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Cleethorpes in 2000, after more than two centuries as a resort. This photograph illustrates the growth of the town from the three ancient hamlets of Oole, Itterby and Thrunscoe and also shows how the town merges into Grimsby to the north and west. The latter’s docks and dock tower are at the top of the picture. Opposite the Boating Lake, in the lower left-hand quadrant, is the vacant land currently under development as the Meridian Point Leisure and Retail Park.
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About the Author


Alan Dowling was born in Hull and lived in Cleethorpes with his wife, Dorothy, for over 20 years, until he died in 2018. He carved out an extensive career path in libraries, beginning by chance as a junior librarian in 1957 and retiring as Director of Leisure Services for the local council in 1988, aged 55.


Even before his retirement, local history had begun to take over his life. This included providing courses for the University of Hull on the history of Grimsby and Cleethorpes, giving guided walks, ‘one-off’ local history courses to local organisations and lectures to larger audiences.


The year 1990 brought the offer of the post of Warden of the Doughty Centre in Grimsby (which was the University of Hull’s adult education outpost), with responsibility for administration and organisation of an annual programme of courses. He founded the Doughty Centre Retirement Group in 1991, which continues to run after 20 years, and soon his first book was printed: a compilation on local dialect by this group. In 1997, he saw the successful completion of a PhD degree investigating the role of corporate landowners in urban growth, particularly Grimsby and Cleethorpes.


In 1998, Alan was one of the founding members of North East Lincolnshire Archaeology and Local History Society, and the following year was asked to take part in Radio 4’s ‘Mapping the Town’ series of broadcasts with archaeologist Julian Richards. He played a significant part in the revival of the local civic society by setting up a Grimsby Founders Day in 2010, penning 211 weekly local history articles for the Cleethorpes Chronicle and giving annual Heritage Weekend lectures.


At the age of 80 he gave up all commitments to record his family history, but was still actively involved in local history circles until his final days.
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Foreword and Acknowledgements


This book tells the story of the creation of a seaside resort: Cleethorpes, which evolved from a collection of hamlets into a select 18th-century bathing place, then into a bustling Victorian resort, and subsequently into a lively modern seaside holiday venue. But how did this transformation come about? Was it merely by chance or deliberately planned, or somewhere in between? And was its development different from that of any other similar resort? Certainly, seaside resorts such as Cleethorpes do share standard physical characteristics such as beaches, promenades, piers, gardens, amusement arcades, seaside rock, candy floss and saucy postcards. But despite general similarities each resort has a distinctive history which has been shaped by a variety of factors. Is the resort like Scarborough or Whitby in having an attractive or dramatic setting? Was it favoured with royal patronage as were Weymouth and Brighton? Is it similar to Blackpool or Southend in being within reach of a heavily-populated catchment area? Was it akin to Eastbourne or Skegness where an aristocratic landowner played a dominant role in shaping the resort? Factors such as these have influenced how resorts have grown in their own particular way. Which begs the question, what elements were particularly important in influencing the creation and development of Cleethorpes? It is hoped that this book will go some way towards answering that question.


During the course of writing the book, I have been helped by many people. These include the staff of the Grimsby Central Library’s Reference Library (in particular Jennie Mooney and Simon Balderson), the North East Lincolnshire Archives (John Wilson) and North East Lincolnshire Council’s National Fishing Heritage Centre (Andrew Tulloch). The staff of the National Archives at Kew have also been very helpful as have David Moss of the Grimsby Telegraph, Nicholas Rogers of Sidney Sussex College and Michael Keane of Tameside Local Studies and Archives. Janet Wilmott has given helpful advice on the draft text and Colin Newton took time to read through some of the more recent additions. Annie, John and Roannah Smyth have helped in a variety of ways. Rex Russell kindly allowed me to use some of his excellent maps, and the staff of the Grimsby Print and Copy Centre have been very helpful. I apologise to anyone whom I may have inadvertently omitted to thank here.


Finally, I am very grateful to my wife Dorothy, without whose encouragement, support and practical help this book would never have been written.
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I


Cleethorpes Before the Resort


In the 1950s Cleethorpes boasted that it was ‘Planned for Pleasure’ and provided ‘A Tonic Holiday for All the Family’. Justification for such expressions of confidence may be found in photographs of the time, which show the thousands of holidaymakers who thronged the resort, presumably finding there both pleasure and a tonic. This was certainly a far cry from the farming and fishing community which had once occupied the same spot. So how did this particular resort come into being and why has it developed in the way it did? Well, that’s our story—but before we begin, just a few words to set the scene …


Cleethorpes lies on the Lincolnshire coast where the Humber estuary meets the North Sea. Historically, the resort formed part of the parish of Clee in the ancient administrative area of the county known as the Bradley Wapentake. The parish included the inland parent village of Clee and four separate hamlets. One of these, Weelsby, lay inland, but the other three, Oole (or Hoole/Hole), Itterby and Thrunscoe, were on the coast. The hamlets were known as ‘thorpes’ of Clee, signifying that they were outlying settlements. By the 16th century the name ‘Cleethorpes’ was being used as a composite name for Oole and Itterby. During the 19th century, Thrunscoe was absorbed into Cleethorpes and became part of the resort. The parent village, Clee, and a significant portion of Weelsby, were absorbed into the neighbouring borough of Grimsby in the 19th century. The proximity of Grimsby is significant to the story of Cleethorpes. It will be seen that the two towns were interdependent and shared some common interests, but found it difficult at times to reconcile their respective aspirations and ambitions.


* * *


Our earliest, if incomplete, picture of the area is from the year 1086 and is given in Domesday Book. This was not designed to be a guidebook for the benefit of latter-day historians so we have to assess the information which it contains and make certain conjectures. Clee, Weelsby, Itterby and Thrunscoe are listed and shown to be farming communities concentrating on arable cultivation with the aid of ploughs pulled by teams of oxen. Prior to the Norman Conquest of 1066, the Anglo-Saxon local landowners were Elaf, Grinchel, Algar and Grimbold. After the Conquest, they were dispossessed and the land was divided among five Norman lords. These were the Bishop of Bayeux (Odo, who was also the half-brother of William the Conqueror), the Archbishop of York, Ivo Taillebois, Drew De Beurere and the interestingly named Waldin the Engineer. Some of the land was farmed directly on behalf of these lords but most of it was divided into holdings for cultivation by local farmers. There may have been in the region of sixty households in the four communities, which would give a total population of between two and three hundred. The hamlet of Oole is not referred to in Domesday Book, but is mentioned about thirty years later in the Lindsey Survey of 1115-18.1


Grimsby is also mentioned in Domesday Book and had a population of less than 400 in 1086. The town flourished and 200 years later had a population of about two thousand. It had become established as a borough by 1194, giving it a measure of control over its internal affairs that parishes such as Clee did not have. This higher status was subsequently confirmed and reinforced by several royal charters, the first being in 1201. Domesday Book demonstrates an early connection between Grimsby and Clee and its thorpes in showing that some of the land in Grimsby, Clee, Itterby and Thrunscoe was in the same manor and the same soke. A soke was a wider grouping of land. Tenants of this land, some of which later formed part of Cleethorpes, paid rents to the borough of Grimsby. These rents were part of the annual payment which the borough made to the king in exchange for the granting of its borough liberties. In addition, the Mayor and Burgesses of Grimsby were Lord of the Manor of Clee, and a manorial court held in Grimsby dealt with matters relating to this land and its tenants.2 This early involvement of Grimsby in the affairs of what eventually became Cleethorpes presaged the conflicts which would arise between the towns in the 19th and 20th centuries.


In addition to the farming that sustained the communities in what is now Cleethorpes, fishing was almost certainly also taking place. There is ample evidence from the 14th and 15th centuries that men from Clee and its thorpes were fishing in the Humber and as far afield as Iceland. The various dangers of seafaring were brought home to Brian Curtis of Clee and the crew of his ship in 1432 when they were captured by enemies at sea, although they were freed later on payment of a ransom. Trading in fish and other goods was also taking place. In 1332, this led to a complaint from the burgesses of Grimsby that markets were being held illegally in Clee, Itterby, Oole, Thrunscoe and neighbouring Humberston. These markets were attracting trade and merchants away from Grimsby. It was subsequently ruled that no markets should be held which were to the disadvantage of the borough. Three years later, the burgesses complained of fish and other goods being landed at Oole, again leading to a loss of trade at Grimsby. In this case, it was ruled that fish had always been landed at Oole and that other goods were not loaded or unloaded there. The importance of markets as sources of income was demonstrated in 1362, when the Earl of Lancaster and Richmond, the king’s son, was granted the right to hold a weekly market and annual Michaelmas fair at Thrunscoe.3
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1 Bradley Wapentake (within the bold line) at the time of Domesday Book.








The comparative prosperity of the parish of Clee was shown in 1334, when a national tax was levied on the value of movable goods in communities at the rate of one-fifteenth for parishes and one-tenth for boroughs. The Clee parish’s one-fifteenth payment of £6 13s. 11d. was the highest amount of those paid by the 13 parishes in the Bradley Wapentake. Grimsby borough’s one-tenth payment was £9 14s. 5½d., revealing that the populations of Clee and Grimsby had comparable taxation values approaching £100. Thus Clee was more prosperous than other local parishes and comparable with Grimsby in wealth. The latter certainly suffered a long-term decline in trade and population and by 1563 its population had fallen to about 650 persons. In contrast, the Clee parish maintained, if not increased, its population. In 1563, there were 22 households in the village of Clee, 14 in Oole, 18 in Itterby, 16 in Thrunscoe and six in Weelsby, giving a total of 76 households or an estimated population in excess of 300 people for the parish. Of this total about 200 would be living in Oole, Itterby and Thrunscoe, the area of the future resort.4


A window into life and work in the parish of Clee during the ensuing two centuries is provided by an analysis of probate inventories for the parish dated between 1536 and 1742. These list the goods and chattels of the deceased. For those leaving few possessions, an inventory may not have been deemed necessary, so our view will be of the better-off residents. Within these limitations, the inventories show that Clee was essentially a farming community, practising a mix of arable and pastoral farming. Beans and barley are listed in the inventory of John Mason; William Colby had agricultural implements such as a cart, wain, ploughs and harrows; Robert Curtis, who died in December 1557, left a crop of autumn-sown wheat. The inventories give indications of whether particular residents were craftsmen or dealers and traders, but they show that such people were likely to be involved in farming as well. There is other evidence of a network of informal credit in the parish, which would facilitate trade and assist residents whilst, for example, they were awaiting income from the sale of goods, crops or livestock. Also shown is a continued participation in the fishing trade. Some men were involved in both agriculture and fishing. One of these was Willliam Stables, whose inventory of 1536-7 showed that he possessed half a share in a cog boat, plus nets, hawsers and lines; all this was in addition to his horses, a mare, pigs, sheep and cows. References to fishing occur mainly in the 16th century, with emphasis on having shares in boats. Later inventories show a change, with emphasis on the use of traps and fixed nets near the shore, and it was reported in 1628 that, although there were five fishermen in Cleethorpes, none of them was a boat owner.5


Although life in the farming community would be relatively undisturbed during this period, the year 1616 saw a major event for the future development of Cleethorpes. In that year Sidney Sussex College, one of the colleges of the University of Cambridge, became a major local landowner. The College had been founded in 1596 with a bequest left by Lady Frances Sidney, Countess of Sussex. Its main purpose was the training of men for the ministry of the established Protestant Church. The founder’s bequest of £5,000 turned out to be insufficient to provide the necessary buildings and an income for the support of the original foundation (a master, 10 fellows and 20 scholars). Consequently, from its early days the College had financial problems and became dependent on other benefactors. These included Peter Blundell of Tiverton in Devon. Blundell died in 1601 and left £40,000 in various benefactions, the most important of which was the endowment of Blundell’s School at Tiverton, which was founded in 1604. He also left £2,000 to found six scholarships at Oxford and Cambridge for pupils of the school. Four scholarships were assigned to Sidney Sussex College and in 1616 land comprising the Manor of Itterby in the parish of Clee, Lincolnshire, was purchased for £1,400 to provide rental income for their support. There were 20 College tenants in 1618, renting property in Clee, Itterby, Thrunscoe and Oole. The largest of the College’s farms in 1662 had 50 acres of arable land, 20 acres of meadow and 10 acres of pasture, as well as the right of grazing cows and oxen in the West Field. This arrangement reflected the overall balance of local agriculture. The College’s estate also included houses and cottages without land. The College tenants usually had their holdings on 21-year leases. The first half-year’s rent from the estate was £41 7s. 11½d. and remained at this level until 1773 when it increased to £64 0s. 7½d. The rent was a significant factor in the College’s finances and as a proportion of its total annual income ranged between 20 per cent and 12½ per cent at this time.6


An examination of the parish register for this period confirms the continued importance of agriculture in the community. Of the 163 adult males buried at Clee church during 1609-40, over 50 per cent (85), were described as labourers, followed by 24 husbandmen (occupiers and workers of land), six yeomen (larger farmers), six tradesmen and five gentlemen. No occupations were given for another 37 men. Half of the 174 adult females buried in the same period were described as wives, followed by 53 widows, 13 spinsters and six paupers or vagrants. A further 15 were not described.7


A major, long-standing problem in the area had been the action of the sea on the coast, causing flooding, erosion and silting. Grimsby experienced persistent problems with silting and in 1280 had proposed scouring its haven of silt, but there is no indication that any action was taken. In 1492, the burgesses complained that the town was ‘decayed and wasted’, and gave the silting of the haven as one of the causes. A major flood in 1571 drowned more than 1,000 sheep on land between Grimsby and Humberston. Sidney Sussex College’s estate was affected: at least 18½ acres of its arable land and about three acres of pasture were said to have been ‘wasted by the sea’ in the course of the 17th century. These problems were brought home to clergyman Abraham de la Pryme when he visited the area in 1697. He was told that, during the reign of Queen Elizabeth, the sea had begun to destroy the cliff at Cleethorpes, carrying away pieces as big as churches at every high tide. He was also told that ‘there has been several miles’ length of land wash’d away, and people have been forced to pull down their houses and build them together again furder [sic] off’. Pryme suggested that the silting of the Grimsby haven was being caused by the clay from the Cleethorpes cliff being carried upriver and settling in the haven. There was talk of dredging and improving the haven, but Pryme remarked that the improvements would never succeed unless they also made a ‘staithe’ at the foot of the Cleethorpes cliff to check further erosion. The advent of the 18th century saw Grimsby still in a state of decline, with a population of only 400 or so. In contrast, Clee and its thorpes had maintained a fairly stable populace of approximately 300 inhabitants.8
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2 Sidney Sussex College, 1688. The College purchased its local estate in 1616, which made it the largest landowner in Cleethorpes.








In 1697, Pryme also commented on the decline in the Grimsby fishing trade, which tallies with the evidence we have seen in the probate inventories of changes in fishing practices from Cleethorpes during this period. However, information from the succeeding century shows the existence of a local oyster fishery. This involved cultivating oyster beds on the Cleethorpes seashore, but also fishing for oysters in distant waters. The inventory of Thomas Manby of Cleethorpes lists oysters and two boats in 1728. Cleethorpes resident Amos Appleyard was engaged in the oyster fishery in the late 18th century, travelling as far as Scotland to buy cargoes and fishing for oysters on grounds 20 or 30 miles distant. He built up trading contacts in various places including Hull, York and Selby.9


The 18th century also saw the emergence of a new influence that would have a significant part to play in the history of Cleethorpes: Methodism made its appearance locally in 1743. In October of that year, John Wesley made the first of his several visits to Grimsby. However, he had been preceded in February by another well-known preacher and pioneer of Methodism, John Nelson, who recorded in his diary that ‘some friends from Tetney and Cleathorpe [sic] prevailed with me to go to a shepherd’s house near the sea-coast’. A meeting-place for prayer was established in a farmhouse in Thrunscoe. Meeting-places were subsequently set up in houses in Itterby and Oole. With the establishment of a local Methodist society, a farmhouse in Oole was formally registered as a Methodist place of worship in 1759, but the local pioneers struggled to attract and hold members in the early years. In 1769 there were 15 members; the number had risen to 40 by 1780.10 The following year saw a visit by John Wesley. He travelled from Grimsby in order to preach at Cleethorpes and recorded in his journal:




I preached at Claythorp [sic], three miles from Grimsby: here likewise there has been an outpouring of the Spirit … I could not go into any of the little houses, but presently it was filled with people; and I was constrained to pray with them in every house, or they would not be satisfied … And there is scarce a house in the village wherein there is not one or more earnestly athirst for salvation.11
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3 North-eastern Lincolnshire in 1824, with added place-names.








Notwithstanding this enthusiastic account, membership of the society had fallen to 26 by 1791 and, despite a revival in the 1790s, was still only 37 by 1800.12 These figures belie the eventual growth and importance of Methodism in Cleethorpes.


As the 18th century drew to a close, another important factor in Cleethorpes’ story appeared. This was the Thorold family, which was an ancient family of country gentry. The Thorolds’ main presence was in south Lincolnshire, but there were also long-standing connections with north-east Lincolnshire. Some members of the family were freemen of Grimsby and served as aldermen and mayors of the borough. The family also owned about 2,000 acres in the nearby Wolds parishes of Cuxwold and East Ravendale, where they were lords of the respective manors and patrons of the church living at Cuxwold. The Rev. William Thorold, mayor of Grimsby in 1787 and rector of Cuxwold, forged the family’s connection with Clee and Cleethorpes. He leased land in Clee in 1787 and 1796, and by 1798 he was living in the parish at Weelsby House. In 1801 William purchased the house and land and became a local resident landowner. On his death in 1814 he was succeeded by his son Richard, who continued to live in the parish and who will feature later in this book.13









II


The Bathing Place
1700s-1840s



The economy of early Cleethorpes was based on agriculture and fishing. However, in the late 18th century we see the first indications of the place joining the growing band of coastal health resorts which were termed ‘watering places’ or ‘bathing places’. These grew in number as sea bathing, and the drinking of sea water, became fashionable. Although they stressed their basic function as health resorts, they also increasingly provided diversions for visitors. There is little doubt that the Lincolnshire coast participated in this new form of recreation. Cleethorpes’ first guidebook, published in 1850, refers to the resort’s early days with the (unsubstantiated) statement:




It appears that Cleethorpes was a favourite place for the residence of country gentlemen, and members of Parliament during the vacations; and no doubt was one of the pleasantest places for health and amusement of any in the county of Lincoln.1





Certainly, the Lincolnshire coast was attracting visitors and in 1772 the Vine Hotel at nearby Skegness advertised accommodation for ‘gentlemen, ladies, and others … [and] as clean a shore as any in England’.2 Cleethorpes had its own traditional attraction that brought in visitors from the neighbourhood, although it is unlikely that many ‘gentlemen and ladies’ would have attended. An annual feast had for long been held at Clee, commencing on Trinity Sunday. This led to the holding of ‘Fortnight Sundays’ which were held every alternate Sunday on the seafront at Cleethorpes during the summer:




The crowds of people who attended from the neighbouring towns and villages—and the excesses committed—were enormous: pugilists, wrestlers, and football players were in request. A great number of candidates for these so-called amusements attended from the now civilised and enlightened villages of Humberstone, Tetney, Fulstow, North Thoresby, Holton, Waltham, Scartho, Bradley, Laceby, and other places, some more than 20 miles distant. Stalls were erected in front of the Dolphin Hotel … and also near the cliffs, and on the sands, for the sale of goods and wares, gingerbread, etc.3





The event became known as the ‘Folly Feast’ and an undated description of early daytrippers to Cleethorpes runs:




Farmers on cart horses, on the then dirty lanes,


Going to Cleethorpes fearless of the rains;


Their wives upon pillions well seated behind,


No veil on their bonnets, nothing of that kind.


And agriculturalists from the plough tails,


With thrashers, who commonly used their flails,


And tradesmen and others were wending their way


Unto Folly Feast, for to spend that good day.4
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4 Cambridge Street with the tower of St Peter’s Church in the background, post-1866. The buildings on the left were typical of others in the town before the rebuilding and development that followed the coming of the railway.








We are also informed that, after arrival at Cleethorpes, the men partook of a good supply of ‘threepenny tankard, October brewed’ ale.5 However, not everyone found the event to their liking:




This was continued until the thinking part of the population began to see it wrong thus to desecrate the Sabbath, and called it ‘Folly Feast’ … The scenes of riot and drunkenness practised on these days became so notorious that the magistrates determined to put them down; this they finally accomplished in the year 1786. The site where these scenes of iniquity were practised on Fortnight Sundays, is still known by the name of ‘Folly’.6





The Folly Feast was held in the area of what is now Sea Road and some local residents still refer to that road as the Folly Hole.


Whether the small band of local Methodists had any influence on the magistrates’ decision is unknown. However, it is perhaps symbolic of their later involvement in the resort that it was a Methodist member of the county gentry who figures as our earliest named visitor to the infant bathing place. He was Robert Carr Brackenbury, of Raithby Hall near Spilsby, a well-known Lincolnshire landowner and Methodist preacher who came to Cleethorpes in 1782 to recuperate after a long illness. This was in line with the accepted view of the time: that the basic purpose of watering and bathing places was to act as purveyors of health and well-being.7 Brackenbury was followed nine years later by the town’s best known early visitor. This was John Byng, later Lord Torrington, who visited the Lincolnshire coast in July 1791 during a tour of the county. After visiting the bathing places of Skegness and Saltfleet he arrived at Cleethorpes and called it ‘a bathing place of a better complexion than the two others we have seen upon this coast’.8


Early in the following century, Cleethorpes was described in a book on Lincolnshire as:




… a little fishing hamlet called Cleathorpe [sic] where there is a large and commodious hotel, erected of late years, with stables and other conveniences … It is now become, during the summer, the resort of much genteel company, it being universally allowed to be the most eligible and agreeable bathing place on the Lincolnshire coast.9
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5 Open field systems in the parish of Clee in the 1740s. The shaded areas show the old enclosures of Clee village and the ancient hamlets of Oole, Itterby and Thrunscoe.








By 1819 the bathing place was being mentioned in national directories as ‘a small township of great resort in the bathing season. Here is an excellent inn for the accommodation of strangers’. In 1826, the first Lincolnshire county directory described it as ‘formerly only a fishing hamlet, but it is now resorted to as a bathing place’.10 The vicar of Clee, the Rev. George Oliver, possibly with a degree of local bias, described the place in favourable terms in 1829, and emphasised its health-giving properties:




Modern Cleethorpes … is now frequented as a place for sea bathing. Many new lodging houses have been recently erected, and the general accommodations much improved; and the salubrity of the air … will always render it a desirable summer retreat for the valetudinarian or the invalid.11
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6 A reminder of the resort’s rural past. Cleethorpes had two windmills, one high up on Mill Road (pictured) and one near the seafront in Mill Place.








Certainly, Cleethorpes was attracting members of the county landed gentry such as Sir Charles Anderson, Sir William and Lady Ingilby, and members of the Tennyson family.12


Getting There


Despite all this favourable comment, Cleethorpes, like most resorts, was not an easy place to get to. The prospective visitor had a choice of two forms of transport: by road or by water. Two journeys made to Cleethorpes in the early years of the 19th century by the Archdeacon of Nottingham, the Venerable John Eyre, illustrate both. In August 1817, the Archdeacon and a companion made an ‘expedition’ by horse-drawn gig from Babworth in Nottinghamshire to Cleethorpes. The distance by road was about sixty miles. Setting off at 7.30 a.m. they stopped for meals at the towns of Gainsborough and Brigg and arrived at the village of Great Limber by 7.00 p.m., where they passed the night at the New Inn, having travelled 44 miles. The following morning they travelled a further 16 miles to Cleethorpes and spent the day at the resort, returning to Great Limber in the evening. The next day saw their return journey, departing Great Limber at 8.00 a.m. and getting home by 7.00 p.m. The Archdeacon wrote that it had been a rainy drive and parts of the road were bad.


On his stop at Gainsborough he had taken great interest in the steam packet service to Hull which had begun operating in 1815. This regular service reduced the journey between Gainsborough and Hull to five hours instead of the three to seven days it could take by sail.13 Consequently, when he made a further ‘expedition’ with three companions to Cleethorpes in August 1818, they caught the 9.15 a.m. British Queen steam packet at Gainsborough, the fare being 6s. 0d. for a ‘best cabin’. The boat made a speed of about ten miles an hour over the 52 miles of the voyage, but ran aground on a sandbank near Hull at about 2.00 p.m. and the travellers were not able to disembark there until 4.00 p.m. The following morning they set off at 8.00 a.m. in another steam packet for the 18-mile trip to Grimsby, for which the fare was 1s. 6d., and walked from there to Cleethorpes, a distance of approximately three miles. After time in the resort, they took a chaise back to Grimsby and set off in the Hull packet about 4.00 p.m. At Hull they boarded the Albion packet and arrived at Gainsborough by 10.00 p.m. Taking a chaise from Gainsborough they arrived at Babworth at 11.30 p.m.14


Despite the possibility of set-backs such as those encountered by the Archdeacon, travelling by water became popular, and in 1832 the county newspaper waxed eloquently on the improvements in local river travel brought about by the new steam packets:




There are many days in every month in which the tide will suit so as that a voyager leaving Gainsborough after breakfast for Hull, shall be in time to be forwarded thence to Grimsby (only a short hour’s walk for Cleethorpes) the same afternoon, and all for about a day’s wages of an ordinary mechanic.15





Special day excursions took advantage of the region’s lesser waterways, such as the River Ancholme which flowed into the Humber:




Many of the inhabitants of Market Rasen and its neighbourhood are looking forward with much glee to a pleasant excursion on Monday next. Mr Darlby’s pretty little packet the Expedition will leave Bishopbridge for Ferriby Sluice early in the morning, and thence the party will be forwarded in that fine vessel the Dart to Grimsby and Cleethorpes returning the same evening.16





Onward transport from Grimsby to Cleethorpes was available for those who did not relish an hour’s walk to the resort. Cleethorpes grocer and draper E. Turner announced that he ‘attends at Grimsby Lock, the Sailing and Arrival of the Steam Packet plying between Grimsby and Hull, every day during the Bathing Season (Sundays excepted) with a neat and convenient conveyance for passengers and goods to and from Cleathorpes [sic]’. Similarly, George Burgess of the Crown and Anchor Inn at Cleethorpes had ‘a light Cart, which attends on the Hull and Grimsby Steam Packets, daily, at tide time, for the conveyance of Passengers and Luggage, Cleethorpes being distant from Grimsby about three miles’.17


For those who travelled by road, and did not have their own transport, a coach ran from Lincoln during the season:




Many citizens with their families are seizing the opportunity afforded by the regular conveyance which has been established between Lincoln and Cleethorpes of visiting the sea-side to recruit their health.18





Such was the competition between road carriers in 1845 that the county newspaper reported fares being so reduced that ‘people can get to this watering place for next to nothing’. This was an exaggeration, because the advertised fare at the time from Lincoln to Cleethorpes was 3s. 6d.—no small amount to a working man. Coaches left Lincoln at 12.30 p.m. and arrived at Cleethorpes at 6.00 p.m. The return journey left the resort at 7.30 a.m. and arrived in Lincoln at 12.00 noon. Onward transport was available at Lincoln for such places as Nottingham, Derby, Newark and south Lincolnshire.19


The difficulties of travelling were exemplified in 1839 by what turned out to be an abortive proposal that the novelist Charlotte Brontë should take a holiday in Cleethorpes. Her friend Ellen Nussey made the suggestion in June of that year. Charlotte’s enthusiastic response was that an excursion with Ellen ‘whether to Cleethorpes or Canada … would be to me most delightful’. Her reply continued:




… when do you wish to go?—could I meet you at Leeds? to take a gig from Haworth to Birstal would be to me a serious increase of expense—and I happen to be very low in cash—O Ellen rich people seem to have so many pleasures—at their command which we are debarred from—however no repining—if I could take the coach from Keighley to Bradford & from Bradford to Leeds and you could meet me at the Inn where the coach stops [in Leeds]—on your way to Cleethorpes for I presume you go by the Leeds & Selby Rail-road—it would be the most convenient plan for me … 20





To summarise Charlotte’s travelling arrangements: she would have to get to Keighley from Haworth, then take coaches to get to Leeds, where she would meet Ellen and they would take the train from Leeds to Selby. They would then have to get from Selby to Cleethorpes by road or river transport. Despite this planning, and because of other factors, they took a holiday at Bridlington instead.


Somewhere to Stay


Having got to Cleethorpes, the quality of local accommodation was important. Although John Byng may have commented favourably on the bathing place in 1791, he was critical of his accommodation:




Cleathorps Inn, a bathing place of a better complexion than the two others we have seen upon this coast; for here are [a] large dining room, and a card room. But why come we here? A place to be avoided by tourists, as in no place are you so much neglected! There to lodge in a cock-loft! The company shirk you; and conversation were thrown away. We desired privacy, and procured a dirty little parlour, with a fire, for it was dismally cold; our room was fill’d with smoke; at last we did get some tolerable victuals to eat, and we sat muddling over the fire … [The following morning] our breakfast was hast’ned as much as possible, and we felt happy to get away; tho’ from the best of the Lincolnshire bathing shops; where the people were civil, and the bill reasonable.21





Had Byng returned in August 1803, he could have stayed at Benjamin Chapman’s lodging house where the charge on 3 August was 1s. 6d. per night for ‘two Gentlemen’ sharing a bed plus a total of 1s. 6d. for their breakfast and the same charge for their tea. The following week saw Mr Oliver of Manchester having the sole occupancy of a bed on 12 August for a charge of 1s. 0d. a night. Chapman’s visitors stayed for periods ranging from one night to three weeks. They came not only from Lincolnshire towns such as Barton, Brigg, Gainsborough, Grantham and Market Rasen, but also from much farther afield, including Rotherham, Derby and Manchester. For the most part they seem to have been leisured ‘ladies and gentlemen’, including the Rev. Mr Hoyle, Lieutenant Smith and ‘Capt. Wood and Wife and Servt’. During the year Chapman’s takings were £4 0s. 9d.22


When John Eyre made his trips to Cleethorpes in 1817 and 1818 he did not stay overnight but remarked that ‘the Hotel on a rising ground on the beach, with a fine view of the sea’ had two excellent rooms for dining and a drawing room but the bedrooms were small. A charge of 5s. 0d. per day included all meals except liquor. Of the boarding houses, he noted that Chapman’s had three bedrooms and one ground-floor bedroom but he considered that one he referred to as ‘Taylor’s’ was the best. The charge there was two guineas a week and it had one sitting room and two bedrooms, one being over the kitchen. He also noted, in 1818, that the Bishop of Lincoln and family were at ‘the Hotel’ and had a private sitting room.23


Another clergyman, however, thought it too costly to stay in Cleethorpes. George Tennyson, the father of the future Poet Laureate, Lord Alfred Tennyson, was rector of Somersby in Lincolnshire, and also absentee vicar of Grimsby during 1815-31. Although he and his brother Charles did not have a close relationship, their respective families liked to meet for seaside holidays. However, whilst Charles preferred Cleethorpes, George wrote to him in 1813 that it was too expensive for ‘a poor parson who could not be supposed to have spare rhino [money] to sport away in extravagant expeditions’. He preferred the Mablethorpe area, which in any case was considerably nearer to Somersby.24


Twenty years later the Crown and Anchor Inn in Cleethorpes was charging 3s. 6d. per day for board and lodging for adults with ‘children in proportion’. Warm baths were 2s. 6d. and a shower bath 1s. 6d. The inn also had ‘Superior Quality’ wines and spirits and ‘Good Stabling, Corn and Hay at moderate charges’. Residents’ letters and parcels could be conveyed to and from the Grimsby post office and steam packets. The range of services also included breakfast, dinner, tea, supper, tobacco, ginger beer, ale, porter, oysters, shrimps and sea baths.25


The 1820s and 1830s saw increasing numbers of visitors and more local residents providing lodgings for them. Fourteen ‘lodging houses’ were listed in 1826, mostly provided by residents who also had occupations. July 1834 saw 357 visitors staying in 61 lodging houses, plus others staying in the inns. By July 1838, this had increased to 712 visitors staying in 71 lodging houses and the inns, but ‘notwithstanding this great influx of company there are several respectable houses to let’.26


Passing the Time


John Byng found few attractions on his visit in 1791 and complained of the lack of a good garden and bowling green. However, acting on the basis that bathing places were seen essentially as health resorts, the owner of the Cleethorpes Hotel, John Maltby, summed up the attractions of the place when, in 1834, he advertised that ‘The delightful situation of the Hotel, commanding an extensive view of the Sea and Humber, together with the salubrity of the air, cannot fail to impart those pleasures and benefits to health so much sought after’. Common pursuits included taking the air, strolling on the cliff and sands, bathing and boating. On John Eyre’s visit in 1817 he spent a couple of hours ‘on the water’. In 1818 he found the common between Grimsby and Cleethorpes to be ‘fine clean turf. Airy, excellent for Children to walk etc.’27
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7 Vocal Concert, Ball and Card Assembly at the Cleethorpes Hotel, 4 August 1824.
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8 Cleethorpes Races, 11 June 1827.








Bathers could hire bathing machines in which to change for bathing. These changing huts on wheels were drawn into the sea by horses, whereupon the bather would discreetly descend steps into the sea, usually assisted by one or more female attendants or ‘dippers’. In 1826, the Cleethorpes Hotel advertised its rates for bathing machines, which included ‘Ladies Baths when drawn into the sea 10d. … Two Women in attendance at Tide-time, whose charge is included in the above’. For those who needed resuscitation after experiencing the chilly North Sea, it also offered ‘Warm Baths’.28 In 1833, the owner of the Crown and Anchor Inn proclaimed that his facilities for bathing included:




New Machines for Sea Bathing, and also a new commodious Warm Bath, which he has erected at considerable expense, contiguous to his Inn, containing a neat Dressing-room, and Dutch Tile Bath … It being well known that this Shore, for Sea Bathing, is preferable to any other on the Lincolnshire coast.29
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