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Three of us set out for a walk along the 
shore at Sandsend in March 2007, 
intending to take a look at the jet mines 
and other interesting relics beneath the 
Ness. To our disappointment though, the 
tide did not recede far enough to allow 
us to get there and back safely, but as it 
turned out, our attention was drawn to 
the many remnants of past industry, from 
the 17th to the 20th century, that a close 
look at the cliffs revealed.  

Thanks to recent erosion, in several 
places there can now be seen evidence of 
the course of the alum liquor channel — 
one sharp-eyed member of the party set 
us off on tracing this by spotting planks 
from the wooden trough protruding from 
the cliff, with what in one place 
(GR859133) appeared to be cement 
rendering, and closer to Sandsend, 
dressed stone blocks still supporting it. 
In a few places the cavity of the tunnel 
along which it ran is now exposed, wide 
enough to allow the pigeons to fly in and 
out of it, and the line of it is not difficult 
to follow, dropping as it does on a gentle 
gradient towards the old alum processing 
house, now the car park at the foot of 
Lythe Bank. At one point, a slippage has 
left exposed a distinct rock “arch” 
halfway up the cliff, whilst at others, the 
tunnel appears to have caved in, creating 
a depression in the shale above.  

We had another look at the series of 
post holes associated with the long-gone 
jetty (originally reported in Cleveland 
Industrial Heritage in 1999) and were 
interested to see that the cement used to 

grout in the posts has not eroded as fast 
as the surrounding rock, and now stands 
proud of it in some instances. Some of 
the timbers at the bases of the posts have 
survived too. This structure still poses 
something of a puzzle as the postholes 
extend along the flat scar at a right angle 
to cliff as far as the deeper water line, but 
what could have been its purpose? It 
certainly has what looks like a sloping 
ramp above it in the cliff, evidently for 
loading and/or unloading something from 
a seagoing vessel, but we know from old 
pictures that ships were able to beach 
close to the alum house for taking in coal 
and probably for taking out the alum 
product. Cementstone was won from the 
quarries area close by, but this only had 
to be transported the short distance to the 
Eastrow cement mill, and surely timber 
for firing the alum clamps could more 
easily be brought in by the same route.  

We also came across various 
generations of sea defences and 
revetments associated with the coastal 
railway — massive stone walls have been 
constructed at various times, one 
backfilled with blast furnace slag 
whereas others have suffered from the 
sea getting in behind them, leaving little 
more than isolated islands of facing 
stones and concrete. Old bullhead rail 
and fishplates have been used in the 
construction of one concrete section, as 
have what appear to be scrap firing irons. 
(A later walk along the trackbed on the 
shelf above showed all too clearly how 
necessary the work had been, yet even 
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so, the line is now perilously close to the 
edge and in imminent danger of falling 
into the sea in places.) At the foot of the 
defences we were surprised to find 
examples of stone sleeper blocks 
scattered along the shore, most with their 
characteristic four one-inch circular 
holes, but we found others with up to 
eight holes drilled in them, whose origin 
and purpose we could only guess at. 
Incidentally a stone wall on Esk Terrrace 
in Whitby also contains many of these 
blocks, a reminder that recycling is 
nothing new. Perhaps these came from 
the Whitby and Pickering Railway, being 
replaced at some time in the past with 
the more conventional sleepers, and put 

to other uses?  
Closer still to the car park can be 

seen the remains of a wartime concrete 
installation, either a pillbox or gun 
emplacement, now breaking up and 
sliding slowly down the slope to be lost 
to the sea.  

So our trip to the jet mines beneath 
Sandsend Ness will have to wait for a 
more suitable spring tide, but the 
amazing amount of detail to be seen in a 
fairly compact area provided us with a 
most interesting day in a quite 
unexpected way. It just goes to show that 
if you go out and about with a “seeing 
eye” you are likely to be amply 
rewarded!  

An example of one of the many sleeper blocks on Sandsend beach, below the old 
railway line. Photograph by Bill Jagger. 
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