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BATHING HOUSE AT THE WILDERNESS , DARTMOUTH

INTRODUCTION

In 2001 the Recorders were invited to examine a small building on the bank of
the River Dart, known to the pleasure boat skippers as 'the Seamen's Chapel'
which we believed to be a C19 gentleman's bathing house. The building was
photographed and measured and scale drawings were produced.

THE BUILDING

The building which is of random rubble local stone with a slate roof sits a few
feet above high water level at the bottom of a steep, roughly terraced slope which
forms the garden of a regency villa at the southern end of Dartmouth. (NGR SX
507 880)

It is of two storeys with one room on each floor and an internal stone staircase;
against its north-west face is a single storey privy formerly discharging into the
river. Windows and doors are formed in the Gothick style. The upper floor
entrance leads into a small lobby with stairs and to the left an upper room
containing a small fireplace with a cast-iron grate, some ornamental ceiling
plasterwork, a window in the north-east wall giving views up-river and a south-
east facing fully glazed external door opening onto a small stone balcony with
decorative cast-iron balustrade. There is also a small alcove over the stairs which
may have been used as a kitchen. This level has a boarded floor on softwood
Joists. In the ceiling of the main room is an access hatch to the roof space which
is also lit by a small quatrefoil window in the south-east gable.

The lower room is accessed by the stone internal stair, there is also an external
south-east facing door leading to a stone-paved level terrace beside the river. The
walls of this lower room are whitewashed stone and the floor is of limestone
slabs 3-4" thick laid over the roughly levelled bedrock of Dartmouth slate.
Beneath the stair the exposed rock has been cut back to form a rough alcove from
which spring water issues, forming a small stream which has been channelled by
the present owner to run along the north-west wall and down the rock face into
the river; the room is now used to store boating gear. Although there is a window
in the north-east wall this may be a later insertion.

The building has been well maintained in recent years, the roof has been re-slated
and the chimney stack rebuilt with its peculiar cap giving it the appearance of a
bell tower, possibly the reason for its being mistaken for a chapel.

The villa was built around 1820 for a Dr.William Cholwich Hunt who
presumably had the bathing house built at the same time. A sale notice in the
Exeter Flying Post dated July 1st 1867 gives a full description of the 'beautiful
detached marine villa' with seven bedrooms and a manservant's room (but no
bathrooms mentioned) with boat and bathing houses. Although the term 'bathing
house' is sometimes used to describe a waterside building where bathers can rest
and change it seems certain that the bathing here took place within the room
where the spring water issued from the rock. ‘

In October 2005 Dr. Perrin lifted the stone floor slabs in the expectation of
finding evidence of a pool. Directly beneath the slabs was a levelling layer of
earth over bedrock. Evidence for a pool was inconclusive, although there were



areas of loose fill up to 18" deep, there was no clear pattern-these could have
been where a stone or metal bath had been removed, or they could have been
merely natural depressions in the rock surface.

CONCLUSIONS

The building appears to have been positioned to take advantage of the freshwater
springs issuing from the rock face and although definite evidence of a pool was
not found it is highly probable that there was one within the building.

We see here the bathing house moving down the social scale, from the eighteenth
century country gentleman in his stately home to the middle class professional
man in a suburban villa, but still retaining its health connotations rather than the
hedonism of later bathing habits. The first owner was a medical man who may
have known Dr. Pollard of Torquay, the builder of that resort's first public Bath
House on Victoria Parade in 1817. There are other bathing houses on the Dart at
Greenway and Sharpham which he may have known, also the bathing house at
Elbury Cove.
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NOTES .

1. The Wilderness is a private residence, there is no public access.

2. Doctor William Cholwich Hunt was a partner in the practice of Hunt and Son,
Surgeons and Apothecaries (Exeter Flying Post November 1790).His wife Mary
died in January 1834, aged 70 (E.F.P.23 January 1834), which suggests Dr. Hunt
was born around 1760. William Cholwich himself was a Justice of the Peace &
Recorder for Dartmouth who died at Oldston in March 1764 and may have been
William's godfather.

Pigot's Directory 1822/23 lists Dr. William Cholwich Hunt, surgeon, at Hanover
Square, Dartmouth.
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Sale notice 1867 Exeter Flying Post

The Wilderness
Surrounded with its own, delightful, pleasure grounds and shrubberies, situated at the
southern end of the town of Dartmouth, on the banks of and communicating with the
harbour. Of which it commands extensive and lovely views, with the far famed pictur-
esque estuary of the Dart. It is of rare occurrence that such a desirable property is offered
to the public.

The mild climate of South devon is well suited for invalids, and to such the residence
offers great advantages.

To yachtsmen it is particularly adapted, as the largest of vessels float at all times of
the tide within fifty yards of the grounds.

The dwelling house (approached through a conservatory), comprises entrance hall,
dining, drawing and breakfast rooms, butlers pantry, servants hall, kitchen scullery,
etc.— On the ground floor, under which are extensive wine, beer, coal and wood cellars.
Four bedrooms, with two dressing rooms, and three bedrooms on the second floor, and
man servant’s room. There is an entrance lodge with coach house, stable, etc. attached,
and at the river side boat and bathing houses.

It is within five minutes walk of the church and railway station.

There is a most productive fruit and vegetable garden detached, only a few yards
from the premises.

The property is part freehold, the other part being held for a term of 1000 years abso-
lute; no high or chief rent is payable.
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SE Elevation . Recording in progress
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Moulded ceiling rose

Cast iron fireplace in upper room
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Approaching down path
from the house

Gothic detailed door
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The bathing house from the north east
The ornate chimney cap encouraged some of the local boat

trip operators to describe the bathing house as “the seaman’s
Chapel”.
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