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Recent correspondence in the 'Dartmouth Chronicle' referred to the present Dartmouth Guildhall
as the 'ancient' Guildhall of the town. Unfortunately, this is not the case, for the present building
dates from 1849 only, as the stone over the entrance proclaims. To which building could the
term 'ancient Guildhall' apply? There have been no less than four previous sites to which this
term is applicable. However, all the buildings have been demolished.

Guildhall No. 1

The first building, known as 'Ye Yeldhall', was located close to the north-west angle of the
boundary of St Saviours cemetery and to the west of No. 9 Anzac Street. This was a mediaeval
building and was used as a Guildhall between 1370 and 1480. Although the late Hugh Watkin
noted the sale of its timbers in 1494' and assumed it had been demolished, it did not suffer final
demolition until 1837-2

Figure 1A is a plan showing the area & it was before 1835/7, when major changes took place.
The street now known as Anzac Street, but then known as Hanover Place (or Hanover Street or
Square), was of a dog-leg shape with a small open square a the north-eastern angle and a
narrow outlet at its south-western end around the 'Y eldhalT. The street itself was a continuation
of Foss Street across the junction with Duke Street. Until 1824-5 this junction was T-shaped,
the west side being a continuous row of houses, that of Lewis Oldrieve filling the gap where the
New Road (now Victoria Road) makes the junction into a cross road. This house was
demolished to allow the New Road to enter the town.
In the 18305 carriage accessto the western doorway of the church was very limited. W hilst there
were public ways througharch-houses on the

FIG. IA. Plan of Hanover Place, later renamed Anzac Street, showing mediaeval Guildhall (Yeldehali) in



[77J. Dotted lines indicate where the late i8th century gaol block was attached. JVote also the position of
Church Street before the Castle Inn stable block and yard were built in 1774, on land then part of the
churchyard, later the Palladium Cinema and now converted into a market. ]

The Great Conduit (also known as Plumleigh's Conduit) is shown in Duke Street where it stood from about
1600 until 1799. After that date it was moved to the north-west corner of the New Ground Bridge adjacent to
_tge end of the Coffee House Slip (see Fig. 4), in conjunction with the narrowing of Duke Street 2see Fig.
ib).

The block of buildings situated at the west end of Duke Street is continuous as it was before the
building of the New Road in 1824-5.
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south, east and north*-® there was no carriage way. If there was to be a carriage way it
would have to be built here—through the area then occupied by the old 'Yeldhall' of
Dartmouth and the then current Post Office.® This ancient building was the chapel of St
Saviours, built between 1331 and 1335. It stood in the north-western angle of the
churchyard and was approached from the Fosse (now Foss Street) by a short flight of
steps. It was not supposed to be here, for according to W atkin it had been demolished
by 1494. In fact the roof timbers only were removed and the structure converted into two
separate tenements. A series of leases dated from 1497 to 1761 confirm this change.
locating both the church/Guildhall and the adjoining chambers occupied by the resident
priest. What sort of building was this original Guildhall?

On a chart of Dartmouth drawn by Dessiou and dated 1793, but showing the town in
block detail at a date no later than 1774, one can clearly see the building in plan view. At
this time the consecrated burial ground extended further north, but in the r8th century the
corporation, who had taken the church and its property unto itself after the Reformation,
appropriated some of the ground for building development.

The exact location of the mid-line of the Guildhall was 33ft to the west of No. 9
Hanover Place (Anzac Street), which is the 'priests chambers*. These were located
incorrectly by Watkin in 1935,” who placed them in Church Street, which was not
constructed until 1774-5. The building was linked to No. 9 by a flight of steps approximately
11 ft wide. The principal dimensions were 35 ft (east/west) and 30 ft (north/ south). At the
end of the i8th century the gaol block was joined on to it, for when the old building was
demolished it was necessary to 'pin' the end wall and rehang it with slates. The priests
chambers would have had a thatched roof as did all the houses, at one time, in Hanover
Place, that of No. 5 remained thatched until the i880s. The south part of the building
was used as a Latin School whilst the northern part was a dwelling house, that from
the early r8th century housed Dartmouth's Post Office.

The last lease with reference to the continued existence of the building in the Dartmouth
lease book is Lease No. 525 granted to Mrs Elizabeth Holdsworth, dated 1761, in which
the southern boundary of the property leased is described as the Old Guildhall and Latin
School. From the 1821 Report of the Charity Commissioners we learn that this school
was established on 13 May 1669. W here the Latin School was established in 1669 is not
clear, but in 1729 the Latin School building was rebuilt or restored by Walter Gary M.P.
The memorial tablet recording this action was destroyed when the building was taken
down in 1837. A pictorial map of the town, which can be dated between 1581 and 1593,
shows the steps and the Old Guildhall.?

Figure 1B shows the same area after rebuilding by the 'reformed' borough council and
the Dartmouth Improvement Commissioners in 1837. The Improvement Commissioners
were a body set up under the Dartmouth Market Act of 1815. One of the reasons for
floating this Act by the 'Close' Corporation was to permit the levying of rates® on a wide
body of Dartmouthians without the Corporation losing control of the parliamentary
representation of the borough in the interests of the Government and the benefits it
brought to the members of the corporation.

Apart from demolishing the Latin School and the adjoining house of Miss M. Sparke, the
postmistress of Dartmouth,' the plan envisaged a wide and commodious approach road.
This was achieved by setting back the fronts of the houses now known as Nos 9 and 11
Anzac Street a distance approximately 5 ft. The other houses had courtyards of that
width."* In this way a small saving was obtained. The largest cost was the purchase of
Miss Sparke's house, leased to Mrs Elizabeth Holds-worth, for £200. Her lease had 53
years to run in 1835 when this sum was agreed by the Corporation, which at that time was
under the control of the Holdsworth family. The rebuilding of the front of the houses was
undertaken by the Street Commissioners and charged against the District rate."



In the space so created the Commissioners laid out a straight street approximately 13.5
ft wide, later increased to 15.5 ft. For their part the Corporation pinned up the remainder
of the party wall which had been shared between the gaol block, which was their property,
and the Latin School. The gaol, later used as a Watch House and lock-up, had only one
storey as built, but in 1854 an upper storey was added. The gaol and its adjoining houses
was never attached to the houses in Smith Street as some have claimed, but was always
a free standing block after 1837.

GUILDHALL NO. 2

When in 1480 the municipal body decided to move its place of business, presumably
because of the deteriorating state of the 'Yeldhall', their choice fell upon the merchants
house that was once the property of the family of John Hawley (or Hauley). Hugh W atkin
postulated that, after the arrest of John Hawley Il in 1413, the property was mortgaged
in order to pay the fine imposed for his misdemeanour and in due course fell into the
ownership of the municipal body. There is, however, no record of such a transaction,*® but
there is a deed transferring ownership of the property to the Corporation in 1480 from the
Newman family who had obtained it from the Copelston family.**

The site of the building has previously been described and mapped by the

Fig. IB. Plan of Hanover Place after redevelopment during 1835-7. The Latin School and Post Office
have gone. The fronts of.Nos 9 and 11 have been cut back some 5 ft. The northern part of No. 3 has
been rebuilt to form a modern No. 1 together with the remainder of, No. 3. Nos 5 and 7 had a walled court
5 ft wide in front. Both belonged to No. 5.

The gaol block is now complete whilst the Castle Inn stables and yard are to be seen. In consequence the
alignment of Church Street has been moved south together with cemetery wall. In Duke Street the New
Road can be seen entering the town through the block of houses on the west.

Duke Street is narrower by some 15 ft following the demolition of the southern side houses ordered in
1788. The conduit has been moved in order to improve the flow of traffic.
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author and details are to be found in a paper recently published in the Transactions of the
Newcomen Society.15 The building was situated between Higher Street and Lower Street (see
Fig. 2) and was demolished in 1864 as part of the scheme to construct the Newcomen
Road. The building housed also both the Council chamber and the Quarter Sessions.

Figure 2 shows the area between the Broad Steps and the Narrow Steps both
leading to Lower Street. The space between these four boundaries was cleared in
1864—5 to provide space for the route of the proposed Newcomen Road.

Hawley's house and Newcomen's house can be located now from Higher Street at its
junction with the Newcomen Road. Here, north of Holdsworth House (a block of old
people's dwellings converted from the Primary School building erected in 1874) there is a
narrow lane. Opposite this Jane stood the house of the Smith family, ancestors of
Wi illiam Smith, who himself was responsible for much of the progress in municipal
development in Dartmouth in the second half of the 19th century.

The layout and ownership of the properties in this area at the time of their demolition in
1864-5 is shown in Figure 2.

We know more about this building than we do about the previous Guildhall. Figure 3
shows the plan of the whole of Hawley's house together with a section of the southern
half as it was in its final phase between 1836 and 1864.

The front of both parts of the Guildhall were in Lower Street, unlike that of Newcomen's

house which had its ornately carved front in Higher Street—not Lower Street as previous
historians have assumed. Both houses were merchants' houses combining domestic
and commercial premises, but their floor plan layout differed considerably. The house of
Thomas Newcomen had been that of the Roope family noted as merchants and traders
both in Dartmouth and Kingswear in the 17th century and comprised a front house in
Higher Street with a jettied front and a back house in Lower Street through which there
passed a Eassage into a courtyard allowing access for goods stored in an interior
warehouse.*
Hawley's house was on a different plan with access to a number of ground floor cellars
via a narrow lane passing through and under the main house. It debouched into a court
at the other end in Higher Street from which there was egress to the higher ground level.
This lane, almost a subterranean passage, was aptly named Dark(e) Lane. During the
occupation by the Hawleys the complex of cellars became the town prison, but this use
seems to have died out by the late i5th century.17 The most prominent feature of the
area between Higher and Lower Street was a difference in ground level of
approximately loft. Where the plot was subdivided into two parts, each having a
separate house built thereon, there was no problem. When as in the case of the group we
are considering the whole of the plot was used for a single dwelling an extra storey had to
be added in Lower Street or one lost in Higher Street.

Generally, the latter solution was adopted for houses built with their frontages in Lower
Street. Thus Hawley's house had a four-storey frontage for its southern half in Lower
Street and only two storeys in Higher Street, albeit one of them double height. The
northern half had four and three storeys respectively. This is clear from the drawing made
by Miss Hunt in 1839. The Leitch drawing of Lower Street, circa 1855, depicts Newcomen's
house with four levels in Lower Street, but by this time that frontage had been rebuilt into
two parts distinct from the Higher Street portion.18 Similarly, the northern part of Hawley's
house was rebuilt as two dwellings after the Lower Street portion was destroyed
following a fire in December Iyiy19 (see Fig. 3). A cross passage existed in the northern
part between the two dwellings leading off from Darke Lane.



FIG. 2. Plan showing the block of ancient buildings that stood between the Broad and the narrow Steps, which led from Higher Street
down to Lower Street. All were demolished in 1864-5 to open the site for the Newcomen Road.
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The Guildhall occupied only the upper floor of the building which was topped by a small
bell tcwer. Entry to the Guildhall was by a round-headed doorway flanked by round
columns which appear to have detached shafts. The interior was divided into two
chambers with an ante-room nearest the door. The larger chamber was the Guildhall
whilst the smaller was used as the Council Chamber. There were no rooms for the
Recorder to use as a retiring room nor any privy accommodation. The sole privy was in a
prison cell on the ground floor at the Lower Street level. One cannot be sure of the
interior roof construction, but from the exterior elevation a lofty beamed hall can be
imagined.

Our description of the interior layout of the building comes from a report on the
condition of the Guildhall written by Dr W aller Lewis in 1853.% By this time the space under
the Guildhall was occupied as a rack rented dwelling. On the lowest level, accessed from
Lower Street, was the Watch House comprising two cells formed from a single room by
means of a stout wooden partition.

The Watch House must have fronted the mediaeval prison. Dr Waller Lewis and Mr
Perry, Inspector of Prisons, who inspected the accommodation in October 1853, both
recommended that the Watch House be condemned as unfit for human habitation. Mr
Perry's report stated:” 'The room is in direct connection with a common sewer and there
is a lack of ventilation. These give rise to a risk of life of a person inside. There was no
prisoner at the time of visit and the door had to be left open for some minutes before |
and the constable could enter. |



inspected the room for 5 minutes and could hardly endure atmosphere, the constable
could not stand even this and left the room retching." When discussing the matter with the
Clerk to the Magistrates afterwards the latter told him that the Council Chamber was
scarcely endurable due to stench from the sewer.

Mr Perry's report was read by the Home Secretary, Lord Palmerston, who was so
shocked by what he read that he forwarded the report to the General Board of Health set
up under the Public Health Act of 1848, suggesting that further action was taken.?? This
resulted in the visit of Dr Waller Lewis on behalf of that Board. Perry's comment that cholera
was raging in the town may have in some measure contributed to the urgency of his visit,



for he was in Dartmouth on 15 December 1853.

Ostensibly, Dr Waller Lewis was under instructions to view only the Watch House,”® but
he seized on the opportunity to report not only on that part of the building but also the
Guildhall and indeed the whole town. His report was to have far reaching conclusions
which affected the municipal development of Dartmouth over the remainder of the 19th
century, but those effects are beyond the scope of this paper.

In his report, Dr Waller Lewis expanded on Perry's description of the Watch House
commenting that the front cell was ventilated by a barred window which was unglazed and
that prisoners had to use the rear cell which was unventilated and contained an untrapped
privy connected to a common 18in. square rubble brick sewer that was insufficiently
flushed. He suffered as had Perry before him even though the cell had been opened two
hours before his visit. Not only was the atmosphere foul, but the walls were damp too.
Waller Lewis condemned the place utterly.*

On going upstairs to the Guildhall he commented that ‘There is no proper drainage, filth
is thrown into the streets and flows along open channels on the surface. One of the worst
passes along past the window of Guildhall, and is full of thick black fluid'. He suggested
flushing with water and quick lime. Commenting on the Magistrates Room and the Council
Chamber on the Higher Street level, Waller Lewis said that, 'on hot days in the session the
smell and atmosphere is intolerable. The small chamber is pervaded by same smell. There
is no retiring room for the Recorder, or other convenience. The wall of the Guildhall is
stained green from absorption from the sewer'. Finally, concluded Waller Lewis, 'The
present Guildhall is in an unsuitable condition to be used and | recommend the Town
Council to build another one elsewhere.’”®

The Town Council which had replaced the old 'Close’ Corporation following the Municipal

Reform Act of 1835 had been responsible in July 1836 for letting out the rooms under the

Council chamber, but generally speaking this was all they did to the Guildhall. They were,

however, aware that all was not well with the building, for in September 1847 they reserved, for
themselves, a spot of land opposite the present Guildhall in the New Road.”” Nothing was done about
erecting a building due to the deteriorating state of the finances of the Liberal Council. In the local
elections of 1853 the Tories took control and found themselves faced with the report of Mr Perry. The
report was receved on 21 November 1853. That same day the Borough Surveyor, Mr Lavers, reported
that Adam's house (the northern half of Hawley's house) was in a dangerous date due to the
precaious position of its chimney. The Council decided to demolish the offending chimney and refer
the Perry report to the Building Committee.

Two months later on 22 January 1854°% the Council reached the decision to build a new Guildhall,
gaol and watch house esewhere in the town, but to do this they would need a loan. To this end the
Town Clerk was requested to write to the Exchequer Loan Commissioners. The same day they had
receved the Report of Dr Waller Lewis from the General Board of Heath. Nothing further was
minuted in 1854 except the fact that the slates were falling down from Adam's house.

By this time the new turnpike road from Kingsbridge had been completed across Slapton Lea ad
traffic could reach Dartmouth from there.”® It could not enter the town due to the extreme narrowness
of Higher Street and Lower Street. Higher Street was only 12.5 ft wide and Lower Street only 10 ft at
ground level. As there was no official building line some houses jutted out into the ‘cartway', which
was itself divided lengthways by the open sewage drain. In this respect Hawley's house offended
most, its southern corner requiring a retraction of 5 ft to make the 'cartway' into a cariageway at this
point. The Council agreed to remove the end of both the Guildhall and Adam's house in March '1855™
The plan to erect a new Guildhall was abandoned, but the Watch House was transferred to the modern
gaol in St Saviours Square.®

Even so the pressure to remove from the Guildhall in Higher Street continued to build with the
approach of the Dartmouth & Torbay Railway. By 1861 the line had reached a temporary terminus at
Brixham Road station (later renamed Churston) and shortly afterwards it became cear that it would
reach its intended terminus at Dartmouth, but after the passengers readed Dartmouth the problem
was the lack of a goodroad running north— south through the town.*®

In September 1861 the Council agreed to advertise acompetition for a plan of town improvement

featuring a wide carriage road connecting South Town with the Floating Bridge a Sandquay.** In

M arch 1862 the first prize was awarded to William Bell C.E. who at that time was superintending the

erection of the Gas works at Hollacombe, near Torquay. Throughaut 1864 houses were purchased

and demolition begun®
Towards the end of the year 1864 the Guildhall fell to the house breaker'shammer and was no more.

No plaque marks its passng or its position. Just prior to demolition taking placethe Borough
Surveyor, Richard Tucker, wrote to the Trustees of the Subscription Rooms requesting them to allow
the Council to use the lower rooms as a Guildhall 7/12/1864).%® Two days later the Trustees replied
refusing the Council use of the premises on the ground that such use was not written

into the Trust deed on which the lease was held.*” Bearing in mind that the Council was Tory and the
Trustees Liberal the rea reason seemsto have been politica (see Guildhall No. 5).



GUILDHALLNO. 3

Following the demolition of Guildhall No. 2 the Council were now faced with making a temporary
arrangement for a Guildhall. With the Subscription Rooms barred to them they fell back on the old
Assembly Rooms in Duke Street at the eatern end of the Butterwalk (Fig. 4), although not a part of
it. The site now forms No. 2 Duke Street and is occupied by the National Westminster Bank. The
building was in an advanced stage of decrepitude, having been erected in 1648-50% on embanked
ground which was insufficiently consolidated and subject to tidal seepage. This was noted as early
as 1675 in the case of the Butterwalk. As a result, it had been sinking since the late 17th century,
accordins% to a view expressed by Capt. Ridgway, a member of the Council, to the lessee Mrs
Swaffin.

As in the case of Guildhall No. 2 the Quarter Sessions were incorporated into the space rented by
the Corporation. Both the rooms, for which the Council paid an annual rent of £20, were located on
the rear upper floors of the three-storey building overlooking the Old Pool.*

As a postscript to the story of Guildhall No. 2 mention must be made of the sale of materials which
took placeon 11 November 1871." The M ayor's chair was 0ld for £3.50—the highest price for any
lot—to the M ayor, Capt. Ridgway of Shepleigh. He aso purchased the carved wall panelling and the
oldest known representation of the Borough armsin a 15th century plaster panel from the
overmantel of the fireplace These items he installed into the Tudor House (until recently the
Dartmouth Job Centre) in Higher Street, which he was restoring, together with more panels from the
old houses which stood on the site of the Board School extension. The front wall of the house was
rebuilt by Capt. Ridgway in 1871 and modern (19th century) windows fitted to the upper storeys.
The old plaster front was removed and not replaced, so
altering the external appearance of the building from its former self. 2
In 1885 Col. Ridgway was adjudged bankrupt and the Tudor House and its contents were sold.
The coat of arms was bought by Robert Cranford for £1.10s.0d. and presented to the Council to
hang in the then Guildhall (No. 4).*®
From the two rooms the Council, sometimes gtting as the Local Board of Headth, established in
1859, superintended the construction of an extensive, if somewhat at times interrupted water supply
system and the beginning of a sewerage system. In fact the sewerage system was not completed
until 1895 and the water system not until 1918.** Only two events of note afecting the Guildhall
occurred in the period between 1865 and 1878. In the first of these, on the night of 13 February
1871, the Council were temporarily imprisoned in the building by Mrs Swaffin's porter, through an
oversight it was sid at the time. From this predicament they were rescued, at some risk to himself,
by Capt. Ridgway. This was due to the porter not checking that the members had left the building—
all being dark from street level. Unable to summon help the Council escaped via a store window
which had to be broken by the M ayor.”®
The second event occurred as a result of the parlous date of the Assembly Rooms, which were
in a state of advanced deterioration with portions of the structure falling away. By 1874 the Council
deemed it a wise move to search for other premises. At the Mayor's dinner on 9 November 1874
the incoming Mayor, Dr John M. Puddicombe, proposed that they carry out a further part of Mr
Bell's plan for a Guildhall and offices. Bell had proposed to erect these on the land reclaimed from
the 'Old Pool' east of Foss Street,*® but although infilling had begun in 1868 the work was not yet
complete. The M ayor announced a public meeting was to be held and a subscription list opened.
At the meeting Dr Puddicombe proposed a building costing about £2,000 of which he thought the
town would subscribe £1,000. This compared favourably with the Bible Christian Chapel built for
£600 in 1867.* Some ten sites were proposed, the principal ones being the New Ground, the M arket
House site and the surplus lands in Lower Street (where the Fairfax Buildings now stand). If the
M arket site were chosen the building would be some £500 cheaper, said Edward A ppleton, alocal
architect. It could then be built for £2,000 without diluting the specification. By the end of the
meeting some £414 had been subscribed. Things were looking promising, but, as ever in Dartmouth,
procrastination set in and little more had been achieved by October 1875 when the Town Council
minuted that only a small loan would be required in addition to the sum of £767 now available. A
public meeting was arranged for 3 December 1874-*

At this meeting the proposal to borrow £1,000 on the security of the rates was tabled. At
the mention of the rates a clash of interests became clear. Some ratepayers would co-
operate with the Council, but others led by a newcomer to Dartmouth, Francis Charles
Simpson, would oppose. Simpson was an ultra-right wing Tory, a wealthy engineer and a
large employer in the town.” Under the slogan ofNo more borrowing on the rates' he
gave notice of his intention to canvass support against the proposition. At the Mayor's
dinner in December 1875 ™ reaffirmed his implacable opposition and at another meetinSg
in January 1876 he stated that he would call for a Government enquiry into the matter. 0
At a meeting on 5 January 1876 a plan was tabled of a building designed at the
Council's request by a local Kingswear architect, Edward Appleton, who was to be
responsible for several notable buildings in the area. Appleton costed his building at



£2,000 and proposed using the existing foundations of the Market House to keep the cost
down. The chairman stated that the subscription list now totalled £800 and would have
reached £1,500 but for the machinations of F. C. Simpson. The Council could raise £1,000
by a loan even when Simpson's objections were taken into account. However, the
Council were prepared to look at alternatives and were discussing what might be done with
the Trustees of the British School.

In early June 1876 they were considering several possible sites, but always coming
back to the market site and at the end of June they felt confident enough to ask
Appieton for working drawings and to present them for approval at a public meeting on
31 August.31 The Council proposed to borrow £1,000 on the security of the rates at
3.5% and to use £500 put aside from renewal fines since 1864, to this would be added the
£1,000. of public subscriptions and £500 to be saved in Guildhall rent over 20 years.
This would cover the cost of £3,000 now estimated by Appleton. The large room would be
available for functions and bring in £40 p.a. rent.

On hearing this statement one of the objectors, a stonemason named George Grant,
objecting to the loan on the rates called out in his stentorian voice—he was a small man
— "The Assembly Rooms are good enough—only a few cracks in the walls" [Cries of Ohi
Oh!].J2 Uproar ensued, but eventually the Mayor brought the meeting to order and it was
agreed, despite accusations of illegality by Simpson, to approve the plan. At a later
meeting the Town Clerk, Percy Hockin, told Simpson that they had a statutory duty to
build a Guildhall.®® Even so the Council deferred action on Appleton's design and so
the matter rested for most of the following year during which time they were preoccupied
with borrowing money for street improvements.

Meanwhile at a public enquiry in the Assembly Rooms the Mayor, Sir

H. P. Scale, in order to impress the Inspector with the state of the building, advised
persons present not to stamp on the floor for fear the building might collapse. The meeting
then reconvened in the Subscription Rooms.*

In the summer of 1877 the Trustees of the British School ran into difficulties with the
sanitary state of the building, but rather than forfeit the lease they scraped together the
money for the repairs and again thwarted the Council.®® By January 1878, with only one
year to go before Mrs Swalffin's lease fell in, the Council were desperate for premises and
a last ditch attempt was made to reach an agreement with the Trustees, but so deep did
the political legacy run that no agreement could be reached between Tory councillors and
Liberal Trustees. 'The Tories shall not have it,' was the cry.56

GUILDHALL No. 4

The Corporation having been given notice to quit in 1878, substitute premises had to be
found. The replacement building for the Assembly Rooms, to be called Parade House,
was not suitable for their purpose. Not wishing to erect a new building they sought to lease
or rent premises. As their means were limited the choice of properties was limited.

Whether by chance or intent premises became available in the New Road (now the
Victoria Road). Here the Bible Christians had in 1867" built a small chapel on the north-
western angle of the access road leading to 'Behind the Lake Street' from the New Road,
just a little east of the present Guildhall.

Figure 5 shows the position and overall dimensions of the Bible Christian Chapel
(Guildhall No. 4). It was erected in 1867 at a cost of nearly £600, a fact known to the
Council when they began negotiations in February 1878. The site just east of the British
School had been a 'green field' site when the Chapel was erected but was now within the
built-up area. The Bible Christians wanted a more central location in the town, or at least
that is what they claimed. There were other pressing reasons as we shall see .

Negotiations proceeded apace and by May only minor details such as fixtures and fittings
needed to be settled. On 5 June 1878 the Council agreed to a purchase price of £700 plus
fittings at £15 and legal fees of £14;*° the clock was included in the price. To fit out the
chapel as a Guildhall cost another £258 and a subscription list was opened on completion
of the deal and by 12 July the sum subscribed was £114.°° The new Guildhall opened for
business on 3 July 1878 when the first Council meeting and the first Quarter Sessions
were held.

As the total costs to the rates was only £240 the ratepayers of Dartmouth appeared to
obtain a good bargain, but had they?



ie. 5. Planof the JVew Road site of Guildhall No. 4 and Guildhall \o. j showing the British School and Subscription Roam building
as built and the Bible Christian Chapel. The boys' playyard is to the west and that of the girls to the east.

From about 1860 the east yard was used by the locally recruited 6th Devon Artillery Volunteers. Here they braflistd gun drill with n
?.Mpf>«nder cannon on a specis.!l;- kail'. £'.ztfcrrr..

The frontage wall was originally built without buttresses, but after collapsing in 1863 it was rebuilt with them as a precaution
againii a further failure.
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In 1885 cracks began to appear in the east and west walls whilst visible bulging could be
seen. The Borough Surveyor, E. H. Back, advised quick remedial action before the
building collapsed.61 He recommended demolishing the east wall and underpinning the
foundation before rebuilding it with buttresses. The west wall was similarly buttressed
and through tie rods installed at rafter level to resist the expansion causing the bulging
and cracking. Repairs were estimated at £153. F. C. Simpson, mayor from 1882 to
1891, remarked on hearing this report; ‘Can we charge it on the rates?' It must have
been a bitter blow to such a dedicated anti-ratepayer!® A loan was obtained from the Local
Government Board and the work undertaken.

For most of the period of Simpson's mayoralty the keywords were 'Retrenchment and
No Embankment'. Thus Dartmouth was condemned to declining municipal services whilst
the rates climbed ever higher and the Embankment was constructed in spite of all that
Simpson and his Anti-Embankment party could and did do. This small unsuitable building
heard and saw all!

It was not until November 1891 that progress restarted with the election of William
Smith as Mayor, but at this juncture the question of a Guildhall was no longer a priority item.
W ith the closure of the British School in 1889, an opportunity arose to acquire the lease
through forfeiture in November 1892, but no action was recommended on the terms
offered by the Trustees for a purchase of the lease.®® The Trustees finally surrendered the
lease by mutual agreementin 1893. The Guildhall stayed where it was for the time beinq.64
The ex-Bible Chapel was sold in 1902 to the Primitive Methodists who continued to use it for
religious purposes until 1932 when they merged into the modern Methodist Church. After
that the building was utilized for a number of different purposes until it was demolished in
recent times. The site is now occupied by Tozers the Printers.

Guildhall No 5

The Council still hankered after obtaining possession of the British School building adjacent
to their present home (Fig. 6). By the end of the 1880s, due to a lack of funds, the building
was in a sad state of repair. The Trustees were anxious to rid themselves of the burden of
their duties and their lease. A far cry from their attitude of a decade earlier. To understand
how this situation had come about we have to go back to the 1830s, wherein lay the origins
of the Subscription Rooms alias the British School.

The history of the Subscription Rooms is intimately tied to the availability of school
accommodation in Dartmouth. In the period from 1832 when the Latin School closed until
the mid-1870s it was very fragmented. Besides the Latin School, the non-conformist Bell's
school set up in 1820 in Townstal by Col. (later Sir) John Scale had closed and only the
similar National School he set up in St Petrox in 1823 remained open.65 Children in Townstal
and St Saviours could use this school on Sundays, but otherwise had to use two rooms, one
in theeeMarket House and one in the Mayoralty House (now Speedwell House) in Lower
Street.

In 1840 the Liberal Government agreed to give grants on a 50% basis



FIG . 6. The same site after the extension of 1909. The small extension on the eastern end can be seen. The toilet block of
1878 is shown in the old boy? yard. The Town Clerk's office is situated in this area at the present time.

A motor agents' premises occupied the areato the east of (he Guildhall for a number of -years, extending over the site of
the demolished Bible Christian Chapel. It is now occupied by Tozers the Printers.
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for the eection of primary schools and the race to establish schools on a religious basis began. In

Dartmouth the Vicar of Townstal & St Saviours was first in the Held and by 1842 he had not only set up a

fund-gathering organisation, but had leased a spot of land (55ft x 35ft) in the New Road for a National

School .7 Attempts to locate the site on the northern side of the New Road have not been successful.

The non-conformists were not far behind in their attempt to establish a British School in Dartmouth.

They too began fund raising, but it was not until September 1845'® that they felt confident enough to take

a 75-year lease on a large-size plot of land in the New Road (165 ft x ~ ft). The Vicar, Rev. John Tracey,

responded by asking the Liberal Town Council if he could have title to the Assmbly Rooms for a

National School.® The Town Council replied in the negative stating that children attending a school there

would pose an annoyance to residents in the immediate vicinity.

The reason for the late sprint by the non-conformists was a donation of £400 from Dartmouth's recently
elected Liberal M.P., George M offatt, towards the cost of the building (then estimated at £1,000). The
building was to incorporate a Subscription Room which would provide the Liberals with a place for
political meetings, something denied to them by the Tories whose supporters controlled all other venues
in the town including the Assembly Rooms. This decision meant that the building would be of two storeys
and to some extent be self-financing. In practice the effect was an overshoot in the building cost which
rose to £1,300.7

The original lease of 1845 was transferred in February 1848 to a group of Trustees led by George
Moffatt.” It stated that the primary function of the Trustees inter alia was to use the building for
educational purposes. In the event that the school rooms on the lower floor ceased to be used as such, then
the lease of the whole building would be forfeited.”> Building work commenced in early 1848 and the
British School opened the following year— 1849—but with a mortgage. In 1855 the mortgagee threatened
to foreclose, but The Dartmouth Ladies rallied round and organised events to raise money and clear the
debt. However, the number of pupils was less than expected despite both boys and girls being enrolled. In
a school with a capacity of 228 the normal number of pupils was barely a third of that number.
Consequently funds ran short and in December 1855 the Trustees had insufficient monies to pay either
the gas bill or the Poor Rate and so the school was closed until the accrued debts could be cleared.”®™

The Trustees gruggled on through the 1860s and into the 18705. In 1873 when the site of the new Board
School was being considered they hoped that the Dartmouth School Board would purchase the premises.
When that did not happen the Trustees saw it as their duty to fight against the encroachment of the State
into education in which they saw the hand of Tory and Anglicans alike a work.

Once the building was up the next problem was to keep it up. Settlement problems had been a
problem with all buildings built on the old Mill Pool area. Contrary to what has been written by
earlier historians the Mill Pool was not filled in the years after 1815. Nothing was done with the
dried up silted-up area until the New Road was built across it by the Kingsbridge and Dartmouth
Turnpike Trust under the supervision of their engineer, James Meadows Rendel. The road, an
east-west causeway, was laid down directly on the bed of the Pool in 1824-5. To allow for
drainage the space to the north of the present Market House (built 1828—9) was left open to the
river via the old Mill gullet and used as a boat dock into which small boats might bring produce
for sale in the market. The Ford stream which flowed along the valley was constrained into a 4 ft
by 2 ft stone box culvert and fed into the boat dock. Foss Street was fitted with a drawbridge to
allow traffic to cross the dock entry.'5 Boreholes drilled in 1874 showed that bedrock was over 20
ft’® below the surface whilst similar boreholes in recent years have shown that bedrock below the
Guildhall is some 40 ft down.”” The boat dock and the entry, now Flavel Street, were rilled in about
1828—9 when the Market House was built.

These facts were not recognised by the architect of the Subscription Rooms, John Back, and
so, in late 1863, the front or north face of the building began to collapse. When it was rebuilt in
the following year it was without its foundation stone recording the name of the Trustees and of



the contribution of George MofTatt, The stone, broken in two by its fall, was thrown across the
road and buried in the foundations of the houses opposite a few years later.”
When in 1883 the Board School in Higher Street was extended the useful days of the British
School were over, but the Trustees kept on denying the School Board the use of the premises. In
1889 they offered to surrender the lease to the Council for £70, but the offer was refused. The
Council knew that it was forfeit in any event and the Simpson supporters would not give money
to their political opponents.
In 1884 the Trustees had appointed one of their number, Mark Fox, as Managing Trustee and he
carried through a thorough overhaul of the Subscription Room itself.
A description of the work carried out appeared in the 'Dartmouth Chronicle'™ and after paying
tribute to Mark Fox. continued. 'The walls have dado boarding of red deal 3ft 6" high with
moulded capping and skirting. At 12ft intervals there is a moulded pilaster loft high under the
ends of the principal rafters. The gallery at the west end has a moulded front and a panelled
rear. It will accommodate 5 rows of 24 seats. Inward ventilation is by 10 or 12 Shortlands
ornamental bends with valves whilst foul air is vented outwards by 2 of Hainsworths ventilators
fixed on the roof. The walls are now green in colour, whilst the pilasters are rouge royal marble
at base with Aberdeen granite columns, caps and brackets in black marble varnished overall.
The 6 wall murals painted many years ago by Mr. W. Way of Spithead have now been restored
in oils by Mr. R. L. Mesney. The dressing room and lavatories have been painted and coloured.
. Itis now time that the rooms underneath received attention. ... To assist in decorating the
main room, hooks and cleats have been fitted to the main rafters. . . . No nails are to be used in
future. The design of the works has been by E. H. 'Back, architect and surveyor' [son of the
original architect].
This facelift could not disguise the fact that the fabric of the building was crumbling and the end
came in 1892 when the end walls were in imminent danger of collapse and the roof was in need
of attention whilst the sub-structure of the lower floor left much to be desired.®
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A report was prepared and tabled in March 1894"™ and essential work  agreed, but not
carried out. Meanwhile the eastern and western rooms on the lower floor were let out for
further education, as we should term ? it, and youth activities.® By mid-1895 repairs were
urgent and the work put out to tender including roof, western end wall and subfloor structure
as well as general decor. The sub-standard toilets and dressing rooms were also improved
and extended. The work was difficult and the contractor failed to meet the deadline, but by
April 1896 the work was done. Robert Cranford then took a 7-§/ear lease of the building
which meant that any use as a Guildhall was postponed until 1903-8

In 1902 the opportunity arose to sell the Chapel (Guildhall No. 4) to the Primitive Methodists,
who had outgrown the Iron Church they had built in Crowders Hill in 1878, and move into
the lower rooms of Guildhall No. 5. It soon became apparent that the new offices were too
cramped and so a competition was advertised for a Town Hall complex design to be built on,
and to incorporate, the present market. Plans of this grandiose building have survived, but
not the elevations. The cost would have been £7,000 (at 1903 prices). This was more than
the Council were prepared to spend and after discussions with the winning architect, R.
Montague Luke, the project was abandoned.®

To overcome the accommodation problem the Council had to be content with a small extension of the
existing building which was completed in 1909. This involved a two-storey extension eastwards for 10
ft and widening the building on to a strip of land originally intended for a rear entrance when the
building was erected.

Although most of the functions of local government have been transferred to the South Hams District
Council since 1974, Guildhall No. 5 remains the home of Dartmouth Town Council up to the present
time. Currently a further change is proposed which will extend the useful life of the building into the
next century.
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