TEIGNMOUTH MARITIME HERITAGE TRAIL.

 SEA WALL NEAR ST. MICHAEL’S CHURCH.

The modern town of Teignmouth grew from the two historical hamlets of East and West Teignmouth divided by the River Tame.

The little hamlet of East Teignmouth developed around the old Saxon church of St. Michael’s with fishermen’s cottages and salterns or salt huts for the processing of salt.   Growth was slow but steady with the granting of a market charter in the thirteenth century.   The remains of the old market cross can be seen at the end of nearby French Street.   The original town assembly rooms and the public baths were situated close by, as the town became popular as a fashionable watering place in the mid-eighteenth century – one of the  earliest resorts on this part of the south coast – long before Torquay.

Both parish churches were rebuilt in the 1820’s to accommodate the increasing number of resident and visiting gentry.   Further alterations were made to St. Michael’s with the rebuilding of the tower in 1887-9.

→Walk a few yards along the sea wall promenade to the Teign Corinthian Yacht Club.   The Church Rocks Wreck site is just 200 yards from the sea wall here.   This was discovered by a thirteen year old local boy, Simon Burton and is now a protected site.   There is an information board placed at the end of the raised walkway beyond the Yacht Club building.   Many artefacts from the wreck including an Albergetti bronze cannon can be seen in the town museum.

In 1910 two whale bone arches were erected at both ends of the raised part of the promenade, which was known as “Old Maids’ Walk”.   They were presented to the town by Mr. Pike Ward, a local ship owner, Iclandic trader and Vice Consul of Norway and Sweden.

This stretch of railway along the coast is a beautiful journey but a difficult line to maintain.   Mr. Isambard Kingdom Brunel was the driving force behind the South Devon Railway.   The first train arrived in Teignmouth in May 1846, greeted by an excited crowd and a band playing “See the Conquering Hero Comes” as Brunel and other dignitaries alighted.   It was not until the following year that all was ready to use Brunel’s Atmospheric System with trains propelled by pneumatic traction.   Unfortunately the Atmospheric System had to be abandoned within a year.   Worthy of note though, is that the conversion of the old broad gauge line to standard gauge was accomplished over one weekend in May 1892, 177 miles of track between Exeter and Penzance were converted, with trains disrupted on only two days.

→Now walk along the Promenade towards the town to Teignmouth Pier.

TEIGNMOUTH PIER.

The pier was constructed in 1865 by J.W. Wilson who later became President of the Crystal Palace School of Engineering.   The cost of the 600ft long structure was £8,000.   The pier was enlarged in the 1890’s providing a new landing stage for pleasure steamers and a pavilion complete with a ballroom.   There was space for other popular forms of entertainment such as magic lantern shows and other traditional seaside entertainment.   Stuntmen such as one-legged Peg Leg Pete would delight the onlookers by setting himself alight and diving from a height into the sea.   Crowds would also gather on the pier and in small boats to watch Water Polo matches organised by the Teignmouth Swimming and Life Saving Society.   Members of the Teignmouth team were champions of Devon for many years.     A 1925 guide book says “Their fame at this most exciting and strenuous game has reached all over the country”.

Despite the heavy bombing raids on the town during the war, the pier survived, but due to the dilapidated state of the ballroom it was demolished in 1975.

The pier at one time marked the segregation point for bathers on the beach, gentlemen on one side and ladies on the other.   Bathing machines, and later tents, could be hired to protect the bathers’ modesty.   The bathing regulations even in 1903 provided strict bye-laws concerning behaviour and dress on the beach, though it’s uncertain how these would be enforced.

Looking inland from the pier we can view the seafront buildings dating from late Georgian to Victorian.   The Royal Hotel built in 1825, since demolished, and reconstructed as Royal Court apartments, had received many famous visitors including royalty, show business personalities and even the Beatles in the 1960’s.   The Riviera (1826) was constructed as the new Assembly Rooms, later becoming the East Devon and Teignmouth Club, a hotel, then latterly a cinema.   You may be able to spot the part of Powderham Terrace (on your left) that was rebuilt after extensive bomb damage.   Look along the roof line at the chimneys.

The Den, (the grassed area in front of you) has had various uses – for sheep grazing and for mending fishing nets, cricket matches and even pig and ass races as described by Fanny Burney in her “Teignmouth Journal” of 1773.   The Den is the community social gathering place still used for open-air entertainment, the annual fair, carnival and regatta events.

→The trail continues at the Point.   Continue in the same direction to the lighthouse and Point car park.

THE POINT CAR PARK.

The River Teign rises in the peaty bogs of Dartmoor and flows 25 miles to its estuary.   Shifting sandbars, silting and strong currents have always presented a challenge to local and visiting sailors.   It is necessary for the Teignmouth pilot to assist large cargo ships to enter and leave the port as they can so easily run aground on the sandbar.   The nearby lighthouse was built in 1845 to improve the navigation of vessels approaching the harbour.

→Continue to the Lifeboat Station.   The Lifeboat service has been in operation here since 1851 – the first such station on the South Devon coast.   It was taken over by the R.N.L.I. in 1854.   The station was closed in 1940 and the lifeboat station hut used as a café for some years.   It re-opened in 1990 with an Atlantic 21 class inshore lifeboat.   We can feel pride and gratitude that there are still brave men prepared to offer such an effective rescue service.  

The Morgan’s Quay flats stand now in place of the prestigious Morgan Giles shipyard.   Shipbuilding has been essential to the economic well-being of the area for hundreds of years.   As early as the fourteenth century West Teignmouth was one of the main ports in South Devon.   In 1347 120 men and 7 ships were rallied to participate in the expedition to Calais.   There may have been a certain enthusiasm in this venture as the town had been attacked by “French pyrates” in 1340.   Yet another invasion took place in 1690 when the French inflicted £11,000 work of damage!

During the Napoleonic Wars, sixty-eight vessels were built, and that tradition has carried on until fairly recent times.   The Morgan Giles yard gained a world-wide reputation for building luxury yachts and motor cruisers.   During the war over 100 vessels were produced with a workforce of 150 producing motor torpedo boats and operating as an American air base.   No wonder Teignmouth was a target for Hitler’s bombers!

The ferry running between Teignmouth River Beach and Shaldon can be found near the Lifeboat Station.   It has a very ancient history – the ownership rights having belonged to West Teignmouth’s various landowners.   Notice that the ferry boat still carries it’s traditional black and white Elizabethan design on the gunwales.

In 1827 the first bridge linking Teignmouth and Shaldon was opened.   It was constructed mainly of wood and at 1,671 feet in length was said to be the longest in the country.   Certain ‘nuisances’ were prohibited on the bridge – bull-baiting, tennis and cricket, and hawkers, hagglers and gypsies were not to camp on it!   The bridge remained, despite partial collapse in 1838, due to an attack of woodworm, until being rebuilt in 1931.   Recent refurbishment has resulted in the bridge “whistling” when the wind is of a certain strength and direction.

→Continue in front of Morgan’s Quay flats along the River Beach to the New Quay.

THE NEW QUAY.

Mr. Templer of Stover built the New Quay in 1821.   Granite was in demand as a building stone for prestigious London buildings such as the British Museum.   Stone from Hay Tor quarries was transported on a granite tramway, thence on barges along the Stover Canal and the River Teign, and then loaded on to ships at the Quay.   The granite route can be followed as a way-marked walk “The Templer Way”.

The “New Quay Inn” was formerly called “The Newfoundland Fishery”.   As early as the mid-sixteenth century West Country fishermen began braving the North Atlantic sea to fish for cod off the coast of Newfoundland.   They left Teignmouth in spring, often carrying passengers and cargo and returned home six months later with their cargo of salted dried cod (or “toe rag” as it became known to the locals) and cod oil.   They would take part of their catch to Mediterranean ports to be traded for other goods.   This trade continued unto the nineteenth century.   Life was hard for the women left behind.   They had to grow or gather what food they could to feed the family.   Fanny Burney, visiting the town in 1773, wrote in her diary “You see nothing but women all summer… they have a strength and hardness which I have never before seen in our race…The women of the town do all the laborious business such as the rowing and towing of boats and go out fishing… yet I never saw cleaner cottages or healthier, finer children”.

The “Jolly Sailor Inn”, just past the “New Quay” and “The Ship” dates from the early sixteenth century.   Its former name was the “Ferry Boat Inn” as the ferry ran from this point at one time.   It is said that Catholic worshippers met here when holding mass was forbidden after the Reformation.   There were very few buildings here before 1790 when marshy estuary ground was reclaimed.

→Follow the River Beach to Quay Road, cut through Sun Lane to the right of Quay Road car park, past the timbered smoke house (now residential) and into Teign Street.   Turn left.

DOCKS.
Teign Street was formerly Old Market Street so called for obvious reasons.   A Farmers’ Market has been introduced in the town recently, held here in Pellew Arcade every fortnight on a Friday morning.

As you pass along Teign Street you will pass Luny House on your left.   This is where the prolific marine artist Thomas Luny (1759-1837) lived and worked.   In his day the back garden of his house would have stretched down to the river, so he could watch the ships.   However, now there is a car park behind the house!   His paintings can be viewed in the town museum.

Approach the docks at the end of Teign Street with great care.   This is a busy working area.   There is a public right of way through to Polly Steps.   However it might be prudent to view the docks from Clay Lane, going past the bonded warehouse building erected by George Hennet in the 1850’s, go over the railway line and take the first turning left.

Clay from the Teign valley has been shipped out of Teignmouth since the 1700’s and is still exported to countries all over the world.   Imports vary but they consist mainly of fertilizer, wooden pallets and animal feed.   Teignmouth only became an independent port (from Exeter) in 1852.   The celebrations were reported in the “Illustrated London News”:

“A Royal Salute was fired from the Den and a procession was formed headed by a herald on a white horse… then followed sailors; the masters of various vessels;  fishermen;  gardeners;  bands of music;  harbour and river masters… deputations of sail and rope makers;  smiths at work with anvil and forge;  coach builders; maltsters with barley; plasterers with models of villas;  builders and sawyers at work…a cider merchant and barrel; model railway and engine;  shipbuilders, each man carrying a tool or symbol of his department…”

They certainly knew how to celebrate in those days! 

→From Clay Lane take the first road on the left, Bitton Avenue, and follow this until Bitton Park and House are seen just ahead.

BITTON HOUSE.

Bitton House is now used as Teignmouth Town Council Offices.   It has also been used as a hospital during World War I.   The Bitton Estate stretching from the bridge to Clay Lane was at one time owned by the Mackworth-Praed family.   There were three large houses on the estate, now only one remains.   The name Bitton seems to have been derived from Bishop Bytton of Bath who built his house here.   According to legend, he is remembered for having, unusually for the time, a particularly fine set of teeth, so that those who were seeking a cure for toothache would make a pilgrimage to his tomb in Bath.

              Bitton House, formerly known as Westcliff House, was the home of Teignmouth’s famous Admiral Sir Edward Pellew from 1812 until he died in 1833.   He had an illustrious naval career but gained his Viscountcy following his success at the Battle of Algiers in 1816 when his action freed the Christian slaves held by the Dey of Algiers.   Two of the cannon brought back by Lord Exmouth stand outside the house.   Many of his personal items, including part of his uniform, spectacles and handkerchief are on display in the town museum.   The reason why he became Lord Exmouth, not Lord Teignmouth, was that that title had already been granted.   It is said that C.S. Forester based his character Hornblower partly on Lord Exmouth.

Adjacent to Bitton House is the Orangery dating from the early 1840’s.   It has been described as an ‘architectural gem’ and houses a fabulous collection of tropical plants.   It is open to the public on Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday afternoons between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m.   It is hoped that much-needed renovation will start on this listed building soon.

TEIGNMOUTH & SHALDON MUSEUM.

All the topics covered here (and more!) can be further explored by visiting Teignmouth and Shaldon Museum in French Street, opposite the railway  station.   The museum is normally open Monday to Saturday 10 a.m. – 4.30 p.m., and Sunday 2 p.m. – 4.30 p.m. during the school summer holidays and during the Folk Festival weekend.   Admission – adults £1, accompanied children free.

ABOUT THIS HERITAGE TRAIL.

The Teignmouth Heritage Trail was initiated by the Teignmouth Folk Festival in 2005 in order to bring some of Teignmouth’s rich Maritime Heritage to the attention of both local people and visitors.  The project has been funded by the Local Heritage Initiative.  The information was compiled by Mrs Pat Warner of the Teignmouth & Shaldon Museum.

The Local Heritage Initiative is a national grant scheme that helps local groups to investigate, explain and care for their local landscape, landmarks, traditions and culture.  The Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) provides the grant but the scheme is a partnership, administered by the Countryside Agency with additional funding from the Nationwide Building Society. 
