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Lyme Regis Engineering Co Ltd. 
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We would like to know much more about this Victorian industry in Lyme Regis and its 
products and appeal for anyone with an “Edward Brown”, “Lyme Regis Gas & Range Co” or 
“St Michael’s Ironworks, Lyme Regis” or similar range or stove still in their back kitchen or 
outhouse, or even a copy of a catalogue, to let us photograph it. Please contact Graham 
Davies or Richard Bull at the Museum. 

 
 
Summary 
Ironfounding and stove making may seem an unlikely industry for a small 
seaside resort, but references to a foundry here go back a long way. Although 
gun metal, not iron, the Curfew Bell in the Museum from the Shambles may 
have been made at St Michael’s Ironworks in Church Street. A small-scale 
iron industry is part of Lyme’s history as a self-sufficient community, but in 
went further in that: Lyme was making and selling iron goods nationally as 
recently as the 1970s. 
  
Intriguing trade references in the 19th century show that Edward and Charles 
Brown and successors were advertising locally made patent ranges and 
stoves and selling them in London. Local manufacture died out early in the 
20th century, but retail sales of similar goods continued as part of the Gas 
Showroom in Church Street until the 1960s.  
 
Beyond the scope of this paper, Lyme is important as the birthplace of Percy 
Carlyle Gilchrist FRS., improver of the Bessemer Process in steelmaking. 
 
Coming almost full circle, in the 1969 the Lyme Regis Engineering Company 
started assembling “Villager” wood-burning stoves in what is now the Bay 
Hotel Garage in Coombe Street, before outgrowing the premises and moving 
to Axminster, where the firm flourishes. 
 
 
St Michael’s Ironworks 
Wyatt Wingrave (1936) thought that Lyme’s Shambles or Curfew Bell was 
made in Church Street at St Michael’s Ironworks in 1647. It now seems 
unlikely that it was cast here, more likely Taunton. See History of Lyme in 
Objects papers The Shambles Bell by searching on Goggle Lyme Regis 
Museum Bell. 
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Edward Brown & Sons, later Charles Brown, Brown Brothers 1827-1885 
Edward Brown & Sons set up an ironmongery business in Broad Street in 
1827. In 1840 they extended the business to make kitchen ranges and stoves 
in the yards behind their ironmonger’s shop at the back of now divided and 
altered remains of the Great House (Wanklyn 1927), partly now occupied by 
Boots. The foundry was extended again in 1846 and was causing sufficient 
nuisance by 1857, particularly through the riveting of boilers, sometimes to 2 
am, for another occupant of part of the Great House site, Mr Hinton, a wine 
merchant, to seek redress in the Courts. The judge suggested that the matter 
should be settled out of Court by Brown selling the foundry site to Hinton and 
moving it elsewhere (Bridport News 23rd July 1857). This Brown did, moving 
to a larger site at the newer gas works at Poole’s Court in Church Street, 
which the firm owned and managed. A map attached to the resulting 
conveyance from Brown to Hinton of 1858 (copy of map in the Museum) 
shows the workshops formerly behind Hinton’s house and wine shop. 
 
An archaeological investigation did reveal some clinker, coal and charcoal in 
the soils of the yard and garden behind Boots (Terrain Archaeology 2004), but 
not more than might be expected in any back yard or garden or to suggest to 
Terrain that a foundry might have been nearby. However, the recorded 
trenches missed the exact site of the foundry, and any slag or clinker would 
have been sold for road metal.  
 
In that year, 1857, Edward Brown & Sons claimed to have made over 4,000 
patent ranges, samples of which could be seen “at the works in Broad Street” 
according to their advertisements. By moving to Church Street any nuisance 
was transferred to another part of town, but employment, about which there 
had been some protest at the possible threat of closure, was safeguarded.  
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Extract from the Tithe Map of 1841  
The foundry and works was the two grey buildings in Plot 47, partly on the 
present car park behind Boots’ Chemist. The 1844 apportionment shows that 
No. 47 was owned by Edward Brown and forty-six by John Drayton, surveyor, 
banker, insurance agent and wine and timber merchant, who lived in what is 
now the Cottage Bakery (No. 46) and passed to Hinton on Drayton’s death. 
Govier’s Forge (see later) was in the grey buildings in front of No 46 and 
reached by a narrow passageway from Broad Street, the forge site and 
foundry being separated by a high wall [Note: these are not the very similar 
modern house numbers, and it is not known whether there was a forge here 
in 1841]. 

 
Before owning the gas company outright, Edward Brown had been a director 
of the original Lyme Regis Gas & Coke Co, which first established works 
under his management on Church Cliffs in 1836. The newer gas making site 
at Poole’s Court had a name redolent of William Poole, an ironmonger who 
had been trading in Church Street in competition with the Browns until this 
time.  
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The Poole’s Court Gas Works, about 1900 

Plenty of room for a foundry, behind the buildings in the background 
 
A foundry on Broad Street – was that really likely? 
It may be that Edward Brown was always making iron goods at the first gas 
works, right from the mid 1830s. If so, it that would solve the riddle of a 
foundry on Broad Street, which seems so unlikely to 21st century thinking. 
However it was not impossible, in the days of few regulatory controls, to mix 
“heavy” industry, retail, residential, schools and genteel housing within a 
relatively small confine. Davie had a brewery on the street, Roberts had a 
school and later there was a forge, all nearby, despite thatched roofs and all 
the lessons of 1803 and 1844 fires, when much of Lyme went up in smoke. 
And Poole’s Court was not much better located in terms of close-packed 
housing nearby: it just was not as up-market an area as Broad Street. Dirt and 
pollution were complained about, but unless a town had passed particular 
regulations, there was not much that could be done to abate nuisances, 
except through the courts, as in Hinton v Brown above, following uncertainties 
of the then general or case law on nuisances and damages. Now we have 
very detailed and specific legislation and secondary regulations to protect 
health and the environment. In many cases dirt and pollution was serious and 
jobs and were just accepted, right into the 1950s. 
 
An open mind must be kept to the possibility that these stoves and ranges 
were merely ordered from elsewhere to Brown’s specifications and patent, put 
together here and sold under their name, either at first or for volume 
production. Principal iron parts may have been bought-in from other foundries. 
Whilst requisite trade of patternmaker does not occur in Lyme census data at 
this time, whitesmiths, tinsmiths, tinplate workers, brass founders and iron 
moulders do occur, as they would in any small, self-sufficient town, when most 
ironmongers were manufacturing ironmongers. Gradually the number of 
manufactured wares bought-in increased until it became rare for ironmongery 
shopkeepers to make anything. 
  
Pattern making is a vital trade for iron founding. Patterns are the boxwood 
originals (or iron or steel casts made from them) by very highly skilled wood 
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workers called patternmakers. Patterns have to be prefect and correct 
reproductions of each intended iron part, 1/13th larger to allow for shrinkage 
on casting. They were used over and over again to mould the impression of 
the part required in mould boxes filled with the special foundry sand, into 
which the molten iron is poured after the pattern has been removed.  
 
On the other hand a small foundry is not a large factory: hundreds used to 
exist in the self-sufficient days on the 19th century, each market town would 
have at least one. The essence would be a tall cupola furnace into which old 
iron and some coke was placed with a means of lighting a fire below to get the 
reduction reaction going and a means of tapping so that the iron could be run 
off and collected in a ladle separate from the slag floating above it. The ladle 
would be carried to the casting floor a few feet away and the liquid iron poured 
into moulds. The furnace need only be a firebrick-lined wrought-iron tube 1m 
wide by 4m high, with a chimney above, with some way of forcing a draught of 
air. Coke would have been readily available once the gas works had opened 
in 1836. The casting floor needs to be only a few square metres and have 
enough room for two men to move the ladle safely from the furnace and in 
which to prepare and layout the mould boxes. A small office for drawings, 
orders etc, a coke store, a clean, dry pattern shop and store and enough 
space to clean off and assemble castings would be all that was needed under 
cover. Scrap iron, coke and iron products could sit outside. There is a 
preserved cupola furnace at Blists’ Hill site of the Ironbridge Gorge Museum in 
Shropshire.  
 
Was Willey & Co really making the goods in Exeter? 
Lyme’s gas works was associated throughout the whole of pre-nationalisation 
ownership, from 1835 to 1947, with Willey & Co, specialist gas works 
equipment suppliers and iron founders of Water Street Foundry in Exeter. 
Willey’s supplied the original retorts and gas holders and continued supplying 
equipment at least until the 1930s, if not right up until closure of the gas 
works. Willey’s ended up with a major share in the Lyme gas undertaking 
through their partnership in the Devon Gas Association, which bought the 
Wallis’ Lyme Regis Gas & Range Co in the 1920s. It is not too difficult to think 
that Willey & Co could have supplied patterns to Browns drawings, if not major 
castings.  
 
The Products 
Brown’s 1857 advertisement (see below) shows that the patent cooking 
ranges were more than just basic Victorian kitchen ranges. They were 
advanced for their time, with a closed grate, two ovens, a water boiler, a 
cooking hob, a warming or drying rack and an adjustment flap for the hidden 
flue. Designed to burn coal, they had a small open section to conform to the 
British like of an open fire, compared with closed stoves traditional in 
Scandinavian countries. Total closure of the fire in an enclosed fire box came 
later, reaching its acme in the first Swedish AGA range of 1929. 
 
Brown’s also made so-called register grates for sitting and bedrooms, these 
had a flap or register to control the air flow, as well as other equipment, 
including agricultural and dairying stoves, and their automaton roasting spit. 
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Edward Brown & Son’s Advertisement in  

Roland Brown’s Beauties of Lyme 1857 – even “Gas Works erected”, an 
arrangement with Willey’s to supply and fit their small coal gas making plants 
for country houses and factories – there was one at Coldharbour Mill at 
Uffculm. 
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Edward Brown & Son’s general ironmongery advertisement  

of the same date, 1857 also from Brown’s Beauties of Lyme.  
Roland Brown was a close relative of the “Iron Browns” 
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The London and Birmingham Warehouses and the Great Exhibitions 
Their London shop or agency is intriguing. It is enough to accept that a small-
town foundry in the West Country could be making fashionable stoves and 
ranges and selling them locally, but to think that entering the London market in 
competition with the big range and stove foundries such as Flavels of 
Leamington, the Carron Company of Falkirk and the Coalbrookdale Company 
of Shropshire is interesting. Nevertheless Brown’s Prospectus and 
Testimonials document from the International Exhibition of 1862 makes it 
clear that such premises existed, and that Brown’s had an extensive range of 
satisfied customers, including Lord Portman at Bryanston House and William 
Boon of Uplyme.  
 
Browns exhibited at the Great Exhibition at South Kensington in 1851 and at 
the International Exhibition on the same site in 1862. At the first Mr James 
Illife, from the London Warehouse of Birmingham firm Mapplewick and Lowe, 
demonstrated the stoves on Stand 370, under Class 22, in the SW Gallery. 
James Illife showed stoves “manufactured by the patentee, Edward Brown” 
according to The Times of 9th October 1851. Edward Brown’s stoves won a 
Prize Medal. 
 
At the International Exhibition Brown’s, or their agents, exhibited in Class 31 
on Stand 6001. This exhibition focussed on the entire world rather than just 
the British Empire. There was mention of the ranges burning Welsh coal, 
anthracite or coke, but as yet no mention of gas: this was applied later to 
Lyme Regis cooking ranges. 

 
Advertisement from The Times 24th February 1854 

Coals at 18s per ton? - from 50-70% is saved in fuel by the Lyme 

Regis Patent Economical Cooking Range, with self acting roasting 

jack. Cooking is done with half the usual trouble, and smoky 

chimneys entirely cured.  

Patentee Edward Brown 53 Watling Street, City (of London)  

 
The London address changed over the years, but it was nothing but 
prestigious. It was first at Mapplewick & Lowe’s, 53 Watling Street (by St 
Paul’s, now EC4) by 1854. The 1867 Trade Directory does even better: 
 

Brown Bros, Iron & Gas Works  

Church Street [Lyme Regis] and 43 Cranbourn St., Leicester Sq London  

Patentees and kitchen range manufacturers, engineers, iron amd brass founders, 

gas, hot water and steam apparatus mfgs.  

 
43 Cranborne Street is now a theatre box office. By 1871 Charles Brown, 
Edward’s son had taken over the business, living “over the ironmongery shop” 
in Broad Street, aged 37. In the census of that year he described himself as a 
Kitchen Range Manufacturer and Iron Founder. It was in that year that two 
brass and iron moulders were living in Church Street. 
 
The London Warehouse had moved by 1875 to a very prestigious site, on 
edge of Mayfair, at 470 Oxford Street, just short of Park Lane – this is now a 
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River Island shop. However, by 1880 the London side of the business seems 
to have been dropped and the name “St Michaels Ironworks” appears for the 
foundry and manufacturing business side of the business.  
 
In 1855 an advertisement appeared, with the same drawing as above, in 
Cornish’s Stranger’s Guide Through Birmingham for E. Brown’s Patent 
Cooking Range and Self-Acting Roasting Apparatus manufactured by the firm 
of Mapplebeck & Lowe mentioned above, but here given as of Bull Ring and 
Smithfield, Birmingham. The truth dawns, they were designed, and patterns 
made, in Lyme, and cast in that heart of metal working, Birmingham?  
 
The Lyme Regis Trade Directory entry for that year 1880 reads: 

 

Gas Works and Ironworks 

Brown Bros – Broad Street and St Michael’s Ironworks, Church Street 

Patentees and kitchen range manufacturers, iron and brass founders, gas, hot 

water and steam apparatus manufacturers, furnishing ironmongers, cutlery, 

electro-plating, tin, copper, Japan goods, agricultural implement depot 

 

In 1881 a Sun Insurance schedule (copy book held in the Museum) covers 
only the shop and house in Broad Street under the title St Michael’s Ironworks 
Co, Ironmongers, but only mentions articles for trade, not manufacture. 
 
A London Trade Directory for 1884 gives Brown Brothers, Stove and Range 
Makers at 11-12 Thorney Street, Bloomsbury London WC (information from 
Graham Davies). 
 

                    
 

Could these be Lyme Regis iron products? Ancient gas and water 
stop covers still in use in Coombe Street in 2010, near Gosling Bridge: 
Brown Bros, Gas & Range or Willey & Co products? 

 
The business is split 1885-c1898 - Wallis and others  
The above entry is the last for Brown Brothers. William Banfield Wallis had 
already bought the gas company in 1880, and Brown Brothers sold the 
Ironworks side by 1885. The Trade Directory for that year records the full 
changes: 
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Gas Works 

Wallis, prop. 

Ironmonger - George Boon, Broad Street and Church St 

Kitchen Range Maker -- Joseph Francis Taylor, St Michael’s Ironworks, Church 

Street sole mfg. of late Brown Bros ranges and automatic roasters and Collin’s 

cheese stoves, general ironmonger, gas and hot water engineer 

 
Neither Taylor nor Boon lasted: both were soon both taken over by Wilson, 
Walter & Co Ltd, re-uniting the iron trades. The 1889 Directory records: 

 

Ironworks 

Wilson, Walter & Co Ltd (late Brown Bros) sole makers of patent ranges etc, St 

Michael’s Ironworks and Broad Street. 

 

The “and” in the above may be crucial or may not be meaningful at all, since 
also in that year, 1889, Wallis is ensuring the Church Street premises. A Sun 
Insurance schedule (copy book in the Museum) records W B Wallis insuring 
premises on Church Street, including a foundry and pattern loft above. This is 
the only mention of a pattern loft and, coupled with the last suggests, that the 
name “St Michael’s Ironworks” may have been finally claimed by the Broad 
Street ironmongers shop, rather than being applied to Wallis’ gas works, 
where the actual foundry remained.  
 
This notion is partly contradicted by the next item, and it is suggested that 
overall “St Michael’s Ironworks” is a flexible term in Lyme, going at least as far 
back as the 17th century curfew bell and generally applying to Church Street 
premises until “borrowed” by Edward Brown in the 1840s for his Broad Street 
shop and foundry. It seems to have been used in a vague way for any iron 
business in Lyme in the later half of the 19th century – we await evidence of 
possible litigation over its use to come to light!  
 
In 1897 the Cottage Hospital was in Church Street, near the Monmouth St 
junction. The site was described as noisy, partly because of the “busy” St 
Michaels Ironworks up the road, in hospital committee reports (Lyme Regis 
Hospital 1973). 
 
The Lyme Regis Gas & Range Company - Gas and Stove making re-
united - Wallis supreme from c.1898 - 1920s 
If they ever took it on, Wilson, Walter and Co. soon gave up the manufacturing 
side, for by 1898 Wallis re-unites all the businesses at the Poole’s Court site 
under the Lyme Regis Gas & Range Co. The name St Michael’s Ironworks 
disappears altogether. The ironmongery shop in Broad Street passes to 
Langford & Rendell, who ran it into the 1960s at No. 20, opposite the Post 
Office. 
 
The Gas & Range Co inherited the full range of products originating with the 
Browns, including the supply of heating and cooking equipment and gas fitting 
services, which increasing includes gas cooking stoves. The office at Poole’s 
Court developed into a Gas Showroom, the emphasis changing with fashion 
through the 19th and 20th centuries, from coal ranges and fires, gas lights, 
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through gas ranges to gas cookers, fires, geysers (instantaneous gas water 
boilers), and by the 1930s, gas fridges.  
 
The Showroom remained the place you went to buy gas equipment and pay 
your gas bill right through the succeeding Devon Gas Association period, until 
closure by the Southern Gas Board in the mid 1960s. But locally made gas 
equipment was gradually replaced by goods from national manufacturers. 
 
Lyme Regis Engineering Company 
History often turns full circle and in 1969 iron stove making returned to Lyme 
Regis in the form of wood burning and multi-fuel stoves. The Burgess family 
set up the Lyme Regis Engineering Company in what is now the Bay Hotel 
Garage in Coombe Street. Iron moulding was definitely not undertaken here: 
British cast-iron parts were brought in and assembled, together with sheet 
steel and heat-resisting glass, to make the stoves, which were painted with 
heat-resisting black paint rather than laboriously black-leaded in the Victorian 
way.  
 
The Lyme Regis site soon outgrew the company, which is now flourishing in a 
purpose-built factory at the Millwey Rise Industrial Estate in Axminster, 
making Villager Stoves burning gas, multifuels, wood and electricity. The 
Trade Directory for 1969-70 recorded  
 

Engineers: Lyme Regis Engineering Co Ltd, Coombe Street. 
 
See www.villager.co.uk to discover more about the range of stoves made in 
Axminster. 
 
Blacksmithing 
There were smithies in Lyme and Uplyme dealing with farrier’s work, small-
scale manufacture of wrought iron items, fitting cart tyres and general repairs. 
The wheelwright’s tyre-setting iron plate can be seen re-set into the forecourt 
of the restored Wheelwright’s and Blacksmith’s Cottages at the start of 
Venlake Lane.  
 
Govier’s Forge in Broad Street in Lyme disappeared completely under 
Woolworth’s (now Tesco). However, Govier’s Forge is well documented in 
photographs and sketches in the Museum and in published albums of Lyme 
pictures. It was in front of The Retreat, also known as Pitt House Hotel and 
now the Cottage Bakery, very near the site of Brown’s first foundry but was 
separated from it by a high wall which extended all the way to Broad Street. 
The entrance passageway to the forge between this high wall and the 
cottages up hill was very narrow, so much so that carts could not be taken 
down on their wheels and difficulty must have been found in getting horses 
through to be shod. See the map near the start of this paper for site details. 
 

http://www.villager.co.uk/
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The former works of Lyme Regis Engineering Co. in Coombe Street 

 
Steelmaking – the Gilchrist-Thomas process 
Although steel was never a Lyme product, one of the pair of cousins that 
invented the process by which phosphorous could be eliminated from steel 
using the Bessemer converter was born in Lyme at a house on Marine Parade 
just west of Madeira Cottage in 1851. Percy Carlyle Gilchrist was born to 
Alexander and Ann Gilchrist on 27th December 1851 and a purple plaque at 
the foot of Bell Cliff commemorates the fact. Gilchrist was chemist at the 
Blaenafon Ironworks in South Wales and worked with his cousin, Sidney 
Gilchrist Thomas, to perfect the process there. His parents have no Lyme 
connection, living in Surrey and later Chelsea, and may have only rented the 
property, but they had considerable literary and artistic leanings and 
connections (Brandolisio 1992).  
  

 
Percy Carlyle Gilchrist FRS 
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