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“A little sea-bathing would set me up forever”:
The History and Development
of the English Seaside Resorts

EILEEN SUTHERLAND

North Vancouver, British Columbia

According to family tradition, when Mr. Austen retired and decided
to move to Bath in 1800, both Cassandra and Jane were dismayed
(Le Faye 113). Like Anne Elliot, they “persisted in a very deter-
mined, though very silent, disinclination for Bath” (P 135). But there
was one compensation: each summer the Austens planned to take a
holiday trip to the seaside. In the next five years, they visited
Sidmouth, Dawlish, Weymouth, Worthing, Lyme Regis, and perhaps
other resorts (Le Faye, 119, 121, 125, 134).

The sea was not always looked upon as a source of pleasure. The
ancients considered it with feelings of terror and revulsion. The sea-
gods Neptune and Poseidon had to be propitiated to control their
wrath. Homer in The Odyssey used such phrases as “the malice of the
sea,” “the ravenous main,” and “the cruell billowes” (Nicoll 12, 46,
210). Biblical accounts tell of Jonah being “swallowed up by a
monster from the sea” (Jonah 1:17); Saint Paul was three times
shipwrecked, his vessel “broken by the violence of the waves” (Acts
27:4); the destruction of Jerusalem was foretold by “the sea and the
waves roaring” (Luke 21:25).

Medizval maps bore legends such as “Here be monsters,” and the
great expanses of unknown and mysterious oceans were decorated
with drawings of terrifying creatures clasping ships with huge tenta-
cles or crushing and capsizing vessels which dared the uncharted
seas. Death and destruction lurked on all sides. The number of myths
and legends of sea monsters testifies to the terror inspired by the sea.

The shore itself was a place especially to be shunned. Medizval
churchmen taught that at the time of Creation the shoreline had been
smooth and even, and the ocean calm and peaceful. Then came the
Flood and the land was devastated, the coast left in ruins with
irregular indentations, jagged rocks, and islands scattered helter-
skelter off the shore. The great swells of the waves and storms were
vestiges remaining from the inundation.

It was at the shore that the ocean spewed out its most repulsive
debris—decaying vegetation, rotting remains of drowned animals
giving off poisonous vapours, the wreckage of foundered ships. And
the shore was the point of entry for scourges from the sea: Viking and
Saracen raiders; plagues spreading from the ports; pirates, wreckers
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and smugglers who flouted the law and terrorized the populace
(Corbin 13ff).

By the seventeenth century, however, the attitude to the sea was
changing. Voyages of exploration had proved that the oceans, though
vast, were not limitless; the horrible monsters were enormous, but
only marine animals and fish. And as ships grew larger, the sea
creatures seemed to be smaller. The myths and legends of antiquity
were no longer accepted as truths. Satan and his devils were not
taken so seriously and literally. Instead of concentrating on a terrible
and fearsome God, clerics began to emphasize Biblical passages
which stressed harnessing the waves and setting boundaries to the
waters; the sea became the “blanket of the deep,” covering the earth
like a garment (Psalms 104:6).

The Age of Enlightenment fostered the study of natural history,
and encouraged the collecting and classifying of rocks, shells and
fossils. A new way of looking at the earth, and a new relationship
with nature became widespread. The seashore was found to be an
area of salubrity and cleanliness: salt prevented the water from
spoiling and ensured the survival of fish. The coastline displayed
God’s purpose for man—the beaches and sand dunes formed a
barrier to the sea; bays and inlets provided safe harbours for ships;
reefs and offshore islands defended the ports; tides swept clean the
shores (Corbin 24).

In England in the eighteenth century, the upper classes were
concerned with their frailness, listlessness, lack of vigour. They
felt themselves cut off from the rhythms of nature. This melancholy,
or “spleen,” could only be conquered by a change in the style of
living, exercise in rural sports, variety of landscape, and therapeutic
bathing. This was the great age of the inland spas with their warm
medicinal mineral springs. [The word was pronounced and spelled
“spaw” at this time.]

In the mid-eighteenth century, medical men began to recommend
cold baths, and what better cold bath than the ocean? In 1752, Dr.
Richard Russell published “A Dissertation on the Use of Sea-Water
in the Diseases of the Glands. Particularly the Scurvy, Jaundice,
King’s Evil, Leprosy, and the Glandular Consumption” (Everitt 2).
Dr. Russell was by no means the first to laud the benefits of seawater,
but with lots of publicity, and his catchy slogan, “The Sea washes
away all the Evils of Mankind,” he became known far and wide for
the miraculous cures from drinking seawater and bathing in the
ocean. How much effect sea bathing really had on putrid fevers,
glandular illnesses and melancholy, not to mention rickety children,
anemic girls and barren women, is hard to say, but certainly the



