The Hidden History of

Burrington Ham
Recreation
During the 1890’s, whilst nearby Cheddar was enjoying visits to its dramatic gorge, James Gibson the
new landowner of the Wrington Estate, began turning Burrington Ham into a pleasure park. He provided
stabling and refreshments for visitors at Ellick farm, embellished the Rock of Ages, opened up Goatchurch
Cavern to visitors and made a feature of Burrington Camp. However the venture was shortlived and he sold
the estate later to the Wills family in 1909.
Theodore Compton, in ‘Winscombe Sketches amongst the Mendip Hills’ (1882), describes Burrington rather
than as an unbeaten track, but a ‘promenade of charabancs and cars, in season , out of season nearly all the
long year through.’ However, the day he visited Burrington Combe with two friends, arriving by train at its
tiny station in 45 minutes from the city, they had it all to themselves.
By the early 20th century visitors were beginning to arrive in motor charabancs, and in the 1920s a cafe was
established to cater for the growing number of day trippers.

The Bungalow Cafe in Burrington Combe between the wars. Originally a simple small single storey wooden
building, there has been café on the site at the current Burrington Inn since the 1920s.
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Photograph of a line-up of 31 ‘Bristol’ coaches in Burrington Combe on the occasion of the Leyland Motors
Staff tour of the district, 1933 (Bristol Records Centre)
The Rock of Ages was a huge draw to visitors
in the early part of the 19th century. The
overlying Burrington Oolite limestone forms the
prominent crag known as the Rock of Ages. It is
the site of the story of the Reverend Augustus
Toplady, who supposedly sought shelter during
a storm here, inspiring the hymn of the same
name. Back in the 1920s the Combe would be
filled with thousands for worshippers singing
the hymn. Every year a service is organised by
Burrington parish to mark this event. However,
it is now recognised that the story of the origins
of the hymn is a myth, as it was written after
Toplady left the area in 1764.
Picnicking too was a popular pastime. Dorothy
Hodges, a local resident, recalls that many Rock of Ages pilgrimage in 1921.
picnickers perched on top of the Rock of Ages
in the 1950s. Meg Buxton, another local recalls the clear view of open grassland from Langford, seeing
Long Rock clearly and people picnicking. The area was much more colourful with banks full of primroses,
bluebells and violets. Now these views are quite different and are obstructed by the woodland and scrub.
Burrington Ham was also a popular place for childrens outdoor play. Many elderly residents recall their
children playing on the open Ham in the 1950s and making dens in the gruffy ground.
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