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The Bridgwater Wire Rope Company was founded by William Henry Berryman
                                                          1877 – 1938.
Note:- Employees Jack Martin

Bob Blashford
Malcolm Chilvers
Bill & Ben Carver
Don Beard
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A photograph take at Colthurst & Symonds Bristol Road brickyard cottages, circa 1905, 
where the family (originally from Bagborough on the Quantock Hills) were living and 
working in the brick and tile industry.

Will Berryman can be seen standing 2nd from the right.

There followed a decline in that industry and the family gradually relocated to South Wales 
and began work in the coal mines.

Following his return to Bridgwater, Will, born in the Channel Islands, and who was both 
engineer and entrepreneur, began a cottage industry, plaiting single wire strands into ropes 
to produce washing lines for his wife who complained that hers were continually breaking!

He used a new galvanising process which made the rope more durable.

The business began in 1920, in premises in the Clink, in what became Hoopers timber yard.

It became a limited company in 1923, with Will as the Managing Director. I came across a 
story in a book called Class Conflict in a Somerset Town written by author Dave Chapple. In
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it he mentioned that a local businessman (Will Berryman), was accused by a well known 
trades unionist and politician called Jimmy Boltz of “paying slave wages” to his 
employees.

According to the book, my Uncle also docked workers wages for attending lunchtime union 
meetings outside the factory gates. He responded by saying that the workers wages were 
determined by their age in the first instance and then by how well they progressed while 
employed by the company.

In 1927 Bridgwater staged a Pageant in which Mr Boltz took a leading part. I believe he 
played the part of King John!

Included in the parade, according to the Bridgwater Mercury, were what was described as 
“various new local trade entries” and one of them was The Bridgwater Wire Rope 
Company! 

In 1928 with The Great Depression looming and with his brothers Jim, Charlie and Cliff out
of work in the Welsh coalfields, Will called for them to return to Bridgwater and join him in 
the business.

In 1936 and with additional capital, the business had expanded and new premises were 
sought. 

He found a large building, some 2 miles further out on the Bristol Road on the righthand 
side which it is believed was previously and aircraft hanger. It is now known as the 
Wireworks Estate.

Once, established there, they were soon making all sorts of wire ropes including accelerator 
cables for Austin cars and also much heavier gauges such as the ropes used to control the 
Lynton & Lynmouth Cliff Railway. 

Beyond the Works, Will purchased a field, on which he built a bungalow for his family, so 
that he could be near the site. He named it Rhiwbina after an area of Cardiff which he had 
been associated with.

In between the Works and the bungalow he built another factory to produce the extruded 
wire to supply the Wire Rope Works.

This reduced his dependency on other suppliers and was called The Somerset Wire 
Company. It was referred to as the “Wire Mill”.

A Mr Ken Hughes managed the new factory on a day to day basis and had a little office 
there.  He was responsible for the “diamond dies” used in the manufacturing process.
Will had designed the layout of the new building which was advanced for it's time.
He utilised a single span roof and incorporated heavy machinery driven on a belt system by 
a single 70hp motor. The shaft passed overhead and had to be supported by setting it in resin
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instead of concrete to allow for flexing in the windage. 
                                                                  

My Grandfather Cliff tending a machine at the factory circa 1928.

On Wednesday 6th July 1938, tragedy struck: Will was killed when the cylinder on a new 
Blackstone engine installed in the Somerset Wire building exploded.  He was hit by a push 
rod which flew off, hit him and exited through the corrugated asbestos wall of the building.
 It was later found outside near the railway line. At 11am on that day, Will had been called 
back into the factory from his home nearby, by my grandfather Cliff who was operating the 
machine. It had not been running smoothly and would not perform properly despite 
maintenance having been carried out.

As they stood watching the machine, the explosion occurred and the piece of metal became 
detached and struck Will.

There follows some reports of the incident in the Taunton newspapers. I have a copy of a 
more detailed report from the Bridgwater Mercury which is undigitised and harder to read.

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser - Saturday 09 July 1938

WORKS DIRECTOR KILLED EXPLOSION AT. BRIDGWATER FACTORY VALVE
BLOWN OUT OF ENGINE 

A Bridgwater manufacturer was fatally injured in an explosion at his works on Wednesday 
morning. He was William Henry Berryman, aged 61, of Bristol-road, Bridgwater Without, 
the managing director of the Bridgwater Wire Rope Works. At about 10 a.m. he was 
apparently examining an engine at the works, when there was an explosion, and the place 
was filled with smoke. A valve had blown out of the engine, and had gone through the wall 
of corrugated asbestos into an adjoining field. It was subsequently found in the field some 
distance from the factory. Mr. Berryman was found sitting on the floor with his back against
the wall, and suffering from very severe injuries. He was taken by ambulance to Bridgwater 
Hospital, and on being examined there was found to be dead. His left shoulder had been 
smashed to pieces, having probably been struck by the valve in its flight. Mr. Berryman, 
who resided close to the works, was well known in the town. He was a member of the 
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Rotary Club and the Bridgwater Bowling Club. He leaves a grown-up family. 

Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser - Saturday 16 July 1938

MR. W. H. BERRYMAN FUNERAL OF BRIDGWATER DIRECTOR 
The funeral of Mr. William Henry Berryman. of Bristol-road. the managing director of the 
Bridgwater Wire Rope Works, Ltd., whose tragic death following an explosion in the factory
was reported last week, look place on Saturday morning at the Bristol-road cemetery. The 
Rev. P. M, Taylor, vicar of St. John’s, conducted the service. The mourners included Mr 
Berryman's two sons. Mr. C. Berryman (brother'. Mr. J. Hughes (partnen. and Mr- Kenneth 
Davis, of Cardiff. representing the Westcm Counties Federation of Engineering 
Manufacturers The Bridgwater Rotary Club was represented by Mr. H. S. Turner (president' 
Mr. H. H. Pollard (past-president»¦ Mr- S Nicholls (secretary!. Preb. E. H. Hughes- Davies, 
and Mr. C. C. Waddon. Members the Bridgwater Bowling Club present were Messrs. H. F 
Tottle, E. J. Beaumont, and G. J. White. Others present included Mr A. Peerman, Mr. L. T. 
Dight, and the employees of the Wire Rope Works. Among the wreaths was one in the form 
of a wheel from the Rotary Club. The arrangements were entrusted Messrs. J. E. Gilbert & 
Son, of St. Johnstreet. A verdict of Accidental death was returned the inquest on Friday-

The funeral procession to the Bristol Road cemetery, included a great many local dignitaries
and family members and was headed by employees from the works. 

Will Berryman ws succeeded by his son Ronald in running the business and it continued in 
family ownership until it was sold to a Bristol based rope manufacturing company called 
Terrell Ropes in 1950.

At some stage a local sail/tarpaulin making company by the name of John Waddon was 
taken over by the firm. They also had premises on the Bristol Road nearer to town.

The company prospered and was producing 4 ¼ million feet of rope annually by the 1960's.
This included specialist rope such as the one used to lower the spire onto Coventry 
Cathedral!

In 1964 there were rumours that the factory was to close and the Director Mr FJG Gale 
appeared in an article in the Mercury to refute this. 
Despite this, the factory did close shortly after and more recently became the home of a 
scrap metal dealer. It was mysteriously destroyed by fire in the 1990's.
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