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Summary 
Coal was important to the Lim Valley economy and Lyme was blessed with 
access to cheap coal compared with inland towns, because its ship owners could 
bring coal into the Cobb direct from Tyneside and Pembrokeshire. This paper 
examines the failed search for coal in 1901 and the techniques available to 
explore for deep coal at that time. The final part of this paper covers the coal 
trade in the area in outline – but there is scope for more research on these 
traders and their links with other Lyme merchants and ship-owners. 
 
A Lyme Regis Colliery – Was it a serious or just a dream?  
The story of the complaints about pollution from the Lyme Regis Cement Works 
on Monmouth Beach suggests that if the Lyme Regis Coal Borehole of 1901 had 
been successful, there might have been a great deal more to complain about – a 
Lyme Regis Colliery.  
 
Can you imagine a pit-head winding wheel and engine house, chimney, fan 
houses, coal screening plant, loading sidings, colliery waste tips and a rail incline 
up to the station sidings, located in the Lim Valley half way to Uplyme? It would 
certainly have changed Lyme for good had it been a success – and it would have 
come at a time when Lyme was in a fairly run-down state, so it would have been 
welcomed for job creation by many. 
 

 
   

What they found – Blue Lias near the surface, White Lias on Black 
Shales lower down and Red Mudstones with gypsum bands below. This 
core of red mudstone is from the very bottom of the hole at 1,300 feet 
below Lyme Regis – and no coal in sight! 
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How would you find deep coal? 
Collieries usually start on an exposed coal field, where seams outcrop at the 
surface, often in river valleys. Lyme’s ship owners brought home “sea coal”, that 
is coal imported from Newcastle upon Tyne. Here seams outcrop adjacent to 
deep water, all that was necessary was to load coal from mines dug into the 
steep-sided valley of the River Tyne. The first recorded load of Newcastle coal 
came to Corfe Castle in 1291. Coal did not reach the Cobb until 1569, possibly 
from the Forest of Dean. (Peter Lacy, pers com).  
 
But finding coal where the seams are deeply buried either involves sheer luck or 
a careful application of the science of geology. A Lyme consortium of 
businessmen just tried to get lucky without geological advice! However, it is 
possible to predict the existence of a buried coalfield, sometimes at great depth 
by understanding the regional geology of a wide area.  
 
The Kent Coalfield 
In 1855 Godwin-Austen (1856) read a paper to the Geological Society of London 
predicting the possible existence of a hidden coalfield in Kent. The Kent coalfield 
was predicted because it was known from other boreholes, that had not found 
coal, that there were old rocks relatively near the surface under London, what 
geologists call a “basement high”. That basement high of Old Red Sandstone, 
the London Platform, was known to extend eastwards into the Brabant area of 
Belgium and westwards into Somerset. In both areas exposed coalfields occur 
on its flanks in younger Carboniferous Coal Measures strata. Those areas 
formed islands in the Lias seas, when our fossil-rich rocks were laid down. The 
geologists’ hunch was that, under all the newer rocks of Cretaceous and Jurassic 
chalk, sands and clays, there could be other pockets of Coal Measures between 
Belgium and Somerset.     
 
Today, we would use geophysics to check such hunches by looking for deep 
structures by listening for the return of sound waves at a number of stations 
before starting any drilling programme.  In that way, drilling would be done to 
best effect, rather than just drilling a “wildcat” hole anywhere, to use the oil 
exploration jargon.  
 
In 1890 the Brady Borehole, at the site of the first Channel Tunnel workings near 
Dover, reached the top of the Kentish Coal Measures, 1158ft below the surface. 
Collieries were subsequently sunk in the county. Dawkins (1900) reported to the 
British Association, which may have brought the success to a wider audience. 
 
Coal, in Lyme Regis, who ever thought it possible? 
Buoyed up by this success, a group of Lyme and Charmouth landowners and 
businessmen decided to drill at Lyme. They presumably knew about the 
Somerset Coalfield just 50 miles away, but they did not take geological advice.  
 
Ridiculed later by geologists, they found nothing but the same red mudstones as 
can be seen in the cliffs towards Sidmouth (Jukes-Browne 1902). It is just 
possible that they might have been lucky: there could have been a structure 
taking older rocks nearer the surface, but without the shoaling visible in the Lias 
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at the surface that gives such things away, as towards the “basement high” in the 
Somerset. No geologist would have put money on it!  
 
Alternatively they could have an idea that rock salt might have been present: at 
depth in the Keuper Marl: gypsum certainly was. Thick beds of rock salt occur in 
the Central Somerset Basin and in the Weymouth area at depth (Gallois 2003), 
but the consortium would not have known that.  
 
Unfortunately we have not yet discovered the names and interests of the 
consortium members. We know that George Haycraft, Lyme’s retired tile maker, 
supervised the drillers. We also know that Mr A C Pass, a landowner of Wootton 
Fitzpaine, encouraged the group by raising money for the final 100ft of the 
borehole, in the hope of locating the sandstones at the base of the Keuper Marl 
(now the Mercia Mudstones), but he may not have been an original member of 
the consortium (Jukes-Browne 1902).  
 
In 1901 the group hired Messrs Vivians, well sinkers and drillers, to bring in a rig 
to drill a 4” core to a depth of 1,300 feet near Middle Mill Farm (SY 336 930). No 
pictures of the rig exist, but parts of the core are in the Museum, collected by 
George Haycraft and given to regional museums by Mr A C Pass.  One further 
specimen in our collection was collected by A J Jukes-Browne of the Geological 
Survey.  
 
And a lot of wholly predictable red mudstone they found! At 1,077ft a piece of 
rather coaly looking fossil wood in grey siltstone occurred, which must have 
wrongly cheered some. This was the specimen from Jukes-Browne who 
described it as more like an ore of manganese than coal. At 1,200ft, 
disheartened, the group gave up.   
 
Alone Mr A C Pass of Charmouth, an industrialist, paid to see another 100ft of 
red mudstone. He finally gave up at 1,300ft. If he had stayed in a little longer, he 
would have found the red sandstones as at Sidmouth that he was hoping for and 
maybe, a good water source. His donated specimens have found their way to 
many museums in south west England, including ours have become very useful 
to geologists for analysing plant microfossil sequences in the Triassic red 
mudstones (see Warrington & Scrivener 1980). A list of specimens and a re-
constructed log of the borehole using modern terminology can be found in the 
appendix at the end of this paper.  
 
The drillers might have missed rock salt deposits in the red mudstones: the water 
which circulated to cool the bit and bring up the cuttings would have dissolved 
salt, although some cores might have survived to come to the surface as 
corroded remnants - and they might have noticed the drilling water had turned to 
brine. If they had been told to look for salt, they should have found it. Gypsum, 
that insoluble indicator of evaporite deposits, was cored. They had gaps in their 
core record which might have been salt which dissolved on drilling, or just where 
they had drilling difficulties. Finding salt could have seen a return since 
mediaeval times of Lyme’s salt industry, but Ramues Gallois (pers. comm. 2010) 
considers that whilst they might have looked for salt, they would not be any to 
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find because thick salt beds in the Mercia Mudstones tend to be absent where 
the old rocks forming the deep basement are relatively high. 
 
Drilling – how it was done? 
The rig would have been very basic, but would work in the same way as an oil rig 
today. Standing to a height of perhaps 20ft, it would be driven by a steam or oil 
engine. The key component is the kelly bush, which imparts the twisting drive to 
the drill stem, a series of steel drilling rods or tubes that screw into each other 
with coned screws. The kelly holds the drill stem from falling into the hole, the top 
of which is cased, ie a larger bit is used from spud-in for the first few feet, into 
which hole a steel pipe is inserted and concrete poured around it to fix the casing 
into the ground.  
 
Some of the weight of the rig rests on the casing collar to which it is attached, 
that prevents any natural gas pressure from lifting the rig into the air, whilst the 
concreting prevents the rig from twisting around if the drill stem won’t rotate 
easily. A smaller bit is inserted through the casing and drilling proper starts. At 
the bottom of the drill stem is a core barrel, a tube with an open ring-shaped 
industrial diamond-studded drilling bit screwed onto the end. As the drill stem 
rotates the weight of the drill stem causes the drill bit to cut into the rock and the 
cuttings are cleared away by water. This is pumped down inside the drill stem 
and returns to the surface between the drill stem and the walls of the hole. The 
core barrel accepts the rock which has been drilled as a solid core: small wedges 
behind the bit prevent the rock from falling out when the drill stem is raised. Each 
section of drill stem has to be unscrewed and stacked as the drill stem is raised 
until the core barrel is fully drawn out – this is then raised out of the hole and 
tilted so that the contents can be tipped into a wooden core box and carefully 
kept in the correct until a geologist arrives to log the core. It is still a legal 
requirement to keep a log of the rocks encountered and the core samples for the 
British Geological Survey to examine. 
 
Is it that easy? 
No. All manner of things can go wrong and the process is fraught, with 
breakdowns, core jams, screw jams and such like, but usually the drillers 
manage to lay out core boxes containing a more or less complete section of the 
strata with measurements below Kelly, which is always a little way above the 
ground surface. If they make a mess of putting the cores into the boxes or they 
come out all broken up, the geologist can usually tell and then to start the game 
of fitting ends together like some giant and heavy jig-saw puzzle.  
 
If they get stuck, there are ways around (literally) but these may involve reducing 
the size of the bit, or even going around or drilling through the old bit and loosing 
an expensive piece of equipment. Oil drillers do not normally recover core, using 
a cross-tree bit, with three diamond-tipped rotating interlocking wheels to cut the 
hole – examples can be seen on the gate pillars of the house called “Crosstrees” 
in Rhode Lane, Uplyme and the Museum has a broken cross-tree bit from the 
drilling of the sewage outfall. 
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The Coal Trade in the Lim Valley 
Coal was needed for the gas works, lime burning, cement production, 
ironmaking, brick making and for general domestic room heating and hot water. It 
was brought by  Lyme-owned ships direct from Tyneside and Pembrokeshire, the 
latter’s coal known as culm and preferred for lime burning, brick and cement 
making on account of its cheaper price and quality. Lyme ships were able to 
return cargoes, for example Blue Lias limestone for hydraulic cement 
manufacture in Sunderland, in the early 19th century. From 1903 the Lyme Regis 
Light Railway supplanted any advantage that sea transport had, and at least two 
local merchants, W H Thomas & Sons and Bradford’s, had their own Private 
Owner coal wagons registered with the Railway Clearing House. 
 
Coal merchants were clustered in the yards around the Cobb until the railway to 
Axminster was opened in 1860, after which yards started to appear in other 
places, such as in the Old Factory at Millgreen and, from 1903, at the new 
railway station. Whilst at the Cobb, coal merchants often dealt in other “heavy” 
goods – such as stone, lime, timber, bricks and such like. 
 
Newcastle’s collieries were exporting coal by sea to Dorset by 1291, when a load 
was sent to Poole Harbour for Corfe Castle, so it is interesting to note that in 
1489 no Cobb dues were set when Mayor John Asshe renewed the tariffs. Lyme 
had trading ships as early as 1254, so a safe haven must have existed, but the 
earliest shipment of coal recorded was in 1569, 6 tons in the Bristol ship “Grace 
of God”, suggesting that it might have been from the Forest of Dean (Peter 
Lacey, pers.com.).  
 
In 1879 Cobb dues included coal at 1s per chaldron, or 8d per Winchester 
chaldron. This is a volume measure, which for coal in a Winchester chaldron, 
weighs just over one tonne. The Tyneside chaldron was larger. Because of 
frauds concerning the differing volumes of tonnages of large and small coal, and 
confusions over the varying sizes of chaldons, an Act in 1836 made it illegal to 
sell coal except by weight, so its use in Lyme was archaic and illegal by 1879.  
 

 
Rendall & Fowler’s advertisement in Roland Brown’s Beauties of Lyme, 1857. 
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The yards around the Cobb in 1841 – John Rendall’s can be seen in the centre. 

 
The word chaldron refers to the hopper wagons once used on Tyneside, so the 
ship’s captain would know how many chaldrons had been tipped into the hold 
and it saved the labour of weighing coal on the quayside. Research is under way 
by Pete Lacey on Cobb cargoes. 
 
There is an interesting story about William Wordsworth, who staying around 1796 
with his sister Dorothy, at Racedown House, half way to Crewkerne, one day 
rode to Lyme Cobb to order coal. Forgetting the horse, he walked back - no 
doubt dreaming about the sublimity of the landscape. The Wordsworths were 
quite used to walking long distances in the Lake District. On his return he 
realised the mistake, but there was nothing for it to walk back to relieve the poor 
animal. 
 
Coal Merchants and Dealers 
The first coal dealer recorded in trade directories was Thomas Walker in 1830, 
but the Wordsworth visit shows that the Cobb was active long before that. By 
1841 John Rendall, associated with Eli Fowler as a “general merchant”, was 
active until at least 1857, his yard shown on Wood’s Plan of 1841 as behind the 
Bonded Stores, with further covered yards on the site of the bowling green 
shown on the Tithe Map. In 1844 Prosser & Munden are recorded, Thomas 
Prosser continuing until at least 1853. Charles Walker was selling coal at the 
Cobb to 1853; replaced by Robert Cox Walker to 1867. Walker was also a ship-
owner and stone dealer.  
 
In 1851 Osborn & Samuel England start a long run to 1903 as coal merchants 
and ship owners. Eli and Job Fowler had a house, now called Harbour View, 
near the foot of the Cobb Road, behind the Bonded Stores, but in 1844 it was 
rented to Stephen Stocker. The Fowlers lived in Uplyme, nearer their lime 
burning interests there. John Fowler takes over from Eli in 1867. 
 
John Edwin Wallis Junior starts in 1874, but based in Coombe Street, starting the 
move away from the Cobb.   
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By 1880 Eli Dollin starts at the Cobb, and his son Ernest continues to 1903, when 
two short-lived new names appear, Froom & Son and George Boon, the former 
in Coombe Street, the latter the last merchant to start at the Cobb.  
 
A big change occurs in 1907 when the Yeovil-based Bradford & Sons appear in 
Lyme with an office at Cobb Gate in what is now Fordham’s. This they moved to 
the station in 1969, maintaining thereafter a small order office and shop window 
display of coals at 51 Broad Street until 1971, now the shop called Primary 
Colours. All the old competitors to Bradford fell away, to be replaced over the 
years by other merchants similarly with no connection with the Cobb.  
 
One 1930s merchant that should be noted is Uplyme resident W H Thomas & 
Son, who had bases at Axminster and Lyme Regis station yards, thus illustrating 
the total move from sea transport to rail transport which occurred after the Lyme 
Regis Light Railway was opened in 1903 – and which was changed again to road 
after the closure of the railway in 1965.  
 
Thomas’s, Bradford’s and another local merchant W H Pinney & Co had their 
own 5-plank Railway Clearing House-approved 10-ton capacity wooden railway 
trucks in the 1930s, but Bradford’s distinctive yellow trucks were marked Yeovil, 
whereas Pinney’s and Thomas’s were marked Lyme Regis and Axminster. Whilst 
Bradfords, a large firm, may have owned their own trucks, it is likely that smaller 
merchants hired trucks, rather than owned, as being responsible for a cripple 
truck which caused a derailment would be onerous. The hire company, possibly 
a truck maker like Marcroft, would have ensured regular servicing and re-profiling 
and lubricating of the axle boxes at its works en-route. No doubt having own-
labelled trucks was good for business prestige and saved on demurrage charges 
on colliery or railway-owned trucks. Colliery-owned trucks did reach Lyme: a 
1930s photograph shows Thomas no. 120 coupled to one from the Yorkshire 
colliery of Markham Main in the station yard. This must be the hire company’s 
fleet number.  
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Appendix: The Lyme Regis (Coal) Borehole 
Core Samples in the Lyme Regis Museum. Drilled at SY 336930 near Middle Mill Farm 1901 
 
Depth to   Description     Accession Numbers 
         L LYMPH 

JURASSIC 
Lias Group  
   74ft    22.25m  no samples at Lyme Museum   - - 

TRIASSIC 
Penarth Group 
Langport Member of the Lilstock Formation to 28.98m no samples at Lyme - 
Cotham Member of the Lilstock Formation to 30.86m 
   96ft   29.26m Blocky cream crystalline limestone 
   (Labelled Rhaetic)    585 1973.585 
Westbury Formation to 40.74m 
  114ft   34.75m Dark Grey shale*, Westbury Formation 
   (Labelled Black Shale)    586 1973.586 
Mercia Mudstone Group 
Blue Anchor Formation to 65.48m 
  156ft   47.55m Pale Grey Mudstone    587 1973.587 
Branscombe Mudstone Formation to bottom hole at 396.85 
  450ft   137.16m Massive Gypsum    588 1973.588 
  487ft c145m  Reddish-brown mudstone* (labelled Red 

Mercia Mudstone)    589 1973.589 
  500ft c150m  Gypsum*     590 1973.590 
  850ft   Red-brown and grey mottled siltstone  591 1973.591 
  863ft   Pale grey siltstone    592 1973.592 
1000ft   Reddish brown siltstone    593 1973.593 
1017ft   309.98m Greenish-grey blocky mudstone   594 1973.594 
1050ft   320.04m Grey siltstone     595 1973.595 
1077ft     328.27m Gypsum on grey siltstone with a piece of black  

material resembling fossil wood    601 1973:601 
1100ft   Reddish-brown mudstone   596 1973.596 
1150ft   Reddish-brown mudstone   597 1973.597 
1200ft?   Reddish-brown mudstone with grey 
   mottles      598 1973.598 
1250ft   Reddish-brown mudstone   599 1973.599 
1300ft   Reddish-brown mudstone with grey mottles* 600 1973.600  
 
Specimens donated by Mr A C Pass except L601, by A J Jukes-Brown. *on display in Geology 
Gallery. Other specimens are in museums at Torquay, Dorchester, RAMM Exeter, Taunton and in 
the BGS collections – see Warrington & Scrivener 1980. List prepared by Richard Bull 2009  
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