The Hidden History of

Burrington Ham
Industry
Stone quarrying & lime burning
Over the centuries a number of quarries have been opened up in the north side of Burrington Combe
to work exposures of Carboniferous Limestone for lime-burning, road-mending, and building materials.
By 1884 there were two lime kilns in the Combe, one in a quarry close to Plumley’s Hole and another
in a small quarry behind the garden centre (Milliar’s Quarry). The former was circular in section, while
the latter, which survives, is the more common square type with triangular-shaped opening in its
front for removing the burnt lime. This kiln was still in use in 1895 when it was let for £5 per annum.
The stone burnt in the kiln was the Oxwich Head Limestone, which is high in Calcium Carbonate
and well suited to the manufacture of lime. The kiln close to Plumley’s Hole is no longer visible,
having been covered in earth, but is shown in a photograph of Burrington Combe taken in the 1890s.

Left: Lime kiln in Burrington Combe photographed in the late19th century, since buried.
Right: Kiln in Milliar’s Quarry.
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The mineral rights to the stone in the Combe were held by the lord of the manor. In 1895 there was
one quarry operating in the combe, the tenant, Reuben Marshall, paying a royalty of 4d. per ton on
gravel, 3d. on quarried stone, and 1d. for rough stone. When Professor Sidney Reynolds of Bristol
University visited Burrington in the first decade of the 20th century he identified three quarry sites
in the combe, of which only Milliar’s Quarry was said to be in work. By that time the importance of
preserving the natural beauty of Burrington Combe had been recognised,the lord of the manor was
keen to put an end to indiscriminate quarrying activity. However, it was conceded that some stone was
needed for the repair of local roads, and so Milliar’s Quarry, which was largely concealed from view,
was allowed to continue to operate. Between the wars this quarry was worked by local builder Alfred
Milliar, who also established a small plant for the manufacture of concrete blocks and artificial stone.

Top Left: Milliar’s Quarry in the early 20th century. Top right: Milliar’s Quarry today. Bottom: Piles of roadstone
in Burrington Combe in the early 20th century. Note the lime kiln on the left side of the picture.
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Lead
The earliest evidence for the lead industry in Burrington
is provided by the churchwardens accounts of Yatton
for 1489, which record the purchase of a “Tonne of Lyde
bowght at Beryngton” [Burrington]. Nearby Charterhouse
was a major source of lead from Roman times, and in the
centuries that followed the metal was worked wherever
it was found on the Mendips. The mining of lead ore was
in decline by the late 17th century, although attempts
to discover and work deposits continued well into the
19th century. Physical evidence for lead working at
Burrington is provided by two lines of pits at the east
end of Burrington Ham, and a second group in the centre.

Examining evidence of lead-mining on
Hidden History walk in 2015.

Calamine
A large area of very uneven “gruffy ground” on the
south slope of Burrington Ham are abandoned
calamine (zinc) workings. They are in the Dolomitic
Conglomerate - a Triassic rock which is found on the
lower slopes of the West Mendips. Calamine was
discovered at the west end of the Mendips in the
16th century, and was being worked at Burrington
by the mid-17th century. The metal was dug from
pits and trenches, washed and then transported to
Bristol where it was used by the city’s brass-making
industry. In 1665 a petition was presented to “Gruffy ground on Burrington Hams photographed by
parliament asking for protection against Swedish the RAF in 1946.
imports. This document mentions “the complaint
of the severall townes in Somersetshire that do live upon it, viz. Renton, Ruberry [Rowberrow], Shipham,
Winchcomb, Barrington [Burrington], &c., show that it is of great concernment for their employment
and lively-hood.” In 1722 an article published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
included a description of the way in which calamine was located and worked in the Burrington area:
To find a Vein, they dig a Trench till they come to the Rocks, where they expect it lies; which
trench they generally dig from the North to South…the Courses usually lying from East to
West. The Colour of the Earth where the Calamine lies, is generally yellow a Grit, but sometimes
Black. The calamine itself is of several Colours, some white, some reddish, some greyish,
some blackish, which is counted the best; and when this is broken it is of several Colours.
The surviving trenches and pits on Burrington Ham show that the workings did indeed run approximately
east-west, as the article describes, and yellow soil is found in this area. The individual pieces of ore
excavated were usually small, described as being “the bigness of a Nut”, although lumps weighing several
tons were reported to have been found on occasion. Once brought to the surface the ore had to be cleaned
and sorted for shipment to Bristol. The means by which was done was described in the article of 1722:
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When they have landed a good Quantity of the Calamine, they wash, clean or buddle it as their
term is, which they perform after this manner. They enclose a small piece of Ground with Boards
or Turfs, through which a clear Stream of Water runs; within this enclosure they shovel and
often turn their Calamine, and the impure and earthy Parts the running Water carries away,
and leaves the Lead and Calamine, and the other heavier and stony and sparry parts behind. “
The calamine industry in the Mendips was in decline by the early 19th century, and may well have ceased in
Burrington in the 18th century. Calamine continued to be worked in the nearby Shipham and Rowberrow
area in the first half of the 19th century, although on an ever decreasing scale.

Former calamine workings on the north edge of Burrington Ham.
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