The Lawn and Tucks Plot
- constant but changing
1. Since its creation the Lawn has been a constant feature in the heart of Dawlish. Its boundaries have not changed in two
hundred years, nor its purpose, nor its main layout and yet throughout that time there have been changes. The Lawn
acts as a green lung in the very centre of Dawlish. It links the sea with the town. It is an amphitheatre, a natural space
for some of the most important occasions and it is what countless railway travellers remember about the town. The
combination of the brook and the green space is the magic ingredient.

2. Before the Lawn was created the area was known as Tunnicliffe Waste, a tidal inlet and muddy marsh. Even in the late
1700s there seem to have been two bridges in much the same position as today. Note that Lawn Terrace then known as
Cross Row was already in position.
In 1807 a young entrepreneur named John Edye Manning bought a large part of the centre of Dawlish with a view to
development. He planned to build more houses along the Strand and Brunswick Place and develop Queen Street and
Strand Hill amongst other places but central to his vision was the idea of draining the marsh, canalising the brook and
creating a green and pleasant space in the very heart of the town.
In 1809 Joseph Farrington recorded in his diary 'Walks have been made and small trees planted, but the whole looks
like a preparation which in time will be in some degree luxuriant'.
Alas on 10 November 1810 melting snow on Haldon Hill created a flood along the now straightened brook which not
only wrecked the newly created Lawn but also took down houses and bridges as well. To his credit Manning
immediately started repairing the damage but the strain on his finances was too great. Within a year he was almost
bankrupt and his finances and properties were from then on controlled by his administrators.

3. The Lawn was in some way restored but whether it was laid out and planted as before we do not know. Those in
charge of Manning's estate sought to maximise his assets and sometime probably around 1816 two houses were built
on the Lawn which today house the Sticky Rice restaurant and the children's charity ( the picture shows them in their
original form). This alarmed the citizens of Dawlish who did not want to see further development on the Lawn and in
1825 a group of them decided to rent the Lawn in order to preserve it.

4. The first bridge strong enough to take stage coaches was built at the same time as the Lawn was created. At this time
it seems that Tucks Plot was undeveloped and not even fenced in. The building on the right was the new Assembly
Room.

5. It is likely that from at least the time that the Lawn was leased to the group of citizens cattle and sheep were allowed to
graze there between Christmas and the end of March. The picture shows that there is a path running parallel to the
brook but also that there is a bridge to Brunswick Place. This was built in 1828 and named Waterloo bridge after the
house opposite which was built just after the victory over Napoleon. The Lawn is shown as an open space but along
the edge of the Strand and in front of Lawn Terrace there is a shrub hedge. The fence in the foreground lines up with
number 2 The Lawn and indicates a separate area.

6. This picture can be dated after 1844 when the iron bridge was constructed. By this time Tucks Plot had been grassed
over and enclosed and used for grazing like the Lawn but this would have been year round. It became known as Tucks
Plot because it was often used for grazing Mr Tuck's donkeys. The flag pole was a feature of this area from a fairly
early time.

7. This picture was probably drawn in the 1850s before the Assembly rooms were replaced by the Royal hotel. It shows
the back gardens of 1 & 2 the Lawn but more importantly poses the question whether there was once a central path
along the spine of the Lawn. There are now 2 trees planted towards the centre of the Lawn and these appear on many
illustrations down the years. In the foreground is a donkey probably belonging to Mr Tuck whose conveyances were
well known for taking invalids and others to and from the public baths on Marine Parade.

8. In 1863 ownership of the Lawn was taken over by the local board (the town council of its day). In that year two oak
trees were planted near the entrance to Waterloo bridge to commemorate the wedding of Edward, Prince of Wales, and
Princess Alexandra of Denmark and you can still see two oak trees in that position today.
Promenading was a popular activity, a formal stroll to take the air - to see and be seen. It is clear that there is now a
cross path linking the Strand and Brunswick Place and at each entrance is an impressively tall arch. Photographs show
that these arches lasted for a number of years.

9. By the 1870s ornamental planting was the order of the day. The original hedges had been replaced along the Strand
and new plants including young fir trees were in place. The walkways are now clear to see. There is one continuous
path around the edge and the cross path via Waterloo bridge. In addition the paths nearest the road bridge make an
island behind 1&2 the Lawn. Planting on a very small scale has also reached Tucks Plot.

10. It is not easy to tell except when the picture is blown up but a sizeable part of the Lawn before the Waterloo bridge
path has been marked out for 4 tennis courts. This was a popular attraction for many years. The picture was taken in
the mid 1880s. One obvious new addition is the fountain which was constructed in1881.

11. Sometime around the 1880s the Lawn gained a new bridge which comes out close to what we now know as the
Shaftesbury theatre. The intricately patterned ironwork is still on display today.

12. Another popular pastime on the Lawn was the playing of bowls but as the grass was not properly manicured it must

have been more akin to playing boules!

13. The Lawn has for many years been a venue for important town events in the open air which may attract large crowds.
An example took place in 1900 when a new, horse drawn but steam operated, fire engine was commissioned and
named after Devon hero Sir Redvers Buller.

14. Before the turn of the century and for some time afterwards the fair was held on Tucks Plot and spilled out beyond.
The council decided to change the image of the area and installed a path through the south side of Tucks Plot and at the
same time installed a new weir making an ornamental pond which featured a semi circular surround to the fountain on
each side. Four urns, two either side of the brook were added as ornaments. Shortly afterwards the semi circular
shaped sides were mimicked by crescent shaped flower beds on either bank. The area was then renamed York Gardens.

15. Young people enjoying themselves during Dawlish Fair in 1906. A year later this area of the upper Lawn was turned
into a formal bowling green. This displaced the park keeper's greenhouse and tool shed and meant the loss of various
shrubs and trees.

16. Another event involving the whole community was the celebration on the Lawn of the coronation of George V in
1911.

17. From Waterloo bridge the gradual introduction of stone walls and islands in the brook was taking over from the grassy
banks that can still be seen on the lower stretches.

18. When the stonework for the brook was completed it included the creation of a boating lake near Jubilee bridge. The
photo shows the flagpole transferred from Tucks Plot, the seating shelter erected in 1898, and the line of 12 chestnuts
planted at the same time. The bandstand has a temporary stage erected in front of it.

19. The new bowling green proved very popular with both players and onlookers. The chestnut trees were surprisingly
close to the green.

20. With bowls at one end and tennis at the other the Lawn was a hive of activity in the inter-war years. However, the
tennis moved to new facilities around Sandy Lane when they were opened.

21. After the path and the ornamental lake complete with urns had been installed on Tucks Plot at the end of the
nineteenth century the area had no further development until the mid 1920s and was an area of tranquility.

22. In the foreground is the weather station which existed from 1919 to 1956. Note the large tree to the left because it was
the growth of this tree casting a shadow on the weather station which caused its demise. To the right of the picture is a
flat roofed building largely hidden by shrubs. This contained the public loos. It is reported that this facility was
preceded by a below-ground urinal.
Great pride was taken in the planted beds. Near the brook can just be made out some small palm trees. Torquay had
made a name for itself planting palm trees in Victorian times but Dawlish caught up in the 1920s. Incidentally these
'palm' trees are in fact cordylines known in their native Australia as cabbage trees.

23. The development of Tucks Plot started with the name 'Dawlish' being marked out in flowers to promote the town to
railway travellers. It is a tradition which has continued down the years but these days the flowers have given way to
stones which are not nearly so cheerful. The original mini golf course was established in 1930. At about the same time
a new path was created on the other side of Tucks Plot. Note the area is now surrounded by stone walls topped with
flower baskets. This development meant that the Fair moved to the Lawn.

24. The war brought at least two air raid shelters to the area one was off Brunswick Place and later became the basis for
the wildfowl centre and the other was actually on the Lawn below the Strand Centre. This had a variety of uses at one
time it was a public convenience and later became a seated shelter and didn't finally disappear until the Strand was
redeveloped around 2014.
The bandstand is in its third incarnation and has not yet been fully enclosed. The tree in front of the bandstand is
probably one of those shown in picture 7 from the 1850s. Its companion may have disappeared during the creation of
the bowling green.

25. One can't tell the story of the Lawn without mentioning the black swans which have been linked with Dawlish for so
long. The first definite mention of black swans is in 1907 when a pair were given to the town by Mr French of 22
Barton Crescent. Since then their numbers have varied considerably over the years and at some points the white swans
seem to have dominated.
In 1985 a pond was created beside the old air raid shelter and great care is now taken not only of the black swans but
also many other wildfowl as it has become an important tourist attraction.
The photo also shows the coloured lights strung across the brook which were first introduced after the second world
war.

26. Big changes have taken place on Tucks Plot. In 1999 the south side, nearest Teignmouth hill, was completely dug over
and a large hole dug to take a sewage holding tank for the town. Over the top a new mini golf course was laid out incorporating many new trees and shrubs. Near the fountain a cresset beacon was installed for the millennium celebrations. In 2017 the path on this side of Tucks Plot was rebuilt and widened to accommodate a cycle route. Cyclists have
been few and far between but the enlarged path has proved its worth in dealing with the increasing number of people
attracted to the area by the new 'safari' golf course dominated by a King Kong-like figure. 'Dawlish' in stones remains
but the eye is drawn more to the animals.

27. It is impossible to underestimate the importance of the Lawn to Dawlish. It is not only a green lung and recreational
space but it gives an identity to the town. Today it continues to be used for all sorts of events which culminate in the
funfair, a highlight for more than a century, and the carnival.

28. The Lawn was affected by the improvements made to the Strand when a pavement was created on the Lawn side of the
road and the dividing wall demolished so that visually the Lawn and Strand now blend together without any barriers.
The middle tree behind the bandstand is a red oak planted in memory of Sir Winston Churchill in 1965. There is another
by the war memorial.
Basketball is another game that can now be played on the Lawn but there is more tarmac as a result. Memories of the
original urns are revived with the introduction of the concrete planters. Dawlishians have shown time and again that
they will defend the original concept of the Lawn and not let it be over-developed. However, nothing is more certain
than there will be changes in the future. In 2019 we had a Tourist Information Office and then we didn't. Will there be a
children's play area, a new bandstand, a cycle route we'll have to wait and see.

For a more detailed history of the Lawn & Tucks Plot a book entitled 'The Lawn' by Tricia Whiteaway is
available from Dawlish Local History Group. Details on the website under Publications.

