
THE REST BANK JETTY 

Peter D Iles 

During the late summer of 2004 and the subsequent winter, changes in the river 
channels through Morecambe Bay's sands gradually exposed a large stone-built 
structure off the shore at Hest Bank (Fig 1 ). It can be accessed from the public car 
park on the sea front behind the station at Hest Bank, the easiest way to find it being 
to walk north along the foot of the sea defences from the car park until the outfall 
from the waterworks is encountered and then follow the trodden path across the salt 
marsh, and out onto the sands, when the structure should be obvious. It is best 
observed at low tide, and care will need to be taken (as is usual in the Bay) to avoid 
danger from soft mud, the swift-running channels and the rising tide. 

Initially only a single interrupted course of large, well-dressed red sandstone blocks 
could be seen, but further erosion revealed a substantial structure some 3 m high, 15 
m wide, and extending back some 50 m into the foreshore deposits. At its seaward 
end its structure is clear, comprising a south-east/north-west aligned sandstone wall, 
curving around at its western (seaward) end, where its maximum height is exposed 
(Fig 2). The short return wall at this end has been carefully sloped down to the sands 
and a series of socket holes and rusted remains indicate the presence of an iron or 
steel railing. The sands still cover a great deal of the landward end, and whilst it can 
be traced further back towards the shore, the actual construction details are unclear at 
this end. 

The main length of the wall faces north-east and, with the curving comer, is clad with 
a series of large squared vertical and horizontal timbers fixed with iron cramps and 
bolts, probably representing a system of rubbing strips or fenders. The heads of the 
upright posts closer to the shore project over the surviving masonry, perhaps 
suggesting that the upper course (or courses) of masonry has been robbed here. 
Elsewhere the sloping top edge of the south-west wall shows that it is intact and a few 
missing blocks from the curved comer can be seen tumbled at the foot of the wall. 
Behind the wall itself the surface is generally formed of large rounded stones, eroded 
(or scavenged) on its top, but, as it slopes to the south-west, a surviving surface of 
well-set large cobbles set on a stony base survives (Fig 3). Several stones with inset 
iron objects, perhaps rings or pegs, can be found on the top of the structure, but the 
most noticeable feature there is the stump of a thick wooden post, about the diameter 
of a telegraph pole, set between two upper and two lower stone blocks which are 
cramped together with iron. This may be the base of a flagpole or other marker but it 
could also represent the base of a simple crane. A second timber baulk, possibly 
originally one of the rubbing strips, has been roughly set up with loose blocks about 
halfway along the south-west return wall (see Associated Finds below). 
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Figure 2. Sandstone wall of the Jetty at Hest Bank 

Figure 3. Surviving surface of well-set large cobbles set on a stony base 

About halfway along the structure some squared stones leading across it can be seen 
at right angles to the main wall. Given that the surface of the structure has been lost 
here, these must be structural stones forming a cross wall. This may suggest that there 
is more than one phase of construction or that this end of the structure was not 
exposed to the sea and so did not require such a strong construction, or, just possibly, 
that there was something built on top of the structure here. Shoreward of this point the 
wooden baulks protruding from the sand change in appearance, perhaps being more in 
the character of markers rather than robust rubbing strips. 
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HISTORY AND ORIGIN 

The origin and function of the structure appears to be clear. The Victoria County 
History (Farrer and Brownbill 1914, 137) states that ' ... in 1820 a breakwater was 
constructed to enable small coasting vessels from Liverpool and Glasgow to discharge 
their cargoes at Hest Bank, from which place they could be transported north and 
south by the canal. This traffic ceased after the opening of the railway in 1846. The 
remains of the jetty are now some distance from the shore owing to encroachments by 
the sea.' This is confirmed by the Lancaster Gazette, which notes in the edition for 
16th September 1820 that 'On the 4th inst. the foundation was laid for a pier or 
breakwater, at Hest Bank. After giving the last stroke to the stone, Mrs R G Bradley, 
of Slyne, presented the workmen with a handsome donation and expressed her best 
wishes for the success of the undertaking.' 

Whilst the exact connection has not been traced, it seems probable that this was 
associated with the Hest Bank Canal Company and their warehouse erected on the 
canalside in 1819 (but with a stone dated 1820) in anticipation of a large trade from 
the sea. Research by Mrs Mavis Foster of Hest Bank has elucidated a great deal of the 
history of the warehouse and she notes that it was sold in 1831, and by 1845 had 
become a working farm, showing that the trade was not as successful as anticipated. 
No doubt the coming of the railway did have a significant impact, but the construction 
of Glasson Dock and its linking to the Lancaster Canal in 1826 may have already 
made the jetty uneconomic. Notes kindly supplied by Mrs Foster show that the jetty 
was still in occasional use as late as February 184 7 but that this was so unusual as to 
merit an entry in the Lancaster Gazette detailing the arrival of the steamer The 
Windermere from Liverpool to pick up a load of 'hoops and small wood' (M Foster 
pers comm). The Ordnance Survey 1:10,560 mapping of 1848 also suggests that the 
jetty was no longer in regular use, as it is only lightly outlined and simply annotated 
'Breakwater'. 

ASSOCIATED FINDS 

It is worth mentioning some associated finds from the jetty. It is noticeable that the 
area of foreshore around the jetty is littered with fragments of broken pottery, china 
and glass. These remains seem to date from late-nineteenth to mid-twentieth century 
and probably represent a robust approach to domestic rubbish disposal. The quantity 
present does suggest that this is more than casual dumping, however, and it is possible 
that this was organised and perhaps even served a fairly wide area. Local resident, 
Derek Chitty, is undertaking some research on this material (D Chitty pers comm). 

As well as this, visitors will note that a rather ramshackle construction of stone blocks 
and timber sits close to the seaward end of the jetty. As this structure eroded from the 
sands great numbers of spent lead bullets were recovered around it, along with a small 
number of cartridges (Figs 4 and 5), their locations indicating that it was used as a 
practice target after the jetty had been abandoned and had almost completely silted up. 
Dr Stephen Bull of the Lancashire Museums Service identified these as mainly 0.3-
0.35 calibre revolver bullets, probably of the later 1870s. A handful was recovered for 
identification but several hundred were probably present. More unusual ammunition 
included several examples of 0.577 calibre ammunition for a 'Snider' rifle. One 
associated cartridge case was from a Mk II Snider rifle, certified for use by the British 
army in 1866. This weapon, converted from an 'Enfield' muzzle-loading rifle, was 
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replaced in 1871 by the 0.577/0.480 Martini-Henry rifle, a round from which was also 
recovered (S Bull pers comm). It seems likely that the target practice was associated 
with a militia group of the later nineteenth century, rather than a regular army unit, 
who would have had purpose-built butts and the weapons may have been 'handed 
down' for their use. The complete collection (deposited with the Lancaster City 
Museum) would, if they had all been fired on the same occasion points to a date after 
1878, but it is possible that they had been fired off over a period, from no earlier than 
1866. Documentary evidence of military activities in the district is still being 
collected, but a report from the Lancaster Guardian of 26th July 1902 notes a fight 
between Gypsies and members of a Militia who were camped at Hest Bank. It seems 
unlikely that the Martini-Henry or Snider rifles were still in use then, but it is not 
impossible - readers may recall recent media reports that the MoD considered a stock 
of 1930s and earlier Lee-Enfield rifles an adequate armament for the Falklands 
Defence Force prior to the Argentinian invasion of 1982! 
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Figure 4. Spent Lead Bullets and Cartridges 
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Figure 5. Spent Lead Bullets 
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