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Half in Love With Easeful Death

Scarborough was Sick and the Ocean was a Monster – Send for Dr Brighton – The Maladies of the Monarchy – The Sublime Satire of Jane Austen – Oh TB Beside the Sea with Charlotte Brontë


All was not calm in the Sea of Tranquility Guest House. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, all was not well in the Sea of Tranquility Guest House. For on this particular morning the usual lulling, ambient sounds of seagulls and waves had been cut by the harsher tones of someone closer to hand coughing and then blowing their nose. Like a child in a playgroup alternating between a toy drum and a kazoo, this noise was incessant but the beat far too irregular to blank out entirely. Each fresh snort and hack, while expected, seemed to assault with the same force as the one that had initially woken me, besting my alarm by a full hour. That this din was emanating from several floors below did little to quell its power to disturb. It may perhaps even have added to it. The nearby stairwell, while carpeted, serving to amplify rather than muffle the racket.

Clearly a once imposing property, the Sea of Tranquility is a sturdy Victorian terraced house in the South Cliff part of Scarborough; the main town is pitched between two bays, the North and South Cliffs. Today the South Bay, the more obviously seaside-y of the two has a certain feral quality. Tamed by man over the centuries, it is wilder than the less populated North Bay. But in the era when the Sea of Tranquility was built it was said that ‘the best people resided’ in the South. Most of its capacious, high-ceilinged rooms, however, long ago succumbed to division. And more recent looking modifications to accommodate en suite shower units, coupled with an exterior wall decoration heavy on pastel shades and a front patio loaded with mock toadstools and elfin folk, did their best to undermine any lingering signs of frock-coated grandiosity. Still, it had charm, as did its landlady Suzette, the source, as I discovered, of the sneezing.

Suzette was a woman in late middle age whose dress and distracted manner could easily lead you to believe she’d wandered out of an early 1970s Gong concert during a protracted flute solo. Her hippy-ish demeanour masked an admirably canny operator. Certainly her excuses for penny-pinching amendments to the breakfast menu were too ingenious not to admire. The substitution of tinned grapefruit for fresh because ‘the ones in the shop weren’t big enough’ particularly impressive. But any remonstration seemed futile when each excuse was accompanied – and they always were – with the sweetest of smiles and a practically rhetorical, ‘You don’t mind luv, do you now?’

Though her own quarters were in the basement flat, Suzette normally pottered about the ground floor dining room – a Dickensian-esque parlour where every spare surface was littered with porcelain shepherdesses and tinkers or framed sepia photographs of stayed maidens and stiff-backed bewhiskered gents. For Gerry, the only other guest during my stay there in April, a plasterer from Leyton in town for a TUC Black Workers Conference, the presence of a row of knitted Gollies in the fireplace might have been harder to swallow than the tinned grapefruit. But he bore them and the inevitable, ‘You don’t mind luv, do you now?’ with equanimity. Accepting Suzette’s added caveat that ‘they weren’t coloured people when I was young, just dolls’ with equal good grace and a brief shrug as he tucked into his bacon, sausage, eggs and a slice.

Suzette didn’t eat with us but once the main business of serving was over she’d take a place on an adjacent table to chat. In between folding napkins and good-naturedly besmirching neighbouring hoteliers she would swallow a sequence of multicoloured tablets from an array of plastic pots lined up on the cloth in front of her. This arrangement seemed to provide a bizarre mirror to the sauce bottles and marmalade laid out for breakfast. And in my more fanciful moments I liked to imagine that she was a visitor from the lunch-will-be-a-pill future scientists once promised us. But she’d usually bring me back to earth by making an odd nodding gesture with her head. An allusion, usually extremely cryptic, to some condition I assumed to be menopausal would then follow.

Now, though, she had a cold. A large box of tissues had joined the pills, whose ranks appeared to have expanded to accommodate a range of flu remedies and she was casting germs all around (or something). It was unfortunate, given that I’d picked this guesthouse to avoid catching a bug. Scouting around for somewhere to stay in Scarborough, I had become kind of fixated by the Grand. ‘Once the largest hotel in Europe’, this crenellated building with four domed towers, part Russian Kremlin, part French chateau, still dominates the skyline of Scarborough’s South Bay.  Fashioned in yellow brick in the 1860s in a style that is as Oriental as it is Gothic, it looks like a majestic, monstrous, sandcastle. One that has a near but tide-ravaged twin on the opposite corner of the bay with the ancient ruin of a fort. But a friend had warned me off, detailing a depressing catalogue of multiple closures for outbreaks of infectious gastroenteritis. A hotel where you apparently have to wash your hands with liquid soap before entering does not inspire confidence. And so I’d ended up at the Sea of Tranquility. And given my general propensity to pick up ailments, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was on two packs of Kleenex Pocket Balsam a day. And indeed it wasn’t.

But there seemed a kind of poetic justice about this. For English seaside resorts at the outset, and Scarborough, as arguably the first, especially, were primarily for the unwell. The word ‘resort’ itself, deriving from the Old French resortir, retains strands of its earlier meaning that captures this perfectly. It’s something you turn to for assistance. The earliest visitors ‘turned’ to the coast for their health, and it is a testament to their desperation to get well that they did.

Previously, the ocean had been regarded as an aquatic monster-dwelling region either best avoided or treated with superstition and fear by the sailors and fishermen whose work brought them into unavoidable contact with it. It was a realm from which boat-borne rapers and pillagers and land-grabbing foreign invaders frequently emerged.

As an event that changed the course of English history, along with forever linking the painful death of the nation’s last Anglo-Saxon king with a seaside town, the Battle of Hastings – fought, to be pedantic, at nearby Battle, its name one of those commemorative coinages that means it should really be the Battle of Battle – would continue to loom large in the collective psyche until Nelson’s day.

Those who lived near the sea and plied its waters were only too aware of the astonishing natural savagery of which it was capable. Daniel Defoe provides a salient reminder of just how dangerous it was to live and work on the coast in the past. In a passage from A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain on Brighton or ‘Bright Helmston’, which he visited in the 1690s when it was ‘a poor fishing town, old built’, he writes, ‘The sea is very unkind to this town and has by continual enchroachments, so gained upon them, that in a little time more they might reasonably expect it would eat up the whole town, above 100 houses having been devoured by the water in a few years past.’

A further indication of the uneasy – in every sense of the word – relationship such towns endured with the ocean can immediately be discerned in their original layouts. As an article on the development of seaside resorts from The Times back in August 1860 noted, ‘The Old Town is perhaps half a mile inland, and turned as far away from the sea as possible, for the fishermen were by no means desirous of always looking at the sea or having the salt spray blowing in their windows. They got as far back as they could . . . for the sake of shelter and repose.’

Scarborough, as it happens, is a classic example of this type of settlement. One of its oldest surviving streets, The Bolts, is a spindly, crooked rear artery some way from the foreshore. Running horizontally to the quayside, its row of dwellings, lilting, wonky-toothed constructions, face each other. The main views are of the opposing houses. A rear wall alone, itself shielded by other defences closer to the water, would have met the sea when they were first built. And no doubt pretty reluctantly.

Time has drained the whole notion of deliberately choosing to be beside the sea of its radicalism. But it reflects a quite astonishing transformation in attitudes to coastal, and indeed the whole, landscape in Britain between the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. We have to imagine the almost unthinkable: an England without sea views. An island race, completely indifferent, if not downright averse, to the stuff that defined and surrounded them. 

Before the eighteenth century the sea was essentially prized for the most part as a kind of vast moat, protecting fortress Britain’s green and pleasant lands. As Margaret Drabble notes in her study of the nation’s landscape and literature A Writer’s Britain, ‘Appreciation of the grandeurs and beauties of the sea was largely a Romantic innovation.’ Just as troubadour minstrels are said to have propagated the whole notion of romance and love in pre-Renaissance France, so it was writers and poets on the eve of the industrial revolution who were to alter our perceptions of the oceans. 

One of the earliest proponents in this country of the opinion that the sea could be experienced ‘romantically’ was Joseph Addison. What made Addison such a radical was his belief that beauty could lie in landscapes and objects that much more tidy-minded Classicists had previously regarded as irregular, disorderly, if not plain ugly. 

In an essay for the Spectator in 1712, he wrote, ‘there is none which affects my imagination so much as the sea or ocean. I cannot see the heaving of this prodigious bulk of waters, even in a calm, without a very pleasing astonishment; but when it is worked up in a tempest, so that the Horizon on every side is nothing but foaming billows and floating mountains, it is impossible to describe the agreeable horrour that rises from such a prospect. A troubled ocean, to a man who sails upon it, is, I think, the biggest object that he can see in motion, and consequently give his imagination one of the highest kinds of pleasure that can arise from greatness.’

This concept of a sort of ‘agreeable horrour’ would also prove central to the principles subsequently set down by Edmund Burke in 1757 in his influential tract On the Sublime and the Beautiful – virtually the Little Red Book of English Romanticism. Here Burke argued that the ocean, was ‘an object of no small terror’. And terror either more openly or latently was ‘the ruling principle of the sublime’.

So in a way, the seaside can quite feasibly be said to move from the sublime to the ridiculous. 

Though wildly overstated and often contradicted, one of the characteristics of English culture has been a marked disdain for intellectuals and highfalutin ideas. We like to see ourselves as stoutly pragmatic, with even our most radical thinkers appealing to ‘common sense’ rather than abstract rationalism when advancing their theories. The Dublin-born Burke is as good an example of this as any, his own stress on history, tradition and the institutions of the state means he is hailed as the father of modern Conservatism.  

But it is a testament of sorts to the currency of his aesthetics and their sudden application to the coasts, that Jane Austen, with her resolutely English dislike of pretension and intense emotion (and sense would always triumph over sensibility in Austen), should mock them so witheringly in her last, unfinished novel Sanditon. Though barely more than a handful of opening chapters, what we have of the book provides an extraordinarily acute, and mercilessly funny, snapshot of the then still emerging mania for the seaside in England. As such it is worth considering in some detail. 

Like Northanger Abbey, Austen’s better-known, and also posthumously published, parody of Gothic fiction, Sanditon has little truck with the evolving tenets of Romanticism. In one scene, the book’s heroine Charlotte Heywood, ‘a very pleasing young woman of two and twenty’, is treated to a lecture in newfangled oceanic wonderment by Sir Edward Denham, one of the eponymous resort’s bigwigs.

‘He began’, Austen states, ‘in a tone of great Taste & Feeling, to talk of the Sea & the Sea shore – & ran with Energy through all the usual Phrases employed in praise of their Sublimity, & descriptive of the undescribable Emotions they excite in the Mind of Sensibility – The terrific Grandeur of the Ocean in a Storm, its glassy surface in a calm, its Gulls & its Samphire, & the deep fathoms of its Abysses, its quick vicissitudes, its direful Deceptions, its Mariners tempting it in Sunshine & overwhelmed by the sudden Tempest – All were eagerly & fluently touched; – rather commonplace perhaps – but doing very well from the Lips of a handsome Sir Edward, – and she could not but think him a Man of Feeling – till he began to stagger her by the number of his Quotations, & the bewilderment of some of his sentences.’

Written when Austen herself was battling against fatal illness, Sanditon is all the more affecting for the scepticism with which it also views then widely promoted claims about the benefits to health of sea air and water.

The book opens with a minor post chaise accident and the hunt for a surgeon. A sequence of events that Austen uses to introduce us to Sophie and her family, the sensible Heywood clan, and the Parkers, coastal landowners engaged in redeveloping their estates at Sanditon.

Having sprained his ankle tumbling out of the coach, it emerges that Mr Parker has been roaming the nearby countryside trying to nab a medical man to help promote his town as an up-and-coming health resort. He himself is a fervent advocate of marine cures, arguing that even a little of Sanditon’s ‘Bracing Sea Air’ will be more than enough to get him back on his twisted limb again. Austen has Parker holding the opinion that, ‘[No] person could be really well, no person (however upheld for the present by fortuitous aids of exercise and spirits in a semblance of health) could be really in a state of secure and permanent health without spending at least six weeks by the sea every year. The sea air and sea bathing together were nearly infallible, one or the other of them being a match for every disorder of the stomach, the lungs or the blood. They were anti-spasmodic, anti-pulmonary, anti-septic, anti-bilious and anti-rheumatic. Nobody could catch cold by the sea; nobody wanted appetite by the sea; nobody wanted spirits; nobody wanted strength. Sea air was healing, softening, relaxing – fortifying and bracing – seemingly just as was wanted – sometimes one, sometimes the other. If the sea breeze failed, the sea bath was the certain corrective; and where bathing disagreed, the sea air alone was evidently designed by nature for the cure.’

Like the best satires, the force of the comedy comes from its basis in reality. Austen, an unhappy resident of the spa town Bath, had spent pleasant times in Lyme (Regis) and Teignmouth and also visited Ramsgate and Worthing and so was more than acquainted with the coastal milieu she describes. Savages, really. She’d witnessed first hand the rise of seaside resorts, in large part through aristocratic patronage.

It is interesting to consider what future, if any, English coastal towns might have gone on to enjoy had the genetic disorders of our royals not been so pronounced. In the Georgian period the reigning Hanoverian house was arguably one of the sickest in Europe. Consequently its members were perhaps more willing than most to submit themselves to whatever faddish remedies their surgeons suggested, no matter how gruesome on occasions. And by the eighteenth century, royal physicians were advising their masters to both drink, and bathe in, seawater.

These treatments, though based on ancient folk remedies, were really developed as modish adjuncts to the type of spa mineral water cures that had been knocking around these islands since Roman times. Following the conversion to Christianity, such spas had been sanctioned as ‘holy wells’. Dedicated to saints, they were sites of religious pilgrimage and visited, much like Lourdes today, by the poor, the sick, the devoted and the merely deluded. From the medieval period onwards, the sulphur waters at Bath had been highly acclaimed for their medicinal qualities – their efficacy vouchsafed over the following centuries by a client base, if you’ll forgive the modern jargon, that would include monarchs, their consorts, mistresses and some of the realm’s most distinguished peers, courtiers and hangers-on. By the 1700s and with Richard ‘Beau’ Nash as its dandy in residence and master of ceremonies, Bath had consolidated its position as Britain’s pre-eminent and exclusive watering place, while spas at Buxton, Knaresborough, Harrogate, Cheltenham, Tunbridge Wells, which was only thirty-six miles from the capital, and later those on London’s outer suburban rim at Epsom, Richmond, Islington and Hampstead, would all vie for attention. Meccas for the affluent ill and destinations prized for their social as much as their clinical facilities, they were the direct precursors to seaside resorts – and the first seaside resorts, with their assembly rooms, theatres, libraries, reading rooms, as well as their crescents and terraces, parades and promenades, were near replicas of the inland spas. 

In Sanditon, one of Austen’s prime targets is the worried-well or the worried well-off: the kind of financially secure malingerers who appeared to be suffering from little more than ‘the malaise of what to do and where to do it’. And at this point in history, were choosing to do it by the sea rather than at an inland spa. 

It is Mr Parker’s sisters Diana and Susan who endure the brunt of Austen’s scorn for all but abandoning themselves to the pleasures of ill health on the coast. This sickly, thin pair are reported to pass their days indoors imbibing patent remedies, having teeth pulled and generally encouraging their youngest brother, the corpulent Arthur to loll about by a midsummer fire eating buttered toast.

As a portrait of hypochondria it is among Austen’s finest comic efforts. However, the degree to which disease and death stalked the land in the author’s time can’t be stressed enough. The kind of health we now take for granted was virtually impossible before the arrival of antibiotics – or even what Edmund Gosse, writing shortly before that in 1907, called ‘the invention of sanitary science’. Skin disorders, blood poisoning and a plethora of other bacterial infections bundled up under such catch-all terms as ‘colic’, ‘malaise’ and ‘weakness’ were widespread and potentially fatal.

Austen herself would die at forty-one from either TB or Addison’s disease, but by then had already lost at least one potential suitor and seen four of her sisters-in-law die from complications after childbirths. Her fictions, not unsurprisingly, are stuffed with genteel invalids, and illness is a recurring preoccupation of her characters, from the draught-dodging and gruel-eating Mr Woodhouse in Emma to the forever ‘sensitive’ Mary Musgrove in Persuasion.

It is also worth remembering that all of Austen’s finished novels were published during the Regency period. Sense and Sensibility, the first to make it into print, appeared in 1811, the year that the Prince of Wales was granted stewardship of the throne, his father, George III having been declared insane. We’ll return to George later. But sickness was simply ubiquitous and when it came to infirmities, the upper classes in this period were peculiarly advantaged. They alone possessed the time, the money and the inbreeding to incubate a range of afflictions that the poor couldn’t afford. (Or certainly didn’t live long enough to enjoy, anyway.)

‘Gout’, the eighteenth century wit, the Reverend Sydney Smith, once quipped, ‘loves ancestors and genealogy, it needs five or six generations of gentlemen or nobleman to give it full vigour.’ And as a condition brought on by an abnormally high concentration of uric acid in the blood, and exacerbated by the consumption of heavy, rich food and alcohol, it was virtually endemic among the English aristocracy. Though in an era when precise medical diagnosis was in its infancy and folklore decreed it ‘a disease of the better sort’, its name did tend to be bandied around somewhat indiscriminately. How to treat it was equally hit and miss.

As Roy Porter argues in his history of medicine, Blood and Guts, before the twentieth century, ‘the pharmacopoeia resembled a box of blanks’. For two millennia everyone muddled along with a mix of two basic therapeutic options: the Hippocratic and the Heroic. Under the Hippocratic, physicians could call upon such time-honoured techniques as watching and waiting, bed rest, tonics, soothing words and hope. With the Heroic, meanwhile, the doctor had bloodletting, violent purges and what Porter refers to as, ‘some pet nostrum of his own’ to unleash upon their patients.

Ocean brine was just one such ‘pet nostrum’ deployed.

 One of its earliest recorded advocates was Dr Robert Wittie, a pamphleteering medical practitioner from York. Little information about Wittie himself survives; but from his writings we know he was a hydropathic evangelist and early campaigner for temperance, famed for putting forward the theory that the Romans had enjoyed longer lives because they consumed more water and women were forbidden wine. In 1667 or thereabouts he published Scarborough Spaw, a quackish but evidently quite successful hagiography championing the medicinal powers of a mineral water spa at Scarborough, then a small fishing port. This spa, he maintained, had been discovered in around 1627 by Mrs Farrow ‘a gentlewoman of good repute’ and since had become ‘the usual physic of the inhabitants of Scarborough’ and by reputation was, apparently, ‘well known to the citizens of York, and the gentry of the country.’

It was this spa that in the wake of Wittie’s proselytising initially became the engine of Scarborough’s subsequent prosperity. When ‘an earthquake’ in 1737 destroyed the original ‘Spaw House’ and ‘the waters were for a time lost’, the borough authorities led ‘a diligent’ – for which read desperate – and ultimately successful search to recover them. Such were their value to the local economy by then.5 Though these waters have not been drunk since the 1960s when the well was sealed off, their name lives on in a ‘Complex’ – a conference centre cum venue with a theatre, cafe, terraces and shops on the South bay.

But along with the spa, Wittie also argued that the local seawater, if imbibed and bathed in, was a capital cure for gout, killed off all manner of worms and was efficacious for ‘drying up superfluous humours’ – the four sustaining bodily juices whose imbalance were held responsible for most diseases.

Wittie’s opinions about seawater were reiterated some thirty years later by another medical man, Sir John Floyer. Floyer was the author of An Enquiry into the Right Uses and Abuses of Hot, Cold Temperate Baths in England (1697) and a History of Cold Water Bathing (1702) and in the latter book maintained that, ‘since we lived on an Island, and have the Sea about us, we cannot want an excellent Cold Bath, which will preserve our Healths, and cure many diseases, as our Fountains [spas] do.’ In his opinion, bathing in – and drinking – seawater was invaluable for treating ulcers, scabs, leprosy, corns, tumours, pains of the limbs, gonorrhoea, arthritis and gout.

By at least 1732, when the Duchess of Marlborough, a scurvy-afflicted veteran of spas at Tunbridge Wells and Bath, arrived in Scarborough, sea bathing was on the way to becoming an established quasi-medical procedure, at least in this one northern health retreat. Although Marlborough appears to have confined herself to purging on the local mineral waters, in letters to her daughter she described seeing the Duchess of Manchester venturing into the sea each morning as part of her therapeutic regimen. In a near-contemporary engraving of the seafront by John Setterington, the shore is dotted with wheeled wooden chariots, stilted Romany wagons that are clearly primitive bathing machines.

And if a missive from Lord Chesterfield in 1733 is to be believed, bathing was widespread enough for the government to consider taxing it. Again writing from Scarborough, Chesterfield reported that the people of the town were in a ‘great consternation’ over rumours from London about a levy they feared would ‘ruin them.’ (Though tellingly, this was the same year that Robert Walpole’s government was rocked by an excise crisis over tobacco and wine, so such rumours were probably rife.)

‘As bathing in the sea is becoming the general practice of both sexes’, Chesterfield wrote, ‘and as the Kings of England have always been allowed to be masters of the sea, every person so bathing shall be gauged and, pay so much per foot as their cubical bulk amounts to.’ Chesterfield himself didn’t give much credence to the plan, which in the end vanished without troubling the statute books.

However generally sea bathing may have been practised, it wasn’t until the 1750s, when another medic entered the fray, that the seaside finally became truly voguish. Dr Richard Russell, a London physician with a fashionable practice in Lewes in Sussex, had observed that the local people ‘made use of sea-water’ to treat ailments. Dosing his own wealthy patients with it for a fee, he was impressed enough with the results (or the easy money to be had) to move his practice to Brighthelmstone, then a dank, smelly fishing village and penned A Dissertation on the use of Seawater in the Diseases of the Glands particularly The Scurvy, Jaundice, King’s Evil, Leprosy, and the Glandular Consumption. Published at first in Latin in 1750, and then in English two years later, this tract, along with the doctor’s presence in a seaside town that was barely fifty miles from the capital, really sealed the future of the seaside resort in this country.

The effect on Russell’s adopted home was dramatic to say the least. What in 1759, the year of the doctor’s death, was still a humble backwater of six unpaved streets and flint and mortar houses, had by the Act of Union become a thriving, cosmopolitan resort with fine new buildings. The ugly duckling Brighelmstone had by then been reborn, rebranded if you must, as the swan ‘Brighton’.

Like Wittie and Floyer before him, Russell regarded sea-water as a panacea. In his view it had been designed by the ‘omniscient Creator of All Things’ as a ‘Kind of common Defence against the Corruption and Putrification of Bodies’. It was particularly useful against ‘the Consumption’, which he noted, ‘greatly afflicts our Island’, but could also work wonders on ‘the Disorders of the internal glands’, and was no slouch either against cirrhosis, leprosy, scrofula, scurvy or dropsy. 

Russell’s cures involved bathing in the sea and drinking its water. If the latter sounds unpleasant, the brine was often combined with a variety of repulsive preparations, ranging from crab’s eyes to burn sponges and tar, that wouldn’t be out of place in Macbeth. Inevitably, these tonics were supplemented by regular bloodlettings. None of this would have seemed especially strange in Russell’s time and, far beyond it, sea bathing remained a highly medicalised activity. (In 1811, one guide to Scarborough was still advising would-be bathers ‘to consult some gentleman in the medical line’ before even thinking of heading into the sea.) 

To enhance the effects of the water on the constitution, bathers were usually instructed to dip before breakfast. Towels soaked in seawater and then dried were often used to ensure that the skin retained as much health-giving saline as possible. Wearing any kind of costume was considered effeminate and thought likely to inhibit the flow of sea-water to the body, so men and boys went naked. 

Women and girls usually wore long flannel quasi-baptismal gowns that, combined with the cart-like machines that carried them into the ocean, helped to protect their modesty. Though naked bathing was not unheard of among women in the earliest years. Initially, both sexes appear to have bathed in the same part of the sea. As numbers grew, however, segregated areas, or time slots in some resorts, Blackpool (celebrated in 1788 as ‘an abode of health and scene of amusement’) for instance, evolved.

Upper-class bathers rarely ventured into the sea alone. They were attended to by ‘dippers’.  Cast, at least by those who chose to record their deeds, as larger than life characters in the Shakespearean comic servant vein, their task was to immerse their charges in the water. (Strong arms, a background in midwifery or the navy and an inventive way with a limited vocabulary, seemingly, were among the main qualifications for the job.)  At this stage, no one went into the sea to swim as such. Those that were actually able to swim were in the minority in any case, which was another reason to have a ‘dipper’ on hand. The main object of entering the sea was not to engage in pelagic athletics but to soak up the restorative brine.


Some six years after Russell’s death, the Duke of Gloucester, George III’s youngest brother, became the first of the Hanoverian royals to visit Brighton. The Duke was no stranger to ill health or unorthodox elixirs. Falling ill in Trent while on a tour of Italy in 1771, he became so emaciated that his doctors ordered him to suck at ‘the breasts of some healthy country women that were sent for from the mountains’. He recovered and lived for another three decades. His example at Brighton was soon followed by the Dukes of Marlborough, York and Cumberland who all took houses in the town. Cumberland, who was also a patron of Margate, where the Royal Sea Bathing Infirmary was established in 1796, rented out Dr Russell’s former abode on the Steine – a strip of rocky ground up from the foreshore to which for generations fishermen had repaired to dry nets and whittle wood. 

When George, the Prince of Wales, paid his first trip to Brighton in September 1783, it was to visit his uncle. However, he ostensibly returned the following July on the advice of his doctors, who believed that sea bathing might ease the swollen glands on his neck. 

His father, the King, meanwhile, went to Weymouth in Dorset in 1789 to recover from a ‘bilious attack’ (possibly the onset of the genetic disorder porphyria) that all too ominously had left him lame and mentally distracted. The town, promoted as a seaside spa by Ralph Allen, a native of Bath, had already come to the attention of the Duke of Gloucester, who built a substantial mansion on the front. This property was to house the King, his Queen, their three daughters and their entourage when they made the first of what proved to be many visits to the town. The novelist Fanny Burney who was a member of the Royal household, was amused by the excessive displays of deference in Weymouth. She noted that every street was ‘dressed out . . . with labels of “God save the King”: all the shops have it over the doors; all the children wear it in their caps, all the labourers in their hats, and all the sailors in their voices, for they never approach the house without shouting it aloud, nor see the King, or his shadow, without beginning to huzza, and going on to three cheers.’ 

According to Burney, when the King first went into the sea, his bathing machine was followed by another loaded with fiddlers who struck up the national anthem the moment his head emerged from the water. Ludicrous as this no doubt was, the King’s sojourn put the place on the map. Sidmouth would feel similarly blessed after the monarch swung by in 1791. Soon the appearance of even quite minor royals was enough to excite interest in formerly quite undistinguished coastal villages. 

In 1798 the King’s youngest daughter, Princess Amelia, pitched up at Worthing, a hamlet consisting at that point, in the historian J.A.R. Pimlott’s pithy summation, ‘of a few miserable cottages’. 

Amelia suffered from what in the argot of the era were called ‘very delicate nerves’ and spent much of her brief life as an invalid. Aged fifteen she’d been diagnosed, bafflingly, with ‘tuberculosis of the knee’ (consumption, possibly exacerbated by incipient porphyria) and was sent to Worthing for the summer to convalesce. The Prince of Wales, riding over from Brighton, visited her almost daily while she was there, which was another feather in the cap for the town. In subsequent years, however, and with her health worsening, the young Princess was dispatched to the more established Weymouth, where she was subjected to some quite appalling remedies, ultimately to little avail. She was bled, blistered and purged. Her skin was coated with leeches and pierced with quills before she was immersed in hot seawater baths. Prescribed a diet of beef tea, calomel and Madeira wine, she was further medicated with a slew of powders, medicines, restoratives and stimulants, including laudanum. Increasingly sensitive to light, her doctors fitted her bathing machine with a green curtain to shade the glare from the sea on early morning dunks. Despite, or perhaps because of all this, she went into steep decline and died in 1810 aged 27. 

However pitiful the royal physicians’ track record, their subsequent decision to pack Princess Charlotte off to Southend and Worthing only improved the prospects of both. Although the royals may now have been largely usurped as trendsetters, the lingering (if to my mind, depressing), reverence for the royal family reflects the degree to which their actions once led English habits and customs. 

From this distance, the thought of going somewhere where most of the people are ill hardly seems that inviting. There may well be people today fighting to get into The Priory because they
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Which leaves space, just about, to thank, my folks without whom . . . and, my wife, Emily Bick, whose brilliant mind and astonishing beauty I am blessed with every day.
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