
Cleanliness is next to Godliness - The Baths

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes
relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website for more

information)

Older Thornburians have fond memories of
an open air swimming pool known as The
Baths, sited at the bottom of Bulsey Lane
(now Bath Road).  This belonged to an
adjacent house where the owners also ran a
small market garden.  For a short time it
was licensed to sell alcoholic drinks under
the name of ‘The Bathin Place’, but his
ceased trading in 1874.

Tom Pearce, followed by his son Bert, were
tenants of the premises before and after the
Second World War.  The stone lined pool
was 59ft long, 30ft wide and about 6ft

(1.8m) deep at one end and 3ft (0.9m) at the other end.  There were two diving boards made from
wooden planks.

The water was fed continuously from a natural stream via a filter bed and was always cold.  Shrimps
and other small water beasties were often seen in the murky water and there was a lot of moss on the
stones!  The water was tested annually in April when reputedly a man from the Council would take a
sample from the filter bed, hold it up to the light, take a drink and say ‘There is nothing wrong with
that!’  Perhaps more scientific tests were also done but have been forgotten?

The changing rooms were cubicles by the side of the pool.  Hardy youngsters would swim from April
to September.  Entrance cost one to two old pennies but Mr Pearce would let some children in for
free, if they picked stones from the fields in March.  For many years Grammar School pupils learned
to swim here but lessons stopped, as a precautionary measure, after a child became ill with polio.
Soon afterwards in about 1956 The Baths closed.  The property was purchased by the Council which
had plans to refurbish it but grants were only available for pools over 66ft long.  So the Baths fell into
disrepair, eventually being demolished to make way for The Bathings Sheltered Housing.

The 1840 Tithe Map shows that these baths were already established.  Were they built as a response
to the national cholera outbreak of 1832 when records show that at least two people died of the
disease in Thornbury?  At a time when there was no bathroom, or even running water, in the majority
of houses, it is likely that The Baths were built to help keep clean as recommended by doctors and
social reformers who had begun to realise that cleanliness might prevent the spread of infections.
There may also have been facilities for doing the laundry.  It is recalled that during the 1930s and
1940s some people still used to go to the Baths not to swim but to wash in what were described as
‘stone baths’ in the cubicles.
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