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The Bathing House at Sharpham House, Ashprington

Sharpham House at Ashprington near Totnes is situated on a bend of the river Dart.

The land is on The English Heritage Site, Register of Parks and Gardens Grade II and the

house and buildings are listed Grade I ."

There are copies of paintings by John Lewis in 1769. The London architect Sir Robert
Taylor, was commissioned by Captain Philemon Pownoll to transform the Sharpham

estate.

Detail showing Bathing and Boat houses bottom left The buildings shown today (2007)



In 1748 the Sharpham estate was bought by Philip Cockey for the timber, rather than the
Elizabethan manor house. In 1765 he sold the estate to Captain Philemon Pownoll, who
had acquired a fortune in 1762 of £64,963 through the capture of a Spanish treasure ship

during the Seven Years war.

Portrait of Captain Pownoll by Reynolds

Marcus Binney suggests in his article on Sharpham House in Country Life dated 17 April
1969 that ‘Pownoll’s decision to build his new house at Sharpham is of particular interest
as it suggests that he may have read and been inspired by Burke’s Inquiry into the origin
of our ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, published in 1756 and revised in 1765. It was
no conventional choice to build a house on such an exposed site, and the landscape is
rich in all the qualities that Burke attributes to the sublime, which people were then
discovering in nature after admiring in landscape and poetry’.” Bath houses and garden

buildings came about as a result of the Grand Tour and were part of the eighteenth



century landscape. They extended into the nineteenth century. Penrose at Porthleven
and Glenthorne near Lynton are two examples. These were constructed in 1830. A bath
house is described in A Glossary of Garden History as a “structure covering, or beside a
cold bath, also known as a plunge pool.* A cold bath was on the site of or beside a spring.
They were for health and not for pleasure, that came afterwards! In the case of Sharpham
the bath would have been filled by the tide.

The bath house at Greenway is a perfect example of a bath being filled in this way.

i

: i 1
Exterior of Greenway Bath House, River Dart, 2007. Interior depicting the depth of the pool, 2007,

Bath houses on the Dart appear to be unique in the county as others on rivers or by the
sea, have not as yet been recorded. Bath houses always had a fireplace (note the
fireplace at Greenway). There was always a ‘pleasure’ room attached or nearby, in the
case of Sharpham the octagonal tower.

The Reverend John Swete describes in Travels in Georgian Devon his journey by boat
from Dartmouth to Totnes passing Sharpham where “in a hollow of these woods, close to
the margin of the Dart rose a pleasure building and a bathing house’.*

In 1841 the Sharpham estate was sold by John Bastard Esq: In the particulars of the sale

according to the 1841 Woolmers Exeter & Plymouth Gazette the Baths and Boathouse



are referred to as ‘auxillaries not to be despised’.’
Bath houses were only in vogue for a short time, as shown by the following census.
The 1851 census shows that Anthony Newland the gamekeeper, his wife Mary and their

three children lived at The Bathing House, Ashprington, Totnes.®

Head: NEWLAND, Anthony - Neighbors -
Name Relationship Mar Age Sex Occupation Birthplace
Anthony NEWLAND Head M 45 M GameKeeper Ashprington-DEV
Mary NEWLAND ‘ Wife M 47 F - Bery Pomey-DEV
William NEWLAND Son - 19 M Aglab Plymouth-DEV
Ann NEWLAND Daur - 12 F Scholar Ashprington-DEV
Samuel NEWLAND Son - 10 M Scholar Ashprington-DEV

Address: Bathing House, Totnes
Census Place: Ashprington Totnes, Devonshire
PRO Reference: HO/107/1874  Folio: 9 Page: 10  FHL Film: 0221022
THE BUILDINGS
The Sharpham bathing house was converted into a dwelling in the nineteenth century. It
consists essentially of two parts. On the higher rocky ground is an octagonal tower built
in the mid eighteenth century with architectural pretensions including a fine Georgian
entrance and a parapet with moulded cornice. Inside is a single room with sash windows
of Victorian design, an eighteenth century fireplace and original ornamental plaster
ceiling,
On the lower ground is a two storey building linked to the tower by an unusual staircase
in three flights with half landings. This lower building sits on a small promontory,
probably of made up ground which projects into the river Dart. It is of a plain mid
nineteenth century style with a first floor balcony on the end facing the river. There is a

slate roof and the whole complex is finished in white stucco rendering.



The tower at the Sharpham bathing house is part of the original complex, but the pool,
which was a separate building, was probably where the kitchen of the present house is
situated. This room has two external doors with high thresholds to prevent flooding from
high river levels, but water is sometimes forced up through the floor and is collected in a
sump which can be pumped dry. This suggests that some of the old mechanism for
filling the pool is still in place. The pool was separate from the tower and this is
supported by the asymmetrical ground plan and the extremely awkward link between the
two, particularly at roof level. It is possible that the linking stairs did not exist originally
and that the path from the pool to tower was via the external stone steps on the north-east
side to the entrance on the north-west front. The pool would have had no upper floor and
the opening in the tower now occupied by the stairs would have been another window,

thus giving a panoramic view of the river and woods on the opposite bank.
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