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FOUNDATION OF THE RESORTS 

(Written and researched by Dr. Christopher Thornton) 

 Introduction 

 Walton-on-the-Naze 

 Dovercourt 

 Clacton-on-Sea 

 Frinton-on-Sea 

 Conclusion – intentions and reality 

 

The resorts on the Tendring coast had a long and often fitful genesis. Visits to the seaside for 

various leisure activities, but especially the therapeutic benefits of sea bathing, started in the later 

18th and earlier 19th centuries at Harwich and at local beaches, for example at Walton and Little 

Holland. Even rather unlikely muddy locations such as St Osyth and Landermere creeks had salt 

water baths from an early date. Nonetheless, the formal seaside resorts as we know them today 

were really created by a series of investments intended to create entirely new communities 

devoted to pleasure. While in the earliest examples the investors and their families both 

participated in the new watering-places and sought to make money from them, the later larger-

scale capitalist entrepreneurs were chiefly motivated by commercial considerations. The series of 

resorts founded along the coast followed an approximate chronology, starting at Walton-on-the-

Naze (from the 1820s), then Dovercourt (from the 1850s), Clacton-on-Sea (from the 1870s), and 

Frinton-on-Sea (from the 1890s), with Holland-on-Sea being planned but not executed before the 

First World War. 

 

The costs of launching a resort were so large, and the challenges in sustaining a new development 

so great, that few developments had an entirely smooth path. The original Colchester investors 

largely behind the launch of Walton-on-the-Naze proved unable to sustain its growth beyond 

1840. The Harwich MP John Bagshaw’s attempt to create an architecturally ambitious, 

fashionable and exclusive resort at Dovercourt in the 1850s ended in his bankruptcy. Most 

notable among the more successful developers was the engineer Peter Schuyler Bruff, who 

played a major role in the second stage of Walton-on-the-Naze’s development in the 1850s and 
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1860s, before switching to Clacton-on-Sea, and then finally moving on to launch Frinton-on-Sea. 

Bruff also played a major role in many of the infrastructure projects necessary to the future of 

these foundations, for example the railway lines and branches that terminated at 

Harwich/Dovercourt, Walton and Clacton, as well as water and other utilities, for example 

through the Tendring Hundred Waterworks Co. Acquiring sufficient capital was always a 

concern, and by the later 19th century that was increasingly to be found in London. Bruff was 

only able to start development at Clacton after reaching agreement with the proprietor of a 

Woolwich steamship company and his business associates, and later Frinton-on-Sea might have 

failed if it were not for a timely investment by the wealthy businessman and industrialist Richard 

Powell Cooper who acquired most of the land. Limited companies also became more important, 

notably at Clacton which was chiefly developed by a Land Company after Bruff and other initial 

investors and landowners had sold out their interest. 

 

The following summary account of the resorts’ foundation up to the First World War has been 

arranged by the four main locations involved. In each case a list of published printed secondary 

sources for further reading has been supplied. Although organised by place, the reader should be 

able to discern many overarching themes that influenced the development of the resorts in 

general. Among these are the importance of communications, the tremendous increase in visitor 

numbers towards the close of the 19th century following the Bank Holiday Act (1871) and 

increase in disposable income and leisure time across society, and the very wide range and 

changing variety of seaside activities and commercial entertainments put on for holidaymakers 

and excursionists. Latterly, local authorities also became increasingly involved with the 

development of the resorts, sometimes in the teeth of opposition from some residents who 

objected to municipal projects that meant spending money and paying higher rates. However, the 

local authorities played important roles in sea defence, drainage and sanitation, and maintaining 

standards and the social tone of each resort. The distinctive character of each of the developments 

is, indeed, a fascinating aspect of the history of this coastline. They range from the cheap, 

cheerful and rowdy image of Clacton-on-Sea (although it was more diverse than that caricature 

implies), to the less successful but more family-orientated resort of Walton, then to the quieter 

and altogether more refined Dovercourt Bay and finally to the very socially exclusive Frinton – 
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the latter perhaps being the only one of the resorts to achieve the desires of its original developers 

in full. 

 

(1) WALTON-ON-THE-NAZE 

 

The new watering place of Walton-on-the-Naze was created around the old village of Walton-le-

Soken, later expanding north and south along the coast towards the Naze and Frinton respectively. 

The coastline had attracted genteel visitors in the later 18th century, such as John Hanson of 

Bromley Hall, who enjoyed leisure such as picnics, dancing and bathing activities on the beach and 

cliffs. Some accommodation was perhaps provided by local inns such as the Porto-Bello. In the 

early 19th century the Bath House Hotel on Shore Road (later Princes Esplanade) towards the Naze, 

belonging to Edmund Aldrich (or Aldridge), provided salter water baths and bathing machines. 

Investors soon became aware of the potential of Walton for development and the ready availability 

of land there. By the late 1820s property was being acquired by a group of Colchester 

entrepreneurs, including William Lay, Sarjant Lay and Thomas Wilmshurst, with the intention of 

creating an exclusive new resort. Terraced housing for accommodation was initially built at the 

seaward end of the High Street and nearby roads, for example North, Saville and Suffolk streets. 

 

The centrepiece of the resort was the Hotel, designed by the Colchester architect John Penrice, 

which opened in 1829. It was later known as Kent’s Hotel (1834–66), Dorling’s Hotel (from 1867) 

and the Marine Hotel (from 1882), but was demolished in the late 20th century. The hotel was soon 

accompanied by a 150ft-long jetty or pier built in 1830, only the fourth to be built in England after 

Ryde (1813), Brighton Chain (1823) and Southend (1829). These developments were privately 

financed, with the investors, led by the hotel site’s owner William Lay, principally comprising a 

group of middle-class businessmen associated with the Colchester area of whom many were 

Quakers. A regency-style crescent was intended to complement the hotel to either side, although 

development was so piecemeal in nature that only one part of Marine Parade had been built by the 

late 1830s. Further new streets were laid out, however, and houses and terraces built (for example, 

Morton Terrace on Old Pier Street), many of which would provide further lodging accommodation. 

All these developments were squarely aimed at attracting and accommodating members of the 

regional affluent and leisured urban middle class, Colchester and north-east Essex, and perhaps also 
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Ipswich and nearby parts of Suffolk. Two visitor’s lists from 1833 suggest that few travelled more 

than 20 miles to stay at the early resort. 

 

(1) Engraving from 1830 showing Walton’s Hotel and its first pier, originally known as the jetty, 

with visitors promenading along it. Both the Hotel and jetty were designed by the Colchester 

architect John Penrice. 

 

John Warner (1776–1852), another member of the Society of Friends (Quakers) and owner of a 

foundry in London, who had been an occasional visitor to the resort, became an investor in the 

Hotel. He also purchased other land and in 1835–6 built the three-storey East Terrace further north 

in a prime position facing the sea, along with White Lodge and Gothic Cottage. The architect John 

Penrice also designed East Terrace, as well as the Parade, Morton Terrace and other residential 

buildings, and justifiably claimed in 1841 to have ‘built the town’. Warner perhaps intended the 

development to provide a fashionable seaside residence for his own large family, although the rest 

of the East Terrace houses were soon let to summer visitors. The lodge later served as a library, 

reading rooms and a bazaar. In 1839 the Essex Mercury newspaper commented that Walton’s 

‘superior beach and salubrious air have caused it to become the most frequented Watering Place on 

the South Eastern Coast’. By the 1840s, however, the pace of investment seems to have declined as 
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the new resort lost impetus. There were probably various causes, including national economic 

problems, low market demand and concerns about sea defence, and these meant that new schemes 

could not raise the capital required for further building. 

 

The role of Walton’s communications in its early development should not be overlooked. The 

resort’s beach shelved too gradually to allow sailing or steamboats to embark and disembark 

passengers, so the first visitors to the new watering place had to come by carriage (coach) from 

Colchester c.1825. When the first jetty or pier was built in 1830 it enabled more visitors to come to 

Walton via the London to Ipswich steamers. In 1833 the Ipswich steam packet made three trips a 

week in the summer months calling at Harwich, Walton and Southend along its route, the fare from 

Ipswich to Walton being 2s 6d. The pier was lengthened later in 1830s and again in the 1840s to 

allow steamers to berth and passengers to alight at any state of the tide. Yet, most important for the 

later development of the town was the arrival of the Tendring Hundred Railway in 1867, later 

operated by the Great Eastern Railway from 1883.  

 

Indeed, a revival at Walton from the mid 1850s was principally achieved through the efforts of the 

railway engineer and resort developer Peter Schuyler Bruff, partly in anticipation of the arrival of a 

railway connection for which he was to be the engineer. Bruff brought a new level of planning to 

Walton, integrating housing and facilities, although they were still privately financed. In 1855 he 

had bought at auction the Burnt House Farm estate to the south of the initial resort centre, and he 

started the construction of sea defences shortly afterwards. The site of ta former Martello tower on 

the cliffs was also converted into the ornamental Round Gardens. Residential terraces followed 

including South Terrace (1859–61), (South) Crescent (by 1863–4), and later Marine Terrace (by 

1868; later called Bruff Terrace), as well as a gas and water works. But the focus of his 

development was a new public resort building called the Clifton Music Hall or Baths built in 1861, 

which had a concert room holding 350 and reading, billiard and bath rooms. Opposite the music hall 

(later to become the Clifton Hotel), Bruff built a new pier (1869) for promenading and for steamer 

landings. That pier was later lengthened and enlarged, ultimately taking over from the resort’s 

original pier which was badly damaged by the sea in 1881 and subsequently demolished. The new 

resort area was sometimes referred to as ‘Bruffville’ due to his influence.  
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The arrival of the railway in 1867, with its terminus close to the Clifton Music Hall, also prompted 

the opening of a new hotel, the Albion in 1869. Increased visitor numbers in the later 19th century 

led to the building of other hotels and the expansion of existing ones. By 1878 the original Hotel, 

now Dorling’s Hotel, advertised 100 apartments, suites of sitting and bedrooms, dressing rooms, a 

fine assembly hall and smoking and billiard rooms. In addition, in 1873 the town benefitted from 

the establishment of a foundry, opened by John Warner’s son Robert (of the London business John 

Warner & Sons). It became a large-scale local employer and built cottages for its workers in 

Foundry Lane. Yet, despite these positive developments and other piecemeal building, principally 

residential, Walton’s resort development seems to have fizzled out once more by the 1880s. Visitor 

numbers never reached a sufficient volume, and building potential was limited by the somewhat 

restricted site, continuing limited action on sea defence and an inadequate water supply, the latter 

not remedied until 1889. 

 

(2) Newspaper advertisement for the ‘Walton Seat’, ‘specially adapted for sea-side resorts’, one of 

the products of the foundry established by Robert Warner at Walton in 1873. 
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Towards the very end of the 19th century, and into the early years of the 20th century, a third 

attempt was made to launch Walton-on-the-Naze. The investment vehicle this time was a limited 

company, the Walton-on-the-Naze Pier and Hotel Co. Ltd. (1897), and its successors the Coast 

Development Co. Ltd (1898–1905) and Coast Development Corporation Ltd (1905–15). The 

driving forces were London businessmen, such as Abel Penfold, and important local Walton 

landowners and politicians, such as Colonel R. P. Davis and John Woodruffe Eagle. The company 

bought Bruff’s Clifton Hotel (and renamed it Pier Hotel) and other assets, extended the new pier to 

2,610 ft (1897–8) and added a concert pavilion to it (1900), enhanced steamer services, developed 

the Round Gardens into winter gardens with a ‘Palm House’ for concerts and balls and a ‘Floral 

Hall’ for refreshments (1899–1900), and created a private electricity supply (1904). While these 

investments certainly increased Walton’s facilities and popularity, for the number of providers of 

holiday accommodation increased from 67 in 1890 to 99 by 1898, they still proved an insufficient 

draw to ‘boom’ Walton to the same degree as Clacton-on-Sea. Other schemes for building 

development north and south along the coast were only partially completed (for example, Naze 

Park) or failed to materialise altogether, and the resort remained a comparatively small affair in 

1914. 

 

(3) The Pier Hotel at the start of the 20th century, originally built by Peter Bruff in 1861 as the 

Clifton Music Hall as part of his Walton development. 

 

The stop-start nature of Walton’s development as a resort and town meant that population growth 

did not follow a simple linear trend. The number of inhabitants rose slowly over the first sixty 

years, from a base of 221 in 1801 to 304 (1811), 293 (1821), 469 (1831), 721 (1841), 729 (1851) 
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and 697 (1861). The main initial period of expansion was clearly in the 1820s and 1830s, when the 

initial investments were made and accommodation and amenities created, followed by stagnation in 

the 1840s and 1850s. Renewed growth came with Bruff’s investments c.1860 and the impact of the 

railway connection. The number of inhabitants had grown to 1,070 by 1871 and then rose steadily if 

unspectacularly in the later 19th century to 1,371 (1881), 1,586 (1891) and 2,014 (1901). The size 

of the population had stalled once more before the First World War, quite possibly because other 

neighbouring and competing resorts at Clacton-on-Sea and Frinton-on-Sea were more successful. 

 

There were, nonetheless, some interesting features to the resort’s population. Most new residents 

were local in origin, although there a few were more distant migrants from London, Kent and other 

regions. The national coastguard service brought coastguards and their families from all over the 

United Kingdom, including many from Ireland. Like many other resorts, Walton proved an 

attractive place for retirement and in the mid-19th century had a higher proportion of older people. 

Later, convalescent homes were established in the town, such as Claughton, Poplar and Samuel 

Lewis Convalescent homes. They provided temporary homes for many convalescents, the Samuel 

Lewis home accommodating 416 patients in its first eight months. Another feature of the resort 

from close to its inception were private boarding schools (in contrast to the elementary school 

created to serve local residents). There was an ‘Establishment for Young Ladies’ as early as 1833, 

and later there were a number of private day and boarding schools across the resort. Several were 

located in Saville Street including Ascham College ‘a boarding and day school for young 

gentlemen’ (1884–7) and Emma Brannon’s girls’ school (c.1898–c.1917). Many of the boarding 

pupils came from London. 

 

The guidebook published in 1829 to promote the new watering-place made much of Walton as a 

peaceful backwater: ‘To those who wish for a retreat, combining the advantage of retirement, good 

air, a fine shore, and a beautiful extent of sea, Walton offers peculiar inducements’. But, even so, 

essential to the success of a resort were facilities and attractions. Notable at Walton was the regatta, 

first held in conjunction with the opening of the jetty in 1830. Several thousand visitors came to the 

regatta in the 1830s; for example, in 1833 there were some 2,000 visitors while in the following 

year 500 people were recorded on the pier and 300-400 carriages in the town. In 1834 the visitors 

included ‘about a hundred ‘ladies and gentlemen’ from Maldon who travelled by barge 
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accompanied by a band. Other pastimes suitable for a fashionable clientele included dinners and 

balls at the Hotel, promenading on the jetty and the green, field sports in the backwaters and 

geological and natural history pursuits on the Naze cliffs. Other typical facilities of the time 

included circulating libraries, reading rooms, fancy bazaars and bathing, the latter activity being 

very popular. Up to the 1850s the three main providers of machines were the Aldrich, Kent and 

Simey families, but by 1863 there were already six providers as visitor numbers had increased. In 

1890 one of the popular bathing spots, Albion Beach, also had a camera obscura in a wooden hut on 

the seafront. Boat trips, sailing craft and other pleasure boats were particularly popular; by 1905 

some 47 vessels were licensed by Walton Urban District Council (UDC). The Coast Development 

Co. Ltd modernised the pier’s facilities in 1900 by building a pavilion, with a large concert hall and 

licensed refreshment room, where according to a 1904 guide ‘respectable first class entertainments 

at popular prices are daily given’. 

 

In 1878 the number of staying visitors in the town was estimated to be 5,000 ‘in full season’, 

reflecting the increases in available accommodation over the previous decades. The nature of the 

resort’s visitors had inevitably changed, and sometimes none too subtly, following Bruff’s 

development and the arrival of the railway. The latter in particular had broadened access for large 

numbers of less affluent excursionists from Colchester, London and beyond who could arrive in 

their thousands on special cheap fares. The Albion Hotel, next to the railway station, added to its 

hotel accommodation ‘excursion rooms’ where the trippers could be fed and entertained. Pierrots, 

minstrels or other concert parties were eventually allowed on the beaches, for example the Catlins 

Royal Pierrots at Albion Beach in 1908, and the costermongers more usually associated with 

Clacton-on-Sea also made an appearance. Problems emerged with unruly day-trippers in the 1870s 

and 1880s when some exhibited rowdy behaviour and a lack of concern for former niceties such as 

‘decency’ in bathing. An outbreak of disorderly behaviour, window breaking and assaulting the 

police on 29 June 1881 led to eleven prison sentences. In the aftermath, more enforceable by-laws 

were created to protect the resort’s reputation. It would appear, therefore, that Walton’s market 

positioning had become rather confused, failing to satisfy either its original middle-class audience 

or the later excursionist throng, which could be better catered for rival resorts. 
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(4) The Albion Hotel built in 1869, next to the new railway station, was ideally situated to benefit 

from the visitors brought by rail who increased in number following the Bank Holiday Act (1871).  

 

The original investors at Walton had given limited thought to public health or other services, or to 

the critical question of sea defence. Additionally, the existing parish vestry of Walton-le-Soken was 

unsuited to cope with the new demands created by the growing resort. In 1841 the Walton 

Improvement Commissioners were incorporated with powers to raise rates to provide, within the 

resort area, development controls and to build sea defences. Unfortunately, the Act did not allow 

Walton’s farm land to be rated and as a result the commissioners found themselves unable to raise 

the sums needed to counter erosion and they ceased to function after 1845; serious erosion and land 

losses were subsequently reported in the late 1840s. In these circumstances private owners 

sometimes stepped in to defend their properties with, for example, Robert Warner building 

breakwaters and sea defence walls to protect East Terrace. It was not until 1868 that quorate 

meetings of the Commission resumed and shortly afterwards, under the provisions of the Public 

Health Act (1872), it became the Urban Sanitary Authority for the parish of Walton. Rates could 

then be raised on all property, and issues concerning sewerage, water, lighting, rubbish collections 

be addressed, by-laws issued, and a medical officer of health and an inspector of nuisances 
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appointed, although the authority struggled to secure an improved water supply. In 1890 an 

Improvement Act was passed to provide sea defences and enlarge the powers of the Commission, 

leading to the completion in 1892 of new sea defence works to defend a major part of the resort, at a 

cost of c.£15,000. 

 

The Commission was superseded by Walton UDC in 1895. The social and political leaders of the 

town at this time were two farmers, J. W. Eagle and R. P. Davis of Walton Hall and New House 

respectively. Eagle, previously a commissioner, was the UDC’s first chairman. While Davis did not 

join the council until 1904, he was influential in the resort. Other members comprised either private 

residents or representatives of the town’s tradesmen. The enhanced rating powers of the UDC 

enabled it to undertake many necessary improvements. Further work on sea defence was required, 

as from the late 1890s the cliffs belonging to Burnt House farm between Walton and Frinton were 

eroding and threatening the railway line. Monitoring of regulations increased with the appointment 

of an inspector of boats, boatmen, beach and promenade from 1900. A contract was agreed with the 

Coast Development Corporation in 1908 to provide new electric street lighting. The UDC also 

supported the efforts of private enterprise by increased the resort’s attractions. The new Town Hall 

(1900) included a large hall for 700 where concerts and theatrical performances were held. The 

council also laid out new Marine Gardens (1912), provided changing tents for bathers (later beach 

huts), deck chairs, a band to play on the seafront in the summer months, and helped promote the 

resort through ‘official’ guidebooks (produced 1899–1912).
 

 

Sources and further reading 
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(2) HARWICH AND DOVERCOURT BAY 

 

The town, port and market of Harwich was founded in the Middle Ages at the north-eastern tip 

of Dovercourt parish, bordering the North Sea to the south and east and the mouth of the Stour 

estuary (the ‘port of Orwell’) to the north. The good natural harbour enabled Harwich to 

become a wealthy trading and fishing settlement and a significant naval and military base. It 

also benefitted from being an official port of passage overseas and as one of the official packet 

ports carrying overseas mail from 1635 up to the 1830s. By the late 18th and 19th centuries 

Harwich’s economy was very diverse. It served the role of a regional port, with goods 

transported by coastal vessel to and from London and along the east coast. Fishing was still 

prominent, while shipbuilding and the manufacture of cement (and cement stone dredging) 

were other important local industries. As a strategic location, Harwich was heavily fortified and 

garrisoned, especially during the Napoleonic wars, and a sizeable military presence continued 

throughout the 19th century. 

 

Although it was very much a working port and naval base, Harwich was one of the first places 

in Essex to be established as a bathing spa and watering-place, although the early developments 

were on a small scale. As early as 1753, the owner of Harwich’s Three Cups inn had 

established a bath house, and another was established in the town a little later. An advert for 

one of these about 1760 noted that it featured a crane chair for those ‘who have not Strength or 

Courage to leap in’. Harwich’s baths remained an attraction for visitors seeking medicinal 

benefits through the first half of the 19th century. Accommodation was offered in local inns 

and lodgings for what must have been a largely middle-ranking clientele, and suitable social 

amenities and activities provided. These included assembly rooms, a theatre (1813), reading 

rooms and a museum (1823). Society was enlivened by the presence of the military, many 

social events such as balls being organised and patronized by the leading officers of the 

garrison. One report noted that ‘The Assembly-room is not remarkable for size or elegance; but 

if it is not often filled with a large and fashionable society, it contains happy countenances, 

enlivened by social manners’. 

 



  

Author: Dr. Christopher Thornton 

 

13 

In reality, there was limited scope at Harwich for the creation of a full-scale resort, not only 

because of the pre-existing port community but also because the space for expansion was very 

limited. The activity that did occur was probably also limited to some degree by the foundation 

in the 1820s of the nearby watering-place at Walton-on-the-Naze. However, to the south of 

Harwich, in its parent parish of Dovercourt, were attractive cliffs and sands at Lower 

Dovercourt (Dovercourt Bay) and this area had already started to attract attention. Wealthy 

industrialists built themselves impressive seaside residences, such as the brewer Thomas 

Cobbold (Holly Lodge, 1821) and the cement manufacturer John Pattrick (Hill House, 1820). A 

little later, a wealthy former East India merchant and local politician named John Bagshaw 

built a mansion (Cliff House, 1845). The house was set in extensive pleasure grounds, which he 

soon opened to the public. 

 

(5) View of Lower Dovercourt seafront and promenade with John Bagshaw’s Cliff House (right) 

and the spa (lower centre) and Orwell terrace (upper centre), the only parts of Bagshaw’s projected 

‘New Town’ to be achieved. 
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Bagshaw set out to invest in Harwich, and particularly Dovercourt, as a resort. He built new 

baths at Harwich on the quay (1846) which included a reading room and a club room, which 

became the initial home of the prestigious yacht club. At Lower Dovercourt he built a spa 

taking advantage of a chalybeate spring which erupted near the shore (1854); its facilities 

included a pump room, museum, reading room and library. Above the spa, Bagshaw conceived 

of a grand design for a ‘New Town’ with a symmetrical layout of terraces, villas and a new 

church in its central square, clearly aimed at creating a high-class residential resort along the 

lines of Tunbridge Wells or Brighton. The buildings were designed by the London architect W. 

H. Lindsey who also wrote a contemporary account of Harwich dedicated to Bagshaw (1851), 

but despite some aristocratic visitors the development proved too costly and most of the 

grandiose plans were unfulfilled. Only the esplanade (Marine Parade) and Orwell Terrace were 

ever built, with the remainder being unrealised due to Bagshaw’s bankruptcy in 1859. 

 

Despite this setback, Dovercourt continued to expand under other developers. The upmarket 

Cliff Estate of villas at the south west end of Lower Dovercourt was developed in the 1860s 

and 1870s. Other streets were laid out and housing gradually constructed throughout the 

remaining decades of the century; typically, the developers laid out estates and sold off plots at 

auction which were then built upon by other investors and builders. The Chelmsford Land Co. 

held large auctions of land in 1888 and 1889, including building plots on First, Second and 

Third Avenues and Lee Road. Its first sale attracted approximately 150 buyers from London. 

Inevitably, as the settlement grew in scale and the resort’s permanent population increased so 

more commercial premises were developed along the High Street and additional middle- and 

lower-class housing was constructed, although the latter usually in less desirable locations 

without sea views. 

 

As with the other coastal resorts, the success of Harwich and Dovercourt was intimately linked 

to the effectiveness of communications. Day visitors were travelling to the town from Ipswich 

and Manningtree in small boats in the early 1820s. About the same time visitors from further 

afield could travel by steamer to and from London, Harwich, and other east coast ports, while 

steamer connections to the Continent were first recorded in 1841. Throughout the 19th and 

early 20th centuries the east coast steamers remained a significant method by which 



  

Author: Dr. Christopher Thornton 

 

15 

excursionists and holidaymakers reached Harwich and Dovercourt. The best known were the 

‘Belle’ Steamers run by the London, Woolwich, and Clacton-on-Sea Steamboat Co., but rival 

companies included the General Steam Navigation Co. and the Victoria Steamboat Association.  

 

Yet, as at Walton, it was really the arrival of the railway that enabled more spectacular growth. 

In the mid-19th century many schemes had been promoted to connect Harwich by railway to 

the proposed Colchester mainline (and thus to London), but none were successful until the 

Eastern Union and Harwich Railway and Pier Bill (1847). By the time the line had opened in 

1854 the Eastern Union Railway had amalgamated with the Eastern Counties’ Railway. The 

first station in Harwich was located at the harbour end of George Street, but it was replaced in 

1865 by the present one further inland. The railway reinvigorated Harwich as a commercial 

port. A new Corporation pier (later known as the Halfpenny Pier) opened in 1853, and The 

Harwich Harbour Conservancy Board was established in 1863. In the 1860s the Great Eastern 

Railway (GER) proceeded to remodel the quayside, building the New Continental Pier (1866, 

later rebuilt as Trinity Pier), and the luxurious Great Eastern Hotel (1865) for wealthy 

travellers. Nearby, the new Harwich suburb of Bathside was created by a land company 

responding to increased demand for housing. The railway company’s continuing investments 

meant that the leisure sector at Harwich was increasingly overshadowed by the commercial 

trade of the port. From 1879 to 1883 a huge engineering project reclaimed about 600 acres 

from the Stour estuary and culminated in the construction of Parkeston Quay (1,850ft long), 

alongside which a whole new community of GER employees. 
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(6) The GER Hotel built in 1865 facing the quay at Harwich. The original railway station was close 

by, but was later moved inland to a more convenient position. 

 

Harwich’s population grew from 2,371 in 1801 to 7,939 in 1911, but its expansion probably 

had little to do with the seaside for, as discussed above, the town had also undergone 

significant commercial expansion in the same period. At Dovercourt, on the other hand, the 

transformation of the formerly mainly rural community was almost entirely associated with the 

large-scale residential development of the resort in Lower Dovercourt. There the population of 

1,068 (1851), had doubled by 1881 (2,021) and almost quadrupled by 1911 (3,894). The 

upmarket nature of this residential resort is probably reflected in the foundation of private day 

and boarding schools for both boys and girls in the 1870s and 1880s, one early example being 

Miss Taylor’s ‘Establishment for Young Ladies’ at Orwell Terrace (1870). 

 

Accommodation for holiday visitors was initially provided by Harwich’s traditional inns, 

principally the Three Cups and White Hart, and by other public and private houses. As well as 

the erection of Great Eastern Hotel, the railway influenced more lodging houses to open. In 

contrast, at Dovercourt the expansion of the hotel sector was especially marked, with the 

opening of the Queen’s Head Hotel 1850s), Victoria Hotel (1859) and Cliff Hotel (1860) and 
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Phoenix Hotel (1868). The hotels often added extra facilities, the Phoenix Hotel adding a ‘Hall 

by the Sea’ (1877), while the Cliff Hotel provided pleasure gardens and a bazaar (1882) 

followed by the Victoria Hall in the Queen’s diamond jubilee year (1897). The large Hotel 

Alexandra on Marine Parade opened in 1903; it had 40 bedrooms lit by electricity, a theatre and 

a ball room, and sufficient prestige for King Edward VII to stay there in the summer of 1905. A 

New Theatre attached to the Alexandra was home to ‘most excellent entertainments’ according 

to the resort’s official guidebook (1911). Dovercourt’s lodging houses also increased in 

number, from four in 1859 to 24 by 1882. A guidebook of 1911 noted that ‘lodgings in the 

town of Harwich cost rather less than those in Dovercourt’, no doubt reflecting the differing 

social status between the old town and its port and the smarter new resort next door. Large 

numbers of day trippers were being brought to Harwich and Dovercourt by steamer and railway 

by the mid-19th century, with 1,500 arriving on steamers from Ipswich on Whit Monday 1854. 

Only two years later, a single excursion involved 3,000 Eastern Counties’ Railway workers. 

Numbers continued to rise through the late 19th century, aided by the Bank Holidays Act 

(1871); about 4,000 visitors arriving by boat and train in 1897. 

 

The coastline, the sea and boating provided the focus for much leisure activity. Around the 

beginning of the 19th century it was noted that ‘Aquatic parties are frequently formed at 

Harwich, for which the situation is most propitious’. A regatta was first recorded in 1821 and was 

held annually from 1843 after the formation of the Royal Harwich Yacht Club. It swiftly became 

a socially preeminent institution. Bathing, initially therapeutic but soon for sheer enjoyment, was 

also one of the fundamental features of resort leisure. As already mentioned, John Bagshaw built 

new baths at Harwich in the 1840s and a spa at Dovercourt in the 1850s, but these facilities were 

by that date perhaps declining in appeal although hot and cold sea-baths were still recorded later 

in the century. In contrast, the popularity of bathing machines grew. These were recorded in 

Harwich in the first half of the 19th century, and had spread over to Dovercourt by the later 19th 

century, most of them being located on Dovercourt Sands at the end of the Marine promenade. In 

1886 the Phoenix Hotel advertised ‘apartments with sea bathing’ and new and convenient bathing 

machines’ at Dovercourt Bay. As occurred at other resorts there gradually occurred a struggle 

between, on the one hand, the bathers, and on the other the local authorities and the bathing 

machine owners, concerning the changing social conventions surrounding the activity. Already in 
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1884 bathing by-laws attempted to legislate against ‘indecent’ bathing, and another attempt was 

made in 1902. But by the latter date the council had to bend to popular will, and license bathing 

tents or huts; this probably also meant acquiescing to ‘mixed bathing’ for the sexes (specifically 

mentioned as existing in 1911). By 1912 the owner of the Phoenix Hotel had also replaced his 

bathing machines with 21 beach huts. 

 

(7) The southern end of the promenade at Dovercourt next to a new lighthouse built in 1863 and, 

beyond, the sands of Dovercourt Bay with its bathing machines, about 1900. 

 

The struggle over the form of bathing was part of a wider contest concerning the ‘social tone’ of 

resort activity. Dovercourt promoted itself as a quiet, upmarket, resort aimed at a discerning middle-

class clientele, quite deliberately distancing itself from the brasher attractions available at other 

resorts, for example Clacton-on-Sea. A contrast was also made in one guidebook (1902) between 

‘Happy-Go-Lucky Harwich’ where ‘sea, shrimps and beer are the staple commodities’ and ‘Drowsy 

Dovercourt’ with its terraces and villas and ‘dainty little shelters on the parade’. The town’s official 

guidebook of 1911 drew special attention to the hanging gardens on the low cliffs the desirable 

promenade, its bandstand and ornamental shelters. This was undoubtedly trumpet-blowing on 

behalf of Harwich’s Corporation which towards the end of the 19th century had become more 

interested in municipal participation in developing and regulating the seaside industry for the 

benefit of the town and its residents. Thus, the seafront slopes from Mill Lane to Orwell Terrace, 
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formerly owned by Robert Bagshaw, had been acquired by the Corporation in 1900; a pavilion, 

shelter and bandstand had also been built; an Amusement Committee had been formed; and Cliff 

House park and pleasure grounds acquired for the town on a long lease, where the public could 

enjoy picturesque gardens, walks and fêtes in the summer months. It was further noted that ‘even in 

the height of the season a peaceful quiet reigns over Dovercourt, for its beauties are not of the kind 

that commend themselves to ‘Arry and ‘Arriet.’ And that there was no pier and no place for ‘… 

minstrels and the varied ‘rowdy amusements’ which are the bane of larger watering places’.  

 

(8) The attractive bandstand at Dovercourt with cliff gardens rising above, pictured in the 

Edwardian period. 

 

The official marketing was perhaps a little overcooked, as excursionists certainly did visit both 

Harwich and Dovercourt, and in some numbers. To entertain and feed them a special 

entertainment complex called Rigg’s Retreat was built at Dovercourt facing the lighthouse near 

the beach. Its two halls had the ability to accommodate 2,000 people on Sunday School treats 

and other excursions from London and elsewhere. It was part of a chain that also, instructively, 

had opened a similar venue at Clacton-on-Sea. Nonetheless, concert halls, theatres and other 

attractions likely to appeal to a ‘better’ class of visitor were more prevalent. John Bagshaw’s 

son Robert remained heavily involved with the resort and built assembly rooms in Orwell 
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Road, Dovercourt, about 1856, which became a popular venue for concerts and social events. 

The former spa house and its grounds and the neighbouring promenade were also used for 

concerts in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, by both local and military bands. In 1886 

another important venue, the Harwich and Dovercourt Public Hall opened in in Main Road, 

later known as Harwich Public Hall and Opera House. The Harwich and Dovercourt Co-op’s 

building of 1902 on the High Street also incorporated leisure facilities including a good billiard 

room, reading room, and two concert halls; the larger public one for 300 people and the smaller 

one for private functions. Changing technology also affected the nature of popular 

entertainments, with the Electric Palace, a purpose-built cinema, opening in 1911 in King’s 

Quay Street, Harwich. 

 

Sources and further reading 

E.A. Kemp-Luck, ‘The development and failure of Dovercourt Bay, Essex as a seaside resort 

during the nineteenth century’ (University of Essex MA dissertation, 2001). 

W. Lindsey, A Season at Harwich (1851). 

A. Senter, Harwich, Dovercourt and Parkeston in the Nineteenth Century (VCH, London, 2019). 

L. Weaver, The Harwich Story (Dovercourt, 1975). 

L. Weaver, Harwich. Gateway to the Continent (Lavenham, 1990). 

 

(3) CLACTON-ON-SEA 

 

The potential of the coastline of the rural parishes of Great Clacton and Little Holland for seaside 

leisure activities was already identified in the late 18th century and early 19th century. A farm and a 

cottage at Little Holland advertised sea-bathing facilities in 1811, and an innkeeper at Great Clacton 

bathing machines in 1824. The most promising site at Sea Side House farm was owned by the 

Howard/Watson family, but it was not available for purchase due to the conditions of a trust, and 

therefore investors from Colchester apparently determined upon nearby Walton-on-the-Naze as a 

more practical development. Some small-scale activity continued through the mid-19th century and 

finally in 1865 Joseph Yelloby Watson was able to advertise the farm for sale. The initial 48 a. of 

land between Rosemary and Wash lanes and the sea was bought by Peter Schuyler Bruff, the civil 

engineer and resort developer. 
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Yet, as Bruff had recently invested heavily in relaunching Walton-on-the-Naze, so he needed new 

capital before launching Clacton-on-Sea. Nothing happened until he was able to strike a deal with 

William Parry Jackson, chairman of the Woolwich Steam Packet Co., a company running 

steamships from London to Margate (Kent) and up the east coast as far as Ipswich. Jackson’s 

Woolwich business associates, including Abel Penfold and Richard Rixon, and other men from 

south London such as W. Agate (Blackheath) and T.D. Hayes (Plumstead), were to invest heavily in 

the new resort. The pier was built in 1871 with an approach cut through the modest London Clay 

cliffs to provide access to it. Initially 480 ft long but only 12 ft wide, the pier was used for both 

promenading and landing steamship passengers. The Royal Hotel, facing the pier across a 

greensward, opened the following year. The initial concept therefore was very similar to 

developments at Walton, although being half a century later in design. 

 

Bruff’s prospectus (published in 1871) reveals that he proposed a spacious and symmetrical resort 

including pleasure grounds, greensward and an upper promenade (Marine Parade). As well as the 

Hotel and semi-detached villas facing the sea and a pier, a Main Approach (later Pier Avenue) was 

to accommodate shops, a library, bazaar and lodging houses. A report in the Times noted the 

resort’s intended high-class status, ‘without any of ‘the evils inseparable from the old watering 

places’ and constructed with a ‘homogeneity of architectural taste’. Bruff also created a ‘deed of 

mutual covenants’ requiring plot owners to pay rates, to maintain their plots in good order and not 

to allow commercial activity. The deed would make Bruff into a sort of ‘one-man local authority’ 

able to ensure a high-class development and afford to pay for the new resort’s infrastructure such as 

roads and sewers. 

 

(9) Proposed plan for the resort of Clacton-on-Sea (1871) by P. S. Bruff. The eventual layout 

differed in detail, but the overall concept remained the same. 
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From 1872–3 onwards Bruff, working closely with Abel Penfold, James Harman and others, began 

to lay out an attractive residential resort. In 1874 Penfold, for example, was apparently responsible 

for building the three pairs of three-storey semi-detached villas west of Pier Gap known as 

Anglesea Villas (the ‘Blockhouses’), while far to the east Harman built ‘Ocean View’ (later 

Crossley House). But once the potential of the new resort became clear, other adjacent land suitable 

for development came onto the market, and Bruff was unable to fully control the town’s 

development. Already in 1871 to 1873 other landowners and developers such as Henry James Page 

of Thoroughgood Farm and William Grimwade of Hadleigh (Suffolk) were laying out farmland as 

plots. One development of these years was Anglefield terrace on Marine Parade East whose 

attractive curving plots gave commanding sea views. Meanwhile, Jackson and his Woolwich 

business associates created a series of limited companies to develop facilities to attract visitors and 

further investors. These included The Clacton-on-Sea Hotel Co. Ltd (1872), The Clacton-on-Sea 

Pier Co. Ltd (1875), The Clacton-on-Sea Gas and Water Co. Ltd (1876), and The Clacton-on-Sea 

Public Hall and Library Co. Ltd (1877), their names indicating the type of facilities thus provided. 

 

Ultimately, Bruff sold out to Jackson’s Clacton-on-Sea General Land, Building and Investment Co. 

Ltd (Land Co.) in 1877. The Land Co., with James Harman appointed as managing director, quickly 

assembled an estate of over 200 acres for development and planned a large well-organised resort on 

a late Victorian-style grid pattern. Many of the resort roads constructed in this period were named 

after Woolwich investors, such as Penfold, Agate, Jackson and Hayes Roads. Areas were zoned for 

domestic residence, for commercial use (Pier Avenue), for utilities such as the gas and waterworks 

and so on. Plots were offered for sale at auction on easy terms with the Land Co, with those close to 

the sea earmarked for large detached houses while inland the minimum values decreased. Special 

trains were arranged to bring buyers from London and the sales proved very successful through the 

1880s, a period when neighbouring Walton was stagnating. 

 

The resort’s earliest promoters, the companies founded in the 1870s and the Land Co. apparently 

made large profits from Clacton-on-Sea. They were probably fortunate that the resort was founded 

in the very year that the Bank Holiday Act was passed (1871), although it had not been their 

intention to appeal to such a mass audience. The Land Co. was wound up in 1898 after its last land 

had been sold off and both it and Clacton’s other associated companies were amalgamated into the 



  

Author: Dr. Christopher Thornton 

 

23 

Coast Development Co. Ltd. The actual construction of most of the resort’s houses and commercial 

buildings (such as hotels) throughout the period of development lay in the hands of a large number 

of other speculative investors, builders, estate agents and other professionals. Clacton’s Railway 

Hotel, for example, was erected by F. Snelling in 1883, a London builder specializing in resort 

buildings. An important later figure was the estate agent and auctioneer Edwin Joseph Gilders who 

sold hundreds of plots to investors and built his own villa ‘Normanhurst’ on Marine Parade West. 

Not all building was of high quality as one scandal in 1898 revealed the ‘jerry building’ of housing 

by a network of crooked council officials, solicitors, estate agents and builders. The pace of 

development slackened sharply after 1900, with only about 150 buildings being added between 

1901 and 1911 (to create a total of 2,098). Attempts to create new areas in West Clacton (Alton 

Park’s ‘garden village’) and Little Holland (the King’s Cliff, Queen’s Cliff, Empire Cliff and 

Preston Park estates) faltered due to lack of demand and were still largely unbuilt by 1914. 

 

After his experiences at Dovercourt and Walton, Bruff had understood the necessity for good 

communications with London and he promoted a new railway to build a branch line from the 

Tendring Hundred Railway (THR) to Clacton. Investors were apparently unimpressed, so initially 

railway visitors had to be transported the final 5½ miles from Weeley station to Clacton by 

omnibus. The failure of the initial railway scheme meant that steamboat companies played a crucial 

role in the resort’s early years, the steamship Queen of the Orwell making the first call on 18 July 

1871. The pier was extended about 1875 and again in 1877, with two berthing arms, so that steamer 

passengers could land and embark at all states of the tide. In 1876 the Woolwich Steam Packet Co. 

was taken over by the London Steamboat Co. Ltd. whose ships Queen of the Orwell and Queen of 

the Thames travelled from London Bridge to Clacton and Walton three days a week in 1878.  

Further extensions and enlargements took place in 1885 and 1891–2, and 1897; eventually four 

steamers could berth at the same time. 
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(10) Transfer print on a Mauchline ware box, the sort of holiday souvenir sold in one of Clacton-

on-Sea’s bazaars or fancy repositories. Note the paddle steamer approaching the pier with its two 

berthing arms and the built-up resort frontage. The low hills behind the resort are largely artistic 

licence. 

 

Access to the resort was transformed in 1882, when the Clacton-on-Sea Railway Co. (absorbed by 

the Great Eastern Railway the following year) built a branch line from the THR to Clacton. Bruff 

was the chief engineer, as at Walton. The railway had larger capacity and was about twice the speed 

of the steamers, so it was able to deliver far larger numbers of excursionists, for example 8,000 in 

the last week of June 1893. Meanwhile, the steamship company began to struggle, being sold and 

changing its name to the Victoria Steamboat Association, and facing competition from 1887 from 
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Abel Penfold’s London, Woolwich and Clacton-on-Sea Steamboat Co. with its famous series of 

‘Belle’ steamships. The two companies remained locked in fierce competition upgrading their ships 

and ‘racing’ to secure passengers. After the Victoria Steamboat Association failed in 1897 the 

London, Woolwich and Clacton-on-Sea Steamboat Co. was left with a virtual monopoly. 

 

The rapid expansion of Clacton-on-Sea led to an explosion in the number of inhabitants, the 

population of Great Clacton (including the resort area) growing from 1,206 in 1871 to 9,777 in 

1911. The comparison with Walton-on-the-Naze’s much slower and interrupted growth was very 

marked. By 1881 only about 20% of household heads originated locally and ten years later only 

10%, showing the importance of migration in creating the new community. Many people were 

attracted by employment opportunities, labour-intensive building work initially being very 

significant. When the Grand Hotel was being built c.1897 a photograph shows at least 139 men 

working on the site. Other people migrated to Clacton to work in the various service industries and 

to establish new town and resort businesses. For example, one migrant from Forest Gate, a 

bookbinder by trade, at first let apartments (1890) but later owned a shop selling grocery, china and 

hardware. Overall, Clacton was distinctive for its reliance on the commercial and retail sectors, with 

hardly any manufacturing employment. Two exceptions were the Clacton Water Mineral Water Co. 

(St Mary’s Road) and Globe Mineral Water Works (Old Road), operating in the 1890s. As the 

town’s economy matured and the railway service improved, so more professional people moved to 

the town, many of whom commuted to London. By 1908 the express journey time from London to 

Clacton was 1 hour 35 minutes. 

 

The new town’s population was highly diverse. As well as economic migrants, large numbers of 

retired people were drawn by the availability of property on good terms and the resort’s well-

publicized sunny and healthy climate. The latter also influenced the establishment of hospitals, 

convalescent and holiday homes such as the Essex Convalescent Home (1884), The Middlesex 

Convalescent Home (1896), the Passmore Edwards Holiday Home (1899) and the Ogilvie School of 

Recovery (1913). In the 1911 census the patients and staff of the six main hospitals and 

convalescent homes numbered 251 persons. Like Walton and Dovercourt, but on a larger scale, 

private boys’ and girls’ schools were established. The largest boys’ school around the turn of the 

century was Ascham College with 33 pupils up to 16 years old, while for girls Oxford College was 
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pre-eminent having a similar number of pupils. At the other end of the class spectrum, the 

opportunities for casual work, hawking and living on undeveloped building sites attracted groups of 

Roma and other travellers; they met with hostility from many residents and regulation from the 

local authority. 

 

There were three main types of accommodation, hotels, boarding houses and furnished apartments. 

In the three decades between the opening of the Royal Hotel (1872) and the construction of the 

Grand Hotel (1897), many hotels large and small were built in the resort. The main hotels such as 

the Royal catered for the middle-classes. In June 1878 about half of the visitors staying at the Royal 

were from London, including members of the Clacton development companies, with the remainder 

mostly from Colchester and north-east Essex but also from Witham and Chelmsford. From 1893 the 

hotel hosted subscription balls, patronized by members of the local elite. The Grand Hotel, intended 

for similarly wealthy clients, was lavishly decorated and furnished. About 1902 it had its own 

orchestra comprising lady musicians from the Royal Academy of Music who performed twice daily. 

There were many smaller hotels and boarding houses, especially in East Clacton; 29 advertised in 

Hurrell’s 1885 guidebook, with between three and nine bedrooms each. These typically catered for 

family groups, although in some cases only the wives and children had a continuous holiday while 

the fathers continued working or commuted to London. Up to the turn of the century there was 

growth in the number of boarding houses, some 90 being recorded by 1901, but thereafter the 

popularity of apartments apparently grew if the sources are to be believed. Some 166 were 

advertised in 1894 rising to 253 by 1912.  

 

In the summer Clacton’s population swelled with holidaymakers and excursionists. For example, 

there were said to be several thousand visitors staying at the Royal Hotel and other lodging places 

in August 1881, and 2,000 people paid for pier admission on the August Bank Holiday. But the 

1880s witnessed a tremendous increase in visitor numbers, especially from excursions, the annual 

number of pier promenade tickets rising from just 31,579 in 1880 to 327,451 in 1893. On the 

August Bank Holiday Monday 1896 some 5,000 excursionists came by train and another 3,000 by 

steamboat, and accommodation in the town was also fully booked. In 1913 it was estimated that the 

summer influx more than quadrupled the town’s population to 40,000. 
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While the Bruff, the Land Co. and the local authorities carefully promoted the resort for its 

modernity, climate and ‘high class’ character, the growth of excursions undoubtedly threatened the 

social tone. While some excursions were general public events promoted by the railway and 

steamer companies on Bank Holidays, others were organised factory, union or mission outings, 

often accompanied by their own marching bands. These brought an influx of lower social classes, 

sometimes in huge numbers. In June and July 1904 about 120 excursion parties arrived, while in 

July 1910 some 6,000 children of the Hackney and East Middlesex Band of Hope Union invaded 

the beach. These masses benefited the local economy, but they provoked bitter complaints from 

both residents and more genteel visitors about drunkenness and reckless behaviour. In one notorious 

case in 1905, Clacton UDC complained to the train company about the ‘disgraceful and filthy 

behaviour’ of c.1,000 female excursionists from the Clerkenwell Gospel Mission. Other complaints 

focussed upon the nuisance such as those caused by hawkers, touts, smelly fish stalls, ‘indecent’ 

postcards and pier amusements. 



  

Author: Dr. Christopher Thornton 

 

28 

 

(11) Poster advertising a specially priced railway excursion from the London suburb of Loughton 

and neighbouring places in July 1889. 

 

Strong attempts to maintain a high-class image did manage to mitigate the worst effects of 

excursions, and Clacton continued to appeal to a fairly wide cross-section of visitor. Important in 

maintaining standards were Clacton’s leading inhabitants and the local councillors (often the same 
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people). The Great Clacton Local Board and afterwards Clacton Urban District Council employed 

constables or inspectors to regulate the greensward and cliffs, and intervened on such matters as 

Sunday trading on the beaches. Restrictions were placed on various evangelical organisations, such 

as the Salvation Army, for disturbing holidaymakers on Bank Holidays with their proselytising 

beach services. Attempts to prohibit beach hawking and trading were finally achieved in 1908, after 

which all such activity was limited to licensed higher-class chalets or kiosks. 

 

At first, leisure activities were largely based on the beach, cliffs, greensward and pier. Bathing from 

machines was tightly regulated, with bathing allowing only in five specific locations and with rules 

to segregate the sexes and ensure decent costumes. By the early 1890s these rules were being 

openly flouted, and bathing effectively became mixed by the end of the decade. In 1907 Clacton 

UDC adopted new by-laws prohibiting public bathing, other than from a bathing machine or tent, 

and subsequently erected the east cliff bathing pavilion (capacity 80). An annual regatta established 

in 1872 involved about 70 yachts, smacks and smaller boats in 1875. The pier was popular for 

promenading, but gradually additional facilities were added, the start of the process by which it was 

turned into a mass entertainment complex. In 1885 hot and cold sea water baths were added to the 

entrance of the pier, and in 1893 a large pier pavilion was built with concert hall to accommodate 

1,000 people, where London ‘artistes’ performed each week. In the Edwardian period a popular 

entertainer at the end of the pier was Professor George Webb, a diver whose stunts included 

plunging into the sea while riding a bicycle or inside a burning sack. 

 

Clacton’s Public Hall and Assembly Rooms, opened 1877 with an upmarket colonnaded arcade to 

its front, could seat c.400, and it also contained a library, assembly and reading rooms. F.W. 

Lewellen and Co. took over a large part of it, trading as ironmongers and furnishers, later adding 

hot and cold sea water baths and hiring out bathing tents and tricycles. Other early entertainments 

included a skating rink behind the Royal Hotel (1877), a camera obscura (1878), a reading room 

and chess club (1880). Donkey rides were provided on the beaches and seafront, Clacton-on-Sea 

specialising in the provision of rides in goat and donkey chaises. The residents of the partly built 

town often complained to the local authorities about the noise and nuisance from roundabouts, 

switchback railways, shooting galleries, swings and circuses, which occupied undeveloped plots of 

land. In the town’s main streets such as Pier Avenue were several fancy bazaars. For example, in 
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1888 Collins’ Royal Bazaar sold toys, view-ware and ‘nick-nacks’, hired out a large range of 

household items to holidaymakers.  

 

(12) The Royal Bazaar in Pier Avenue, Clacton-on-Sea, about 1895. 

 

Investments were made in several large commercial attractions to divert the holidaymaker and 

excursionist. About 1885 or 1886 John Rigg, a caterer from Chingford who ran entertainment 

centres around Epping Forest and at Dovercourt, opened Rigg’s Retreat in West Clacton (there was 

another in Dovercourt). It had a main dining hall (capacity 1,000), gardens, skating rink, dancing 

platform, bandstand and an orchestra. In 1902 it catered for 15,000 excursionists from the Hackney 

Band of Hope. An even grander affair was the Palace (or Palace by the Sea), Marine Parade West, 

opened in 1906 by Henry Ford at a cost of £50,000. It included a theatre, restaurants, bandstand, 

helter skelter, and exhibition grounds based on the Earls Court Exhibition. Although popular it also 

proved unprofitable and had to be relaunched several times, eventually becoming a skating rink 

before permanent closure in 1913. Its failure was partly blamed on competition from Clacton’s first 

purpose-built cinema, the Kinema in West Avenue, in the same year, although films had previously 
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been shown in the resort’s theatres such as the Operetta House. Clacton UDC arranged the 

establishment of Clacton’s Winter Gardens in 1901, with many facilities and amusements, intended 

to help the resort develop a ‘winter season’. 

 

Perhaps nothing was more representative of the entertainments available at Clacton around the turn 

of the century than the many music-hall style shows performed by minstrels or pierrots in the town. 

Some of these took place on the east and west beaches, others in licensed kiosks or in theatres, halls 

or other suitable venues across the town. The performing groups included the L’Art Minstrels and 

C. Herbert’s Black and White minstrels (both recorded in 1892), Fred Pullan’s Yorkshire Pierrots 

(1901–12) and Harry Frewin’s White Coons (c.1907–10). The Yorkshire Pierrots performed twice 

daily at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m., while the Jolly Coons appeared three times, at 11 a.m., 3 p.m. and 7 

p.m. (the performing names of some of these groups were reflective of social conditions and 

historical attitudes to race at the time, being abandoned as racist and insulting much later in the 20th 

century). Perhaps the most highly rated were London Concert Party, founded in 1894, who settled at 

the West Cliff Gardens in 1899. For those who preferred more traditional entertainment from the 

town or military bands, or more sedate singers, Clacton UDC built a bandstand on the east cliff near 

the pier in 1899. 

 

 

(13) Fred Pullan’s Yorkshire Pierrots, Clacton-on-Sea. (Archive: T. Lidington) 
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(14) Will C. Pepper’s ‘White Coons’, Clacton-on-Sea. (Archive: T. Lidington) 

 

 

(15) Clifford Essex’s Pierrots, the first in Britain, circa 1894. (Archive: T. Lidington) 

 

Before the resort’s foundation the local government of Great Clacton had been exercised by St John 

the Baptist parish vestry and Tendring Hundred Poor Law Union. Later, Bruff’s ‘deed of mutual 

covenants’ enabled public facilities such as sewers to be provided by imposing rates on plot holders. 

Then, once the resort was up and running, the Clacton-on-Sea Special Drainage District (SDD) was 

formed in 1878 covering the core resort area. It was later extended in 1884 to cover the whole of 
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Great Clacton. It was managed by a parochial committee and levied rates to fund public drainage 

and sewerage works. Tendring Rural Sanitary Authority had adopted sections of the Public Health 

Act, 1875, and delegated its power to the local SDD committee. The SDD’s bye-laws from 1879 

covered sanitation, nuisances, building control, hackney carriages, public bathing and other matters. 

From 1886 the committee increased its regulation of resort activity, issuing by-laws on pleasure 

boats and donkeys and other hired animals.  

 

Demands for an elected independent authority led to the creation of Great Clacton Local Board in 

1891, absorbing the SDD in 1893 and transformed at the end of 1894 into Great Clacton Urban 

District Council (Clacton UDC from June 1895). The authority was housed in a new Town Hall 

(opened 1894), incorporating a bank, shops and a theatre (the Operetta House), nicely 

demonstrating the strong links between the local authority and the resort’s commercial and leisure 

sectors. Clacton UDC gradually absorbed the powers or property of other local institutions and 

companies including the parish vestry (1896), Gas and Water Co. (1899) and the Clacton-on-Sea 

Commissioners (1906). Those elected to the Local Board and later Urban District Council were 

mainly the established landed elite and chief tradesmen, with divisions typically lay between the 

‘progressives’ and those who preferred lower rates and borrowing. Disputes often arose over 

‘municipal trading’ or the purchase of resort property which were derided as methods of 

transferring the developers’ obligations onto the ratepayers. Cases included the purchase by the 

Local Board of Marine Parade from the Land Co. (1892) and the acquisition of the West Clacton 

estate’s greensward and sea wall (1896). The ‘progressives’ usually triumphed. 

 

A particular problem facing the resort was coastal erosion, a danger well-known but generally 

ignored, or dealt with inadequately, by the developers. In 1880 a separate local authority, the 

Clacton-on-Sea Commissioners, were incorporated with responsibility for sea defence and rating 

powers over the SDD. James Harman represented the Land Co. interests and with the other resort 

developers on the Commission supervised the works. Construction of a sea wall started in 1881 to 

the east of the pier, extended to the west in 1889, but the Commissioners struggled with the scale 

and funding of the task. Additionally, they faced legal opposition from ratepayers who questioned 

whether they truly represented the interests of residents. Further work was carried out between 1899 

and 1901, but only five years later their powers and property were transferred to Clacton UDC. The 
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UDC built another section of sea wall and promenade west of the pier in 1911, then named King’s 

Parade, and further work continued up to 1914 ensuring the new resort’s protection. 

 

(16) Despite the efforts of the leading 

townsmen and the local authority to 

maintain standards, by the early 20th 

century Clacton-on-Sea already enjoyed a 

reputation as a brash, fun-loving, seaside 

resort. 

 

Clacton UDC made a large impact upon the 

resort’s development leading up to the First 

World War. Along the seafront the cliffs 

were landscaped or beautified in the late 

1890s, with public conveniences and three 

ornamental shelters being added. Behaviour 

was increasingly regulated through many 

by-laws, such as one to regulate ‘steam 

music’ (1897). A beach or cliff inspector 

patrolled to prevent ‘indecencies’, such as 

bathers undressing in public, and also 

enforced by-laws on hawking, preaching, music, sports and littering. The Clacton-on-Sea 

Improvement Act (1905) allowed the council to run the bandstand and deck chairs and to regulate 

the type of musical entertainment. Other powers enabled the council to ‘clean up’ Clacton’s 

seafront with regard to public bathing and hawking. In 1913 the Council bought Pier Gap from the 

Land Co., long regarded as an eyesore, and proceeded to demolish its ‘unsightly’ winkle, eel and 

pie shops before landscaping what was regarded as the ‘sea entrance’ to the town. A ‘Rialto’ or 

‘Venetian’ bridge, now a Clacton landmark, was also built over the Gap to link the west and east 

cliffs, and a new and much larger sunken band pavilion was designed to protect the audience from 

the elements. The new seafront improvements, costing about £14,000, were officially opened in 
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May 1914, a fitting finale to Clacton UDC’s expanded role in the resort’s development before the 

First World War. 
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(4) FRINTON 

 

In the mid-19th century the small parish of Frinton was very rural and sparsely populated but, like 

Walton to its north and Clacton to the south, its long sandy beach and low cliffs held out the 

prospect of a suitable resort location. The initial development of the small, select, resort of Frinton-

on-Sea can be seen with hindsight as having three main stages. The first steps were taken by Peter 

Schuyler Bruff, the seaside developer who had already built at Walton in the 1850s and had 

purchased the key land at Clacton where he was planning another new resort. Bruff acquired an 

interest in the Frinton Hall estate in 1866, but it was not until 1878 that he proposed a Walton and 

Frinton improvement scheme intended to open up the coastline for development from the direction 

of Walton. The following year he purchased more land at Frinton Wick farm (179 acres) and 

obtained parliamentary authority for the development (renewed in 1884). Yet, nothing seems to 

have happened, quite possibly because Bruff  failed to raise the necessary capital to launch the 

scheme. 

 

Following the example of Clacton-on-Sea, the next stage involved an attempt to bring in other 

investors and capital via a land company. The Marine & General Land, Building and Investment 
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Company, was launched by James Harman, a businessman and developer who had also been 

heavily involved in developments at Clacton-on-Sea. His new company purchased the Frinton Hall 

estate from Bruff in 1885 (who also provided the mortgage) and it published plans for developing 

the whole parish. They displayed a similar street plan to that which eventually came to pass, but 

with many additional features such as a pier, a tidal basin at the southern end (for boating) and 

pleasure grounds that did not. The land company’s plans indicate that right from the start Frinton-

on-Sea, like so many others, was intended to be a high-status resort. It again had a ‘deed of mutual 

covenants’, similar in intention to that imposed by Bruff at Clacton two decades earlier, which 

limited building to one house per plot, banned the erection of musical entertainments such as ‘steam 

circuses’ (likely to be favoured by ‘trippers’) and limited commercial activity.  

 

However, initial sales were slow probably because there was as yet no direct means of visitors 

getting to Frinton and, as yet, few facilities to encourage them to make the extra effort required to 

do so. The land company did not succeed in building the planned pier and thus visitors could not 

arrive by steam ship (other than from one of the neighbouring resorts). Everything therefore relied 

upon the provision of a direct railway connection, but the Frinton-on-Sea railway station did not 

open until July 1888. In the same year the Queen’s Hotel also opened and a fresh water supply was 

finally established, but the population had still only risen from 50 in 1881 to 75 by 1891. The land 

company seems to have run out of resources before development could really take off and it entered 

voluntary liquidation in 1890, with Bruff appointed one of its liquidators. 

 

Development then stalled for a few years while Bruff sold off land to other developers, most 

notably the businessman and industrialist Richard Powell Cooper who in 1893 acquired the seafront 

and all the undeveloped farmland west of Station Road. Subsequently, during the third stage of the 

resort’s foundation, Cooper was largely responsible for controlling the nature of Frinton’s 

development and maintaining a high ‘social tone’. He did not undertake building, responsibility for 

which was passed to others such as the Frinton-on-Sea Land Purchase Syndicate (1898–1913), 

comprising investors from south-east London and the Home Counties. Instead, Powell’s influence 

over the nature of residential building was exercised by enforcing covenants originally designed by 

the Marine & General Land Co. In similar fashion, his transfer of the Greensward to Frinton town 

in 1902 came with restrictive covenants meaning that it could not be developed commercially. 
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By the end of the 19th century, and especially in the first decade of the 20th, Frinton’s population 

and housing development expanded rapidly. The population expanded from 644 in 1901 to 1,510 by 

1911, and the number of houses from 142 inhabited, 70 uninhabited and 26 under construction in 

1901 to 476 houses in 1911. It is notable that only 320 of the houses were inhabited on census night 

1911, reflecting the large number of properties used by their owners as weekend and holiday 

homes. It was partly this residential character that gave Frinton its sedate and socially exclusive 

reputation. Many of the owners were the ‘City merchants and magnates’ who in 1900 came to the 

resort in summer with their families, and left their properties in the hands of caretakers in the winter 

months. Nonetheless, other more casual visitors used the three hotels (Queen’s built 1888; Grand 

built 1896; Esplanade built 1902), or if less affluent one of the four boarding houses or the many 

apartments recorded by 1914. As Frinton grew ever more fashionable so it became busier with 

visitors in the summer months; about 1900 the summer population, swelled by visitors, was 

estimated by the Clacton News as 4–5,000. The 1914 season in particular was the most successful to 

date with 2,160 visitors arriving from Wednesday to Easter Monday, and another 1,626 over the 

Friday to Monday of the Whitsun holiday. 

 

 

(17) The Grand Hotel at Frinton, built 1896, was positioned facing the famous Greensward with 

many bedrooms having magnificent sea views.  
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Resort growth on this scale rapidly outgrew the capabilities of traditional parish government. 

Following the Local Government Act of 1894, a civil parish council had been formed in 1895 and 

this was able to introduce street lighting and refuse collection. In 1900 the parish council was 

granted Urban District status with increased powers which enabled it to bring forward public works 

and the provision of services both for the residents and resort visitors. Generally, utilities were 

provided in alliance with private companies such as water and sewerage by the Tendring Hundred 

Waterworks Co. and electric power by the Frinton-on-Sea & District Electric Light and Power Co. 

As on much of the Tendring coastline, Frinton’s beach and cliffs were threatened by coastal 

erosion, and Frinton Urban District Council (UDC) obtained a Sea Defence Act in 1903; 

subsequently, 32 groynes were built to provide beach protection and between 1904 and 1906 a stone 

sea wall and promenade were built with further improvements continuing up to the First World 

War. In 1902 the council accepted R.P. Cooper’s offer to transfer the greensward, cliffs and beach, 

including the Kiosk on the greensward, and the council carefully maintained this iconic landscape 

to prevent any unsightly commercialisation of the sea front as had occurred at neighbouring resorts 

such as Clacton-on-Sea. The UDC council members were unified in their approach to maintaining 

the status of the resort, most of them being members of the London Stock Exchange and other 

businessmen. A large number were related to, or associated with R.P. Cooper and many were 

freemasons with a lodge formed in Frinton in 1903. Frinton Golf course, established c.1895, was 

also a central attraction for this social and residential elite who used it on their holiday weekends. 

 

Frinton’s developers were far more successful than those at other local seaside resorts at 

maintaining the image of a ‘select’ resort and excluding undesirable visitors. Station Road, designed 

as the main shopping avenue, had none of the common outlets or amusements found on Clacton-on-

Sea’s Pier Gap or Pier Avenue. It was renamed Connaught Avenue after the Duchess of Connaught 

stayed at the Grand Hotel in 1904, while her husband attended military manoeuvres at Clacton. Not 

only was control over building development more unified and consistent at Frinton, but leisure 

activities for both the permanent residents and the summer visitors were designed and controlled to 

reinforce perceptions of tranquillity and respectability. The council’s bye-laws banned or carefully 

regulated any activities that might cause a nuisance. Littering, cycling, horse-riding, throwing 

stones or other missiles and hawking (selling goods on the street) were all banned, the latter thereby 



  

Author: Dr. Christopher Thornton 

 

39 

excluding the type of sea food stall and ice cream van so ubiquitous in lower-class resorts. Refuse, 

common lodging houses, slaughter houses, hackney carriages, pleasure boats, pleasure grounds, the 

seashore and public conveniences were also carefully controlled. A particularly complex set of 

regulations governing bathing were developed and in 1907 a uniformed beach inspector was 

appointed. The council also leased a public bathing machine station, charged for tent and bathing 

hut sites and leased ‘The Kiosk’ on the greensward for authorised activities or entertainments. In 

1912 the UDC purchased the manorial rights over a short stretch of the foreshore in neighbouring 

Great Holland (between Frinton and Little Holland) so that the council could regulate bathing 

behaviour near the boundary with Frinton-on-Sea and prevent any ‘indecent’ bathing behaviour. 

The high social tone maintained may explain why the new resort also came to be favoured for 

private schooling. Boys schools included Frinton College (c. 1900) and Hill Crest School, soon 

joined by an increasing number of Girls’ schools – perhaps the genteel atmosphere of Frinton being 

deemed especially suitable for female education. 

 

 

(18) Station Road (later renamed Connaught Avenue) was Frinton’s main shopping street, but 

much quieter and more refined than Clacton’s Pier Avenue. 
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The provision of services to the residents and to the summer visitors also attracted migrants to the 

town which developed a small community of local tradesmen and workers of various types. 

Labouring families were well employed in the continuous building work and their families 

augmented incomes by catering for summer visitors, so that there was apparently little hardship. By 

1898 the town’s small retailers had grown to include a hairdresser, photographer, watchmaker, a 

post office with a fancy bazaar and a branch of Barclay’s Bank. By 1911 there were over 50 shops 

in the town, as well as offices, warehouses, workshops, providing a wide range of consumer goods 

and services for visitors. Three years later there were four boarding houses and 28 people offered 

accommodation through apartments across the town, including in Hadleigh Road, Queen’s Road, 

Old Road, Upper Fourth Avenue, the Esplanade, Ashlyn’s Road, Harold Grove, and St Mary’s 

Road. Notably, however, although there was a wine and spirit merchant, the developers’ covenants 

prevented the provision of any public houses in the resort. This famous feature of Frinton-on-Sea 

was a deliberate policy to discourage the sort of rowdy day-trippers found at Clacton-on-Sea and 

Walton-on-the-Naze. 
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