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The Great Storm Clock, a rather handsome Longcase or Grandfather 
clock, is in the Writers’ Gallery on the first floor of Lyme Museum. The 

mechanism may have been made about 1750, but the case we have 
cannot be the original, although possibly of the same approximate 

date. Both clock and case were bought together at auction by the 
Friends of Lyme Regis Museum and donated. It has since been 

restored by the Friends twice and still keeps good time. 
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Peter Walker’s House and the Great Storm of 1824 
This clock, or part of, is believed to be a relict of the Great Storm of 

1824, coming from the house of Mr Peter Walker at Cobb Hamlet, as 
clearly stated by the inscribed circular metal plaque attached in the 

arch of the dial. This reads: 
 

A MEMORIAL 
 of the Dreadful Storm, which on 

 the Morning of 23rd of Nov. 
1824 laid waste the Western Coast. 

A house situated at Lyme Cobb 
 occupied by Mr. Peter Walker was en- 

tirely destroyed by the Violence of the 
Waves. This Clock was recovered 

 from the ruins which were thrown 

upon the Shore and has been 
 put in a state of complete re- 

pair by John Hallett. 
Watch Maker of 

LYME REGIS. DORSET. 
 

There have been many disasters in Lyme, mostly natural and usually 
prefixed by the word “great”. We have the “Great Fire”, “Great Flood”, 

“Great Landslip’” and several “Great Storms” - always seemingly 
bigger and more damaging in Lyme than elsewhere -in this case the 

effects of the Great Storm of 1824 were much worse in Sidmouth. Had 
the Cobb repairs after the Great Storm of 1817 been completed by the 

Town Council, the 1824 storm may have had little effect in Lyme. 
Incredibly, this clock is a survivor from the 1824 storm, although how 

much of it really survives is open to debate. As you read, just consider 

how likely was its survival of all or any of its parts?  
 

How “great” was that storm? Actually, it was extremely serious, but 
Lyme fared better than other places. Mary Anning the Younger, the 

fossilist, reported in a letter to her friend Fanny Bell1 of Highgate, 
London: 

 
Oh! my dear Fanny, you cannot conceive what a scene of horror we have gone 

through at Lyme, in the late gale: a great part of the Cobb is demolished, every 

vessel and boat driven out of the harbour, and the greatest part destroyed; two of 

the revenue men drowned, all the back part of Mrs. England’s houses and yards 

 
1 From Correspondence of Miss Fanny Bell in Rev Grant 1827 Hatchard’s Memoirs of 

the Life of F A Bell p133. 
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washed down, with the greater part of the hotel, and there is not one stone left of 

the next house: indeed, it is quite a miracle that the inhabitants saved their lives. 

Every bit of the walk, from the rooms to the Cobb, is gone; and all the back parts 

of the houses, from the fish-market to the gun-cliff, next the baths. My brother 

lost, with others, a great part of his property. All the coal cellars and coals being 

gone, and the Cobb so shattered that no vessel will be safe there, we shall all be 

obliged to sit without fires this winter! a cold prospect you will allow... 

 

In an earlier edition of this paper it was stated that the clock had come 

from a house on the Cobb landing quay, but further study and the 
wording of the plaque links the clock to the house at Cobb Hamlet 

described by Mary as having not one stone left. Lyme historian George 
Roberts published an article about the storm, describing the last 

moments of Peter Walker’s house2: 
 

At daybreak I went to the Bell Cliff, where I perceived the extreme violence of 

the gale, which exceeded that of the 20th of January, 1817, both as to the violence 

of the wind and height of the water. After witnessing the effect of the tremendous 

breakers that discharged their violence on the whole line of sea defence,  I 

hastened to the Cobb, where Mr. P. Walker’s house had sustained great injury, as 

the sea, on the destruction of the sea-wall, made a clear breach through it on the 

ground floor. In about ten minutes the remaining supports gave way, and it fell 

with a tremendous crash; the returning sea broke in room which remained entire, 

and a third wave carried the whole away…  

 

Roberts added two footnotes: 
 

These houses front the Cobb, and are an encroachment upon the sea, from which a 

heavy wall defends them. 

 

Mr. P. Walker had only purchased it a few weeks since and is said to have added, 

within a few days one hundred pounds worth of furniture to that of his purchase. 

 

These texts led to confusing the site of Walker’s house with those 
buildings still standing on the Cobb landing quay - also heavily 

damaged, but not completely wrecked that night. In Lyme parlance 
Cobb means both the harbour and Cobb Hamlet, the houses nestling 

at the foot of the slope in its shelter. Walker’s house was built on 
“Coade’s ground reclaimed from the sea” a few years before, hence 

Roberts’ footnote about the land being an encroachment on the sea 

and others at the time comparing Coade’s reclamation to the House on 

 
2 Extract from The Western Flying Post, Sherborne & Yeovil Mercury November 29th, 

1824. Bound copy in the Museum. 
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the Sand in the Parable of the Wise and the Foolish Builders Matthew 
7:24-27. I wonder, was the clock part of the £100 furniture purchase? 

 
Mary Anning, in the quote above, mentions that Walker’s house was 

next to England’s. Roberts mentions Mr Thomas Walker’s Hotel being 
next door to Peter Walker’s house. In fact, the site of Peter Walker’s 

house is now occupied by a replacement house, now generally known 
as Jane’s Takeaway at the eastern end of the Cobb Hamlet section of 

Marine Parade (then called The Walk). George Roberts commissioned a 
plate with Peter Walker’s house shown prominently for his 1823 

History of Lyme, but it only occurs in colour in the few de-luxe copies 
printed and is here taken from Wanklyn’s Lyme Retrospect, where it 

was repeated. 
 

 
 

Here Peter Walker’s house is on the right in the year before it was 

destroyed, enclosed by Coade’s wall built in the 1790s. Note the hotel 
chimney behind Peter Walker’s house. In the background is the gap in 

the Cobb High Wall never full re-instated since the storm of 1817 – it 
was this failure by the Lyme Corporation that was mainly responsible 

for the Cobb breakwater not ameliorating the effects of the storm. A 
long-running lawsuit followed the storm, but not about the damage at 

Cobb Hamlet, but about the responsibility for restoring the damaged 
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seawalls either side of the River Lim’s mouth at The Buddle and Gun 
Cliff.  

 
The destruction of Walker’s house is almost complete in the next Lyme 

Regis Museum picture, a watercolour, as the manned Cutter Unity is 
being swept out of the Cobb. A huge wave curls over a low wall just by 

the Hotel. Other than the clock, that low wall is the remains of last 
remains of Walker’s house. 

 
The following picture, also in the Museum, shows the aftermath of the 

storm. The Hotel still stands behind an earlier, un-breached sea wall, 
whilst the Cobb High Wall lies breached to within two courses above its 

foundations in the background. Those two courses were well laid by 
the Board of Ordnance after the 1817 storm, but the Corporation was 

supposed to have raised the wall to full height. There is a new breech 

to the right of the Gin Shop. 
 

Walker’s house lay on those visible wooden piles driven into the beach 
and the remains of his front wall on Marine Parade are visible. Marine 

Parade is to the right. The Hotel moved up Marine Parade and is now 
The Royal Standard inn. To the right the street scene is familiar to us 

less the first house. 
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A modern view of the building that replaced Peter Walker’s missing 

house. The Hotel (as was) chimney can be seen to the left and behind. 
Jane’s Takeaway’s serving hatch is cut through the replacement for 

Coade’s wall and painted white. Lyme Tree is the name for upstairs. 
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The Storm itself 
It happened on the night of 23rd November, a tremendous wind, 

probably Violent Storm, Force 113, came roaring out of the South 
West, pushing the sea before it, resulting in what is known as a storm 

surge or a “rogue tide”, probably made worse by low barometric 
pressure allowing sea level to rise even more. A storm surge is a tide 

that doesn’t stop rising when it should have reached its predicted 
highest point. When it came to the predicted High-Water Mark it just 

kept on rising for another five hours. It was not caused by a tsunami, 
just a storm, although a tsunami may have occurred in the Bristol 

Channel in 1607. Neither was it a hurricane, as these do not cross the 
Atlantic.  

 
The wall of water created was so high that it topped and broke down 

the low High Wall of the Cobb, which was not complete to its full 

height after repairs following the 1817 storm. During the storm 91 
metres (90 yards) of the Cobb wall were completely destroyed or 

‘washed down’, flattened to its foundations. This utter devastation 
came with terrible consequences all the way around the shore as the 

storm waves rode through the Cobb breach, creating havoc to the 
backs of the houses and walls as far as Gun Cliff, as Mary Anning 

described to Fanny Bell. A subscription fund was raised for the 
stricken, but Peter Walker’s name does not occur on it. If it is the 

same Peter Walker, he appears in an 1831 poll book, living somewhere 
in Lyme as a gentleman, but no information seems to be available 

about him after the storm other than this. He is not on the 1841 
census. 

 
As the Cobb Wall went down, so the shipyard was destroyed, and also 

Coade’s wall protecting the end house of Cobb Hamlet.  

 
The Wreck of the Unity 

Four ships were moored in the Harbour were either sunk or destroyed 
by being bumped on the harbour bed or battered on the walls and 

rocks, but amazingly two ships survived. One of these, the Cutter 
Unity, had been built in Bussels Boatyard at the Cobb, the very one 

destroyed in the storm. She ran a weekly trading passage to London. 
During the storm she was dragged from her mooring and swept out to 

sea, with her Lyme crew lashed to the rigging. 
 

 
3 that is, an average wind speed of 79mph/127kmph which would produce wave 

heights crest to trough of 16m in the open sea (info from Met Office web site) 
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Imagine that scene. Relatives of the crew on the cliffs above (now 
Langmoor Gardens) shouting, their voices lost to the wind, running 

along the cliffs in despair. But that crew survived, saved by a retired 
sea captain who lived in Lyme. His name was Captain Benett. He 

organised the rescue and this is how he did it. 
 

Unity, captained by Robert Pearce, was swept across the bay towards 
Charmouth, and stuck on the rocks under the cliffs. A local man, a 

harbour pilot, was lowered over the cliffs on a rope which had been 
secured to a tree and managed to rescue Pearce by a device similar to 

a breeches buoy.  
 

Meanwhile, one of the sailors fell into the water from the rigging and 
Captain Benett himself was lowered into the boiling sea and saved the 

man. There is an eyewitness pencil sketch in the Museum. Two other 

crew members, their lashing to rigging cut, were pulled to safety. For 
their help in the rescue, several people were given purses of money, 

and Captain Benett was awarded a medal from the National Institution 
for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck - a forerunner of the RNLI 

and only just founded in 1824. 
 

Amazingly the Unity didn’t break up. She was repaired and resumed 
her trading runs to London, even occasionally transporting some of 

Mary Anning’s fossils to customers there. 
 

The Storm also destroyed the houses on the Cobb 
Whilst all this was going on at sea, there was a drama happening in a 

house on the Cobb Landing Quay, in part of the Cobb Buildings still 
standing. George Roberts reports4 that when the storm struck an old 

man and woman were in their little dwelling-house at end of the Quay 

which was destroyed, but they saved themselves from the ruins, and 
took shelter in the watch-house, in the middle of the warehouses, 

which providentially remained. In effect they were marooned, with no 
hope of early rescue. Miraculously, after those two days, they were 

rescued and taken across to Cobb Hamlet, homeless but alive. 
 

Recent provenance of the clock 
The clock was bought at auction in Exeter in 1985 by the Friends of 

Lyme Regis Museum. There is no further information, other than what 

 
4 Extract from “The Western Flying Post, Sherborne & Yeovil Mercury" November 

29th, 1824. 
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it says on the plaque. John Fowles tried to find more – presumably to 
see if anybody alive in Lyme in 1985 remembered the clock, but no.  

 
The Clock, the tale of an Amazing Survivor of the Storm? 

 

 
 

Looking at the clock face you can see the inscription plaque in the arch 
above the dial. It is quoted in full at the start of this paper. It clearly 

states that this clock was recovered from the ruins which were thrown 
upon the shore. It must be so - however unlikely that would seem. The 

plaque is not dated, other than by the date of the storm, but it is 
signed John Hallet, Watchmaker, Lyme Regis. We know from Pigot’s 

Trade Directories that J Hallet, Watchmaker, was based at Treales 
House in Church Street from at least 1832 to 1844 (the first directory 

being 1832). This plate may have replaced the original maker’s name, 
but usually that was below the hands spindle. Therefore, we do not 

know who made the dial, the clock or the case, when or where. 

 
Imagine a fragile clock in a fragile case, with two very heavy lead 

weights inside, dumped into a raging sea with all manner of rubble, 
boulders and timber crashing on and around it. With those weights it 

would not float, but it would be bashed around on the shingle or sand 
with the fall and ebb of each massive wave, waves that had just 

destroyed a sea wall and a house. Clearly the case would have been 
smashed: hence we cannot have the original case!  

 
The brass dial and iron hands would have been broken and bent; they 

must have been renewed. What of the works? Clearly some parts 
would have survived, probably mangled. The pendulum and 
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escapement are so fragile that they cannot be original. The weights 
would have survived, and they do look bashed about, but such 

weights, which are not meant to be seen, are never neat castings. And 
those weights would have helped destroy the case as they were 

thrown around inside – lead has a specific gravity of 11.34, much 
more than boulders, pebbles etc (2.8 to 3.2) and water (1). With the 

forces involved, any cushioning effect of water would not stop damage. 
 

I think that Hallet has completely rebuilt the clock using some parts of 
the old, including the weights, but effectively we have a new clock of 

the 1820s. The case would also be entirely new – or, as likely from its 
style, an old case that the clockmaker had to hand. Indeed, the clock 

did not really fit in the case and we have had to add wood to close 
large gaps at the back that were admitting dust. The dial must be new 

as it does not look to have been straightened and the flourish and 

ornamentation at the top has been designed to accept the plaque, 
which, strangely, is not set quite straight and is clumsily attached with 

panel pins. It may have replaced another roundel, like for like. 
 

The case 
Peter Walker, according to Roberts, had just bought £100-worth of 

furniture. Would this include the clock? Would that make the clock new 
in 1823? We can’t assume either. Longcase clocks are heirlooms. 

What we have now looks mid-18th century, but it is not dated, and the 
case must be a replacement. John Fowles5 stated that the “clock” 

(clock and case or both?) dates to 1760, although Curator Liz-Ann 
Bawden later put 1740 on a gallery label.  

 
The Mechanism 

I understand that the works are standard and undated. The clock is a 

7-day pendulum clock with a date ring of 31 days set behind the dial 
and viewed through a window. There is a second hand on a separate 

small dial set into the main dial, which has two hands, one for hours 
and one for minutes. The clock and date are adjusted by moving the 

hands – making it rather tedious to adjust the date if the clock has run 
to a stop. There are two winders and weights, one for the timing and 

one for the chimes. The full chime rings on the hour with lesser  
chimes on the quarters. The chimes are simple, without any complex 

“tune”. Often country clockmakers bought in complete works and put 
their own name on the dial. In this case the original maker is 

unknown. 
 

 
5 Curators Report for 1985 
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Winding the clock – a guide 
Nowadays not everyone knows how to handle a pendulum clock, so 

here are a few tips. The door key is kept hanging up in the office. 
Unlock the door and carefully draw down the wooden locking latch 

inside. The glass door over the dial will then open to access the dial.  
 

The winding crank handle is kept on a hook inside the case. Winding 
must be done clockwise, slowly and without jerking the winding 

handle, which must be fully inserted in one of the two keyholes in the 
face, as the weights are heavy enough to provide a substantial and 

damaging snatch. The left-hand winder is the clock, the right-hand is 
the chimes. The clock should be wound before the chimes and there 

are chalk marks on each weight to indicate a full wind: do not 
overwind. It will run for about 7½ days 

 

The clock should be wound a little less than the chimes, for it is better 
that the clock stops before the chimes, as otherwise the clock is trying 

to make the unwound chimes chime, which is damaging.  
 

If the clock does not start itself, give the pendulum a half swing by 
hand and let go. The time is adjusted by moving the minute hand 

forward, that is clockwise (never, never to go back!) slowly, pausing at 
each quarter and the hour for the full chime to finish. Do not push on 

past an incomplete chime, or you will unsynchronise the number of 
chimes and the time indicated by the hour hand. Do not attempt to 

adjust with the hour hand. 
 

If the clock runs fast or slow, adjust the length of the pendulum using 
the turn screw or knob at its base. Turning to the right screws the 

knob in, effectively shortening the pendulum, which makes it go 

faster. Expect the clock to be accurate within 1-5 minutes a week but 
note that summer and winter temperatures affect the length of the 

pendulum, which is not one compensated for expansion through 
temperature changes. This is a basic clock, not a chronometer. It was 

not built for absolute accuracy and when first built it could only be set 
to Lyme time using a sundial at mid-day, Lyme time being a few 

minutes later than London time! An accurate London time signal only 
arrived in Lyme with the electric telegraph - and the railway in 1903. 

 
Adjusting the date takes forever and is best not done, as a lot of time 

is needed to go through several days - and wear and tear builds up on 
the mechanism, apart from wearing the dial with one’s finger.  
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If the minute and hour hand appear to be out of synchronisation very 
carefully move the minute hand to the correct position, whilst holding 

the hour hand still, but do not force the hands, which are of soft iron 
and easily bent. This is best done with the hands set at a full hour. If 

the hands touch, carefully bend the minute hand forward.    
 

When running the tick-tock beat should be even. If not, the clock will 
probably stop 20 minutes later. This may happen if the case has been 

knocked out of true by a clumsy visitor, ie it is not truly vertical in 
either plane, in which case the pendulum may scrape or hit the case. 

It may indicate uneven wear in the escapement. The clock may also 
stop because the hands have hit each other and locked. Carefully bend 

them straight. Do not oil the clock: cleaning and lubrication is a job 
for an expert. Ordinary light oil will gum it up with resins. Do not even  

think of using WD-40! 

 
The hood comes off by sliding it forward, but there is no user-friendly 

adjustment inside, so all you can do is see how dusty the clock is or if 
the chiming mechanism or weight winding cables have come off their 

pulleys. Dust produces a paste which will wear the mechanism and 
induce so much friction that it won’t run for long -or at all. 

 
This clock is eminently repairable, so do not despair if it won’t go after 

checking with a spirit level that the case is vertical on the front panel 
and on one side. It just needs a service and maybe a new part, which 

will cost a few hundred pounds! 
 

Restoration 
There have been at least three periods of repair: 

 

1824+ John Hallet, as outlined above this appears to have totally 
rebuilt the mechanism and provided an alternative case. 

 
1985+ by Dr A A Moss and Mr Nic Vale, volunteers and Friends of the 

Museum restored the clock to working order. We know that Dr Moss’ 
hobby was clock restoration and that Mr Vale became “keeper of the 

clock”.  
 

Unfortunately, the case was gloss varnished some time before 2005. 
 

2019-2020 the mechanism was cleaned and repaired by David 
Newton, Horologist, of the Honiton Clock Shop and the case was 

rebuilt by Richard Wells of the Friends of Lyme Regis Museum. The 
cost was £1056 plus £211.20 VAT for 24 hours of work at £44 per 



History of Lyme in Museum Objects No. 9: Great Storm Clock  

          Revised © 2020 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum  
14 

hour. David Newton undertook a “full overhaul of the movement, 
including both wheel trains and front work, and repair and tidying the 

pendulum”. 
 

The work needed to the case was indicated by David Newton, who 
reported that it was in danger of collapse, having open joints. The 

opportunity was taken to dismantle the lock, repair it and make new 
keys (the lock had collapsed internally, but it was not original) and to 

fit boards at the back of the hood and to the base to prevent the 
ingress of dust. All new timber used has been marked for recognition. 

Some previous woodworm infestation was found, having been treated 
in the past. Unfortunately, the varnished case meant that it could not 

be restored to original finish with beeswax or French polish. The 
decorative knobs were repainted with gold paint (as they had been 

gold painted previously, not gilded). 

  
The Museum is grateful to the Friends for paying for David 

Newton’s work and for the materials used by Richard Wells, 
and for the unpaid hours put in by Richard on the case repairs  

 
This paper ends with some images of the 2019-20 repair:  

 
David Newton with the clock in the old Writer’s Gallery in late 2019 
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The mechanism in the case with the hood off in a very dusty condition 
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The case under repair in Richard Wells’ workshop 
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Reassembled and running in the gallery June 2020 


