________________________________________________________________
_ 
The main pumping station was situated over a collecting chamber at 90ft (27.5m) above sea 
level. It was equipped with electric and diesel pumps to force water to a large steel service 
tank at Charton, its top water level being at 563ft (172m) above sea level. Rams used the 
overflow to the beach to force more water up, reducing the electricity bill and providing a 
back-up in case of pump or fuel failure. A small ram house was built 20ft (6.1m) above sea 
level to house these “hydrostat” pumps. Pinhay water was useful to feed the higher, western 
parts of the town, where development was taking place. Hitherto this had been an area with 
only a few large houses in their own grounds and rural cottages, both with their own wells and 
pumps. 

 
 

 
The Charton Tank having the depth gauge installed when new (Giles Maddex),  

and in use as a barn or garage in 2010 (RB) 
 
From the ram house and the main pump house a 6” (150mm) main spun iron main led to the 
Charton Tank. The pumping rate varied from 2,000 (9,500) to 12,000 gallons per hour 
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(54,000l/h). The tank had two compartments holding 110,000 gallons (495,000 litres) each, 
from which a 6” (150mm) main led to a break pressure tank in Sidmouth Road in Lyme, 2½) 
miles (3.5km) away. A 2” (50mm) main led one mile to Rousdon Estate service reservoir in 
the wooden fringe of the park north of the Manor and so into the estate’s private supply.  
 
The 6” (150mm) main from the Charton Tank reached Lyme along Smuggler’s Lane between 
Charton and Pinhay Farm and then by the main road via Ware Cross, where an offtake 
headed along Gore Lane towards Uplyme. Another offtake headed to a service reservoir in 
Shire Lane. The main split at the top of Clappentail Lane. One branch ran to a break pressure 
tank in the Sidmouth Road, the other to another break pressure tank by the old Victoria Hotel 
(which is still in use). From these tanks, mains connected to the Borough’s distribution main 
down Roman Road to Colway Manor, to connect with the Borough’s main from Rhode Barton. 
This last length was reversible and metered. It enabled, when needed, the Rhode Barton 
Reservoir to be refilled at night with Pinhay water. 
 
In 1940 the Charton Tank could supply from 200 (900) to 6-7,000 gallons per hour (27-
31,500l/h), with a capability of supplying 70-120,000 gallons per day (315,000-540,000l/d) to 
Lyme and Pinhay House and 5,000-13,000 gallons per day (22,500-58,500 l/d) to Rousdon. 
The capacity this gave for bulk sales to the Borough far exceeded the capability of the 
Borough’s own resources of 48,000 gallons per day (216,000l/d). The maximum summer 
demand of Lyme had been estimated at 150,000 gpd (675,000 l/d) in 1926, so it is difficult to 
avoid the conclusion that the Borough must have become more and more reliant on bulk 
supplies from Pinhay as the years wore on, eventually justifying the investment made by the 
Company. 
 
As demand increased, the Company duplicated the main to the Charton Tank with a 6” 
(150mm) steel pipe. The Tank is still there, fitted with a big door and converted to a barn. The 
pumping station is rapidly becoming derelict. The Charton Tank was replaced by a concrete 
service reservoir at Rousdon village, which also fed Pinhay water to Axminster via Trinity Hill. 
There is a pipe run next to the coast path climbing up from the Source. This is a modern 
surface replacement for the 1930s iron pipes which kept coming apart at the joints because of 
land slippage. To get over the problem of parting joints a continuous alkalthene pipe rolled on 
a large drum was delivered by sea and pulled into place in the late 20th century. 
 
Consolidation of water supply – the East Devon Water Board (EDWB) takes over 
The Lyme Regis District Water Co. was nationalised by being taken over in 1958 by the East 
Devon Water Board, and two years later the water undertaking of the Borough of Lyme Regis 
came into the Board. The Board was set up in 1951 under the Water Act 1945, effecting an 
amalgamation of most of the local authority and some private undertakings in the area around 
Exeter, Seaton, Sidmouth, Honiton and Axminster. Its statutory area included Lyme Regis, as 
the River Lim was mainly a Devon river. The Board consisted of representatives from the 
urban and rural districts and the Borough of Honiton. Two Lyme councillors joined the Board 
in 1960. 
 

The relevant instruments were the East Devon Water (Lyme Regis) (Transfer of 
Undertakings) Order, 1958 [S.I. No. 1988], which authorised the acquisition of the 
Lyme Regis and District Water Company and transferred its water rights and works 
and the East Devon Water (Lyme Regis) (Transfer of Undertakings) Order 1960 [S.I. 
No. 2172] which did the same for the Borough’s undertaking. Uplyme, being part of 
the Axminster RDC undertaking, was acquired by the East Devon Water Order, 1951, 
which set up the Board.  

 
The Board bought out the rights to the Pinhay Source, relieving itself from paying any further 
royalties. The deed of release between Major Ormsby Allhusen and East Devon Water Board 
was signed on 12th March 1959, for a consideration of £10,000.  
 
The Board’s headquarters were in Honiton, but it maintained a local office and a base for 
fitters at Cobb Lodge, the former Custom House on Cobb Square. It was the Board that 
removed the loggia below the portico of this building. 
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EDWB abandons Uplyme Road and Rhode Barton sources 
 
Under the Board more and more of Lyme’s water came from the Pinhay source. Soon the 
Board stopped using the Borough’s ramshackle sources altogether, as part of its policy of 
abandoning sources from shallow springs for which it felt were totally unsuitable for public 
supplies because of the very variable yield and their susceptibility to pollution (EDWB 1961).  
 
The Board was satisfied with the yield and purity of the Pinhay Source, which produced spring 
water from considerable depth and was not subject to yield fluctuations except after heavy 
rainfall continuing for a long period. Treatment was not needed. Any doubts about the ground 
stability of the Pinhay Source were dispelled by geological advice and regular inspection: it 
was thought that providing the overflow was securely piped to the beach, the station would 
not be undermined.   
 
The Rhode Barton source was abandoned soon after 1961; its meagre minimum yield of 
28,000 gallons (126,000Ml) a day paled into insignificance compared with Pinhay’s 500,000 
gallons (2.25Ml), which now no longer had to be paid for. The Rhode Barton reservoir 
continued to be back filled from Pinhay at night for a few more years, through a new asbestos 
main installed by the Borough in 1960 to Rhode Barton from Horn Bridge.  
 
Within Lyme Regis the Borough continued billing customers, levying the water rate on behalf 
of the EDWB. The inclusion of the Borough within the Board resulted in a “somewhat 
accelerated increase in revenue” for 1960/61 for the Board, compared with previous years 
(EDWB 1961), but any thought this was a disadvantage for Lyme residents is offset by the 
capital expenditure of the Board, which had increased on a steep curve from £50,000 per 
year in 1951-52 to nearly £1M per year in 1960/61.  
 
The Pinhay Source was developed under the Board’s capital programme as soon as it was 
acquired; the first stage included new pumps with full mechanical and electrical stand-by in 
case of any failure and a new reservoir at Shire Lane, above Lyme Regis, holding 500,000 
gallons (2.25Ml), which obviated the need for the Rhode Barton Reservoir. 
 
In the winter of 1960-61 the works were somewhat disrupted by land movement. In the 
previous year the Board had trouble with movements breaking the joints in the twin 6” 
(150mm) steel pumping main to the Charton Tank, damaging the overhead electricity lines to 
the pumps and separating the overflow pipe below the pumping station, threatening its 
foundation with erosion. To counteract the latter problem, four 400ft (122m) coils of 
continuous 4” (100mm) polythene pipes were drawn up from the beach, being floated to the 
site behind a fishing vessel and laid parallel without any joints between the pumping station 
and the beach. A 1,200ft (366m) pipe was also laid to drain part of the cliff. 
 
To avoid the problem becoming serious in the future, a search was made by sinking a trial 
borehole to find the source away from the slipped area, but, “because of the disturbed nature 
of the Greensand it was not considered economical or feasible to develop the borehole 
further” (EDWB 1961). £14,100 had been spent altogether on the search.   
 
For the second stage of the Board’s development of Pinhay, a new reservoir was built at 
Rousdon. Like the Shire Lane reservoir, it was also of a circular pre-stressed concrete design 
with maintenance access underneath below for inlet, outlet and wash-out pipework. Both 
these reservoirs are partly earthed over, so appear as circular knolls with a brick building with 
metering and control on one side and, now, a radio mast for communication with the South 
West Water control centre. £25,100 was spent in this second phase. The Charton Tank was 
taken out of service about 1963 and given back to the Allhusens. 
 
A conveyance dated 12th March 1959 transferred land from Major Ormsby Allhusen to East 
Devon Water Board for these reservoirs in OS 489 and 552 in Combpyne Rousdon and one 
in OS 1033 in Uplyme, whilst he was served a Statutory Notice of Intention to lay a water 
main in OS 1033 on the 25th August 1959. The notice was signed by Donald Bruce, EDWB 
Clerk.  
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EDWB laid a link up Colway Lane and over the hill to Charmouth to transfer water to West 
Dorset Water Board for the Charmouth supply, if it became necessary in drought or 
emergency. 
 
Running the System 
Colin Larcombe, a Lyme resident, recalls his days working for the Borough’s water 
undertaking, which was absorbed by East Devon Water Board in 1961, only a few months 
after the new main to Rhode Barton was laid. Colin elected to stay with the Borough after the 
take over and ceased water supply work then. 
 
Colin did maintenance, fitting, regular washouts and general water work for the Borough as 
required to maintain the system and provided plumbing services for Council property including 
houses, as well inspections. He recalls reading the meters daily on the mains at the Victoria 
and at the pressure tank in Sidmouth Road to check the bill from East Devon Water Board 
and to check for leaks, as well as filling up the chlorinator at Rhode Barton once a week.  
 
This used Chloros, a strong solution of sodium hypochlorite (49%), like household bleach, but 
ten times stronger than Domestos. It came in glass carbuoys packed in straw-lined steel 
crates delivered to the council yard at the Town Mill. It was often a struggle to get the heavy 
and potentially dangerous vessels to Rhode Barton, involving persuasion of staff with a 
vehicle to take them up. The liquid instantly bleached anything it touched. The chlorinator was 
a clockwork mechanism which delivered Chloros a drop at a time into a contact tank in the 
shed. Too much and there would soon be complaints of chlorine-tasting water in the town, too 
little and the Public Analyst in Dorchester might fail the supply for too little chlorination or even 
contamination, for Colin had to send regular samples for analysis.  
 
Colin tells us that the Rhode Barton and Uplyme Road sources were beautifully soft and when 
newer, harder sources were developed and fed into the system there were many complaints 
about the difficulty of getting a good lather, the amount of soap needed, and soap scum left 
on washing. The only problem with the soft water was corrosion of the cast iron pipes, which 
led to brown water from dead legs of piping leading to iron staining of baths and washing, 
requiring frequent washouts of the system. 
 
 

 
The Sidmouth Road tank when new in 1933 (G Maddex) and in 2011, the door filled with 

blockwork but still with many water valve covers in the road (RB) 
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The Roman Road tank, down by the site of the old station yard (RB) 

 

 
The remains of the Haye Lane tank on the pipe from the old St Andrews’s Spring in 2011 

(RB) 
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System pressure could be a problem, says Colin. Donald Boalch, former Deputy Borough 
Surveyor, writes that this could reach 300-400lbs per square inch at the break pressure tanks. 
The break pressure tank with ball valves by Sidmouth Road reduced the pressure in the lower 
parts of town from the hundreds of pounds per square inch it would otherwise be, but other 
parts of town could have very low water pressures, particularly around Woodroffe School. In a 
detailed note about the system he writes that: 

 
In the 1960s it was suggested that the size of the main from the reservoir be 
increased in size so that more water could be supplied to the town and Council 
decided to have the work done. The new main was to be of 6” (150mm) asbestos, 
and to have no high spots, I did the survey and took all the levels for the route…and 
all the work was done by direct labour…it would also allow for water from the Pinhay 
supply to top up the reservoir when consumption in the town was reduced, this was 
usually during the night. In the meter chamber there were two meters and two non-
return valves, these meters recorded water used (by the town) and water supplied 
from Pinhay, which had to be paid for from the Lyme Regis District Water Company. 
 

Dennis Freeth, South West Water’s Strategic Network Manager started as a fitter with the 
East Devon Water Board and recalls getting cut off with a vehicle at Pinhay when a slip 
occurred whilst he was at the source – then having to rebuild the road by pick and shovel to 
get home. He also tells of a concrete mixer whose driver had not set the handbrake tightly or 
left it in gear. It ended up stuck fast after running away and the vehicle had to be cut up. By 
this time the concrete mixer barrel had set, so it had to be buried by JCB after things had 
dried out a bit. Dennis is still waiting for it to appear on the beach. The road now forms part of 
the coast path, but the connection near Chapel Rock, below Pinhay House is slipping away. 
 
Private Sources in Lyme Regis 
Houses and cottages outside the Borough, but within Lyme Regis Parish (the large area 
known as Colway Tything before the Borough was extended) could not have received a 
supply from the ancient Town Supply, being out of its reach, limited by the height of the tank 
in Silver Street which stood at 240ft (76m) above sea level. This contour effectively delimited 
the upward development of the town until the Pinhay Source was connected, other than for a 
handful of villas, farms and cottages. 
 
Outlying farms and cottages had their own arrangements, from wells, springs, streams or 
tanks. The name of cottages sometimes gives away the all-important water source, such as 
Spring Cottages in the Uplyme Road near Woodroffe School. 
 
It is important to remember that the villas above the level of the Silver Street tank, of which 
several were developed, could not be built unless an independent supply had been found. 
However, the Greensand, that prolific aquifer which served the Town Supply, could also be 
picked up in wells, shafts and boreholes on its outcrop and springs around the edge of its 
outcrop. The springs on the western side of the valley were always more prolific than those on 
the east, because of the easterly dip of the strata. This was one reason out of many for villas 
to be more common on the west side of town than on the east – in fact there were only ever 
two villas built in the east, Summerhill House and Fairfield. Both must have secured private 
supplies from springs. In the west, those villas clustering below the 240ft (78.7m) contour 
between Silver Street, Pound Street and Pound Road would have been able to receive water 
from the Town Supply, but there are only five major villas further out, Portland Lodge, Lower 
Ware, Highcliffe House, Holme Cleve and Coram Court. The first had a pump, the others 
were near the spring line so would have been relatively easy to supply when cost was not the 
main objective. Ware House and Pyne Cliff lie further out, in Uplyme Parish. The first had a 
shaft and borehole (see below), the other a spring source. 
 
The development of the Rhode Barton source in 1896 increased the supply area slightly, but 
only in that Colway Lane and in the valley below could be supplied as the mains extended. 
This limitation on development was removed by the Lyme Regis District Water Co’s supply 
from 1935 which opened the higher ground for development on both sides of the valley. 
Involvement in development may have provided another incentive for the shareholders of the 
Company. 
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Windpumps were used in the 1920s and 30s to supply cottages otherwise out of reach of 
water. For example, Colin Larcombe’s wife recalls a windpump, set up to feed water up to 
Higher Knapps Farm, from a private supply source near Woodroffe School. The 1929 OS 
map notes a water tower here, on the east side of the county boundary. Similarly, there was 
another private windpump on Timber Hill.  
 
The Cement Works had its own arrangements when it was set up in 1855. A dam was built 
which impounded a small stream in Ware Combe above the factory. The dam still exists on 
National Trust land, but was drained in the 1950s as a precaution, reducing the likelihood of 
landslipping behind the chalets below and to meet safety legislation. This was only 
impounded supply in the Lim catchment and its water was needed to for power and to make 
clay-stone dust slurries in the manufacturing process (see Paper 6 Cement Industry). 
 
The Uplyme Supply – rural supplies 
The need for a public supply for Uplyme would not have been as pressing as in the congested 
town of Lyme Regis, as most cottages would have had access to a spring or well. Woodward 
and Ussher (1911) describe the village as being served by springs emerging from the slopes 
to the south of the village. 
 
Many cottages still have a pump outside in the yard over a well or are extended over a well.  
Larger houses would have had a private supply rammed up to a tank from which the water 
would flow by gravity to the taps and cisterns in the house. These private waterworks and the 
rights to use them still appear on house deeds, although mostly long since superceded by a 
piped public supply. This is despite the continuing efforts of conveyancing solicitors to worry 
purchasers about water rights, ram sites and wayleaves.  
 

 
The old pump and well Whitty Down, thanks to Pam Corbyn  

for allowing me to take the picture in 2010 
 

The situation at farms and cottages high up on the plateau could be difficult. Settlements 
generally avoided these areas, because water could not be provided easily, if at all. Livestock 
farms would need copious water, particularly for cattle and horses, and would generally be 
sited in more suitable area lower down. Some examples illustrate the difficulties: 
 

• Hill Farm, south of the village high up on the plateau had a large tank, for 
rainwater collected from the roofs, under the farmhouse, 

• at Witty Down, high up Spring Head Road between the A35 and Uplyme Church, 
Gill Wickens remembers (Wickens 2008) that piped water only arrived from the 
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Axminster direction when mains had been laid by Italian POWs in World War II: 
the old pump and well at Witty Down are still just outside the kitchen window,  

• nearby as late as 1939 Alban Woodroffe could not find water for his proposed 
new house on Sir John’s Coach Road and had to build the house much lower 
down at White Ley instead (Mostyn, in Gosling & Thomas 2004). Yet lower down 
Spring Head Road, the spring water was piped away, maybe to an early village 
supply (see Uplyme Parish Map), 

• just outside Uplyme parish, the siting of Combpyne Station was dictated by the 
needs of the railway. The engineers could find no water for Station House and no 
piped supply available until after the railway closed in the 1960s. Water was 
supplied in milk churns by the first train of the day from Lyme for the station 
master’s family and for the tenants of the camping coach, 

• today, Shapwick Grange Farm still has its own supply from boreholes fitted with 
electric pumps, and Dove Cottage at Lower Holcombe has its own modern supply 
to avoid water charges, 

• before rural supplies most fields and farmyards had a pond for stock watering, 
which would be fed by a stream or by gathering rainfall from the area around it – 
on the chalk outcrop the later would be lined with waterproof puddle clay and 
were often called “dew ponds”. 

 
Water Supplies to the Village Centre 
The centre of the village, around the Talbot Arms, consists of more cottages and houses than 
first meets the eye, but it was hardly congested by the standards of the drangs and courts of 
Lyme Regis. Nevertheless, each cottage would have housed families of six or more children 
as well as grandparents and other dependents. The supply by private springs and wells from 
limited aquifers and the potential for their contamination from the middens of nearby earth 
closets must have health raised concerns. The spring at Spring House, by Crossways where 
Venlake crosses Gore Lane, is made to run so that a pail or pot can be filled, resting on the 
metal grid. 
 
An early water scheme saw the village supplied by six or more standpipes; each enclosed in 
brick arched recesses in the village. The date and water source for this system awaits 
discovery: it could have been supplied by the spring on Spring Head Road. Some of the 
recesses still exist, some still with a defunct tap. Often the road level has been raised with 
tarmac so that the recess now looks very low. Examples can be seen on Croggs Lane by 
Pound Cottage, at the lowest point of Church Street by the bridge and just below Crossways 
on Gore Lane. 
 

 
The standpipe at Pound Cottage on Croggs Lane, Uplyme.  

The body of the tap and the pipe to it can just be seen in the shadow 
 
The standpipe diagonally opposite the Talbot Arms was the first to go, being removed when 
the butcher’s shop was set up there in 1936. Gill Wickens (2008) recalls, as a girl, hiding in 
the standpipe recess in Church Street.  
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Public water supplies piped to houses had not arrived when the first council houses for 
Uplyme were built on Whalley Lane by Axminster RDC in 1922: the six tenants had to share a 
common well and pump.  
 
Government Pressure to Provide Piped Water to Rural Areas 
Between the world wars the Ministry of Health undertook extensive bacteriological quality 
surveys of rural water supplies, by incubating samples on agar plates. Cross contamination of 
shallow wells and springs was frequently found, particularly from pumps situated in 
farmyards. Here it was all to easy for drainage from byres, manure heaps and cess pits to 
enter the aquifer and be pumped back to the surface for human use without time or distance 
for any effective filtering through porous strata. Yet people often thought that their well or 
spring water was pure, beguiled if it had a bright and sparkling appearance and good taste. 
Patent carbon filters, set in stoneware jars or pots, were often used to remove visible impurity 
or improve poor flavour, but the dangerous pathogens that spread water-borne diseases are 
quite invisible, although can be sterilised by boiling. When I worked at the British Geological 
Survey I remember looking at hundreds of records of wells or bores that had been failed on 
grounds of contamination – such wells were often less than 20ft (3m) deep dug in shallow 
lenses of sand and gravel which formed the natural soakaway for the farmyard.  
                                                  
The result of the survey was pressure from central Government for rural district councils to 
provide a public piped water supply in villages, to take over private estate supplies where 
appropriate and to gradually increase the area served so that outlying farms and cottages 
would be on a public piped supply. Today, even cattle troughs are usually filled from the 
public supply.   
 
The Axminster Rural District Council Waterworks 
Under such Government pressure Axminster RDC was forced to act within its very large 
district surrounding Axminster. In Uplyme it provided a comprehensive supply in the later 
1920s, piped to houses in the centre of the village and out along the lanes for a few hundred 
yards in each direction.  
 
The scheme used the Yawl Springs, although the Yawl Mineral Water Works continued for a 
few more years (see later). The RDC did not purchase the buildings, only rights to the spring 
and some land on which to site two small reservoirs, Higher and Lower. Details are given in 
the box from a plan dated 1930.Later a link to the Lyme Regis District Water Co’s Source was 
provided along Gore Lane.  
 
Yawl Spring continued to supply Uplyme until abandoned by the East Devon Water Board 
1969. Its yield of 7,500 gallons per day (33,750 l/d) was augmented by the larger Burrowshot 
source of 55,000 gallons per day (247,500 l/d), which primarily served Raymonds Hill, by a 2” 
(100mm) main down the valley to the Lower Reservoir at Yawl.  
 
To enable abandonment of both sources, East Devon Water Board connected Uplyme to the 
Shire Lane service reservoir, so that Uplyme now receives the same water as Lyme Regis. 
 

Details of the Axminster RDC supply system for Uplyme 
A 1930 plan by Herbert Bateman, Chartered Civil Engineer of 17 Argyle Street Bath in the 
possession of Dennis Freeth, SW Water, shows the Axminster RDC supply system, with 
proposed extensions.  
 
The principal collecting works at Yawl consisted of two reservoirs, Higher and Lower. The 
mineral water works were not involved, other than loosing a proportion of the water from the 
spring source. The Higher Reservoir was at the spring, but the Lower Reservoir was adjacent 
to the main road.  
 
From here a 3” (150mm) main run under the main road to the Lyme boundary at the Black Dog, 
with 1.5” (75mm) branches along Lyme Kiln Lane and part way down Croggs Lane, and 3” 
(150mm) branches from the Talbot Inn up Church Street and along Pound Lane to Lane End, 
along Gore Lane as far as the Hook Farm entrance and along Whalley Lane to the Gore Lane 
junction.  
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A 3” (150mm) branch ran from Lane End for short distance up Springhead Road and at 1.5” 
(75mm) down to The Roost and along the whole length of Venlake Lane to Wadley Hill at 3” 
(150mm), where the terminating hydrant cover is still in place, made in Brighouse, Yorks. The 
Venlake Branch intersected the Gore Lane branch.  
 
It was proposed to link the Lime Kiln Lane branch with a 1.5” (75mm) extension to join the 
Church Street/Pound Lane branch and to link the Gore Lane branch to the Whalley Lane 
branch. A further link was proposed from The Roost to Tapper’s Knap.  
 
A High-Level Supply Tank was provided in Whalley Lane opposite the western end of the first 
council houses. Sluice, air, stop and washout valves were provided as appropriate, and 
hydrants were provided at the ends of branches and every few hundred yards near houses. 
The Whalley Lane High Level Supply Tank was below the level of the works at Yawl, so the 
entire system was driven by gravity. 

 
The Raymonds Hill Supply 
There were no houses at Raymonds Hill much before the 1930s, apart from the Hunters Inn. 
In 1922 11 acres of sporting land and 66 acres of woodland were auctioned (Rowe Archive, 
Axminster). However, it was soon split up in lots for speculative development. To develop this 
land a water supply was essential, and it was found at Burrowshot in springs at the 
headwaters of the River Lim, just below the Yawl - Hunters Inn road, where a small brick-built 
pumping station was provided to lift the water over the A35 to a hilltop reservoir.  
 
This system came into EDWB ownership and had been used to supplement the Uplyme 
supply. Although yielding 55,000 gallons a day (247,500l), it was closed in the late 1960s, 
when water from Pinhay became available along a main laid along Trinity Hill road from the 
Rousdon service reservoir. More research is needed to establish the full history of this source. 
 
Private Supplies in Uplyme and Compyne Rousdon parishes 
The Yawl Spring Mineral Water Works 
Gosling and Thomas (2004) reported that in 1896 Harold H Bate started bottling water from 
the Yawl Spring, by Yawl House. A small factory was built to house the bottling works. The 
site is on the right-hand side of the main road as it passes through Yawl. Lemonade, 
cherryade, ginger beer, soda water and plain spring water were sent over a wide area of the 
south west by rail from Axminster, later from Lyme Regis station.  
 
Bate used Codd’s patent bottles, sealed with a glass marble against a rubber ring. To open, 
you pushed in the marble with a stick, which had been held tight by the pressure in the 
carbonated drink. By 1923 the works had been bought by Horace Jewell who continued 
despite selling rights to the water to Axminster RDC for public supply in the late 1920s, 
although the factory did not close until 1938. Towards the end Jewell used screw top bottles. 
 

 
A Yawl Stoneware Bottle in LRM (RB) 

 
Reg Stevens bought Yawl House and the springs in 1969 and in 1990 formed the Yawl Spring 
Mineral Water Company with his son Richard, selling still and sparkling water in glass and 
PET bottles and containers. Competition from large producers forced closure after only as few 
years.  
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In the Museum are: 

• a 2-gallon (9 litre) stoneware jar with tap marked Bate & Son, Yawl Spring Water 

• a 1-pint (0.57litre) stoneware ginger beer bottle marked H a Jewell, late H Bate, Yawl 
Mineral Water 

• a wooden crate marked “Yawl” and clear “Codd” bottles with Bate’s paper labels. 
 
Ware House 
A 48ft (12m) deep shaft dug at Ware House yielded 2,000 gallons a day (9,000l/d) from 
Greensand. A borehole drilled from the base of the shaft to 117ft (38.7m) below the surface 
reached Gault, but without augmenting the supply (Woodward & Ussher 1911). Cameron 
(1912) marks the well on the map in his History as by Ware Lane, SW of the house. 
 
Waterside House, Uplyme 
Woodward and Ussher (1911) reported that a borehole at Waterside was drilled to a depth of 
127ft (38.7m) below the ground from the base of old shaft 95ft (29m) shaft deep and yielded 
300 gallons per day (1,350l/d). This is small amount of water, and probably came from the 
base of the White Lias some way above the bottom of the sinking. The date is not given.  
 
Pinhay Estate 
The Pinhay Estate had a private supply fed from a ram in the undercliff below Pinhay House. 
The remains of the ram chamber can still be seen from the Coast Path. The estate supply 
was replaced free of charge by the Lyme Regis District Water Company as part of its deal to 
develop the Pinhay source for public water supply in 1933. 
 
Rousdon Manor 
Woodward & Ussher (1911) reported that a well at Rousdon was sunk to a depth of 207ft 
(63m), through Chalk and Greensand, but failed to give the site or the date. It is likely to have 
been an attempt by Henry Peake to find water before building Rousdon Manor from 1872 
onwards. 
 
Whatever, its failure resulted in the need to construct an extensive waterworks in the 
Undercliff to supply the house, estate and village. The source was a powerful spring 
emerging, like the one at Pinhay, from Greensand and Chalk wedges. A waterworks and 
pumping station were built in the valley below the house, the remains of which can be seen 
from the coast path where it crosses the track to the beach.  
 
Here was a red brick-built pumping station with tall chimney and nearby filter and catchment 
bed, the building reflected the Arts and Craft style of Rousdon Manor. It would have had to 
have been completed before the house was started. Only the chimney still exists, recently 
restored. Further along the coast path towards Seaton are the remains the manager’s house, 
known as the Engineer’s House. It is currently falling over the cliff edge.  The Rousdon Estate 
water tower, which lay in the woods north of the house, was connected to the Lyme Regis 
District Water Company’s Charton Tank in 1933 and the source and pumping station 
abandoned. The tower was demolished by the Army as an exercise the summer of 1970 
(Justin Tunstall, pers.com) and planning permission was granted in 2014 for the conversion of 
the foundation remains and two flanking tanks into a “designer residence”. The tower was a 
tall, substantial brick structure with a pyramidal tiled roof, capped by a weather vane. It 
matched the rest of the estate buildings. 
 
An even more powerful spring spouts naturally onto the beach further west, coming from a 
fissure in a slipped mass of Upper Greensand. It is known as the Gusher and could provide a 
beach walker with a very cold shower on a hot day! 
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The Filter/Catchment Bed at Rousdon Manor Waterworks (RB) 

 

 
The Pumping Station chimney at Rousdon, as recently conserved (RB) 

 
Regionalisation – 1973 Water Act creates the South West Water Authority 
This Act reorganised the water industry in England and Wales, removing it entirely from local 
water board or local authority control. Under state control ten large regional water authorities 
were set up, although outside our area, statutory water companies survived.  
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The South West Water Authority was set up by the South West Water Authority Constitution 
Order 1973 (S.I.No. 1307). Each authority's area was based on river catchments, the 
SWWA’s area was that of the Cornwall and Devon River Authorities and “that the part of the 
area of the Avon and Dorset River Authority the drainage of which is directed to the River 
Lim”. However, Charmouth became within the area of the Wessex Water Authority. At the 
vesting date of 1st April 1974, the EDWB water supply and the Borough of Lyme Regis and 
Axminster RDC sewers came within the new authority.  

Each authority consisted of members appointed by the Secretary of State for the Environment 
and by local authorities in its area. The water authorities took over the powers and assets of 
the smaller river authorities which had been responsibility for control of water pollution, and 
the water supply and sewerage utilities operated by water boards and local authorities.  

Water rates started to rise to pay for the south west coastal boroughs almost total lack of care 
over sewage disposal: it was a duty of the Authority to bring sewers up to modern standards, 
increasingly set by European Directives. The Authority started to bill customers directly, so 
that people started to notice separate bills and price rises, rather than paying with their rates 
bill to the local authority. 

 
All local supplies abandoned  
The Water Authority continued the policy of the EDWB of abandoning shallow spring sources, 
but eventually abandoned all the deeper springs as well, including the Pinhay Source.  
 
An attempt to provide a sub-regional water resource locally failed around 1990. The scheme 
was to provide an abstraction weir and intake on the River Axe, with a large earth-dammed 
pumped storage reservoir in a side valley at either Bruckland, near Musbury or Nunford Dairy, 
near Colyton. Consultation on the alternative variants met a great deal of local opposition to 
the idea of a peaceful valley being flooded and was not proceeded with. Doubts about the 
earth dams required also weighed in the balance. Following the consultation, the National 
Rivers Authority (1992) advised that instead a range of sources should be investigated, 
including the groundwater in the Otter Sandstone, a major aquifer in the Ottery St Mary area, 
and integration of the existing sources of supply between the Exe Valley and East Devon. 
 
 

 
Much of Lyme’s water comes from here 

 
The former EDWB’s Otter Sandstone boreholes have been retained in service, but the bulk of 
Lyme and Uplyme’s water now comes from a large-scale out of catchment sub-regional water 
supply scheme, one of three in Devon and Cornwall. Water is pumping across the Exe-Otter-
Axe watersheds through major sub-regional water mains.   
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Lyme and Uplyme’s water now come from two sources, blended as best suits 
circumstances: 

• Abstraction from the River Exe at Bolam Weir, north of Tiverton. At times of low flow 
in the Exe, augmentation releases are made from Wimbleball Reservoir on Exmoor, a 
venture shared with Wessex Water. The water is treated at the Allers Treatment 
Works near Knightshayes, Tiverton. 

• Abstraction from boreholes, first developed by EDWB in the Otter Sandstone. 
 
The implementation of these water mains allowed the Pinhay Source to be abandoned in 
1994. Earlier attempts to find the water inland by drilling behind the cliff top on stable ground 
had failed. The source was becoming inadequate as well as insecure because of ground 
movements, so it had to be replaced. The pumping station was secured and abandoned and 
the ram house in the undercliff was blown up by the Army. 
 
The former EDWB’s service reservoirs at Shire Lane and Rousdon are the main distribution 
points. With piped water supplies available throughout the area, no private supplies are still in 
used apart from the odd outlying farm, such as Shapwick Grange, or cottages still with private 
supplies. From this year these are required to be tested annually for purity by the local 
authority. 
 
Privatisation - 1989 Water Act - South West Water Services Ltd 
This Act created the National Rivers Authority to take over the rivers and the regulatory 
functions of the regional water authorities. Since then these functions have been taken in, 
together with air quality, in the new Environment Agency. This was to ensure that the water 
and sewerage authorities had to seek abstraction licenses and discharge consents from an 
external body, as the Act also permitted the sale of the water and sewerage assets and 
functions to nominated companies.  
 
The assets of the South West Water Authority were bought by the in-house management 
team, allowing the creation of South West Water plc as a holding company and South West 
Water Services Ltd as the operating company, now all part of the Pennon Group, but still 
based in the old South West Water Authority HQ at Peninsula House, Exeter.  
 
This meant that it was business as usual as far as the operating staff and customers were 
concerned, although control of the financial climate under which the organisation operates 
moved from HM Treasury directly (with regular siphoning of profits according to the “K” factor) 
to shareholders with regulatory control by the Office of Water Services (OFWAT).   
 
What’s Left of the old systems to see in Lyme  

• at the bottom of Sherborne Lane, a short section of the water supply channel 
appears to be still in place. 

• Water stop tap and meter covers in the streets of Lyme mark the successive 
history of Lyme’s water undertaking. Three early covers marked Lyme Corporation 
are know, one in Coombe Street near Gosling Bridge, one on the Cobb and one in a 
drive off the Uplyme Road opposite the entrance to Woodroffe School. LRBW-marked 
covers are more common frequent (Lyme Regis Borough Waterworks), whereas 
EDWB are frequent. WDWB covers are presumably “foreigners” from brought in from 
West Devon by South West Water or by errant contractors from West Dorset. South 
West Water’s own ironwork is merely marked “water” and sometimes made of plastic. 

 

                    
      Lyme Corporation     Lyme Regis Borough Water    East Devon Water Board      West? Water Board 

 



Industrial Lyme: Paper 11 – Water Supply © Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum   37 

• Rhode Barton Source. Today remains of the Corporation Water Works can be seen 
at the Alder and Hollow Grove sources, in wooded public access land near Rhode 
Barton. A dam still holds back a small stretch of open water in a side valley, whilst 
nearby is a valve chamber with iron weights resting its iron cover, sited in a small 
fenced compound. Nearby is a collapsed wooden shed, with various bits of piping 
around. One of these sources was Nelly Brown’s Well. The supply was augmented by 
several secondary springs and catch pits, some sent up by hydraulic rams to the 
Hollow Grove reservoir,  

• The drained Lyme Regis Cement Co’s reservoir at Holmbush. 
 
What’s Left to see in Uplyme and Combpyne-Rousdon 

• In Uplyme Village – standpipe recesses, 

• At the Pinhay Source. Walkers on the coast path pass the remains of the demolished 
pumping station at Pinhay and any remains of its plastic pipes climbing west with the 
path, turning away from the path by the remains of West Lodge towards the service 
reservoir at Rousdon. Near this reservoir, at Charton, is the Charton Tank, a large 
steel tank raised on a brick base now fitted with doors as a barn.  

• The remains of the Rousdon Estate waterworks mentioned above. 
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Annex 1 Summary of Lim Valley Water Supply         
Name of  
Source or  
Reservoir 
Minimum yield or 
capacity 

Provided by In service by Taken  
out of 
service 

Top water 
level  
ft ASL 

Top 
water  
level  
m ASL 

Lyme Regis      

St Andrew’s 
Well 
yield unknown 

? Corporation of 
Lyme Regis (by 
public 
subscription) 

1550/51 before 
1896 

c. 220ft c.67m 

Burrow’s 
Mead Springs 
projected yield unknown 

Lyme Regis 
Improvement 
Commission 

Not 
implemented 

n/a c.295ft c.90m 

Ware Cliff Reservoir 
not to public supply 

Hutchinson & 
Fearn or Messrs 
Harveys, Cement 
Makers  

1855 or  
1868 

1914 c.210ft c.70m 

Town Supply on Uplyme 
Road 20,000 gal/d 
90,000l/d 

Corporation of 
Lyme Regis 

before 1896  1961 c. 240ft c.76m 

Service tank at top of 
town mains under 
pavement outside 
“Lewesdon”, Silver Street  
895 gallons 4,030l 

Corporation of 
Lyme Regis 

before 1896 or 
1835 

1961 c. 200ft 
top of Lyme 
distribution 
system before 
1896 

c.66m 

Rhode Barton  
Springs 
eventually 
28,000gals/day 90,000l/d 

Corporation of 
Lyme Regis 

1896 1961 +/- 324ft +/- 
99.75m  

Rhode Barton  
Resr. 95,000 gals 4.28Ml 

Corporation of 
Lyme Regis 

1896 c.1965 324ft 98.75m 

Pinhay  
(Hartstongue) Spring 
500,000 gals/day 
2.25Ml/d 

Lyme Regis 
District Water 
Company 

1935 1994  90ft  27m 

Charton Tank 
220,000 gallons 
990,000l 

Lyme Regis 
District Water 
Company 

1935 c.1965 563ft 185m 

Sidmouth Road break 
pressure tank 
7-13,000 gals 31-58.500l 

LRDCW Co and 
LRBCs 

1935 c.1965 278ft 91m 

Shire Lane Service 
Resr. 500,000 gals 
2.25Ml 

East Devon Water 
Board (EDWB) 

1960 in 
service 

525ft 160m 

Rousdon Service Resr. 
500,000 gals 2.25Ml 

EDWB 1962 in 
service 

574ft 175m 

River Exe abstraction at 
Bolam Weir of up to 5 
million gals/day, 22.5Ml/d 
regulated by abstraction 
from Wimbleball Lake 

South West Water 
Authority (now 
South West Water 
Services Ltd) 

Wimbleball 
impounding 
began 1977 
Net storage 
4,739 million 
gallons 
21,325Ml  

in 
service 

Pumped over 
watershed 

- 

Uplyme      

Yawl Spring (public 
period) 
7,500 gals/day 33750l 

Axminster Rural 
District Council 

on or before 
1930 

1969 475ft spring 
426ft 
reservoir 

145m 
130m 

Burrowshot Spring 
56,000 gals/day, 247,500l 
provided for Raymonds 
Hill area 

Private or 
Axminster  
RDC then EDWB 

part used to 
augment Yawl 
from ?1950  

1969 492ft 150m 

Uplyme connected to 
Pinhay Main, then to 
Shire Lane reservoir 

EDWB 1969 (Shire 
Lane Service 
Reservoir) 

in 
service 

525ft 169m 

 


