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Introduction:  

Robert Cranford and the Dartmouth Chronicle. 

Robert Cranford was the founding editor of the Dartmouth Chronicle which 
was first published in June 1851. _He was born in 1830 in Dartmouth, the son of a 
printer. Robert Cranford was a lifelong Liberal. His newspaper is a truly fine 
chronicle of events and people who featured in the history of 19th century 
Dartmouth. The paper was first published in 1855 after the newspaper stamp 
was withdrawn. 

About 1860 the Chronicle absorbed its rival the "Dartmouth Observer". 
published by Valentine Butteris. In 1871 he began weekly publication which 
continues to the present day. Cranford continued to be active in the management 
of the paper until his death in 1901. 

It is to Robert Cranford and his newspaper that we are indebted for much of our 
information on Thomas Newcomen. 

1851. The first attempt at a memorial. 

The first we know of this attempt to perpetuate the memory of Thomas Newcomen 
in his birthplace is in the Dartmouth Chronicle for 1864 when a short item 
appeared in the April i ssue of the Chronicle It read as follows, 

"A proposal was made in 1851. by our townsman, Mr.T Lidstone, to erect a 
monument in St. Saviours Church,to the memory of one to whom posterity is so 
largely indebted and an appeal was published solicting funds for the purpose. 
With the exception of a few local subscriptions promised, the only reply to 
the appeal was from His late Highness.Prince Albert, who readily endorsed 
the proposal. Not meeting with sufficient encouragement, the design was 
abandoned." 

A copy of the appeal entitled "A proposal to erect a monument to the memory of 
Newcomin,the inventor of the steam engine in Dartmouth Church.1851." has 
survived and is in the Society' s archives. It was first published in Butteris's 
Dartmouth Annual Directory.1851 issue, and probably Cranford's advertising 
sheet. 
 
The article continues by pointing out that the last of the Newcomins to li ve in 
Dartmouth was "an attorney-at-law, who died in the early part of this century 
{19th) and is buried in St.Saviours Church." 

This would be the Willi am Newcomin after whom the Town Council believed 
they were naming the recently built street, now Newcomen Road, in honour of the 
inventor of the atmospheric steam engine. Other Willi am Newcomin deaths are 
recorded in the Kingsbridge Baptist Register in 1756 and 1791. Note that 
Cranford, Butteris and Thomas Lidstone all used the spelling of 'Newcomin' for the 
name of the family. 

1864-7. The Newcomen Road. 

In the same year, viz 1864, the Dartmouth Town Council began the street 
improvement scheme known as 'Bell's Plan’ (for details see other papers by the 
author). This was a scheme to improve north-south communication in central 
Dartmouth and as the new street crossed the site of Thomas Newcomen's house 



and workshop, which were demolished at this time, it was agreed that the name of 
the new street should perpetuate the name of Thomas Newcomen. 

At the meeting of the Local Board of Health (the Town Council acting as the 
sanitary authority) on 6th March 1867 it was minuted that the new street be 
named the "Newcomin Road in commemoration of Willi am Newcomin", The 
name of the road was altered to the conventional spelli ng in the 1890's when 
street nameplates were introduced into Dartmouth for the first time. 

The confusion in the minds of the council members was caused through the 
descendants of Thomas Newcomin having died or left Dartmouth by 1786, 
when the inventor's daughter-in-law and her daughter left ,Dartmouth for 
Plymouth and the ironmongers shop in Lower Street was closed down. 

In the foregoing the spelli ng of Newcomen as 'Newcomin' has been adopted in 
order to incorporate the spelling as used by Robert Cranford. 

1868 Newcomin Cottage. 
In 1864-65 the firm of Thomas Lidstone & Son were engaged along with other 
Dartmouth builders in the demolition of houses that stood along the line of the 
new street being built in central Dartmouth. At this time Thomas Lidstone 
conceived the idea of  constructing a house containing items taken from the 
house occupied by Thomas Newcomen the inventor in his lifetime. 

To this end he dismantled the woodwork of the ornamental frontage of a 
house in Lower Street. The house he selected had in the 17th century been occupied 
not by Newcomen, but by the a member of the Staplehill family and later by the 
descendants of Granvil Smith. Was this an error on the part of Lids tone or was he 
misled by the drawing by R.P.Leitch of houses in Lower Street and a 
photograph taken at the same place about 1860? What evidence we have 
demonstrates that Lidstone 

a) did not know which was Newcomen's house, but 
b) did know which house had contained Newcomen's workshop. 

The evidence is_contained in a pamphlettproduced by Lidstone and printed for him 
by the Chiswick Press in 1869, entitled "Some account of the Residence of the 
Inventor of the Steam engine." 

Lidstone says of the house "The house in which Mr Newcomin lived when he 
invented the steam engine, was situate in Lower Street.. . . . .  It was sold and 
taken down by order of the local Board of Health when Mr Thomas Lidstone 
of that place, purchased the ancient carved and moulded woodwork of its 
Street Frontage &c, which he rebuilt in Ridge Hill in Dartmouth, carefully 
replacing in the Sitting-room the Clavel(Lintel.Devonian) of the Fireplace at 
which Newcomen ..,.sat."  

In notes appended to the text Lidstone confirms that the house was demolished 
in November 1864 and Newcomin Cottage built in 1868. (The exact date, 
according to Cranford, was between February and June 1.868) Lidstone also 
comments in a note that Newcomin Cottage contains, "wood and plaster work 
from other houses and buildings also;saved during the last quarter century in 
Dartmouth and its neighbourhood." In a further note Lidstone states, "The 
plasterwork over the chimneypiece (containing my wifes and my own initials) was 
taken from an old house in Dartmouth; not Newcomin’s . "  This is the panel in the 
sitting room. 



Apart from clearing up the mystery of the initials in this panel,the foregoing 
show the scrupulous regard for historic accuracy possessed by Thomas Lidstone.  
Regrettably he had the wrong house. 
However, included in the pamphlet was a block plan of Dartmouth drawn by 
Thomas Lidstone and based on a street map of Dartmouth made by his father, Joseph 
Lidstone in 1833 and updated, about 1860, for the Local Board of Health. Examinationtof the 
plan shows major differences between the Lidstone plan and the town map. Lidstone 
made an error of approx. 40 ft in the relevant area of his plan. Consequently, he places 
Newcomen's house on the site of the workshop. 40ft to the North stood the 17th century 
house of Gilbert Staplehill . Correcting Lidstone's plan would place Newcomen's house, 
as Lidstone believed it to be, on the site of the Staplehill house. In this manner Lidstone 
took material from the wrong house and incorporated it into Newcomin Cottage. 

There is no indication that Lidstone was aware that Newcomen lived in the next house to 
the north of the workshop and which had a jettied frontage in Higher Street together with a 
simple vertical 'split ' frontage in Lower Street. If Thomas Lidstone took down a carved 
frontage in Lower Street north of the Guildhall it must be that of the Staplehill House. 
The ex-Beavis house, containing the workshop of Thomas Newcomen', had a slate-hung 
frontage whilst the Custom House Inn, north of the Staplehill House, was not 
demolished until mid-1865. The Guildhall (south of the workshop) was too well-known 
to have been mistaken for any other building. Therefore,Lidstone was in error when he 
said that he took down the front of Newcomen's house Lower Street and built the parts 
into Newcomin Cottage. 

It follows that the Cottage has no connection with Thomas Newcomen and should 
correctly be termed Staplehill Cottage. In 1984 it was advertised as being the house in 
which Newcomen lived; i . e.  the house was extant in 1729 or earlier. This claim was 
retracted on representations by the author to the house agents. 

1873.  The Mystery Attempt. 

We do not know much about the attempt by Thomas Lidstone in 1873 to promote at 
memorial to Thomas Newcomen. The Newcomen Society has in its possession a copy 
of a pamphlet entitled "What is known of Newcomen, Inventor of thet steam engine". A paper 
read before the Archaeological Institute of Great Britain & Ireland at Exeter 1873. Enlarged 
with authorities & Notes."  A digest of this paper was printed in the Chronicle for August.1873, 
but it does not add to the sum of our knowledge. 

 

 

 



 

Fig.l Newcomin Cottage, Ridge Hill , -Dartmouth 
an engraving from a sketch by Thos. Lidstone A.D.1868 

 

Fig.2 Drawings of ceiling plasterwork now in Newcomin Cottage, that were saved from houses in Lower Street, 
Dartmouth 

 

   



Cranford reported in the August issue of the Chronicle _that the paper was read to the 
Royal Archaeological Society. However, checks by the author have discovered that no such 
society existed in 1873, and there is no trace of a paper by Lidstone in the 
proceedings of the Royal Archeaological Institute for the years 1873 and 1874. At 
the time of writing nothing more is known about this paper. 

1887. Dartmouth and Queen Victoria's Golden 
Jubilee.  

Prior to Jubilee year communities across the country were considering how best to 
commemorate the Golden Jubilee, The Queen herself had requested that memorials should 
be fashioned so as to provide the maximum good for the public . 

In Dartmouth, two competing proposals were put forward. One, a Cottage Hospital, and 
the other, a public pleasure gardens to be laid out on the established New Ground 
where a large open space existed. From this second proposal came the first real 
memorial intended to preserve the name of Thomas Newcomen. Unfortunately, the 
pleasure gardens which were built became involved in a politi cal dispute that 
removed their reference to their original identity. It came about in the manner now 
described. 

The first intimation of a dispute over the form of the memorial came with the 
announcement in the Chronicle that the Town Council were to consider a proposal put 
forward by the Mayor, Francis Charles Simpson, for the building of a Cottage Hospital to be 
funded by public subscription. Having an absolute majority on the Council his proposal 
was carried and a committee was set up. Opponents of the scheme pointed out that what 
was wanted at the time was a fever hospital since there already existed in the, town the 
cottage hospital of Dr. John Puddicombe, 

Now the Ejnbankment dispute had polarised political attitudes in Dartmouth from 1879 and 
would continue to do so until 1892. The dispute arose from the proposal by the Dartmouth 
Harbour Commissioners to charge the cost of the 50ft wide embankment to the private 
yachts using the harbour, and to a coal tax on coal brought into the harbour by sea and used 
within the borough. However, Simpson depended on the rich yacht owners, who were 
his friends and customers, for his business. ;- 
If harbour taxes drove them away, it would be a bad thing for Simpson and if the townspeople 
had to pay more for their coal, then that would be a bad thing for them. Also, the coal 
bunkering' trade was increasing, resulting in large clouds of dust polluting the harbour area...  

To add to this, the Commissioners were Liberal and Simpson was a right-wing Tory of 
the worst sort. By playing on the opposition of the petty bourgeoisie to paying rates and 
their concern as to the potential loss of trade from yacht owners and visitors alike, Simpson 
was able to whip up anti-Embankmentt feeling against the Commissioners and their 
alli es the Town Council. In spite of his efforts the Dartmouth Harbour Commissioners 
built the Embankment along the river front of the town, although it bankrupted them for a 
number of years. Meanwhile, Simpson became Mayor, from 1882 until 1891. During 
this period retrenchment was the guiding principle in Dartmouth. 

Meanwhile, opposition to Simpson's proposal was not long in appearing. A meeting was 
held in the Guildhall on 2nd Feb 1887 when the two ideas were discussed. One idea was 
to lay out the New Ground as a public pleasure gardens and the other was the Cottage 
Hospital plan. A third idea was a memorial to Thomas Newcomen. This was put forward by a 
local engineer John̂ Bovey, "an inventor of sorts". Asi was usual with Simpson, he had 
'packed' the meeting, but even so, on a show of hands, the Cottage Hospital plan was 
carried only narrowly, by 38 votes against 34. Simpson now announced that a 
subscription list would be opened. 



Not dismayed by the result the supporters of the pleasure gardens scheme decided to 
press on and to call the gardens by the name of 'Newcomin Park' in memory of the great 
inventor. The chairman of the meeting that took this decision was Jasper Bartlett, then a 
grocer and ships chandler, later a Harbour Commisioner and chairman of the Channel 
Coaling Company. He was motivated by a personal and politi cal dislike of Simpson and 
his party, as were those who supported him.  

The decision was followed by an agreement to set up a subscription list to provide funds for 
the project. During the course of the meeting it was stated by Mr.Bartlett that the New 
Ground, some 1.5 acres in size and lying to the north and east of the Butterwalk, had 
been conveyed in 1873 by the Duchy of Cornwall, in perpetuity, to the people of 
Dartmouth. 
T heref ore, it should  be used  f or thei r benef it and  not f or Council revenues. A  dubious 
point ! 

In  an  editorial a  f ew  days af t er ,  Cranf ord  pointed  out that the tw o  proj ects w ere ri vals 
and  that the hospital w ould  requi re  annual f unding  and  w ould  serve only a  section  of the 
population. T he N ew comin  Park  scheme w as more in  keeping  w ith  the spi rit of  the 
Jubil ee and  w ould  serve all of  the com munit y. B y thi s time subscripti ons totall ed  £146-
13-0. T he H ospital Com mittee had  now  stated  that the capital cost of thei r proj ect w ould  
be £1000  and  prov ide a 10  bed  hospital . T he annual costs w ould  amount to  £200. T o  date 
they had  £361  in  donations and annual subscriptions of £74-0-6. 

B y the m iddle  of M arch  increases in  f unds w ere drying  up. Cranf ord  stated  that as the 
proj ect w as intended  only to  benef it Simpson  and  his f ri ends it l acked  support. Indeed  
M ayor Simpson  , l ook ing  perhaps f or a  knighthood, w as moved  to  desperate measures 
and  took  the decision  to  cut back  on  the Cottage H ospital plans and  to  k ill of f  the ri val 
N ew comin  Park  scheme. A lthough  an  engineer himsel f , mak ing  his f ortune out of the 
manuf acture of the K ingdon  patent compound  steam  engine, Simpson  w as too  sel f -
centred  to  have any concern  f or the memory of Thomas N ew comen. 

H av ing got w ind  of Simpson's i ntentions the oppositi on  scheme supporters set up  a sub-
com mittee to  meet w ith  the T ow n  Council and  f i nd  a comporom ise solution. B y A pril 
thei r ow n  f unds stoodi at £300  out of £500  requi red  and  so  they exhibited  a model of the 
plan  draw n  up  by A l f red  Chase f or the N ew comin  Park  so  that people m ight see how  the 
area w ould  look w hen it w as laid  out. 

T he meeting  w as held  on  6th  A pril w hen  the Council rej ected  the scheme, Simpson  
stating  that no  scheme involv ing  publi c  property could  go  ahead  unless the Council had  
control of  i t .  Furthermore, he stated  that M r. H umphrey, a  l ocal chem ist and  a principal 
sponsor of the Park  scheme, had  no  ' l o c i i  standi ' until t he scheme w as approved  at a  
publi c  meeting  by a maj orit y of 2/1  as hi s scheme had  been, (by 44  to 1 8) . 

By making up new rules, as he went along, as he always did, Simpson said that no 
scheme that had not been considered by the Council in closed session could be 
approved. Under Simpson's tenure of office open meeetings were few and far between and 
published minutes even fewer. 
Two weeks later the Council issued their terms for approval. They would sanction only 2 
avenues of trees and would not permit the urinal which dominated the area to be moved. 
The area was not to be enclosed nor anything done to stop the New Ground being used 
for unloading of ships. Nothing must be built that would cost more than £25 p.a, to maintain. 

The following day Simpson called a meeting in the Guildhall to inform the public of the 
progress of the Hospital scheme .which he said was now well advanced. They had 
rented a house on Customs House Quay at 10/- perweek and, by reducing the beds from 10 to 
5 and renting out part of the premises, running costs would be reduced to £150 p. a. 
Of course, said Simpson, these economies would not have been necessary if the Newcomin 



Park scheme had not drained off potential contributors. Cranford recorded that opinion at 
the meeting was divided, but the scheme was approved on a 3yr.trial basis. 

 

 
Fig 3 Dartmouth Cottage Hospital, Bayard's Cove, Dartmouth. Opened 21st June 1887 to 

commemorate the Jubilee of Queen Victoria. 

 

 



Fig 4 Royal Avenue Gardens, Dartmouth, Opening Ceremony on 
21st June 1887 to commemorate the Jubilee of Queen Victoria. 

             Fig 5 The new Royal Avenue hardens, Dartmouth, the public pleasure ground  and  the f i rst B andstand 

 

 



On 28th April the Park Committee published a plan for tthe ' Gardens' drawn up by a Mr. 
Clare, to be carried out by M r .Morris, head gardener to Sir T.G.Freake. Apart from 
avenues of trees and rockeries, there was to be a raised band stand, whilst a gas lamp and a 
drinking fountain were to be donated by Sir H.P.Seale, a leading member of the 
politi cal faction opposed to Mayor Simpson. Work on laying out the pleasure 
gardens began on 13th May 1887, by which time the subscript! ions totalled £330 
out of the £500 estimated cost. Believing that the Newcomin Park scheme could be 
realised in perpetuity only with the agreement of the Town Council the promoters 
decided that the only _course of action open to them, in the face of the implacable 
opposition of Simpson and the Town Council, as shown by their prohibitive conditions, was 
to hand over the Newcornin Park to the Council. 

In this way the pleasure gardens would co-exist with the Cottage Hospital. What 
they had not bargained for was the decision of Simpson to exercise his right to select a 
name for the gardens. As a tribute to Her Majesty he chose the name - Royal Avenue 
Gardens - by which name they have been known ever since. On 21st June 1887 the 
foundation stone of the fountain was laid in the Royal Avenue Gardens. On 9th 
September with the installation of a 60 cp Sugg gas lamp the Newcomin Park, as we should 
call i t , was complete. - - 

The Cottage Hospital opened its door - it had only one - on 21st June - in a house on 
Bayards Cove Quay. In 1894 the present .Cottage Hospital was built on the South 
Embankment. However, it was never named the Queen Victoria Memorial Cottage 
Hospital at any time then or since. 

Thus ended the most promising attempt up to that time to erect a permanent memorial 
in Dartmouth to the memory of Thomas Newcomen. Nothing more was to happen for the 
next quarter of a century. 

1911-1913. The Newcomen Institute proposed. 

In the autumn of 1911 there was comment on the need for a tangible memorial to the 
memory of Thomas Newcomen in the town where he was born and which was the 
cradle of the Industrial Revolution. In October 1911 a meeting was convened under 
the chairmanship of the ex-mayor, Charles Peek. Discussion began with a suggestion 
from Mr. E,W .  Holdsworth F.Z .S. ,who was living in Dartmouth at that time, that a 
statue should be erected. 
 
Mr.Holdsworth stated that, in his opinion, as no one knew Newcomen personally, a 
granite obelisk with a commemorative plaque showing a representation of an 
atmospheric engine upon it together with an inscription would be a suitable memorial. 
The obelisk should be placed on the New Quay opposite the Castle Hotel. This would be 
more acceptable than a plaque on the New Ground or a mansion or_council building 
with which Newcomen had no connection. 

Col. C. R. Burn, MP for Torquay, moved that a fund be established to provide  for  the  erection 
of a statue. 
The motion was seconded by Major Knollys of Dartmouth. A Mr.J.Wiltshire commented 
that many Birmingham engineers would like to be associated with  the  project  and  
possibly  many  Cornish engineers also as the engine had been widely used in that 
county.  Mr Tangye of Tangye Pumps could be approached too. Mr.F.J.Voisey of 
Dartmouth, a local builder with a radical line in politics, suggested that the memorial take the 
form of the 'Newcomen Memorial Baths' to be erected on land shortly to be'offered 
for sale by the Raleigh Estate Trustees. The land in question did not become available until 



after the end of the Great War when Council housing began to be built at Townstal. By then 
Mr. Voisey had become the subject of a Government Report into the maladministration of 
public health in Dartmouth. Another radical councillor, Mr.Ffolliot seconded thi s 
proposal. The Revd. A.K.Moye proposed a Newcomen Memorial Scholarship in 
Engineering. Finally it was agreed that a Newcomen Memorial Committee be set 
up to consider the alternative schemes and to draw up a proposal with a view to a 
further meeting at an early date.  
A meeting was held on 16th Jan. 1912 to discuss the form of the memorial and Major 
L .F.Knollys proposed  that the memorial take the form of a museum to         
house valuable Dartmouth documents ( then lying in the old gaol) and_a reading room,  
for there was  then no public library in Dartmouth.   The two together to be known 
as the Newcomen Institute. They should, he thought, be able to raise £500 as a start - if not 
then they would have to settle for an obelisk.  Mr.Voisey seconded the proposal adding that 
the Town Council ought to make available a site and possibly provide a grant out of 
Borough Funds. Other proposals were discused after which the meeting then resolved to 
issue 5000 copies of a previously drafted letter,dated 23rd Jan.  1912, appealing for 
donations. 
                                       

The letter contained a reference to 1913 as the bicentenary of Newcomen's death.!! !  This 
would account for of the activity in this year to erect a memorial. 
An article appeared in the Dartmouth Chronicle in January 1912 written by Jasper E. 
Cooper.who described himself as an engineer and Town Councillor, living at 
'Bonheur' in Dartmouth. Dr Cooper is the same Dr.Cooper whose notes are amongst the 
papers deposited by the Newcomen Society in the Exeter Record Office. After reciting the 
life and work of Thomas Newcomen, he suggested that a fitting memorial to the work 
and J memory of the great engineer would be a Newcomen 
4  Museum.    At  this  time a letter was published :-         stating that the remains of a 
Newcomen engine were 
 5 lying between Oldham and Ashton. He added "that some time ago a number of 
Yankees expressed their desire to remove the engine to America." It was written by a Mr. 
F.Lovett. 
At the same time it was reported that H .R.H .  The Prince of Wales, later King Edward 
VIII , had sent an unsolicited donation of £5 towards the Memorial Fund and that Mayor 
Charles Peek, had made a similar donation. George H.Collins, head of the bunkering 
company that bore his name, donated £20 and offered to increase it to £50 " i f  any 
four other gentlemen will do the same."  This was the same George Colli ns who had 
donated the Newcomen memorial link in the Mayors chain nearly 20 years earlier. 
Nothing more was heard of the appeal until August 1912 when the Chronicle printed a 
letter from Sir William Bailey F.R.G.S; M .I .M .E. past president of the Library 
Association of the U .K .  Sir Willi am pointed out that there was no memorial to 
Newcomen and that for 100 years before Watt's double acting *\ HP engine the 



atmospheric engine was at work for pumping and other purposes. He himself had seen 
many Newcomen engines at work. 
The Memorial Committee was formed as stated earlier, in January 1912, and at a 
meeting held shortly after, it was decided to ask the Town Council for a Museum 
site in the Butterwalk. The Town Council agreed, in principle, to offer the lease of No. 3 
The Butterwalk (the third house from the eastern end) . The lease of this shop and the 
premises over were then held by iThomas Fleet,a fishmonger, and was due for renewal in 
1917. 
From August to November 1912 the matter passed  backwards and forwards between the 
Committee and the Counci1 wi th various public meet ings thrown in to keep up the level of 
interest and support. No final decision was taken by the Council —— the problem 
being that the Committee wanted to insert a clause in the lease allowing the Committee to 
sublet part of the premises for rent so as to build up a fund from which to maintain the 
building. The Town Council saw the matter in a different light, indeed one councill or 
stated that "the memorial committee might turn itself into a private trading company and 
compete with local tradesmen." 

In an editorial,the Chronicle pointed out that, " i f  the Council t do not reach a decision 
soon then the scheme will have to be abandoned and a hypothetical monument to the 
great inventor be erected. What has been agreed at one meeting has been reversed at 
the next." 

Here matters rested in a state of impasse. The interest in a Newcomen memorial 
waned as Dartmothians became more interested in a Free Library, which appeared the 
more easily att.ainanble and in 1913 such a library was opened in premises donated by the 
owner of Cromwell House in Lower Street. The funds donated for the Newcomen 
Institute were invested as there was no chance of a quick resolution with the Council over 
matters in dispute. During the Great War, Thomas Fleeet died and the promised premises 
were re-leased, but not to the Newcomen Memorial Committee, which was now dormant. 

1918 and after. 

After the end of the Great War the members of the Dartmouth Newcomen Association, 
as the Memorial Committee had become known, were ralli ed by the efforts of _ a pre-
War member who had taken over.as Secretary in 1917, a Mr.Bernard Magenis. Earlier he 
had been a pupil of Dr .H.W.Dickinson, author of the paper entitled 'Thomas 
Newcomen,1633-1729', published by the Dartmouth Newcomen Association. What 
happened then is best related in a report which appeared in the Transactions of the 
Newcomen Society for 1963 which states :- 
"The 1914 war had disturbed the working of this Committee but Mr.Magenis ralli ed 
the members and the Haytor granite obelisk in the Royal Avenue Gardens was set 
up in 1921. At the unveili ng, Engineer-Captain Edgar T,Smith, R.N.(retd) laid a 
chaplet on behalf of the newly-formed Newcomen Society.  



 
 Pic 6 The Thomas Newcomen Memorial in Royal Avenue  Gardens, Dartmouth  
                       an obelisk of Haytor granite set up in 1921. 

 

Fig 7 The Memorial Plaque in Lower Street Dartmouth. 
"This is the site of the house where THOMAS NEWCOMEN lived when he built his famous engines" . 



T he D artmouth  A ssociation  and  the Society  held  a  joint sum mer meeting in  
D artmouth  in  1929 to  celebrate  the  bi -centenary  of  the  death  of  T homas N ew comen. 
D r.D ick inson w as present then, and  that year publi shed  the brief  biography  on  
N ew comen  refered to above." 

1 9 2 1. The M emorial plaque in L ower Street. 

The balance of the funds remaining af ter the unveili ng of the memorial stone in the Royal 
A venue Gardens w as used to  erect a memorial plaque on  the site of N ew comen's house in 
L ow er Street, The site of the f ront _ of N ewcomen's house has been shown by the author i n  
an  earli er paper to  have been  in  H igher Street, >  Consequentl y  the  plaque has been  
placed on the site of tne back door of that portion of  the  house occupied  f rom  1768  to  
1786  by  the inventor's daughter-in-law, H annah. 

1 9 5 3.  T he M emorial Plaque in  D artmouth  B apti st Church. 

Foll ow ing  the discovery  in  thi s  year of  a  second  letter w ritten by N ew comen, w hich 
letter made clear that^  he had  been  the leader of  the  D artmouth  B apti sts  and  had  
opened  his  house as a  place of  meeting  and  w orship, the  D artmouth  association  
resolved  to  place a  memorial plaque in  the  D artmouth  B apti st Church  w hich  w as then  
sited  in  M eeting  H ouse L ane ( later B apti st L ane) and  now  Chapel  L ane, of f  the  old  
H igher Street at the  southern  end of the N ew comen Road. T he 1953 T ransactions 
com ment on  thi s  event continues as follows:- 

" M r.B ernard  M agenis  then  unveil ed  the M emorial bef ore  the  dedication  by  the 
M inister.T he T ablet w as inscribed w ith the w ords :- 

TO  TH E GL ORY  OF G O D  A N D  IN  M EM ORY  OF                                     
TH OM A S N EW COM EN  

"FA TH ER"OF TH E STEA M  EN GIN E" A N D  FOR M A N Y  
Y EA RS PA STOR OF TH E BA PTIST CH U RCH  IN  
D A RTM O UTH  

In a Press interview , M r .  M agenis, w ho is 8 8,  recall ed  the unsuccessf ul attempt to  obtain  
a  N ew comen  engine. H e w as outbid  by  M r.H enry  Ford, w ho  secured  the tw o  engines 
that M r.M agenis  had  located, and  one of  them  w ent to  the  Edison  I nstitute  in  
A merica, w here  it w as erected  and  i s  in working o r d er ."  
1960 - 1964. The Newcomen Engine and the Engine House. 

The final chapter of the story of Newcomen memorials in Dartmouth began in I960 
when the Council of the Society appointed a committee, under the chairmanship of Charles 
E.Lee (Past President) to consider wahat would be the most appropriate manner in 
which to celebrate the Tercentenary of the birth of Thomas Newcomen. Amongst the t 
items considered was the form of a permanent memorial in Dartmouth. It was decided 
subsequently that an early example of a Newcomen beam engine should be accquired and 
re-erected in Dartmouth. 

No_doubt it was a 'chicken and egg' situation for a suitable engine existed at Hawkesbury 
Junction, long disused, where it had been a pumping engine on the Coventry Canal. It was 
known that this engine, then owned by the British Transport Commission, was available. On 
enquiry, the B.T.C. stated they would be prepared to transfer the engine to the Society as a 
gift. In order to find a location in Dartmouth suitable as a permanent home for 
the engine the co-operation of the Dartmouth Corporation was sought and secured. The 
Corporation set up a sub-committee to find a site or building in which to house the engine. 
Over the succeeding months the Society completed the transfer of ownership of the engine 
from the B .T .C,  to the Newcomen Society and 1aunched an appeal for funds to cover 
the dismantling transport, restoration and re-erection of the engine. 



Meanwhile,at Dartmouth, the Corporation had located a suitable building for conversion 
into an Engine House. The building had been an electricity substation built by the 
Borough of Torquay when they were the supply authority for the area; they handed on the 
lease of the building to their successors, the South Western Electricity Board. The building was 
situated on the Reclaimed Land, just to the north of the Royal Avenue Gardens, 
conceived as the Newcomin Park, which was first embanked in 1685 as the New Ground. 
No site more appropriate tcould have been found for the bui Iding since it is located 
within 100 yards of the house where Thomas Newcomen was born in 1663/4. At that 
time the young man would have had an uninterrupted view of the spot, albeit it was water 
in those times, from the rear windows of his father's house. 
The Council of the Society appointed Mr. Arthur Pyne and Mr. J.A.Crabtree to 
supervise the> work of dismantling and removal of the engine from its site at Hawkesbury to 
Dartmouth. They began their task with an inspection visit to thesite in June 1962. It was 
after this visit that Mr.Pyne accepted the task of carrying out the work, which he subseqently 
described in a paper presented to the Newcomen Society in October 1965. The 
engine in its dismantled state reached Dartmouth in March 1964, having undergone some 
needy restoration en route. Temporarily.it was stored in the Corporation Depot. 
Thanks to a generous gift of £1750 from Mr.Percy Russell of Dartmouth to the Appeal Fund the 
work of dismantling the engine began at once. The sum donated by Mr.Russell was 
sufficient to cover all the work being undertaken by Mr.Pyne up to the re- erection on 
prepared foundations at Dartmouth. Mr.Russell, an engineer himself, and a pioneeer 
historian of Dartmouth, had long cherished the hope that one day a permanent memorial, such 
as that now envisaged by the Society, would be established in Dartmouth. He had been a 
stalwart supporter of the Dartmouth Newcomen Association and a publicist for its aims and 
objectives. Now he could do something practical.  

The first tangible sign of the memorial was the laying of the foundation stone of the 
Engine House by the President of the Society, Mr. Percy Jump, at the annual chaplet laying 
ceremony on 26th July 1963, Throughout 1963 and early 1964 re-erection of the engine was 
carried out under the supervision of Arthur Pyne and J.A.Crabtree,assisted by M r.E.E. 
Harvey (Borough Engineer) and his staff. Finally, on 24th July 1964 the Engine House 
was formally declared "open" by the President of the Newcomen Society, Mr. W.K.V 
Gale. Amongst those present, including civic dignitaries, was Mr. Percy Russell. To pay tribute 
to the contribution of Mr.Russell to this project one cannot do better than to quote the 
Transactions in recording the event. -; 

"Mr.Russell had for many years been an ardent propagandist for the adequate 
recognition of the work and genius of Thomas Newcomen. He must have regarded this 
day as a gratifying reward to labours in which he had taken a very active part; his 
timely and generous personal contribution to the Memorial Fund, indeed had made 
possible an immediate start on the work as soon as the engine became accessible. We are 
glad that he was able to see this memorable day, so shortly to be followed by his lamentable 
decease." 
On this bitter-sweet note the story of the Newcomen memorials in Dartmouth was nearly at an 
end, but in a final flourish came the international recognition of Dartmouth as the true 
birthplace of the Industrial Revolution. 

In 1981, the American Society of Mechanical Engineers in pursuance _ of its ̂ Landmark 
Program of recognising sites of international importance in the unfolding history of 
Engineering awarded this accolade to Dartmouth as the birthplace of Thomas Newcomen, 
whose invention of the atmospheric steam engine was a turning point in history. This being 
the definition of a Landmark event, and the location a Landmark site. 



The event was described and reported in the Bulletin (No. 121. ) by the Editor, John H. Boyes, 
and the following report draws heavily on his text. 

On 24th October 1981, the presentation of a bronze memorial plaque was made_by Professor 
J.J Ermenec, Chairman of the ASME National History and Heritage Committee. 
Describing Newcomen's engine as a strategic invention for western civili sation, 
Prof.Ermenec said the award recognised Newcomen's nerve and speed in developing the 
engine and Newcomen's place as & progenitor of the rational knowledge of heat engines. 
He pointed out, also, the relative position in history of Thomas Newcomen and James Watt 
vis a vis the steam engine and the the separate condenser. A point made also by John S. 
Alien in his address on the biographical details of the great inventor. 

Dr. Robert B. Gaither, ASME President, presented the memorial plaque of behalf of his 
Society which reads:- 

International Historic Mechanical Engineering Landmark 

The Newcomen Steam-Atmospheric Engine 

The unprecedented innovation of the steam-atmospheric Engine (c.1712) by Thomas 
Newcomen and his assistant, John Calley, stands at the beginning of the development of 
practical thermal prime movers in the world. 

It was indeed one of the strategic innovations in world history and the single greatest 
act of synthesis in the ensuing history of the steam engine.   
A ccepting the plaque, D r . A ngus B uchanan, President of the N ew comen Society, 
suggested  that this w as an  occasion of singular signi f icance and a secular sacrament. H e 
emphasised;- 
T hat the  pl aq ue recogni sed  T h om as N ew com en  as an  engineer w ho changed the face of 
the w orld, 

That the plaque recognised as a technological leap forw ard New comen1s invention. 

That the international gathering there that day ref lected the place of Thomas 
N ew comen in  the com mon inheritance. 

H ow ever, it w as n ot to  be  the  en d  f or i n  1 9 8 9  the  Co u ncil of the  Society decided  that 
the  resp o nsibil i t y f or the  custo dy an d  adm ini strati o n  of the  Engine &  Engine H o use 
sh o uld  be  han ded  over to  the D artmouth  Tow n Council . A  delegation  of the Society's  
off i cers  v i sit ed  D artm o uth  f or di scussio ns w it h  the  M ayor an d  the  T ow n  C lerk  to  
f inali se arrangements. In  1 9 9 1 the formal handover to ok  pl ace. I n  l ate  1 9 9 1  the  T ow n  
Co u ncil deci ded  to  carry o ut an  ex tensi ve  redecorati o n  • of the  Engine H o use an d  to  
arrange better si gn p osti ng  ab o ut D artm o uth. 

Authors Note: 

I  f i rst m et Percy Russell i n  1 9 5 8  w hen  I w as researching  the  hi story of the  D artm o uth  
&  T orbay Rail w ay. A t that t im e he w as di sil l usi o ned  by the  recepti o n  that hi s  hi story of 
D artm o uth  had  recei ved  fr om  hi s  f ell ow  D artm othi ans, T hei r apathy tow ards thei r 
hi story an d  herit age, particularly that of Thomas N ew comen, saddened him. 

I  asked  him  i f  he  had  any o bjecti o n  to  m y researchim g an d  w rit i ng  ab o ut D artm o uth, H e 
repli ed  to  the  eff ect that I  w as w el com e to  the  pl ace. A s a  result of hi s  enco uragem ent I 
have persisted  in  researching and  w riti ng about 18th  and  19th century D artmouth, and 
N ew comen in  particular, f or the  l ast 3 0  years. I  sti l l  have i n  m y p ossessio n  som e of hi s  
n otes o n  D artm o uth  hi story, w hi ch  he gave m e o n  o ne of the  l ast occasio ns that we met. 

December 1 9 9 1. 



Notes and References.        

Abbreviations. 

DCr      Dartmouth Chronicle. 
DRO      Devon Record Office,Exeter. Dartmouth Corporation Archives.  
SM       Stuart Moore catalogue:  
T.N.S   Transactions of the Newcomen Society.  
B.N.S.  Bulletin of the Newcomen Society. 

General:                 The principal source of information for this paper has been the files of the  
                                    Dartmouth Chronicle.  

DCr.Ref . 1 .  

A complete set of volumes from 1873 is held by the present owners of the paper 
beginning in 1873. Another complete set starting in Sept 1869 are held in the Newspaper 
Library. Colindale, London. 

DCr.Ref.2 .     

For the earlier period a unique copy,covering 1855 to 1863 inclusive,is held in the 
Reference Section of Torquay Central Library,together with a similar volume for the period 
from 1869 until 1872 inclusive.These two volumes were purchased and presented to 
the Library on long term loan by Mr.J.E,Horsley, founder Curator of the Brixham 
Museum. 

DCr.Ref.3. 
For the  peri o d  fr om  1 8 6 4  u p  to  1 8 6 9  i ncl usi ve  a 
unique copy is in the possession of the A uthor. 

N o  f i l es  have been  traced, n or are  any th o ught to  ex ist f or the D artmouth  Observer or 
the adverti sing sheet that preceded i t .  

Chapter references. 

1851. The f irst attempt at a memorial. 

D Cr. Ref 1. A f ter the  m erger of the  tw o  papers, V alenti ne  B utteri s  becam e su b-
edit or of the  Dartmouth Chronicle. 

1864-7. The New comen Road. 

D Cr.Ref .3  . Ref erence to  B ell ’ s  pl an  i s  n oted  i n  I .H .S m a r t . "  The D artmouth  
Residences of Thomas N ew comen &  his Famil y fT . N . S . V ol .L X . 1988 - 8 9 .  pp 145 - 
1 6 0. 

1868. Newcomin Cottage. 



For detail s of L idstone's claims,see W .A .Y oung "L idstone's Pamphlets on 
New comen" . T . N . S.V ol  XV . pp 6 7  - 7 1. For further com ments see al so  m y paper 
quoted above. 
1873. The mystery attempt.          

D C r .R ef . l .  I t is possible that L idstone's paper w as presented  as a section  paper and  so  not 
printed,or based on his 1871 pamphlet,already publi shed. 

1 8 8 7. D artm o uth  an d  Queen  V i ctori a's  Golden  Jubilee. 

DCr. _ Ref 1. Due to the Embankment dispute the publication of Council minutes was 
restricted. The Minute book _ containing details of decisions taken was lost during legal 
proceedings arising from the Embankment dispute. 

1911-1913. The Newcomen Institute. 

DC.Ref 1. There was a large influx of mechanical and marine engineers into Dartmouth 
in the period from 1897 to 1922.This was due to the expansion of the works of Simpson, 
Strickland, the establishment of a small naval yard attached to the Britannia Royal 
Naval College and the establishment of a Torpedo Factory by Robert.E.Froude. It 
was this community that was behind the pressure for a memorial to Thomas Newcomen. 

SM.2035. Dartmouth Leasebook.1858 onwards. Lease No. 679, renewal of a lease of 1838 
in 1917 for 56 years to the Exexcutors of Misses. Skelton. 

1918 and After. 

H.W.Dickinson. " Thomas Newcomen 1663 -1729." Revised by Percy Russell,1951. Pub. 
Dartmouth Newcomen Association, should be read with care. 

T .N.S. Vol.XXXV . pp 217 - 218. The references to the history of Sandquay 
dockyard are incorrect. Only the dockyard complex was built by the Seale family in 
1792. Wooden shipbuilding began later and effectivly ceas.ed in 1837. It was restarted by Wm. 
Kelly in 1855. George Phili p began building in a part of the yard, in 1863. Philip & Son 
bought the bankrupt works of Simpson Strickland at Noss in 1919 and ran both yards until 
1963. 
1921. The Memorial Plaque in Lower Street. T.N.S. Vol XXXV. p 218. 

I.H.Smart." The Dartmouth Residences of Thomas Newcomen and his Family ", T .N.S. 
Vol LX. 1988-89. pp 145 - 160. 

1953. The Memorial Plaque in Dartmouth Baptist ChurchT 

T.N.S. Vol XXXV. p 218. 

 



1960 -1964.  The Newcomen Engine and the Engine House." 

References in the Transactions are:- 

p.148. Annual Report of the Council. 
p.1 6 6 .    do. 1 9 6 1 - 6 2 . 
p.1-2.Tercentenary Celebration Report. Ibid. pp. 217 -221. Sum mer M eeting 
Report.1963. Ibid. pp. 244. A nnual report of the Council . 1962  -63 

V ol .X X X V I . p.1 4 7  an d  Plate  X X X V I . N ew com en  M em ori al 
Engine.V ol .X X X V III . p . 1-3  an d  Plates I -I V . "  From Hawkesbury to Dartmouth " . b y  
A rthur Pyne. 

1 9 8 1. T he A SM E  Presentati o n  Plaq ue. A  L an dm ark  Site. 

B.N.S. Vol.CXXl. p.3-4. Report by John H.Boyes. 
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