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COMMENTS FROM THE CHCOMMENTS FROM THE CHCOMMENTS FROM THE CHAIRAIRAIR   

First of all I must apologise for the late distribution of this edition 

of the RC&NDWS.  I blame the Editor for his tardiness.  Oh, just 

a minute, I am the Editor!  Never mind, you are all very aware of 

how time effortlessly passes by, 

Once again we have completed a very successful and well 

attended programme of guided walks along our own canal, most 

of which have been carefully orchestrated by Chris Hassall but 

as you will read, there have been a couple of excursions into 

foreign parts by some of our other members as well. 

If any of you would like to own a section of Lord Rolle’s Canal 

just recently a field and some woods adjacent to the main 

Bideford Torrington Road  have come up for sale.  It just so 

happens that the canal once ran along the top edge of these 

woods before turning onto the aqueduct at Beam.  Although this 

section is infilled and has been planted with softwood trees, the 

course of the waterway is still quite obvious when you know 

where to look.  Being alongside and about 4 feet below the main 

road it is never likely to be restored which of course is a pity. 

Another section of the canal has been in the news recently.  The 

Diary Crest Factory, originally Unigate, at the foot of Torrington 

Commons, was once one of the largest diaries in Britain but due 

to the wisdom of the government of the day and the EEC, the 

factory was closed down with disastrous effects on the local 

economy.  The site was ear-marked for development but due to 

the presence of large quantities of asbestos in the structure it 

remained unattended for many years falling into a very 

dangerous state of disrepair.   

Along with many other once great ideas, a new scheme to 

develop the site has just been published out-lining the 

construction of considerable domestic housing here.  
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Unfortunately when the factory was in full operation a section of 

Rolle Road, (the infilled canal) was spanned by large shed 

under which lorries serving the factory loaded and unloaded 

their various cargoes. 

Fortunately it has been pointed out to the planners that Rolle 

Road is an historic feature and has to be preserved.  Once 

again it is extremely unlikely that this section will ever be 

returned to water but we can only but hope  

The planned weed clearing at the wharf head of the canal at 

RHS Rosemoor is progressing and hopefully work will start 

soon.   A substantial number of hand tools such as long-handled 

loppers, shears, and pruning saws have just been acquired so 

the society is armed and ready to roll.  We have got a small 

gang of volunteers raring to go but more would welcomed.  

The permissive footpath behind Beam House is becoming 

engulfed in weeds once again but Tony Barnes has just 

received approval from Clinton Devon Estates, to do some 

selective weed clearing using an appropriate systemic poison, 

which is the only sensible option for us to keep everything under 

control. 

Although the summer is nearly over, your committee is not 

resting but planning for the future.  An illustrated talk on the 

Rolle Canal is already being planned for the autumn, to be held 

in the Castle Rooms in Barnstaple, and details will be published 

soon. 

         Adrian Wills 
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BRENDON HILL IRON ORE WALK 

Sunday May 17th 2015 

 

After meeting Normal Richards, our walk organiser, and being 

introduced to our guide from the Exmoor Mining Research 

Group, we were ready for the off.   

We first stopped at the Beulah Chapel where the community 

was formed and where we were informed about how mining in 

this area began.  

During the 1800’s, mining on the Brendon Hills had grown so 

much that miners from Cornwall had come seeking work but 

with no housing, many lodged with local farmers or in nearby 

villages.  By 1854 it was clear that extra accommodation was 

needed so the Brendon Hills Iron Ore Company leased Sea 

View House for administrative staff and used the outbuildings 

for the workers.  By 1863 the company was able to build 

terraced cottages and other premises.  In total there were 

about 250 miners employed, sharing 60 cottages. 

From the chapel we then made our way to the mine known as 

the Raleigh Cross Mine. In its derelict state it was difficult to 

imagine how it would have looked.  This mine started in 1852 

and was dug to a depth of 692 feet.  By 1879 it was running 

shifts which were working 5 days a week.   

The first shift, started at 6am and finished at 4pm (10hrs), 

would set up explosive charges and blow up the iron ore.  The 

second shift, 9pm until 6am (9hrs), would bring out the iron ore 

and build timber tunnel-supports. The reason for the gap 

between these 2 shifts was to allow the smoke and dust to 

clear before work commenced.  The second shift also had to 

work on a Saturday morning for 5 hrs. 
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The miners were expected to buy their own candles and pay the 

company blacksmith to sharpen of their tools. They were also 

responsible for paying for the black powder for blasting. 

We then visited the ruins of the pumping engine house where 

there were quite obvious remains of mining activity visible on 

the land such as miners dwellings, the winding engine and 

boiler house.  Although it was difficult to imagine, description 

and explanation given by our  knowledgeable  guide enabled us 

to establish the lie of the land and visualise the incredible 

buildings which were once in existence here.  

We then moved on the 

visit the rope-worked 

incline plane which was a 

very impressive 

structure. Standing at the 

top of the incline plane 

and looking down over 

the slope gave a real 

experience of the 

engineering used.  The 

slope is a 1-4 gradient 

and 997 metres long and 

was originally gravity fed 

with one loaded bucket 

travelling down whilst the 

other travelled back up.  It was eventually turned into a driven 

plane with huge winding wheels.  This was run by the West 

Somerset Mineral Railway. 

Following our lovely lunch we made our way to the Burrow Farm 

Engine House via the Mineral Railway track from Naked Boys 

Bridge!  What  is impressive about the building is that you can 

West Somerset Mineral Line  

Inclined Plane  Circa 1881 
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still get a sense of what the structure looked like in its working 

day. 

We had a wonderful day which was very informative.  We learnt 

such a lot about the life the mining communities led and how 

tough things were for them.  More importantly how lucky we are 

in comparison to the hardships that they endured!  

Thank you to Norman, and our guide, for arranging the walk 

which my wife and I, as well as  Peppa, our family dog, 

thoroughly enjoyed. 

To see pictures of these building and read more about the 

history of the area it is well worth taking a look online at the 

West Somerset Mineral Railway web site or the Brendan Hill 

Mines Iron Ore website.            Report by Nigel Cornish 

Engine house on Burrow Farm 
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STAPLE VALE and ENVIRONS 

SUNDAY JULY 19TH 2015 

Last month's RC&NDWS guided walk at Staple Vale was well 

supported, and in perfect weather.   We first studied the 

structure of the ancient Rothern Bridge, being one of the oldest 

crossings of the River Torridge and probably built by the monks 

from the priory at Frithelstock, before going along the Tarka 

Trail to view the iron railway viaduct and the site of the original 

wooden Marland Light Railway viaduct that once carried the 

clay trains across the valley on a trestle bridge. 

Chris Hassall giving a brief historical background at the start of 

the RC&NDWS Guided walk from Staple Vale. 
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Dr Hugh Reed led the walk and his extensive knowledge of 

Staple Vale's history, agricultural practises and wool trade that 

his family has carried on there for centuries, clearly illustrated 

the wide extent of the past business activities of this area.  As 

an additional bonus, participant Rod Garner, was able to 

describe the ongoing works and ambitions of the Tarka Valley 

Railway Charitable Incorporated Organisation, who are 

restoring a length of the railway from the Puffing Billy towards 

Bideford.    

       Report by Chris Hassall  

Walkers on the RC&NDWS guided walk from Staple Vale in the 

middle of the medieval Rothern Bridge, July 2015. 
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FOGGINTOR QUARRY 

On the 9
th
 July, I visited the granite quarry at Foggintor, near 

Princetown on Dartmoor.  This was an organised walk, led by 

Dr Peter Stanier and Mick Atkinson of the Industrial 

Archaeological Society of the Devonshire Association (IASDA). 

About 30 people met at Princetown car park and set off along 

the track bed of the old railway.  This was built around 1820 

and ran to Yelverton and thence to Plymouth, a distance of 

about 24 miles. 

At the start of the walk we passed the only railway building left 

standing; a stable, which was used for the horses that delivered 

goods from the railhead.  The track bed is well covered with 

granite chippings and the various culverts are in a good state of 

repair which, I guess, is the work of the Dartmoor National Park 

department.  It is now part of the national network of footpaths 

and cycle ways.   

As we progressed, we passed on our right hand side, the TV 

mast standing on Hessary Tor.  Its top being 1675 feet above 

sea level and is a very good, clearly visible navigational point 

for those trekking across the open moors.  Heading in a south 

westerly direction we were treated to wonderful views of the 

upper reaches of the Tamar Estuary in the distance.  To our left 

we could see evidence of ancient miners diverting the stream 

to pan for tin. 

After about a mile and a half we arrived at Foggintor Quarry.  

Here there is evidence of a narrow gauge railway leading to the 

first entrance to the quarry face.  All around there lie rocks of all 

sizes, some of which having been worked on by hand drilling. 

In order to cut stone, holes were laboriously drilled by hand.  

One man would hold steady a long, pointed steel chisel whilst 

another man hit the end of it with a very heavy hammer.  The 
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chisel was rotated between strikes. Holes were bored in straight 

lines a few inches apart and then small steel wedges called 

‘feathers and tares’ were inserted into the holes and hammered 

in forcing them apart and hopefully resulting in a straight split 

through the stone, called a face edge. 

There are remains of buildings all around the site, built of 

granite and with scant comforts.  Married men mostly lived in 

Princetown and often took in lodgers, whilst others lived on the 

site.  Being about 1500 feet above sea level, the weather was 

cold and wet for most of the year and it was sometime before 

drying facilities were installed, doing little to alleviate the 

hardships of working here. 

Beyond the remains of the housing there is a second entrance 

to the quarry but this part is flooded.  This is the way the waste 

stone was brought out and dumped on one of the many spoil 

tips.  The largest spoil heap is about a quarter of a mile long and 

known as ‘Big Tip’. 

Foggintor Quarry 



 12 

From here we went back to the main track, crossed over and 

followed another track to Swell Tor Quarry about 100 feet lower 

down the hillside.  This quarry has a higher and lower section 

each with several faces and narrow entrances.The walk to the 

lower section is steep (and there were mutterings about having 

to walk back up again!) but it was well worth the effort.  Lying 

beside the railway sidings are some giant corbels, identical to 

those made for London Bridge.  These corbels provided us with 

very convenient seating for us whilst we stopped for lunch. 

London Bridge was built in the 1820’s from Haytor granite.  

However the bridge was widened in 1903/4 with the stone 

corbels cut and supplied from Swell Tor Quarry.  These corbels 

were outriggers, attached to either side of the bridge widening 

each  by 5ft 6 ins,  and were held in place with heavier slabs on 

top.  A total of 650 were used. 

Remains of the Foggintor Quarry Manager’s house 
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In 1971, London Bridge was sold to an American who had it 

dismantled, stone by stone, and reassembled in Arizona.  In 

order to save costs the new London Bridge (in London) was 

built using concrete and was 15 feet narrower.  The concrete 

was faced with granite cut from Merrivale, another local quarry, 

where there are still some discarded offcuts lying around. 

Having reached the furthest extent of our walk the party split up 

and returned to the start by different routes.  Some walked back 

along the line of the railway where others walked further down 

the track to view other parts.  Here we passed an old farmstead 

and stock enclosures built of granite stone.  We eventually 

came to the bottom of an inclined plane which rises by at least 

100 feet to the lower end of Swell Tor. A little further on the 

railway track we were following passes through a cutting which 

by-passed an earlier bend and bridge.  The bridge, pictured 

below, was built much wider than needed to be which led to 

Unused granite corbels cut for the building of London Bridge 
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much speculation and visual examination.  No-one was able to 

come up with a definitive explanation. 

At this point some of this smaller group decided to take a short-

cut across some moorish ground  to return to the start when one 

member of the party realised he still had his dog’s lead but no 

dog!  Despite much calling the miscreant was not found.  We 

pressed on, coming across the remains of a mediaeval 

settlement marked out with stones for the dwellings and animal 

enclosures.  Upon reaching the higher levels of the railway we 

found the lost dog waiting patiently for us.  She had followed 

another fellow and his dog up via an easier route. We now had 

a leisurely walk back to our parked cars reaching them by 

4.00pm but not leaving until we had a brief look around the 
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excellent information centre and then crossing the road for 

some well-earned refreshment at the Fox Tor café (highly 

recommended!). 

Although I live in South Molton I was, at the time of this walk, 

staying with a friend in Plympton  So on leaving Princetown I 

followed the railway line as best as I could from the road, via 

Burrator reservoir, Yelverton, Cann Woods to Laira in Plymouth. 

The next day I drove back to Princetown to walk around the 

village, visiting the church built by prisoners. Dartmoor Prison 

was built to accommodate Napoleonic as well as  American War 

of Independence Prisoners of War.  It is still supported by a 

society of prisoner’s wives from the USA. 

Inside the prison farm there is a small museum which holds a 

great deal of information about the prison and its inmates.  It is 

well worth a visit. 

Perhaps we could consider a RC&NDWS outing to Dartmoor 

next year and investigate this fascinating area further?  

                   Article by Norman Richards 
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‘KERMIT’, alias ‘JAWS’, gets his teeth back! 

After quite some time, I have finally managed to get a 

replacement of only piece of my paddle driven reed-cutting 

launch that was missing.  Having acquired the launch a couple 

of years ago and following a lot of restorative work by myself, 

my neighbour John Gordon and volunteers Trevor Fordham 

and Norman Richards, the reed boat, which had been suffering 

badly from rust and neglect, has been returned to a good state 

of repair.  However, the plate which attaches the cutting blades 

to the business end of the boat was missing.   

I managed to acquire a set of scale-drawings of the missing 

plate and got another friend, Wesley Milman, to fabricate a new 

one.  Wesley is a fine engineer and between his paid job, 

working full time restoring military tanks (as you do!) he 

restores vintage machinery as well as building from scratch, 

beautifully crafted and fully operational, miniature steam 

engines and milling machines.  Wesley’s free time is extremely 

limited but eventually he reported to me that he had all the parts 

of the replacement plate, cut to shape and drilled in the 

appropriate places so it was then just a matter of welding 

everything together. 

We decided it would be best if he did the welding on site so that 

he could offer the plate into its correct position on the reed boat 

to ensure that angles and spacing were all as they should be. 

Finally the plate was finished, all but the knives which are fixed 

to its edges but these have yet to be cut from spring steel.  

That’s my next job! 

ARMEDARMEDARMED   &&& DANGEROUS!DANGEROUS!DANGEROUS! 
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The plate was bolted on to its adjustable ‘bow sprit’ and then the  

two blades bolted on to it. It really is a formidable ‘beast’ when 

armed.  The whole assembly now just needs to be dismantled, 

given a good coat of paint , permanently reassembled and 

Kermit is ready for action. 

A BIG thank you to Wesley! 

Barry Hughes, who has also been instrumental in Kermit’s 

restoration, has been daft enough to offer to be ‘Test Pilot’.  We 

are now waiting until we can hold a depth of water inside the  

basin long enough to keep this vessel afloat, for ‘sea trails’.   

Although I haven’t got Barry’s offer in writing, I’m holding him to 

it anyway!  Blood maybe spilled but it will be recorded on 

camera for all to see.  Watch this space! 

       Article by Adrian Wills 

The not so gentle side of Kermit! 
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‘MARITIME SHORTCUTS’   

WESTCOUNTRY & ABROAD 

On Friday 14
th
 August, Hilary and I attended an illustrated talk 

with the above title, presented by Colin Vosper in the Education 

suite of Exeter Cathedral. 

I first met Colin only a few weeks ago as a result of a 

conversation with Chris Jewell.  Colin had been to investigate 

the Bude Canal guided by Chris, who mentioned that I was 

involved with restoration work on Lord Rolle’s Canal and had 

been working on producing replica tub boats. 

A meeting was arranged between Colin and I, and he duly 

arrived at Sea Lock where I showed him around the site and 

more particularly the tub boats.  During our conversation I 

mentioned the roving bridge, behind Beam House, that he was 

completely unfamiliar with and quite intrigued by.  Sometime 

later he and his wife walked the permissive footpath section of 

the Rolle Canal with the sole intention of looking at the bridge.  

He subsequently produced a digital animation, based on Barry 

Hughes’ great drawing, of the process as shown on the 

interpretation board alongside the roving bridge, showing how a 

horse towing tub boat negotiated crossing the canal from one 

side of to the other without the tow rope being untied. 

Colin’s talk at Exeter was publicised as being ‘A lively 

introduction to the creative work of Victorian canal builders as 

they fought to form trading routes across the South West 

Peninsula in an attempt to avoid the dangerous sea passages 

around Land’s End’.  The well-illustrated talk featured the Grand 

Western Canal as well as the Bude Canal but also high-lighted 

the roving bridge on our canal as being unique in this part of the 

country. 
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Colin finished his talk with comment on 2 rather larger canals 

and the impact their construction has made to maritime 

passage and transport by sea around the world.  These canals 

were the Panama and Suez Canals.   

Colin’s talk was sold out with an audience of about 35 people.  

He mentioned the fact that Hilary and I were present and we 

distributed our 4-fold leaflets to all present and said that there 

was a guided walk to the head of the Rolle Canal and along the 

leat that following Sunday, led by Chris Hassall.  Several people 

said they would have loved to come but for various reasons and 

the late notice were unable to make it.  Colin did come and 

emailed me later to say how much he had enjoyed the event  

and as a result has become a RC&NDWS member. 

He may well be persuaded to present a similar talk to our 

society,  perhaps for our next AGM. 

The walk through RHS Rosemoor’s land was a great success 

and a report on it is included in this newsletter on page 20.                              

                                                                Report by Adrian Wills 
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Guided walks for the 2015 season finished with a bang, with 84 

people signing in for the RHS Rosemoor Gardens walk on 

Sunday 16
th
 August. 

Identified from the telephone codes supplied, 59 of the 

participants came from the Bideford, Barnstaple and Torrington 

area but some came from much further afield including Chipping 

Sodbury and Manchester.  One gentleman was from Canada 

but I don’t think he’d come over specifically for the walk! 

Luckily there were 4 RC&NDWS committee members present, 

including the walk leader Chris Hassall, to assist with 

marshalling such a  large group. After a brief introduction and 

overview of our intended route we all mustered at the gate 

through the deer fence that surrounds RHS Rosemoor, only to 

discover it was locked. After a short wait we were led to the next 

gate down instead and resumed our ramble along the forest  

path leading down to river level where we found a bridge over 

the large leat that fed water from the River Torridge to the head 

of the canal. This is now blocked off but the leat still holds water 

in places and could be glimpsed through the trees as we 

progressed. 

From the bridge we followed the leat towards Darkham Weir. 

The water level was too high to allow a view of the dedication 

stone and its inscription which is positioned on the wall facing 

the weir. This commemorates the widening of the leat in 1835. 

We then retraced our steps to the bridge and had a tantalising 

view of the riverside meadows ( in the throes of silaging) and 

the hidden valley beyond before we climbed up the path a short 

way to continue our walk through the native woodland section of 

the gardens. This natural wildlife area was created after felling a 

IF YOU GO DOWN TO THIF YOU GO DOWN TO THIF YOU GO DOWN TO THE WOODS, TODAYE WOODS, TODAYE WOODS, TODAY   
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mature plantation between the gardens and the river and is rich 

with flora and fauna. We emerged close to the bank of the 

Torridge and made our way back through the deer fence to 

finish our walk beside the Lime Kiln complex, now behind and 

below the potting sheds. This is where the Rolle Canal 

terminated and there would have been a large wharf area. 

RHS Rosemoor have kindly agreed to allow the RC&NDWS to 

do 

some brush clearing in this area to delineate the line of the 

canal and several people on the walk volunteered to join the 

work parties! This walk and the one before, at Staple Vale, 

gained the society 10 new members! 

       Report by Hilary Wills  

Chris Hassall explains the tree clearing and replanting 

policy of RHS Rosemoor in Darkham Woods. 



 22 

ALLADIN’S CAVE & FLOATING HARBOURS 

On Thursday 20th August, Hilary and I wearing hats of both 

RC&NDWS membership and Industrial Archaeological Section 

of the Devonshire Association joined forces with members of 

the Somerset Industrial Archaeological Society for a conducted 

tour around the museum site on Bristol Docks and later a boat 

trip on the narrow boat, ‘Redshanks’, around the floating 

harbour. 

The group, organised by Peter Daniel of SIAS, assembled 

inside the M Shed, at 10 am, where we were greeted by the 

museum’s curator who welcomed us and then divided us into 2 

smaller groups.  One group were left to enjoy the exhibits of the 

main museum (M Shed) whilst the other was shown around the 

store room known as L Shed.  Here artefacts are held in storage 

M Shed - Bristol Floating Harbour 
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until required for exhibition or just because a suitable ‘home’ 

had yet to be found for them.  

It was a conscious decision when M Shed was established to 

provide ‘tasters’ to the general public of life in and around Bristol 

rather than attempt to offer an in depth view of its entire 

collection hence it is divided into three sections –  

1. Bristol People – a brief introduction to those people, past 

and present, who have influenced the development of the 

city in one way or another 

2. Bristol places – looking at the wide variety of  buildings 

and physical features of the city 

3. Bristol Life – looking at shared experiences of the city 

from momentous to everyday. 

L Shed  is a magic place with items ranging from Easter-egg 

making machines, acquired 

from Fry’s Chocolate Factory 

to a state horse-drawn 

carriage and a beautiful 

sedan chair.   

Many of the stored items are 

tantalisingly hidden in wooden 

crates with pictures of their 

contents attached to the 

outside, all carefully identified, 

categorised and labelled.   

Others can be seen inside 

glass display cabinets, draped 

in bubble-wrap protective 

sheeting.  Inside L Shed 
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Above & below: Some of the ‘slightly larger’ items inside L Shed 
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Some of the artefacts are very small and fragile such as rolls of 

silver and gold plastic foil, used for wrapping chocolate bars, 

designed to be biodegradable so touching them, as well as all 

the other items in store, was strongly discouraged.  Some 

extraordinarily large and heavy machinery is stored here as 

well.  Our guide explained that a great advantage of having the 

museum stores in this particular shed, although on the first floor 

rather than ground floor, was that the whole wall facing the dock 

could be drawn back so that easy access for awkward and 

heavy items could be achieved very simply.  An added 

advantage is that on the quayside in front of this building are 4 

enormous, electrically powered cranes, fully restored and 

regularly operated, which are used for lifting heavy things into 

and out of the first floor and above, if necessary. 

Following the demise of Bristol docks as a main cargo handling 

and storage port the many cranes once working on this site, 

were removed by scrap merchants.  Most were cut up and sold 

on.  Fortunately these cranes were rescued and returned to 

their former glory. 

Those people who know me,  also know that I have slightly 

more than a passing interest in cranes and excavators so I 

unashamedly copy, wholesale from the internet, descriptions of 

the larger cranes residing on the dockside at Bristol, 

STOTHERT & PITT ELECTRIC DOCK CRANES  

No. 30, No. 31 & No. 32, Bristol Floating Harbour, Bristol 

Stothert & Pitt were a British engineering company founded in 
1795 in Bath, England but they went out of business in 1989. 

Electricity was adopted for powering dock cranes. Powerful 

motors could be placed in each crane without requiring a 

separate prime mover (i.e. steam engine and boiler) in each 

crane. The crane mechanisms were also lighter, allowing them 
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to be placed on raised carriages that could then straddle a 

railway freight line which could now be brought right to the dock 

edge. Cranes were also available immediately, without waiting 

for boilers to raise steam. Most importantly though, electric 

cranes were now mobile along the dock edge on their own rail 

lines. Rather than ships queueing for a single berth space 

alongside a fixed crane, cranes could be brought to each ship's 

hold hatches as needed. This made a single crane far more 

efficient, in terms of cargo handled per day. Soon such mobile 

electric cranes were near universal. 

 

The FAIRBAIRN STEAM CRANE is a type of harbourside 
crane patented in 1850 by Sir William Fairbairn and the only 
surviving one is at Bristol. 

STOTHERT & PITT ELECTRIC DOCK CRANES  

No. 30, No. 31 & No. 32, Bristol Floating Harbour, Bristol 
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The crane's innovation was in the use of a curved jib, made of 
riveted wrought iron platework to form a square-section box 
girder. This curved jib could reach further into the hold of a ship, 
clear of the deep gunwales alongside the quay. 

In the 1870s, Bristol Docks was going through a period of 
expansion. Iron-hulled ships were becoming larger, cargoes 
heavier, and there had already been investment in building a 
railway line along the harbour quay. Crane capacity was limited 
though – none of the harbour's 17 cranes being able to lift more 
than 3 tons. 

Accordingly a more powerful steam crane was ordered, to be 
capable of lifting 35 tons and loading it directly onto a railway 
wagon. This was ordered from local makers Stothert & Pitt in 
1875, to the Fairbairn design. 

In August 1878 the crane had been completed and tested, at a 
cost of £3,600 for the machinery, plus the masonry foundations. 

Above: The Fairbank Steam Crane from the outside and part 

of the winding gear inside  



 28 

The jib has a reach of 35 feet (11 m) and a height of 40 feet (12 
m) and the crane weighs 120 tons. 

The crane is still operational and is regularly steamed on Bank 
Holidays and during the Harbour Festival. 

In the water outside of M Shed are a number of historic vessels 

which are in full working order and regularly provide trips around 

the harbour.  A replica of the wooden sailing vessel, ‘The 

Matthew’ is also, at present, berthed here.  Although larger 

merchant vessels no longer frequent the harbour it is a place 

where a very large number and variety of pleasure craft can be 

‘The Matthew’ moored outside of M Shed.                      

(Editor’s comment: And my little boat moored opposite — 

centre background, behind the mast.  I wish!  The visiting, white 

yacht is estimated to be worth around £30 million!) 
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found and ship repair and dry docking facilities are still widely 

used. 

Railway ‘buffs’, not to be ignored, can feast on the various items 

of railway memorabilia held in L Shed.  A number of steam 

locomotive name plates can be seen, including one from a wide 

gauge engine. Outside the Sheds a working dockside railway 

has been restored and on certain days the members of the 

public can enjoy a short railway journey along this line down the 

dockside to where the museum exhibiting Brunel’s  ‘SS Great 

Britain’ can be seen.  

Following a break for lunch the group re assembled near the SS 

Great Britain Museum to board a narrow boat and experience a 

guided voyage around the floating harbour. 

The floating harbour is so called because it is built on the 

course of the River Avon which has one of the highest tide rise 

Original wharf buildings being converted for residential use. 
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and fall in the world.  This place has long been used for 

commercial vessels to load and unload cargo but the drying 

nature of the harbour created all sorts of problems for the boats 

so by the use of lock gates and bypass overspills, a constant 

depth of water is now retained within the harbour area. 

The 2 hour trip on ‘Redshanks’ was very pleasant and provided 

us with views of the rapidly change face of Bristol harbour.  

Many fine wharf side buildings still exist despite the best efforts 

of the Luftwaffe to remove them.  Today many have been 

converted into private residences and have become very 

desirable properties ,or they have been converted into 

restaurants and clubs providing for a very vibrant night life.  

In the Cumberland Basin, approaching the Plimsoll Bridge and 

locks.   I.K. Brunell’s Swing Bridge is visible (centre left) and 

one tower of the Clifton Suspension Bridge can just be seen.  
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Our visit to the M Shed and Floating harbour at Bristol was 

a great day out.  We’ll be back!  

     Report & photos by Adrian 
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