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On Ventnor Beach in the 1860s  

 

Victorian rules of behaviour were very specific on how men and women should behave in mixed society.  For example, although no 
gentleman would ever leave a lady standing, he could not simply stand up and offer her his chair, but must fetch a fresh one: it 
would be considered shamefully intimate for a woman to sit on a seat which was still warm from the gentleman’s person. So, the 
problems inherent in mixed bathing at the seaside were a nightmare. 
 

 
   
Bathing or ‘dipping’ in sea water was thought to have benefits for health.  Jane Austen said in her unfinished novel Sanditon, 
written in 1817, that: The sea air and sea bathing together were nearly infallible, one or the other of them being a match for every 
disorder. It was the sea water itself that was considered therapeutic, rather than the exercise and enjoyment of swimming, and 
Ventnor provided ‘bath houses’; Undercliff House (now the Spyglass) was the bath house for the Royal Hotel guests, hence the 
name Bath Road, while at the other end of the Esplanade a notice advertised Sea water baths for ladies and gentlemen. Hot and 
cold sea water delivered to all parts of town.  
 
Men and women were of course segregated in private baths, but bathing from the beach was another matter.  If both men and 
women were to enjoy taking a dip in the sea, they must be kept separate, and properly covered.  Hence the invention of ‘Bathing 
Machines’ which could be pulled into the shallows, allowing the appropriately clad bather to step modestly into the sea.  Certain 
areas of the beach were reserved for men and others for women, with bathing machines properly labelled for Gentlemen or Ladies.  
If everyone obeyed the rules, all was fine.  However not everyone did. 
 
In 1860 The Mercury reported that a Mr Whale had allowed gentlemen to bathe in machines allotted to ladies. It was thought to be 
a shame that an arrangement so beneficial to all parties had been violated.  It destroyed the dignity so desirable for the comfort of 
visitors and the well-being of the town as a fashionable bathing place. And a letter in the paper reported the gross indecency of 
naked men bathing close to the Promenade, without covering of any kind and so near that the whole person could be seen from 
the Esplanade.  The writer pointed out that it was vain to argue that they bathed from Machines – they did so indeed – but except 
for good swimmers they frequently stood up in low water.  What would be the result were a man to walk naked through the open 
street? The exposure of a man’s person in the water while ladies were themselves bathing from machines within a few feet, or 
promenading on the Esplanade, was equally gross and indelicate.   
 
The Commissioners took the matter seriously and in April 1862 a Byelaw stated: The owner of each gentleman’s Bathing Machine 
shall provide suitable drawers and shall cause to be affixed to each machine a copy of the Byelaws cautioning gentlemen against 
bathing without drawers.  Any gentleman infringing the regulations and found bathing without drawers may be arrested by a 
Constable if he refuses to give his name and address or gives a fictitious name and address.  A wonderful picture of a different 
world – though it’s difficult to see how this last rule could have been implemented. 
 
Lesley Telford, Ventnor & District Local History Society with acknowledgements to the late Fay Brown who included these extracts 
from the Mercury in an article in the Chronicle in June 2000.   


