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Industrial Lyme - Paper 3: The Gas Industry in Lyme Regis – Brown, 
Wallis, the Devon Gas Association and the Southern Gas Board 
© Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum 2010  
 

This is research in progress, particularly on the Wallis and Brown families, of 
whom there is much more to learn. Do you know more? If so, we would love 
to hear from you. Do you know the whereabouts of any old cast-iron street 
gas ironmongery, marked Lyme Regis Gas & Range Co or Devon Gas 
Association or similar, perhaps abbreviated? If so, please contact the author 
or Ken Gollop via the Museum. 

 
Summary 
Lyme Regis had a gas works by 1835, not far behind many larger towns. For 
much of its history the works was privately owned, first by the two generations 
of the Brown family, then by three generations of the Wallis family. W R Wallis 
sold the undertaking to the Devon Gas Association in the 1930s, 
nationalisation came in 1948, gas making ceased about 1965 and complete 
closure came, as a natural gas holder station, around in the early 1980s. Both 
Brown and Wallis made kitchen ranges and other iron goods at the site under 
the name Brown Bros and Gas & Range Co., although for a time these were 
made at the site by separate firms, when that part of the works was called the 
St Michael’s Ironworks. For more detail on Ironfounding see Paper 14 in this 
series.  
 
This paper sets the background to gas making, explains the history and ends 
with a short walking trail from the Museum. 
 

Gas street light in Malvern in 2010 (photo by Moira Jenkins of Malvern) 
Now burning natural gas, fitted with pilot light and timer and subject to modern 

gas regulations, but still casting lime light from its lime mantles. 
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Background 
Coal gas was first produced in a useable form by its inventor, William 
Murdoch in 1792. His house, in Redruth, Cornwall, was the first house to be lit 
by gas. By the 1820s many towns were lit by gas - Lyme by 1835.  
 
Coal gas was generally termed town gas. It was made in a gas works by 
heating, or distilling, coal in a closed retort, the resulting gas stored in iron or 
steel gas holders floating over water, before being piped to supply. At first it 
was only used for lighting, being burned in a flare, producing a sooty, flicking 
light. Town gas was soon used for cooking, water and industrial heating. 
Together with power generation these are still the most frequent uses for its 
successor, natural gas, which easily outstrips other forms of fossil fuel in 
terms of economy, cleanliness and effectiveness in general use. 
 
Town gas was naturally smelly and consisted of simple hydrocarbons like 
methane as well as hydrogen, carbon monoxide, nitrogen, some oxides of 
sulphur and a little tar. The tar helped to seal the pipes: a good thing as the 
gas was both highly toxic and, when mixed with the critical proportion of air, 
explosive. At the works, tar and other chemicals would be removed from the 
gas coming off the retorts which, along with the coke left behind in them, could 
be sold. Nowadays natural gas is not toxic, but escapes are still dangerous as 
a critical gas/air mixture is explosive. A smell is added to gas to make 
escapes obvious. 
 
Town gas was phased out in the 1960s and 70s with the coming of the Gas 
Grid and North Sea natural gas to supply it. Natural gas is also simple 
hydrocarbons such as propane and methane, but is safer and cleaner, being 
without included carbon monoxide and sulphur dioxide. Town gas works, and 
all their associated pollution, are now a thing of the past. Gas making ceased 
at Lyme when the holders were connected to Bridport town gas works by a 
main, later to be replaced by natural gas, before the holders themselves were 
no longer needed. Today it is difficult to imagine the smell, smoke and grit 
from a town gas works, which would be carried on the wind for miles. 
 
Gas Lighting – the first effective light 
Gas lighting did not become really effective until the invention of the gas 
mantle, fine cotton net placed over the burner on which calcium oxide (lime) 
has been deposited. The cotton soon burns away leaving the lime to glow 
very brightly, giving limelight, the slightly yellowish green light emitted by 
incandescent calcium oxide. From 1891 these replaced the flickering, yellow-
red flamed open gas flares. Gas mantle lights could be bright – up to 40W 
equivalent tungsten electric bulb per mantle – multi-mantled lights are easily 
equivalent to electric lights. They produced a pleasant soft, light accompanied 
by a slight hiss, although natural gas lights, as used by campers, hiss more 
loudly. Any suggestion that gas lighting was dingy is only because there may 
have been an inadequacy of lamps and an association with Dickensian novels 
and smoky railway stations, rather than any inherent factor.  
 
Gas lights were slowly replaced by the familiar incandescent electric tungsten 
filament bulbs between 1909 and 1960; railway stations often being the last 
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public places to be lit by gas. Today, certain streets in historic Malvern remain 
gas-lit, whilst some in conservation areas gas lamp standards remain in use, 
carrying electric fittings. Those in Lyme outside the Museum are reproduction, 
as street light electrification came to Lyme in 1909. However, Lyme railway 
station remained gas lit until closure in 1965.  
 
When built in 1900, the Museum was gas lit: see the photograph of the large 
gasolier in the Rotunda Gallery. We are uncertain as to the origin of this fitting: 
it has never been accessed as a museum artefact, so maybe it is just a part of 
the quirky design of the building. The brackets would appear to have carried 
gas jets rather than mantles, as mantles must be burned in an enclosed glass 
chamber, whereas the glass-enclosed lamp below, with the on-off chains 
hanging down, now has an electric fitting. It would have been lit with a long 
gas wand. It could have come from the Assembly Rooms. 
 

 
The Museum’s gasolier in the Rotunda Gallery, under the Cupola.   

 
The Gas Making Process at Lyme Gas Works 
Coal heated in a closed retort, without air produces gas and tars, leaving coke 
behind. As the gas stream leaves the retort it carries over other, heavier 
vapours which are condensed into tars which are led off and collected in an 
open pit. The gas is scrubbed to remove ammonia and passed through open 
trays of iron oxide, to remove the sulphur. The gas is pumped to a gasholder 
and collected over water, and the weight of the holder maintains a steady low 
pressure into the gas main, about 4lbs per square inch or 0.27 bar.  
 
The main by products of coal distillation are coke, ammonia, sulphur, naphtha 
or white spirit, creosote, tars and pitches. In a big works, the tars would be  
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The full potential of coal distillation is shown in this 1960s chart from the 
closed North Thames Gas Board’s Beckton Products Works in east London. 
Many of these products were made at the works, which took in coal tar from 
gas works and produced a range of basic chemicals like sulphuric acid as 
well as organic chemicals which were the feedstock for the likes of 
manufacture of pharmaceuticals and plastics. 
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further distilled and sent to chemical works as feedstocks for plastics, artificial 
silks – nylon, rayon, petrol, drugs, dyes, oils, fertilisers, paints etc. At a small 
works some coke would be retained for heating the retorts; the rest would be 
sold locally for domestic boilers and for smithing and foundry work. Tar and 
pitch would be sold locally for road asphalt and waterproofing. Some 
ammonia, creosote or white spirit might be sold locally, but other products and 
unsold tar would go for distillation elsewhere.  Most, if not all, of the chemicals 
and fuels, including petrol, now got from oil can be got from coal: it is running 
out of coal that we have to fear, not oil.  
 
Pollution from the Works 
Smoke, smell and noise was a continual problem until gas making ceased 
about 1965. Mostly this would have blown along the beach towards 
Charmouth, but the site was surrounded by houses. Being virtually in their 
back gardens would be entirely unacceptable today. Discharging a retort 
would have released fumes, the chimney would have released coal smoke 
and gassy smells would have been apparent. At night, noise and a bright red 
glow from the discharging retort would have been inevitable. The Borough 
Council Minute book contains regular complaints about “black smoke” from 
the Gas Works, even occurring during the holiday season in 1938 (Draper 
2007). We all accepted the presence of a coal gas works in every town as 
normal until the late 1960s. 
 
In any case, gas making from coal was grossly polluting, besides smoke, dust 
and grit, smells of sulphur, hydrogen sulphur (rotten eggs) and creosote would 
generally abound in the area. Toxic compounds, such as prussic acid could 
leach into groundwater and watercourses, leaving cyanide traces. Living 
downwind of a gasworks was not recommended, but those that did often 
claimed that the tar vapours were good for the chest. Releases of smoke, 
sulphur dioxide, ammonia and dust must have been a major factor in asthma 
and bronchitis.  
 
Cynically you say that the works was sited where it was to ensure it had the 
least impact on the more affluent western side of town, unlike the cement 
works. Sited on Monmouth Beach, that almost came to be closed because of 
its pollution. 
 
Metering and sale of gas 
Gas is metered by a gas meter, which contains a bellows of known size, but it 
is sold by its heating power, so it was essential to maintain the calorific value 
of the gas, measured at the works on a daily basis and certified by 
Government inspectors, so that the charge to consumers could be calculated 
according to standard units, called therms. Nowadays gas bills set out usage 
in cubic metres, with the energy used charged per kilowatt-hours (kWh) of 
electrical energy equivalent, to enable direct comparison with electricity. 
Whether the Lyme works kept a close eye on calorific value is uncertain – see 
later. 
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Lyme’s First Gas Works - at Gas Fields, later re-named East Cliff 
The shareholders of the Lyme Regis Gas Light and Coke Company, Lyme’s 
first gas company, were in a position to frame the company rules and draw up 
a contract for the construction of the first gas works on 20th January 1835. 
Directors were appointed on 9th Feb 1835, including George Roberts (Lyme’s 
famous historian), Edward Brown (the ironmonger), James Munden (plumber 
and Waterworks Manager) and Robert Hill (Munden 2005). 
 
Land to set up the works at East Cliff was leased from the Henley Estate on 
31 March 1836 (Fowles 1980). By 1844 it had been purchased. Before the 
works was built the field was called Spinning Yard or Spinning and Line Walk, 
presumably reflecting an earlier rope and twine industry. Later it became Gas 
Fields and the lane leading to it, one of many former roads to Charmouth, 
became Gas House Lane. After the works closed, the name of the lane was 
changed again, to East Cliff, to help boarding house proprietors who 
complained that the name Gas House Lane did not help their trade. The site 
was perched on the cliff edge and has now disappeared into the coastal 
slope. Presumably it was intended to be down wind of habitation, although it 
was very close to East Cliff Farm.  
 

 
 

The two gas-making sites in Lyme, from the 1903 Ordnance Survey 
map. Manager Christopher Type’s house can be seen behind the first works.  
In both works, the circular features are holders. In the newer works, the retort 
house is the long building parallel to Church Street. The other long buildings 
are ranges of buildings either side of the yard, entranced through the arch 
between the two “e” of Church Street, but most of the north western long 
building is, in fact in the next door yard, separated from the works by a high 
wall. Mr Harris’ office can be seen as the middle lean-to against this wall. The 
curvy wall by a gasholder can be seen in the two photographs. 

 
The first manager was a director, Edward Brown, who ran an ironmongery 
shop and an iron foundry in Broad Street, near the Great House, now the site 
of Boots, but then the home of John Drayton, another of Lyme’s Victorian 
entrepreneurs.  
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There is nothing to see at the site today, other than bramble and fallen 
ground, but the bases of two gasholders have been excavated, according to a 
report in the Lyme Regis News on 30th November 1973. Both holders were 
small: the size of “two hayricks on top of each other”, although a larger circular 
structure about 20ft in diameter is shown on the 1903 Ordnance Survey map. 
  
By 21st October 1836 the Lyme Regis Gas Light and Coke Company tendered 
for street lighting in the Borough (Munden 2005). The tender included the 
provision of lamps, posts and mains, the lamps to be lit from 1st November to  
 
14th May 1837. The tendered price was £3 per lamp from dusk to mid night or 
£4 to 3am, except during moonlit nights. The tender was accepted and the 
contract renewed annually until 1908, when the cost for the then 75 lamps 
was only a little more, at £3 4s for each lamp per year. The light was evidently 
dim: few lamps were installed and these would have been the flickering flare 
lights, not the steady mantle lights. The lamp posts remained until after the 
Borough converted street lighting to electricity in 1909, when the then owner, 
Mr W R Wallis, was reluctant to remove them. The Council eventually did this 
for him; all 75 of them (Roundell Greene 2006).  
 
By 1841 Christopher Type had the post of manager of the gas works, 
recorded on the 1844 Tithe Apportionment living in a company house behind 
the works. At some time the Browns seem to have gained overall ownership 
of the gas undertaking, which Edward Brown’s son Charles maintained until 
around 1885. 
 
The Lyme Regis Improvement Act 1845, which followed the great fire of the 
previous year, authorised the lighting of the streets by gas or other means, ten 
years after the gas undertaking had been established. Improvement 
Commissioners were appointed by the Act, Edward Brown, James Munden 
and George Roberts being amongst them.  
 
The Second Works – Poole’s Court, Church Street 
The first works had insufficient room for expansion and was perilously near 
the edge of the cliff, and so was replaced in 1857. This second works, much 
larger, was behind Poole’s Court in Church Street, set up under the name of 
the Lyme Regis Gas & Range Co. There is no information as to what 
equipment was installed at first in the new works, but later the works was 
enlarged with new apparatus by Willey & Co. of Exeter to produce 300,000 cu 
ft/week. Replacement of the works and expansion on the new site must have 
suited the Browns, for it enabled their iron founding business to move from 
Broad Street and to expand on the new site. Expansion allowed the mains to 
spread into new areas, gas lighting being installed along most of the Cobb in 
1858, even extending to the signal light on Victoria Pier.  
 
Willey & Co were iron founders who specialised in the gas industry, making 
ironware such as gasholders and retorts in their Water Lane foundry in Exeter. 
This opened in the 1830s and closed, after a take-over, in the 1980s. At the 
peak the Company employed a thousand people, latterly it specialising in gas 
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meters. There are Willey’s iron water stop tap and hydrant covers around the 
streets of Lyme, for example, one outside the Volunteer Inn in Broad Street. 
Willey & Co became significant in the 20th century, as through the Devon Gas 
Association, they gain a major stake in the Lyme gas undertaking. 

 
A gas stop cover in Coombe Street, very worn but the only pre-
nationalisation relict we know of – do you know of a better example? 

 
The Browns were advertising Edward Brown’s patent stoves - “upwards of 
4,000 having been made” - according to an advertisement in Roland Brown’s 
guide book of 1857, Roland being of the same family. The firm was known as 
Brown Brothers for many years afterwards. In 1867 the trade directory records 
Brown Bros Iron & Gas Works, Church Street, patentees and kitchen range 
manufacturers, engineers, iron and brass founders, gas, hot water and steam 
apparatus manufacturers. An address at 43 Cranbourn Street, Leicester 
Square, London is given, as well as Church Street and Broad Street in Lyme, 
presumably the London address was an agency. Ten years later the London 
agency was at 470 Oxford Street.  
 
Whether all the goods were made in Lyme is uncertain: only two iron founders 
are recorded in census returns, both living in Church Street. Although 
whitesmiths appear, working tin and zinc plated goods; no pattern makers are 
to be found. Accurate design and pattern making would be crucial to the 
business: maybe the Browns out-sourced, to use a modern expression.  
 
The Gas and Range Co. was advertising a large stock of gas fires, ranges, 
cookers and lighting fittings to be seen at its office in Poole’s Court, which was 
on the right through the archway from Church Street. Such showrooms later 
became a feature of gas undertakings, where bills could be paid, new gas 
equipment demonstrated before purchase and installation arranged. Lyme 
was no exception.  
 
The Browns continued to advertise gas until 1880, but by 1885 Walter 
Banfield Wallis had taken over the gas undertaking. He did not immediately 
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take over the ironworks side, which was run at first by Joseph Francis Taylor 
in 1885 and then by Wilson, Walter & Co by 1889. Both took licences to the 
Brown’s patents and manufactured their stoves, ranges and “gas apparatus”, 
calling their part of the site St Michael’s Ironworks. In 1897 the hospital, then 
further down Church Street, was close by the Gas Works, the smell from 
which was unpleasant” (Lyme Regis Hospital 1973) 
 
Wallis lived at Stile House and Summer Hill, on the western side of town, well 
away from his polluting works. He was one of a handful of Lyme businessmen 
in the Victorian age that had many enterprises, first describing himself as a 
miller. He ran the Town Mill from 1840 and bought all of the Old Cloth Factory 
from 1867, still leased to Mark Lawton, Silk Throwster. His sons, Edwin and 
Walter built up the Wallis milling, gas, coal and timber businesses. W R 
(Walter) ran the gas and the sales of ranges and gas equipment, but probably 
not their manufacture - exactly when iron founding ceased is uncertain 
 
The Wallis family eventually sold the Lyme Regis Gas & Range Company in 
the 1920s to the Devon Gas Association, a company in which Willey & Co had 
a stake. Mr L R Harris ran the gas and what had become the cooker and gas 
fire sales and fitting business in Lyme, as branch manager. 
  
Some further expansion took place, with more storage capacity installed in 
1936. The original Willey’s holder was raised and a new one built next to it, 
which became a prominent landmark. The Museum has grey painted cast iron 
plate from it. 
  

O Erected 1936           O 
Directors William Cash J.R., R. J. Rew, Thornton Willey  
A.M. Inst. C. E.  
Percy S Hoyte M. Inst. C.E. Engineer 
Secretary R. F. Rew  
Geo. Lane 
Resident Manager L. R. Harris 

O Willey & Co Ltd Engineers & Contractors Exeter     O 

 
From the nationalisation to the present day 
With nationalisation of the gas industry in 1948, Lyme’s gas works came 
under the Southern Gas Board. It was still a complete works and gas supply 
system, with gas showroom and accounting, but soon nationalisation brought 
rationalisation.  
 
By 1965 gas making in Lyme had ceased, the Southern Gas Board piping 
town gas from their Bridport Gas Works. The Lyme Gas Works became 
merely a holder station, showroom and base for gas fitters. Wiscombe’s, the 
builders, took over much of the site and still use it for garages and storage.  
 
By the 1970s connection to the natural gas grid came and all working 
appliances in Lyme that could be, were converted to burn natural gas. The 
holders were declared redundant and removed soon after 1984, leaving no 
visible sign of Lyme’s gas industry other than cast-iron covers in the 
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pavements marked “gas”. Unlike water covers, none of the gas covers seen in 
Lyme today are particularly old: some of them are not even iron, being made 
of yellow plastic. That is, unless you can find an old one – do let us know. 
 
Southern Gas became part of the British Gas Corporation in 1973 and was 
privatised in 1986 as a monopoly supplier. British Gas plc, as it had become, 
was demerged in 1997, separating gas production from retail gas sales and 
distribution. Some changes later and now Lyme’s gas distribution is in 
Scottish hands, under Scotia Gas’s Southern Gas Networks, who are 
responsible for the mains in Lyme and Uplyme.  Natural gas is now produced 
by a number of private international oil and gas companies and sold by even 
more energy companies, but British Gas still retains a stake in production and 
supply, but not distribution. 
 

      
The Lyme holders, seen in 1984 just before demolition. The wells beneath 
were filled with rubble from the sewer tunnel in 1993-5. Nothing to do with gas, but 
the patent steam fulling tower, round house or cloth drying stove can be seen in the 
middle ground (see Paper 2: Wool Cloth Industry). The plate shown above came 
from one of these holders. 
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What it was like to work in a privately owned Gas Works just before 
World War II. 
Tony Rice, who worked there as a stoker and fitter at the Lyme Works before 
being called up for War Service in the Royal Marines at the age of 17, told 
Ken Gollop and myself in 2010 what it was like to work there in the 1930s. His 
father, Fred Rice, worked as a stoker. Tony, with his mate Gerald Hitchcock, 
stoked the furnaces under the three banks of horizontal retorts in the retort 
house. Each bank had eight retorts above the furnace: at least two were 
always producing gas, the third might be being repaired or having its fire brick 
lining renewed.  
 
Harold Hallet, Ron Govier, Fred Luxton, Vic Hooper and Joe Hill also worked 
there, as did Eric Wardlow, who lost an arm whilst changing gear on the belt-
driven pump. Tom Gollop, Ken’s father worked there from time to time and 
sometimes stoked. The Manager was still Mr L R Harris – “Sooty” Harris, 
whose office overlooked the yard. Oliver Fursey from Uplyme was the Yard 
Man who controlled the yard and the comings and going at the yard entrance 
off Poole’s Court road, where he had a small office. 
 
The foundations of the long wall of the retort house (the building seen on the 
right in the old photograph) are still visible on the ground, with sets of iron 
double stanchions. The furnace was below the retorts and coal had to the 
thrown to the full depth of the furnace, about 15ft, with long-handled stoker’s 
shovels in the same manner as firing a railway locomotive. Below, under the 
grate, was an ash pit which had to be regularly cleared. The work was hot and 
dirty, with swirling coal amd ash dust. Above the retorts the gas was led away 
to condense the tar: sometimes children were brought and held over the 
inspection cover on the tar tank to absorb the coal tar vapours to help their 
chesty coughs. Hot coke was hand pulled using long irons or darts into an iron 
wheelbarrow. The stokers’ darts, triangular pieces of iron welded to a long rod 
used to clear the retorts and fire gates of clinker, had regularly to be repaired 
and re-welded at the Langford and Rendell’s ironmongers in Broad Street. 
 
The manifold pipe above the retorts carried the gas and tar away, but 
sometimes tar would condense too soon in the cooler parts of the pipework 
and there would be a tar build up - this was cleared by throwing a bucket or 
two of water onto the red hot coke left in the retort at the end of the gas 
production cycle. Red hot carbon will reduce water, meaning the hydrogen 
and oxygen separate and these would ignite with some force in the manifold 
until the oxygen was used up, the heat generated vaporising moving the tar 
blockage. Strictly unofficially, of course! 
 
Away from the retort, the tar was condensed and led to a tar pit. Tar was sold 
locally for waterproofing buildings and boats – there are tar stains on some of 
the old buildings near the Museum and the Cobb - and for spraying on the 
roads before stone chippings were laid. The rest of the tar would go for 
processing elsewhere, loaded onto a rail tanker at the station. 
 
White spirit, or naphtha, would have been condensed after the tar, and 
collected for sale for as a thinner for paint. The gas was led to tall towers in  



Industrial Lyme: Paper 3 - The Gas Industry in Lyme Regis © R Bull & LRM 2010   12 

 
 
The bank of retorts at Kirkcudbright Gasworks, said to be very similar to 
Lyme, from David & Charles’ Industries of Scotland. The horizontal retorts are fed 
with coal through doors and sealed and a fire lit in the furnace, stoked through the 
bottom door, fed with air and cleared of ash and clinker from the cellar beneath. The 
“rails” in the floor between the two banks of retorts is all that can be still seen at Lyme 
(from Butt et al, 1968 from David & Charles). 

 

 
 
Discharging the retorts at Maybole Gasworks in the 1960s. The method of 
discharging the retorts using a long-handled rake into a wheelbarrow is the same as 
that used in Lyme. In a big works the retort would be discharged into a steel railway 
truck (from David & Charles as above). 
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which water sprays dissolved out the ammonia, which would collect at bottom 
as ammonium hydroxide (ammonia solution) to be drawn off from time to time 
for sale for a multitude of chemical uses. Locally, after correct dilution, the 
solution could be sold as household ammonia for cleaning toilets and floors. 
Ammonia scrubbers, as these towers were called, can be seen in the 
photograph. A pipe leads the gas from one tower to another and the draw-off 
taps for ammonia solution can be seen.     
 
After the scrubbers the gas was lead into the building from which the horse 
and cart appear to be emerging in the photograph below. Here sulphur 
dioxide was recovered from the gas by passing it through a bed of iron oxide 
powder, which was obtained from Holland and came by in railway wagons to 
the station. This would be turned over, dried and re-used until it was “spent”, 
when it would be sent away for making sulphuric acid and recovery of the 
oxide for further use. Tony remembers what a nasty job turning over and 
loading up the spent oxide was – it was sulphury and corrosive. 
 
The building behind the two ammonia scrubbers housed an oil engine, used 
to belt-drive the gas pumps: the gearing could be changed by forcing the belt 
onto a larger or smaller drive wheel with a stick – a highly dangerous 
procedure – and the one that cost Eric Wardlow his arm. The pumps sucked 
the arisings from the retort, through the scrubbers and sulphur recovery plant 
and pumped the gas on to the holders. 
 
When each charge of coal had been baked sufficient to give up all its gas, the 
retort was opened and the coke raked into a barrow, doused with a bucket or 
two of water and pushed to the cracking plant. Here an oil-powered engine 
drove a machine which cracked the caked coke into 2-4” pieces, rather than 
crushed it. It was then heaped ready for sale and Ken Gollop remembers 
collecting coke from the Poole’s Court site as a lad, and seeing some of the 
processes in the works. Tony says a particular job was wheeling a supply up 
to Mr Harris’ house in Ferndown Road, often tipping the barrow “deliberately 
on purpose” and having to come back for a shovel, after which some of the 
coke would disappear by magic by the time the lads returned! 
 
Winter Saturdays and Sundays were peak demand: people at home, gas fires 
alight and roast dinners cooking. Tony remembers diluting the gas with air to 
make it go further – of course people paid by volume delivered, not by heat 
output and the roasts  would take longer, but this gave time to get another 
retort going. Too much air, and there could have been an explosion. Gas 
regulations forbid it, as the customer was the looser and later the calorific 
value (heat producing capability) of the gas was strictly regulated by the 
Ministry of  Power and had to be measured every day and bills adjusted 
accordingly or rebates given to pre-payment customers. 
 
Neither works was well-located for transport, requiring coal to be carted along 
the beach and the Cart Road from the Cobb to Cobb Gate and then up 
through Church Street and later, after the opening of the railway, from the 
station situated high up on the opposite side of the valley. The weighbridge 
can still be seen under the arch at Poole’s Court, with the weigh office sliding 
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window on the right. It was fine for turntable carts coming up the station, and 
is angled slightly to help the turn from lower Church St. When lorries came 
they could not manage the turn and always drove into the yard from the 
Poole’s Court road and backed onto the weighbridge. 
 
Still fronting onto Church Street is the showroom window and facia, where the 
latest cookers and fires would be on sale. Until recently you always visited the 
gas or electricity showroom if you wanted to pay your bill or buy a new 
appliance. You would get a complete service: staff would come out from here 
to deliver and fit your new cooker, fire, copper or even, if you were wealthy, 
gas fridge. Many people paid by pre-payment meters, which then only took 
penny coins and Tony remembers collecting the money from customer’s 
meters and counting huge piles of pennies into 5/- bags at the office behind 
the showroom and carting them up to the bank in a four-wheeled hand cart 
helped by “Shrimp” Curtis. 
 
Beyond, on the right and with a good view of everything was Mr Harris’ office, 
in splendid isolation. Tony tells us that Mr Harris was very particular and once 
owed the lads 10/- pay which he promised, but never paid, for each of three 
weeks for extra work. After first checking that the holders were full, the lads 
got their own back by damping the retorts down in retaliation. Mr Harris was 
furious. “There’s a war on, we can’t let Lyme run out of gas – don’t ever do 
that again” was his only reply, but no money was forthcoming. Nothing for it, 
they appealed to the National Labour Office in Bridport and, after a stinging 
report from there, Mr Harris eventually paid up, but they were told not to rock 
the boat – “don’t you know, there’s a war on!” So that was it, into the 
Recruiting Office next door they trooped and Tony’s career was set for the 
next 27 years in the Royal Marines.  
 
Extent of the Mains 
Gas mains extended throughout the town and as far as the centre of Uplyme 
– eventually in Uplyme it went as far as Wadley Hill and up Gore Lane. Today, 
beyond these limits people have to have oil-fired boilers, with all the extra cost 
of tanks, and the risk of oil leaks and escalating cost of supplies. Lyme’s gas 
mains are now supplied with natural gas from the Gas Grid. Sections of old 
iron piping still remain in use: as recently as 2010 these were being replaced 
with yellow plastic pipes by Southern Gas Networks. 
 

 
Varnished paper notice from the Lyme Bay Café-Bar in Coombe Street. 
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A short walk to see what’s left of Lyme’s gas industry 
Before leaving the Museum, consider that as built, the Museum was gas lit. 
Walk up to the Rotunda Gallery below the cupola and see a really big gas light 
fitting, known as a gasolier. This was probably built into the Museum, probably 
collected rather than bought new.  
 

 
The Newer Gas Works site at Poole’s Court 

with foundations in place for housing about 2005, © Google Earth 

 
Turn right on leaving the Museum and keep on past St Michael’s Church. 
Beyond the church and the turning to Monmouth Street a road between 
houses, called Poole’s Court. Strictly speaking the entrance to Poole’s Court 
is through an archway further on. There can be found the weighbridge and 
showroom, but the way is now bared. 
 
Walk up the Poole’s Court roadway for a few yards until an opening appears 
on the right. You now have the view of the Gas Works site as in the old 
photograph in this paper. Compare this photograph carefully with what you 
see in front of you. The brick building straight ahead is a fragment of the old 
Process House; you can identify it by the small window frame, which you can 
see in the old photograph. Tar runs and dribbles can still be seen down the 
outside of its northern wall. To the right stood the Retort House and its 
foundations are visible. On their right, in front of the modern garages, are the 
pairs of iron stanchions to support the retorts. 
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The second gas works, about 1900. Note the long wall by the gas holder, this 
can be seen on the Ordnance Survey map extract. Coke for sale lies by the wall, 
whilst the retort house stands to the right. The towers are the ammonia scrubbers, 
whilst the cart is being pulled out of the process house, where sulphur was 
recovered. The gas main from the Retort House to the pump house is clear to see. 
The purpose of the piping rising out of the ground with a box standing on blocks 

beneath is uncertain – do you know? 

 
 

 
All that was left of the gas works around 1985. Compare the window in 
process house in the old photograph on the previous page and with the 
remaining building that you are standing in front of. Poole’s Court House is on 
the left. Note the low wall around the gasholder in the earlier photograph is 
still standing. 

 
Other buildings still there were used as pipe stores, but site of the holders has 
been redeveloped, and a lot of polluted soil had to be dug out before this 
could happen, with arsenic and prussic acid contamination. Poole’s Court 
House, on the road called Poole’s Court, still stands, but had nothing to do 
with the works. Behind it stood the gasholders, first one, and then two. 
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Retrace your steps to Church Street and turn left. Look into the Poole’s Court 
archway, but please do not intrude into the privacy of residents. Notice the 
weighbridge plate in the entrance, angled to ease the positioning of carts from 
the Cobb and Station. On the right is the old showroom: its shop front and 
facia still faces Church Street.  
 
 

 
The entrance to the Gas Works from Church Street, with the 
showroom and its shop facia to the right. The weighbridge plate is under the 
arch. 

 

 
 
Imagine, 1950s sign writing on the facia reading “Southern Gas” with the “Mr 
Therm” logo of the gas industry of the time – a flame in the form of a man with 
a sunshine head. Here he is advertising a gas heated washing tub with hand 
operated mangle – still hard work compared with the modern electric washing 
machine, but more elegant than the old “copper” that the Gas & Range Co 
would have sold. 
 
To see the site of the first works, carry on up Church Street, walk past the 
London Inn and turn right into the lane called East Cliff. In about 100 yards 
path forks right and suddenly ends at the cliff edge. Take care, but imagine 
the early works on the windswept cliff top, now lost in the tumble and jungle 
below.  
 
Now return to the Museum or to town. 
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