THE NEWCOMEN ROAD

By Ivor H Smart, C.Eng,,M.R.Ae.S.lMI.ProdE

The reason for, and the making of, the Newcomen Road in Dartmouth had its beginnings not in a road, but in the
attempt to bridge the River Dart in the late 1820's. Soon after the New (now Victoria) Road was completed which
brought carriage traffic into the lower part of the town it became clear to local property owners that the key to the future
prosperity of the South Hams lay in the extension of the Exeter to Plymouth coast road,
At the opening of the 19th century the town of Clifton-Dartmouth-Hardness was still divided into two portions by
the ancient Millpond. The twin communities of Hardness to the north of the mill dam and Clifton-Dartmouth on the
south were connected by Foss Street as the old mill dam had been named. The commercial centre and most housing lay
along and to the south of this street. The oldest and most densely populated section lay on either side of Lower Street and
Higher Street in central Dartmouth.
These streets ran parallel to the river front, north-south, being composed mainly of 14th to early 17th century
houses and shop premises. Lower Street, the eastermost of the two streets, was only 10 feet wide between building
fronts and lay at a level height of 10 feet above mean sea level. Higher street, some 30 feet above Lower Street, had an
average width of 12.5 feet, but was only half this width at several "pinch" points. There was no paving in either street,
which were divided along their lengths by an open drain.
The horizontal distance between the two streets was about 60 feet and in length they measured approximately 1000
feet from the north at Pillory Lane (Smith Street) to their indirect conjunction at the top of a narrow lane called
Bearscove (Bayards) Hill in Southtown. Communication between them was by several flights of steps, principally the
Broad Steps, 14 feet wide, and the Narrow Steps, 8 feet wide. (See map page 16) This area, as with the rest of
Dartmouth, had no carriage road out of the town except by ferry to the east until the making of the Newcomen Road in
1864-67.
Regrettably, very little was to transpire from early proposals for reasons which have been explained in an earlier paper
by the author, "The Development of the Dartmouth Mill Pond.1* Political, domestic and financial problems were to
bedevil Dartmouth development for the next thirty years. Dartmouth remained a
1
medieval, stagnating, decaying, evil-smelling town on the west bank of the River Dart.
THE OLD ORDER OF THINGS.

During the period between 1815 and 1860 responsibility for municipal duties were shared between the
Corporation and the Dartmouth Improvement Commissioners. The first sponsored the second, but both were
ineffectual. Neither had sufficient financial powers. Both were inefficient and, in addition, the Corporation were
partially corrupt from 1815 until they were reformed in 1836, After that date and until 1853 they were fiscally weak
and politically vengeful. The change of control from the Liberals to the Tories in the latter year brought more than a
change in administration. It led to a new realisation and direction of policy.
Breaking the Impasse.
The agent for change was the promotion of the Dartmouth and Torbay Railway in 1857, under the leadership of
Charles Seale-Hayne, who at the age of 24, had become the chairman of the D.I.C. Seale-Hayne realised that to attract
capital and raise interest in the port something must be done to improve the quality of life within Dartmouth. In
addition to the need for a central thoroughfare, other matters required urgent attention: principally, a good water
supply and an adequate modern sewerage system.
Seale-Hayne was aware of the severe financial constraints and the problem of dual control in matters municipal. His
equivalent as head of the Town Council from 1856 to 1859 was his uncle, Sir Henry Paul Scale. This must have meant a
certain degree of cross-fertilisation of ideas. Whilst Seale-Hayne concentrated on railway matters, his uncle
concentrated on merging control of the two competing bodies into one authority. The means for change was the
Local Government Act of 1858 and the setting up of a Local Board of Health in Dartmouth.
The Local Board of Health.
Following the formation of the General Board of Health in 1848 and its successor, the Local Government Board, in

1858, coupled with the publication of the report on public health in the town by Dr. Waller Lewis in 1854, it became
clear to both bodies that for the good of the borough they must co-operate instead of compete. In March 1858, in order to
cover a deficiency of nearly £200 in the municipal finances, the Town Council asked leaseholders of corporate property
to renew their leases early.
The first steps towards amalgamation were taken by the Town Council on 16th March 1859 when the Town Clerk,
John Brooking, advised the Home Office that the Council had adopted the Local Government Act 1858. This had an
immediate financial advantage since the boundaries of the borough were extended to those of the Parliamentary
borough. The nett rateable value rose from £8,135 to about £10,000. In July 1859 the Council, faced with a deficiency of
£182, levied a rate for the first time ever. To ensure that they, the Council, were the body to adopt the Act and not the
Improvement Commissioners, the opinion of Mr. Kent Karslake, Queen's Counsel, was sought. Mr. Karslake gave it as
his opinion that the Dartmouth Improvement Commissioners were not a board within the meaning of the Act and were
thus excluded from adopting the Act.
Meanwhile the D.I.C. resolved to ask (March 1860) for a repeal of their Act. By now the chairmanship of that body
had been taken up by William Smith, a prominent local solicitor who was right-hand man to Seale-Hayne. The Local
Board now petitioned for a partial repeal of the local Act, sections 15 - 82, leaving sections 1 - 1 4 and 83 and 84
covering the control of Dartmouth Markets. This entailed an enquiry by the Local Government Act Office which was
held in Dartmouth on 2nd May 1860 by the Inspector, Mr. Henry Austin, C.E.
The reasons advanced by the Local Board were:-1. The limits of the 1815 Act were those of the old
2. That due to the high qualifications for Commissioners it is difficult to fill
vacancies.

3. The Commissioners do not represent the views of the ratepayers at large.
4. The length of notice of meetings is a great obstruction to business.
5. The Local Act gives powers that are not given to the Local Board and yet it
falls short in other respects.
Borough.
6. That there is no advantage to be gained from having two similar bodies with divided jurisdiction.
As there appeared to be no opposition to these views, Mr. Austin recommended that a Provisional Order be issued to
repeal the Local Act, which was done at the end of June 1860. After that date the Commissioners ceased to exist.
United At Last - A Town Improvement Plan.
In October 1860 the Town Council/Local Board met to consider how to fund town improvements, but it was not until
March 1861 that the Local Board had time to consider how to finance a scheme of town improvement: not just a road,
but a water supply, modern sewerage, new public buildings and a wide road to boot. They decided to find out what sum
of money could be raised from a sale of the reversionary interest in the leasehold properties held by the Corporation
trustees.
In order to assess the value of the Corporation property the Local Board asked John Brooking, the Town Clerk, to list
the value, separating high rents (ground rents) and reversionary values. Also to be noted were the cost of repairs to put
the properties in good order. The Reversionary Committee were requested to bring forward a plan for a 30-foot wide
road from Warfleet Creek to the New Quay, indicating the effect on buildings in the area.
Other persons in the town wondered about that, amongst them Robert Cranford. In an editorial in the
Dartmouth Chronicle he stated that before an application for a reversionary sale "a most exact statement of affairs is
required." Why not offer a premium (prize) for a plan of improvement, he suggested. Such a course was adopted and in
October and November adverts appeared to that end, offering prizes of £65, £25 and £15 for the best three
submissions. Plans and submissions were to reach the Town Clerk by January 1862. Seven plans were submitted, but
most of these concentrated on the roadway. Plan "Z", that of William Bell, C.E., comprising a plan for the whole town, was
chosen.
What do we know of William Bell?

A native of Leith in Scotland, he was born in 1818 and graduated from Edinburgh University in 1839 as a gold
medallist in Natural Philosophy and was second in Mathematics. Joining the staff of the Great Western Railway in 1840,
he transferred in 1842 to the Bristol and Gloucester Railway and from there to the South Devon Railway at Dawlish.
In 1846 he became a Resident Engineer under I. K. Brunei and worked for him on several projects before returning to
the S.D.R in 1853.
At the request of I. K. Brunei he became Resident Engineer on the Dartmouth and Torbay Railway from 1858 to
1861. Whilst living in South Devon he rebuilt, to his own design, the sea wall at Torquay and superintended the
erection of Holacombe Gas works. He was engaged on this work when he won the premium for his Dartmouth town
plan. He removed to London in 1862 and became a Consulting Engineer, He was a close associate of W, E, Froude, I,
K, Brunei, R. P. Brereton and P. J. Margary all of whom were involved in the development of Dartmouth and its
harbour in the 19th century.
One of William Bell's successes was with the Trans-Atlantic cable laying operation of 1866, when the cable was
loaded into the steamship Great Eastern (which had been designed by I. K. Brunei) according to Mr. Bell's calculations.
Upon the accuracy of his calculations depended the success of the whole operation. Needless to say it was a
success. William Bell died at Streatham in 1892.
THE DESIGN OF NEWCOMEN ROAD.
Bell's Plan "Z".

Bell's plan differed from all the others by being an integrated scheme in which the various aspects were made to
compliment each other. The plan embraced drainage and sewerage, roadway and sanitation. It dealt with the filling
of the Pool - an L-shaped tidal area between the New Ground, Undercliff and the east side of Foss Street which then
received all the sewage of the town centre - and disposal of the material of demolished houses in a manner which
reduced the cost of the scheme. It provided for recreation and municipal buildings alike. The plan would cause the
minimum disruption to the trade of Dartmouth.
Two aspects of Bell's thinking are illustrated in his connection of the demolition of houses with cost and both
of these with the filling of the Pool. For this latter task material was in short supply. If quarried above the town, it would
be costly to transport to site. Why not part-fill the Pool with excess rubble from the houses to be demolished? The worst
houses in the town were the old houses between Lower Street and Higher Street. If he, Bell, concentrated his change of
level here with an inclined ramp then the material for the ramp was to hand.
The excess could be tipped into the Pool filling. The old houses had two advantages: compensation to owners
would be low, a point not lost on the Local Board, and the old houses, some 300 - 400 years old, had massive thick
walls and small apartments. This meant they had a high ratio of mass/volume, which was ideal for the purpose of
filling. On this in-filling could be built the new Town Hall etc. and a roadway. Since the old Guildhall in Lower
Street was listed for demolition, a new municipal building was needed.

Fig 1. A painting by Miss C. B. Hunt of Higher Street in 1838 with the Guildhall second left. The lady stands in the
doorway of Thomas Newcomen's -workshop.

Bell's proposed thoroughfare ran from Bellvue House (now Stoke Cliff) in the south along a widened Southtown road
to Bayards Hill Lane. From here it ran from Higher Street diagonally down to Lower Street via an inclined ramp on a
gradient of 1" in 34". The next portion ran along the west side of Lower Street and on to the Quay. A further length of the
road passed over the filled-in Pool and along its northern side past the edge of the waterside premises there, turned up
Gas House Slip at a gradient of 1" in 20", and on to the "Ship in Dock" via a widened Clarence Street. Bell considered
that the existing New Road would provide access and egress from the proposed thoroughfare and so he did not think it
necessary to go on to Sandquay except over Sir H. P. Scale's private Combe Road,
He, Bell, estimated the cost of the work at £4,890 and to this figure he added the cost of the municipal buildings at
£3,500, bringing the total cost to £8,390 Compensation to property owners would be additional and on this point he, as
with Rendel before him, did not venture an estimate - a very wise decision as it turned out,
The outline of the scheme to build the roadway was contained in a copy of the plan which was sent by the Local Board
to the Local Government Act Office. There are two copies of Bell's report in the Public Record Office, an original copy
dated May 1862 and an amended copy dated August 1862. The first copy appears to be in the hand of William Bell,
whilst the other has erasures and amendments in two different hands, those of Bell and one other, probably Robert
Rawlinson the LGAO engineer dealing with the matter. The amended cop}' would seem to be that which was sent to the
Treasury with a memorial (i.e. petition) in late July 1862 and then forwarded to the LGAO for appraisal, without the
memorial. This is why in mid-August 1862 Mr. Rawlinson was minuting that no formal application for a loan sanction
could be found at the LGAO.
At this stage we can compare the changes made in the original version to see what and why the amendments were
made. They were extensive and of a pedantic nature of a type associated today with the thinking of senior civil servants
and superannuated members of the teaching profession. For the most part they are quite trivial but some appear to be
aimed at making the report more easily understood by a classically educated non-technical politician. Other changes are
clearly intended to protect officials from any blame consequent upon shortcomings subsequently experienced.
For example, in the section on drainage, one portion has been completely altered without changing anything
essential except that Bell is made to add a technical disclaimer respecting the periodic flooding in the New Road.

This was made to appear less frequent and less serious than was the case in practice.
In the section on the proposed thoroughfare the changes are of a different nature. Firstly, an explanatory
paragraph is added to provide background to the mediaeval road system in being in Dartmouth. Then follows a repeat of
the form of minor changes noted in the previous section, including one highlighting the demolition of the very old and
decayed housing in the town and another dealing with the Pool, which describes the place as "a receptacle for filth
placed in the centre of the town."
Finally, we come to the only notable changes to the report, those concerning the estimate. Here are the original and
amended versions compared:
Comparison of Estimates.
Original

Revised

Thoroughfare
£4,890
To this we must add for: 4,600
Sewerage ... ... ... ...
Public Buildings
3,500

£5,700
4,600
3,000

£12,490
Contingency

... ... ...

£13,800
1,249

NIL

TOTAL 13,739
Allowing for filling in front of Quay

NIL
£13,739

13,800
1 >850

£15,650

In this way Rawlinson included the contingency and the
filling of the present Boatfloat in the estimate.
This would make the total sum more acceptable - a
contingency fund and potential extras would have been struck out by the official mind for fear of abuse.
It is essential to realise that the heaviest works in the construction of the proposed road were concentrated in the
portion from Bearscove Hill to where Lower Street debouches onto the Quay. In this stretch of approximately 1,000
feet no less than 64 properties were faced with demolition and all or pan of their sites absorbed into the 4,000 square
yards of roadway and the slopes that contained the inclined ramp. To form and grade this embankment Bell proposed
to use material from the properties demolished He estimated the amount required as 3,500 cubic yards.
Regrettably, Bell seems to made a simple error, but one which would alter the design of the inclined ramp. The site on
which the demolished buildings stood totalled approximately 30,000 square feet. Bell estimated that the material from
the old buildings would, when levelled, cover this area to a depth of 8 feet, amounting in all to 8,500 cubic yards.
Of this 50% would be sold as re-usable building material leaving the other half, or 4,250 cubic yards for forming the
road embankment. The surplus material together with spoil from the sites excavated for new public buildings
was to be used in filling the Pool. Bell estimated the surplus to be the whole 8,500 cubic yards, which was an error.
The material could not be in two different places.
Now we know from contemporary records that no material was taken to the Pool site, nor any public building
sites excavated so where did the surplus material go? The answer is simple - there wasn't any. In the first place,
only 750 feet of the building sites were cleared, reducing the available volume from 4,250 cubic yards to below 3,200
cubic yards. Secondly, the formation of the embankment as proposed would require more than the 3,500 cubic yards
even after an allowance for that part of Higher Street incorporated into the roadway. In addition, there was to be a slope
up to Higher Street and a sloping face to the eastern side of the embankment, which were to be seeded and planted.
Far from having any surplus material to place in the Pool, Bell was faced with a shortage of material to complete the
embankment. This shortfall required a change of design for the incline section. The solution adopted by Bell to make
up the deficit was to build a retaining wall along the eastern side and to incorporate a series of arches under the
roadway which as a consequence became a viaduct.
The first house was reported sold in February 1864, although completion did not occur until late March. A part of
the Widows' Almshouses adjoining the Narrow Steps was demolished on safety grounds at the same time, but by

the end of June ten houses were in hand at an average price of £84.
Other owners were reported to be bargaining and trying to obtain higher prices than warranted on a rental basis.
Thus, the next ten houses were obtained by October 1864 at an average price of £99. Since the targeted average price
was £94 per house the signs were ominous. It was not until April 1865 that half the houses were in hand and the
average price had risen to £l 16. At this point the Local Board realised that they would have to raise further money to
purchase all the houses required. In their request to the LGAO they stated that they had expended £5,528 on 46
properties, an average price of £120. The remaining houses and gardens were expected to cost £2,671 for 13 houses
or £206 each. Even then 5 properties at the Lower Street end of the line of the road would not have been purchased.
The Construction of the New Roadway.
The Newcomen Road is, in essence, a carriageway on a viaduct of masonry arches. We do not know whether the
road was so conceived or whether the design was altered by William Bell after his discussion with Mr. Rawlinson at
the LGAO. No plans remain today for comparison, but by the time the petition to borrow £7,000 was presented in
mid-1863 the current design had been finalised and a decision taken to construct only the section from Bearscove
Hill to the Quay. The design of the arches can be seen best at the one adjacent to the steps in Lower Street. This arch
was used as the Dartmouth Mortuary in the late 19th century. Other arches are behind the houses in Lower Street, but
four more reappear at Bearscove.
The cost of the works had been estimated at £600 (May 1862) and then altered to £l,000 (August 1862) and
finally changed back to £600. The higher figure takes into account the change from an earthwork at l/3d. per cubic
yard and masonry work at 10/- per cubic yard. Thus the final figure was an underestimate and so it proved to be.
In November 1863 the Board felt confident enough to write to the LGAO on the subject of loan sanction and to state
that negotiations had begun with property owners and occupiers, some of whom had indicated a willingness to sell. They
stated also, by inference, that they had

Fig 2. The narrowness of Southtown before the Manor House (left) was removed is clearly shown in this photograph of
about 1900. Before 1864 the road continued at this -width until it joined Higher Street.

decided to build only that portion of the thoroughfare between Bearscove Hill and Lower Street as far as the Quay.
At the beginning of January 1864, Cranford was reporting that two old houses in Higher Street had been demolished
on safety grounds. These were probably part of the Widows'Almshouses along the Narrow Steps. These lay very near to
the steps linking the modern Newcomen Road with Lower Street opposite Oxford Street. On 30th December 1863
notice of intent was issued to all persons concerned with the properties affected by the scheme offering to treat, and
asking for a decision by reply. Meanwhile the plans for the road were perfected. The nature of the modification is not
known as no copies of the plans exist. The final line of the roadway ran along Bearscove Hill and eastern side of
Higher Street as far as the head of the Narrow Steps. From here it descended over a diagonal ramp at a grade of 1 in

34 to a point opposite Old Fishmarket Slip (later Smith's Slip and now Mansion House Street) and thence via St.
George's Square, which it incorporated, along the eastern side of Lower Street as far as
the site of Barney Lees Steps, (the lane leading to the church at the south end of the Quay).
Progress on the ground was slow. After the Notice of Intent was published in December 1863 negotiations to purchase
property began. The ruling width of the carriageway was to be 30 feet. In all 63 properties were affected by the scheme,
including the current Guildhall, Newcomen's house and workshop, and four public houses.
In March 1864 the first house in the line of the new thoroughfare was demolished. It was in a most dilapidated state
in Higher Street. Then in August 1864 two houses opposite the King's Arms in Lower Street were similarly treated. In
October 1864 Newcomen's house was demolished. A few weeks later in December 1864 the old house at the corner of
Higher Street and Kemp's Lane (near the Dartmouth Arms) which was partly taken down, fell down after a very heavy
fall of rain and demolished part of the house opposite, which belonged to the Feoffees of St. Petrox.
In the spring of 1865 Robert Cranford felt happier about progress. In May he wrote that the Local Board were hard at
work on the new thoroughfare and had obtained possession of most houses in the line of the route, although a most
depressing sight was presented by large open spaces now existing between Lower and Higher Streets. By now the
shortage of housing was having an effect, for tenants of demolished houses could not find alternative premises. There
was, said Cranford, an acute shortage of working class tenements. The blame lay not with the local builders, but with
land owners, who were asking high prices. It was to become a recurrent theme of his editorials.
The following month Cranford was able to report a new stage of the work had started. All properties south of the
Narrow Steps had been purchased and only one was still standing with vacant possession due at the end of August.
Tenders were being requested for the construction of the first section from Bearscove Hill to Kemp's Lane. These
advertisements did not appear locally, which suggests that only the demolition and preliminary work was entrusted to
local tradesmen. We do not know the reason for this, as, unfortunately, the Council Minute book covering the period
from 1860 to 1885 is missing. We have only reports in the Dartmouth Chronicle, and papers sent to the LGAO on which
to work.
Cranford commented that owners were now asking exorbitant prices for the outstanding properties, which was
delaying progress. This last statement referred principally to houses situated between the Broad Steps and the present
Fishmonger Lane. The case of one householder, Mrs Lamble, who owned two
houses north of the Narrow Steps is typical. She offered the property to the Local Board for £730, or three times the true
value. All throughout 1864-5 negotiations proved unsuccessful and only in February 1866 did the Board, in desperation,
capitulate and agree her price. North of the Broad Steps matters were even more desperate.
The Borough Surveyor, Richard Tucker, reported to the LGAO in August 1865:
"The several works for making the new thoroughfare are progressing as fast as possible. There is only one house (No.
55 on plan) now standing between the

Fig 3. A drawing by William Henley showing Higher Street and Pillory Lane before 1866. The left hand of the two
butcher's shops was pulled down to widen the lane to form the present Smith Street

Narrow Steps (No. 41 on plan) and the last house it was intended to stop at (No. 62), but as the Board has purchased
the stable and garden a distance of 150 feet (actually 90 ft.) further on, I have commenced building the retaining wall
in the garden and taking down the stable so as to have it complete at the same time."
He continued by saying that the road is formed from the Broad Steps to the old Guildhall, about 110 feet, and that
with the possession of the house above and two others (those of Mrs Lamble), expected next month, the whole centre
line would be complete for about 650 feet very shortly afterwards. This is in reference to the road embankment only.
Contrary to Mr. Tucker's assumption, the last two houses were not purchased until early 1866, but by April of that year
Robert Cranford was reporting that another section of the road was completed, from the Narrow Steps to the old
Guildhall and a start was being made from the Broad Steps northward
The next item of progress was a report by Cranford in May 1866 to the effect that another section of new street was nearly
finished with the completion of the arch opposite Oxford Slip, whilst 4 houses adjoining the Broad Steps had been
taken down and the boundary walls extended. Cranford hoped the appearance of the street would improve from the state
existing for so long previously He asks: "Why do not owners of Lower Street properties seek a severance and a frontage
to the new street and build new shop fronts commanding higher rentals?" (A severance was a freehold of land.)
Then occurred one of those delays so typical in Dartmouth affairs - then as now • for by January 1867 the roadway
was not yet complete. Why was this? Quite simply, the money had run out. In March 1866 the Local Board found that
they had contracted to purchase properties for which they had not the funds to complete. The Treasurer was instructed
to pay interest to the owners. The reasons for the lack of funds are given in the section of this paper devoted to
financial matters. In the interregnum the Local Board resolved to name the road NEWCOMEN ROAD, in honour of
Dartmouth's most famous inhabitant Thomas Newcomen, 1663-1729, the inventor of the atmospheric steam engine.
Fresh funds became available at the end of 1867, but matters were stalemated by owners asking exorbitant prices for a
group of properties between the Broad Steps and the present Fishmonger Lane (now the steps by the Cherub.) These
three owners were Mrs Lanyon, George Kingston and Mr. Humphrey, the owner of a chemists shop in Higher Street,
(now the Cherub). After an adjustment of boundaries Mrs Lanyon sold out her two houses for £465 in June 1867 and
Mr, Kingston sold the two houses below the Cherub for £200 in February 1868. Mr. Humphrey never did, and so the
Cherub was saved for posterity but, as we shall see, at a high cost to the town.
Attention was now focused on the southern end of the road where, in January 1867, the Local Board purchased the two
houses adjoining the stable and garden purchased in August 1865, so extending the road for another 60 feet to total the
150 feet length as the Surveyor had estimated Further widening was to be carried out at Southtown, but an intervening
block of houses were not for sale and so this extension was aborted for many years. One of these houses was Mrs.
Collins' lodging house, reputedly the best in Dartmouth.

Fig 4. A drawing by William Henley, probably copied from a photograph of Lower Street in 1864 showing the houses
soon to be demolished. From the left, the Watch House, the former house of the Newcomen family, then Smith's
house and the Custom House Inn. (see map page 16-17).

March 1867 witnessed the first progressive effects of the construction of the new roadway. Severances of the surplus
land were offered by tender and all were taken up. Most purchasers were the owners of adjoining property. The four
arched cellars at Bearscove and the one in Lower Street were sold to Capt. Ridgway for £275, A disused alleyway
known as Devonshire Lane in old Higher Street was stopped up and a new house built behind the Dartmouth Arms.
Some previously purchased property in Pillory Lane was rented out as delays seemed inevitable and income was
needed. In October, Capt. Ridgway announced the building of three villas in Higher Street at the junction with the new
road and two more in Lower Street just south of the new steps. They were completed in mid-1868. At the southern end
one of the intervening block of houses became available in May 1868, that of Miss Betsy Gibbs, bat negotiations were
not immediately successful.

Key :Newcomen Road as built

Newcomen Road as proposed
On map, modern names in brackets ().
Small numbers on map [34] refer to properties bought by Dartmouth Corporation 1865-1879. See Appendix in on page
30 for details.

MAP OF DARTMOUTH IN 1854
Showing buildings to be demolished
along the proposed route of the
Newcomen Road.
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Historical Notes:
Soper Slip, once New Rent Lane. Burroughs Slip, once Old Rent Lane. Fishmarket Slip, later Smiths Slip. Oxford Slip, once Axford, Lammacraft and Playhouse slip.
Old Passage Slip was in use to 1833. Meeting Lane, later Atkins Lane,
then Chapel Lane. Guildhall: 34 & 35 once formed
house of John Hawley, 1340-1408.
Thomas Newcomen used the northern
part of 34 as his workshop.

3 5 became the town watch house

(lock-up) in 1836.
Dotted lines show Dark Lane,
a tunnel under the Guildhall. 30,31 - house of Staplehtll, then
Smith, formerly wrongly thought
to be that of Newcomen. S H - the Stocks House, adjacent
to the stocks. Newman family house was later Cromwe
House, Naval Bank, Lloyds Bank. if OldFishmarketpre 1819

After the demolition of Mr. Kingston's two houses in March 1868 the severance in Lower Street, together with the
passage behind the Cherub, was offered for sale at auction, The publication of a plan showing the area to be sold caused
a furore and so upset Robert Cranford that after the sale on 3rd June 1868 he wrote in protest to the LGAO stating the sale
of the severance to Mrs Madge (for the present Harbour Bookshop) for £132 would require the roadway to be diverted
at an angle and make it difficult to continue the road in the future. The reaction from the LGAO was swift. It can
however only be understood in the context of how the project was financed from the start, which is described in the next
section.
FINANCING THE WORKS AND COMPENSATION. (1862-1867)

On 30th July 1862 the Treasury replied to the Local Board stating that the Corporation could not sell Corporation
property as it was held in trust and that they should apply for loan sanction,
An internal memorandum drawn up in the LGAO and dated llth August noted that the rateable value of Dartmouth
was only about £l 1,000. The Board had already had a sanction for £3,000 to complete the waterworks. They (the
LGAO) wanted to know from the Local Board; Do they want to raise £15,650 in addition to the above under Section 78
of the Local Government Act 1858? The sense of this memorandum appears not to have been communicated to the
Local Board.
There then occurred one of those delays, common to Dartmouth affairs still, but on 5th November 1863 the Local Board
asked if a loan sanction of £7,000 to cover part of the works proposed in Bell's plan would be granted The letter stated
that the Board wished to be assured before applying on this point. The Board stated that Mr. Bell would call on them
with detailed drawings and answer any queries the LGAO might have. The gross rateable value was stated to be
£14,648 and the nett rateable value to be £10,682, The reason for their enquiry was, that having decided to proceed at
once with the works, "numerous parties owning property interfered with by the same are willing to sell at fair and agreed
prices - but the Board hesitate to contract until the opinion of the LGAO is known."
This letter suggests that the question of proceeding by compulsory purchase under existing legislation had been
discussed by the Local Board and a decision taken not to proceed in this manner. They, the Board, were advised in this
matter by the then Town Clerk, John Brooking, The arguments advanced by him can only be conjectured, but they must
have concerned the matters of appeals against valuations, excessive legal fees and delays arising therefrom. The LGAO
replied on 7th November that they could not comment on a hypothetical question.
The 1863 Memorial to the Treasury.

In Dartmouth a draft memorial to the Treasury was being drawn up by the Local Board in the name of the Trustees of
the Dartmouth Corporation property. It said, inter alia, that the total amount expected from the sale of the reversions was
between £8,000 and £10,000. The reasons for raising the money was to improve the drainage, sewerage and roadways in
the town which was already burdened with local rates and taxes of 6/- in the £, plus a water rate.
The Local Board, it continued, have obtained a plan and survey from Mr. William Bell, C.E., who estimates the cost
of the works at £14,000 plus compensation to property owners of £7,000, (this latter we know to have been untrue), a
total of £21,000. They, the Local Board, believe the best way of raising finance will be by way of a loan and selling off
corporation property. The purpose of the memorial, it said, is to obtain permission to sell the property. Following receipt
of the Treasury letter at the beginning of August 1862 they knew that this course of action was no longer feasible.
When the modified form of the memorial was published in Dartmouth in late 1863 it caused not a few raised
eyebrows from the ratepayers, amongst them Noah Gift, an elderly shipowner and ex-Liberal Mayor. Clift drew up a
counter-memorial in which he and his fellow rate-payers objected to the cost,which they said would be, not £8,000 but
£50,000! This group were
worried about the effect on their pockets and were unconcerned about living standards.
The Local Board were aware of the limits set on their borrowing powers at the equivalent of one years' nett rateable
value, approximately £10,500, of which they had borrowed £3,000 for the waterworks, and so restricted their application
to £7,000 merely to cover the cost of making only that part of the road from Bearscove to the Quay, and the sewerage
works. The memorial makes it clear that the Local Board had no knowledge of the meeting between William Bell and Mr.
Rawlinson in 1862. The memorial, dated 25th November 1863, set out the relevant figures thus:
Purchase of Property Thoroughfare
£5,821 Sewerage
Contingency (10%)
600
350
Total
677 £7,448
Less Sale of old materials Less Sale of

200
400 Severances

Nett Total
£6,848

Sanction applied for:

£7,000

Amount borrowed for waterworks: £3,000 and of this £250 has been repaid.
Some additional data informs us that the income from the supply of water was £1,400 p.a. and the rates were 2/- in
the £ plus 4/- in the £ Poor rates.
A deputation took the Memorial to London and saw Mr. Taylor on 25th November 1863. The latter sent it to Mr.
Robert Morgan with a hint that a loan sanction might be granted without a local enquiry. On 17th Mr. Morgan
concurred as the work would bring "great improvement." The loan was to be repaid with interest over 30 years and
secured by a charge on the General District rates. The sanction reached Dartmouth on 23rd December 1863. The
official notice of the proposed works was published in Dartmouth in the December 1863 issue of the Dartmouth
Chronicle and the purchase of the first house property was completed on March 21st 1864.
An account of the building of the road between Bearscove and the Quay is dealt with earlier. It will suffice here to
say that the work proceeded slowly under the supervision of Richard Tucker, the Borough Surveyor, since William Bell
was now resident in London.
By July 1865, with the work far from complete, the Local Board had exhausted their funds. Having paid off £500
of the original loan, they requested a further loan sanction from the LGAO for £3,000. Their letter was met with a
request for an explanation of the overspending, together with plans and estimates for the additional outlay
contemplated. The required documentation and an application were sent up to London on 18th August 1865. However,
the LGAO still wanted an explanation.
When this explanation was received, and after due consideration of the facts provided, the LGAO set out a form of
petition and advised the Local Board that having borrowed close to their existing limit they should request an extension
of that limit and arrange to repay their street improvement loans over 50 years instead of only 30 years.

In their completed petition of the 29th August, the Local Board asked for a loan of £5,000, bringing their total loan
debt, including the waterworks, to £15,000, which would be less than two years nett rateable value. As reasons for the
overspending on property, they cited the arrival in 1863 ofHM.S. Britannia, the naval training ship, and the completion
of the Dartmouth and Torbay Railway in August 1864. The demolition of 8% of the housing stock had made matters
more difficult still. Finally, the cost of purchasing houses had increased as owners realised the power they had over the
Local Board to impede the work. In this matter the owners were aided by the decision not to take compulsory purchase
powers. This was the advice given to the Board by Town Clerk John Brooking. It turned out to be bad advice!!
John Brooking died in January 1865 and was succeeded by Percy Hockin, another local solicitor, but the advice
given by his predecessor was not altered by Percy Hockin.
The petition the Local Board confirmed that all street improvement loans would be repaid over 50 years. Even so
the LGAO were not satisfied with the
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of the original loan, they requested a further loan sanction from the LGAO for £3,000. Their letter was met with a
request for an explanation of the overspending, together with plans and estimates for the additional outlay
contemplated. The required documentation and an application were sent up to London on 18th August 1865. However,
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petition and advised the Local Board that having borrowed close to their existing limit they should request an extension
of that limit and arrange to repay their street improvement loans over 50 years instead of only 30 years.
In their completed petition of the 29th August, the Local Board asked for a loan of £5,000, bringing their total loan
debt, including the waterworks, to £15,000, which would be less than two years nett rateable value. As reasons for the
overspending on property, they cited the arrival in 1863 ofHM.S. Britannia, the naval training ship, and the completion
of the Dartmouth and Torbay Railway in August 1864. The demolition of 8% of the housing stock had made matters
more difficult still. Finally, the cost of purchasing houses had increased as owners realised the power they had over the
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concluded that the Local Board should be required to take more caution in making purchases of property and confine
themselves to what is contained in their schedules. "Properties .... have been omitted to be purchased at all, whilst
others have been taken and pulled down that were not described or enumerated........! trust that ..... they will be
careful not to repeat it." The loan
sanction, with an extension of borrowing powers, was granted and signed on 7th March 1866 and a copy of it and the
Inspector's comments in admonishment were sent with it.

Fig 5. Higher Street looking north about 1900. The houses on the right were new in 1864 and have a frontage onto both
Higher Street and Newcomen Road. At the end, the original width remains and the old water conduit has been
retained.

Meanwhile, the sanction for £1,000 having been received and used, a detailed account of all expenditure since 1864
was sent to the LGAO at the request of that body. An exchange of letters followed between the two bodies. The Local
Board were anxious to receive their sanction whilst the LGAO were anxious to obtain an undertaking that the money
would be spent on those objects for which it was sanctioned. It is clear that the central authority was unhappy about the
piecemeal manner in which the Local Board proceeded, and did not think they had changed their old ways.
The Local Board tried to pressurise the LGAO by saying that the works would stop if the sanction for a loan of £3,000
was not forthcoming and could they borrow £200 on account. Both Arnold Taylor and Tom Taylor, the Secretary to the
LGAO, would not accede to this last request. They were adamant that an undertaking must be given as to the future
conduct of the Local Board. So matters stood while the Provisional Order authorising the extension of borrowing
powers was before Parliament. Once this was assented to, in early June 1866, the Local Board could borrow £20,330
(two times the annual rateable value) and a loan of £3,000 could be sanctioned.
The loan was to be divided between £1,840 for property and £1,000 for the works. Two weeks later the Local Board
wanted the sanction increased to £4,000, the extra money to be equally divided between property and works. Sanction
for the full amount was given subject to a caution to spend the money on those items which were set out in their
memorial and the schedules which accompanied it.
This was the last loan expended on the road shortly to be named the NEWCOMEN ROAD. Shortly after, as we
shall see, another shortage of money and excessive financial demands from several property owners brought about a
decision to truncate the Newcomen Road at its present end (May 1868), Another 25 years were to elapse before the road
reached Gasworks Slip as Mayors Avenue, - and then only after the Pool had been filled and the Embankment along the
river had been built, completing Bell's road to Combe Mud albeit not to the "Ship in Dock." The widening of the
southern end along Southtown, on the east side, was not completed until the next century.
THE COMING OF THE EM) - 1868.

On the same day, 3rd June, that Cranford wrote to the LGAO, the Local Board advised the LGAO that they had sold
the land described as pink on the plan and adjoining that of Mrs Lanyon in fee simple (freehold) for a dwelling house to
be erected within one year to Mrs Madge for £132 - the highest bidder.
The following day the LGAO wrote to the Local Board asking for an explanation. Both these letters, those of
Cranford and the LGAO were discussed by the Local Board a week later. After lengthy discussion it was proposed by

Councillors Rees and Tumor to hold to the line of frontage as sold to Mrs Madge and explain the position to the LGAO.
An amendment was proposed by Councillors Bales and Dr. Newman to have a new line of frontage from the corner of
Mrs Lanyon's house to the corner of Mr. Barber's house, the Albion Inn in Lower street, (now the Scarlet Geranium
Restaurant). This proposal is shown on the map on page .... by vertical hatching, but was lost on a vote of 3 tc 6, and the
original proposal carried by 6 votes to 3.
This decision and an accompanying explanation were sent to the LGAO on 10th June. The reasons given for their
action were stated to be that it had been taken after careful consideration and to avoid expense to the town beyond their
means. They cannot obtain properties 14 (Mr. Humphrey) and those between it and No. 1 on the plan for many years,
and only at great cost. "We believe it better to sell the land for building rather than leave the ground in question as an
open useless piece of ground for many years to come, forming an awkward corner." A copy of the minutes and plan of
the deviation were sent with the letter.
At the LGAO the Local Board letter was considered by Arnold Taylor, the Inspector who had sanctioned the loan of
£2,500 for street improvements. He reported that the proposed course was objectionable and a letter was then sent to this
effect:
"Mr. Secretary Hardy cannot approve the sale of the green section No. 16 to Mrs Madge. Sale and building here on green
plot will destroy the effect of rest of improvements built at great cost. No portion of land coloured green should be
resold for building except the small portion lying between the Red line of Mr. Bell's plan and the prolongation of the blue
line which marks that adopted by the Local Board. This prolongation has been marked by a black dotted line."
After the next meeting of the Local Board a reply to this letter was sent. It reported that it had been proposed by
Councillors Rees and Hannaford that the rates now being II- in the £ and also the extreme difficulty in getting properties
Nos, 10, 11,12, 13,14, also 3 and 6, there was no possibility of completing Mr, Bell's line of road.
In a prompt answer, dated 27th June, the Secretary of State replied that without the above numbers the effect of all
other street improvements will be neutralised. Therefore he could not approve of the sale of the severance coloured green
except for the small portion referred to in the earlier letter. The Local Board bowed to the inevitable and accepted the
compromise offered by the LGAO.
In his editorial of 1st July 1868 Robert Cranford reported that the amended severance had been sold for £95 to Mrs
Madge. Completion took place a few days later. In the same issue, in his report of the Local Board meeting, he noted that
Messrs. Rees and Hannaford state they will oppose all future purchases of property.
These events resulted in the Newcomen Road coming to an end in the middle!!

Fig 6. The junction of Lower Street with Newcomen Road as completed,
looking south, photographed about 1900.
APPENDIX I

Table of References - Newcomen Road Paper.
1. Although the number of sources consulted in the course of researching this paper was small, and included original

items held by the author, not much was in usable form since a code or key to the schedules was incorporated in certain
items. The acquisition of a town plan, dated in the mid-19th century provided the basis upon which much of the data
found many years earlier could be interpreted. Copies of this plan can be obtained from Dartmouth Museum.
2. The main source of reference was the papers and correspondence passing between the Corporation of Dartmouth
and the General Board of Health for the period between 1848 and 1853. These are contained in a bound volume of
Ministry of Health papers housed in the Public Record Office at Kew. The Reference No. is MH 13/60,
3. Contained in the same place, and under the same reference, is the correspondence passing between the
Corporation of Dartmouth, the Dartmouth Town Council and the successor body to the General Board of Health, which
was set up to deal with the local government activities previously handled by that body, and which existed from 1848
to 1871. It was called the Local Government Act Office (LGAO). Their offices were located at Richmond Terrace,
Whitehall.
4. The files of the Dartmouth Chronicle. These are available in bound volumes. The volume covering the years
from 1855 to 1863 is available from the Reference Library in Torquay. The volume for the following period, 1864 to
1869, is in the possession of the author. There are no bound copies of the Dartmouth Chronicle of date earlier than
September 1869 to be found in the Newspaper Library of the British Museum, Colindale, London.
5. Lease details for some of the properties mentioned in the paper are to be found in the working papers of the
Devon County Council office (West) in Plymouth and the South Hams District Council at Follaton House, Totnes.
6. The minute books of the Dartmouth Town Council for the relevant period are missing. They were sent to London
in connection with one of the many legal proceedings connected with the Embankment dispute and never returned.
However, a reporter of the Dartmouth Chronicle was present at Council meetings and a report of the proceedings is to
found in the relevant dated issues of that paper.
APPENDIX H
Notes on reproducing Bell's road plan.

None of William Bell's original drawings submitted to the Town Council exist. They are not in the possession of
Dartmouth Town Council, not in the archives of the South Hams District Council nor the Devon Record Office at
Exeter nor the Terrier Office in Plymouth. There is not even a drawing of the road as built, in so far as sectional plans
are concerned, in the records of Devon Highways Department. There is nothing to be found in the Map Room of the
British Museum or in the Public Record Office. I have been searching for the plans for 37 years without success. When
planning the paper I realised that I would have to reconstruct the original plan of William Bell from his written report, a
copy of which I have, and to use the 1885 O.S. Map (1:500) which shows the road as built. What data can we obtain
from these sources?
1. The last house on the eastern side of Higher Street that it was intended to purchase and demolish was Mr.
Humphreys' house on the Cherub site. It would have lost its frontage at least. It might have been entirely demolished
and the severance sold This is a pivotal point.
2. The western side of Higher Street was untouched and so represents the western limits of the proposed road as
marked on the plan.
3. The houses on the eastern side of Higher Street and intended for demolition are to be seen in their then existing
state on a town plan sent up to the General Board of Health/LGAO in about 1860 and this, for economy (cheapness)
was based on a map of 1833 updated in about 1854. This is the basis of the map accompanying the text in this booklet.
4. The houses required in Lower Street are equally well known. One problem is that no attempt was made in 1864-8
to open up the bottle neck where the proposed road passed out of Lower Street. The roao/paving width here was only 1520 ft wide at best. The removal of the "Block", properties 1 - 6 opposite Cranfords, would have made no difference - on
the west side the first house on the Quay is the problem. I have opted for a middle course although it is felt that Bell
would have opted to keep to a western line and demolish the first house on the Quay beyond the recently demolished
(1861) arch over Barney Lees steps.
5. We know the carriage way was to be 30 ft wide, including side paving, which it is. Thus we can mark in the
eastern side of the proposed road as it is marked on the map.
6. This leaves only the eastern side of Higher Street, north of the crossing, to put in. Here we have to remember that
Bell did not intend to build houses north of the crossing and along to the Water Conduit at Mrs Lanyon's house, but to
grass the up slope to the vacant (Cherub) site. The ruling width of the roadway beyond Mrs Lanyon's house was only 10

ft in 1862 and so Bell made his new part of Higher Street the same. The northern part of the Board School (Holdsworth
House) was not built until 1874. There was a group of ancient houses here on a different frontage in 1862. We can now
mark in the western side of Higher Street on the map.
7. The crossing point on Bell's plan is thus fixed. There were to be no houses in Lower Street below the proposed
road, only a grassy slope. The landscaped plan intended by Bell had to be abandoned when insufficient fill material
became available from the non-reusable house demolition materials. The Town Council took the opportunity after 1866
to offer up the four severances in Higher Street, east side, one of which, number 20, was bought by Mrs Lanyon who
already owned number 18. The other three were bought by Capt, later Col. Ridgway who built the houses still existing.
He was the owner and builder of Shepleigh Court, and a Dartmouth Councillor. The rounded end of the crossing, too
small for a house plot, became the present garden of Mr. Lloyd Attree.
9. The houses from the bottom of Fishmonger Lane to Pillory Lane, south side, have for the most part lost their
original frontages as piecemeal widening of Lower Street was carried out over the next 30-40 years with the intention to
make the common building line that of No. 1 - 3 Fairfax buildings, which dates from 1880-81. The Harbour Bookshop is
the house built by Mrs Madge on the modified severance.
10. South of the existing New Steps in Lower Street the Town Council sold nine further severances, on the first two
of which houses were built by Capt. Ridgway, and the next two by Mr. Pike.
APPENDIX III
Schedule of Property bought by Dartmouth Corporation 1865-1879
No. on
Name of Vendor
Price
Tenure
Plan
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

Robt Cranford
RobtCranford
RobC Luke.
Robt Luke} 1879, joint est
White&,Ford
Lawrence Wills, 1874
United Brothers Society
J. P. Dunning
Mr. Coombe
`
Not purchased
“
“
“
“
“
“
“
“
George Hingston
George Hingston
Mrs Lanyon
Mrs Lanyon
Heath & Goodridge
Heath & Goodridge
Agnes Thomas
Harriet aCodner
Ford & Tucker
John Mitchelmore
Harris & Reed
Harris & Reed
Harris & Reed
John Mitchelmore
Lawrence Wills
Lawrence Wills
William Smith
Henry Blondett
Ford & Hannaford
Corpn. of Dartmouth (Guildhall)
John Lewis (from 1855)
John Harry Henry et al.
John Harry Henry et al.
John Harry Henry et al.

£270
230

F/hold
F/hold

705
315
200
180
130
50

F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
C/lease

100
100
240
225
135
120
180
120
125
240
110
110
114
350
165
160
150
41
47

F/hold
F/hold
C/lease
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
C/lease
C/lease
C/lease
In Hand
C/lease
C/lease
C/lease
C/lease

180
55
55
115

39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63

Mrs Lamble 185
Mrs Lamble
Hyman Hyman
Hyman Hyman
Charity Commissioners}
Charity Commissioners}
Charity Commissioners}
Mr. Symons & Interest
Mr. H.C.Macey
M.A.Vealer
Hannah Stapledon & other.
Feoffees of St Petrox
Hugh Mair}
Hugh Mair}
Hugh Mair}
John Long
M.A. & A.B.Veale
Hugh Mair
Amos Peek
T.H.Brooking
Mr. Steer & other.
John Mrchelmore
Harris ft Reed
Robt Came
E.M. Turner

545
60
60

C/lease
F/hold
F/hold

140

F/hold

55
77
52
100
55

F/hold
C/lease
L/hold
L/hold
Fr/Rev

141

F/hold

395
150
100
480
100
90
160
186
140
116

F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold
F/hold

Key to Tenure:
F/hold - Freehold
L/hold - Leasehold
Fr/Rev - Freehold Reversion
C/lease - Corporation lease
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