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Coastguard boathouse: R.I.P.        by David Allanach 
It was not a pleasant night as Coastguardman Jacob Hurrel set off on another patrol on Sunday 7th September 1877. 

It may have been midnight, but as it was September at least it wasn't too cold. His beat took him from the comfort of 

the lookout building near Dawlish station along the sea wall, past Langstone Rock and on to Dawlish Warren. It was 

a night to keep a sharp lookout for boats in distress as it was blowing hard and a heavy sea was running. Jacob made 

his way to the Point and met his opposite number from Exmouth coastguards. From there he had to retrace his steps 

but he never made it back to base and his body was found two days later near Teignmouth. It was at first suspected 

that he had missed his footing on the wooden bridge but at the inquest it was suggested that he probably returned 

along the beach where the tide was running very fast over the flats and the visibility was poor with drizzling rain. 

The only certain fact was that his watch stopped at twenty to four. 

 

The original Preventive lookout and boathouse. 

This is the only fatality for an on-duty coastguard officer at Dawlish recorded in the local papers but there was a 

variety of dramas described over the years. The first mention of Dawlish coastguards (then known as Preventatives) 

is reported to be in 1809. A lookout station with boathouse below was built by the beach somewhere near the station. 

Their original responsibility was to stop smuggling in an area that was known for it, especially near Langstone Cliff. 

It is believed that the goods were often stored in the caves under the Mount Pleasant Inn. One of the best-known 

early dramas involving the coastguards was when they captured the notorious smuggler Jack Rattenbury of Beer 

who was known as the Rob Roy of the West. In his colourful memoirs he recalls the event. 

On the 18th of December 1825 as I was returning home from a smuggling expedition, I was captured off Dawlish, by 

the crew of a boat belonging to the coastguard and carried to Budleigh Salterton watch-house, where I remained 

until 2nd January 1826 when an order arrived from the board for me to be taken before the magistrates, who 

committed me to Exeter Jail. [He had influential friends and a petition from Sir William Pole saw him released after 

15 months.] 

In the first half of the nineteenth century there were a lot of coastal trading vessels until the railways became 
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dominant. In March 1836 the brig 'Cheviot' bringing coals from Newcastle was too heavily laden to enter the Exe 

and waited outside to offload the cargo into lighters. However, the wind strengthened and she was blown onto 

Langstone Point. The captain, his mate and the cabin boy were rescued by the coastguards but six seamen and two 

boys were drowned. A collection was raised in the town for the survivors and the families of those who drowned. 

Judging by the accounts in the local newspapers the most dangerous area of sea near Dawlish is around Langstone 

Cliff. There are rocks and tides to contend with but the Pole Sands and difficult entry to the Exe all play their part. 

To give two examples, the Brixham Trawler 'Ranger' was wrecked there during a gale in 1865 after mistaking the 

lights of Exmouth for those of Torquay but the coastguards were able to rescue the crew of five by using ropes to 

pull them up the cliff. Forty four years later another Brixham trawler 'Silver Lining' went ashore on the rocks under 

the cliff. The coastguards managed to get a line onto the vessel and using a hawser and cliff lines brought all four 

crew up the cliff. 

Patrols did not just follow in the footsteps of Jacob Hurrel to Warren Point, they also headed in the Teignmouth 

direction and when the tunnels were being widened to take a second track the railway had to ensure there was still 

room for the coastguards to pass through safely. This reciprocity paid dividends as when Coastguardman Whittle 

saw something on the railway line at Langstone when an express was approaching. He found there were three large 

stones on the line which could have caused a derailment and managed to remove them just in time. 

One of the duties of the coastguards, whether on patrol or in the lookout station, was to look out for dead bodies, and 

a good many were spotted over the years. However sometimes they had the more rewarding task of giving life-

saving treatment and effecting a recovery. John Wilkinson drowned near the Parson & Clerk when the tender he was 

in overturned, but his brother owed his life to the coastguards who revived him. Nearer home the son of a 

coastguardman, five year old Walter Lane, was playing on the beach below the coastguard station when he climbed 

onto a groyne and fell off backwards. Luckily his father saw the accident and was able to save him. 

Some incidents created a greater splash in the papers than others. There was the time when the coastguards were 

alerted by a scream and had to rescue 13 year old Jane Brooking who had been thrown in the sea by a sailor. The 

details given about both the girl and the the sailor were disappointingly sparse. On another occasion it was holiday 

time and the beach was crowded when all eyes turned to watch a rowing boat in the bay as suddenly one of the two 

occupants violently attacked the other. The coastguards put out to rescue the victim and secure the boat but had great 

difficulty calming the aggressor. It turned out that the boat's occupants were 'a lunatic' and his carer. However, what 

got the greatest headlines was the case of the three Brixham trawling apprentices who took the trawler 'True Blue' for 

a joyride. They managed to ground the boat on Dawlish beach. Perhaps they hoped to visit a pub but the coastguards 

had to rescue them. Luckily the boat was able to be successfully refloated. The fate of the three lads was not 

reported. 

One incident which made the coastguards heroes in the town had nothing to do with their official duties. On 23rd 

December 1908 a fire developed in a house in Sea Lawn Terrace. Although the fire brigade was called, the 

coastguards were nearer and there were people trapped inside. The coastguards rushed to the scene with their long 

ladder and with some difficulty managed to rescue three people, although sadly another three died. 

The coastguards could be relied upon to put on a good show when dressed in their sailors’ uniforms. They were often 

present for funerals, especially of naval personnel and occasionally for parades. For special occasions like Queen 

Victoria's Jubilee they covered the coastguard station in flags. 

The original coastguard station described earlier had to be demolished when the railway arrived as it was in the way. 

Brunel therefore built a replacement but it meant that the lookout station was on one side of the railway and the 

boathouse on the other connected by a bridge. In 2020, with a new sea wall in the offing the boathouse will shortly 

be demolished and the steps on the bridge half smothered in concrete. It was this that made me want to find out more 

about the coastguard boats kept in the boathouse. 

I thought I would be reading lots of stories about the daring of generations of coastguardmen battling with the 

elements in their rowing boats. Unfortunately the use of their boats is sadly under-reported. One reason is the 

establishment of a lifeboat at Teignmouth from 1851. Thereafter they were first to be called although their distance 

from Dawlish sometimes meant that local boats were called on as well. A good illustration of this happened in 1872 

when a 14 year old boy found himself in great difficulties in his small dinghy off Dawlish. The coastguards were 

alerted but the coastguard chief would not risk the lives of his men by sending either of his boats. The broken water 

with occasional very heavy rollers extended for more than 200 yards from the shore. Teignmouth lifeboat was called, 

but the boy successfully managed to beach his boat before the lifeboat arrived. 

The decision not to launch the coastguard boat was almost certainly a wise one as demonstrated by another incident 

when a Nottingham man and his wife were washed against the sea wall and rendered helpless whilst attempting to 

reach the walkway. Coastguardman Evans made a successful rescue on the second attempt and then put out in a 

coastguard boat to pick up their belongings but it was promptly upset by the heavy seas. 
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One report that did catch my eye was on 7th July 1905 and it concerned a small sailing boat that struck the rocks. The 

sailor made it to shore and then there was 'a race between local boatmen and the coastguards in the endeavour to 

save the boat, [which] resulted in the latter getting there first by the narrow margin of a couple of boat lengths'. Was 

this competition about proving prowess or salvage rights? 

Regattas were held by all the coastal communities of South Devon and for many decades one of the firm fixtures 

was the race between competing coastguard boats. Dawlish often did well but there was a great furore in 1874 at 

their regatta when it was claimed that the Dawlish boat had broken the rules: 

On the day of the last regatta a race for coastguards boats was included in the programme. The match came off but 

resulted in a dispute. Consequently the committee wisely decided that the race should be rowed again. The day fixed 

for the event was Tuesday afternoon and a great deal of interest was felt as to the result. The race was a good one 

throughout, the course being about 3 miles. The first prize was £3. The boats finished as follows Paignton 3rd; 

Exmouth no. 1 boat 2nd; Dawlish 1st. Thank goodness for that! 

Certainly in later years these races used 

four-oared boats, but the original cutter 

needed eight oarsmen and a coxswain. In 

the early part of the twentieth century 

this boat was sold off to a local fishing 

family, the Rackleys.  

The picture at left shows the cutter 

apparently being used for storage at Boat 

Cove after being sold 

We know that later the boathouse housed 

another boat: a 14-footer which could be 

rowed or sailed. This came to light with 

the sad story of Chief Baker.  Station 

Officer Baker had taken out two friends 

for a sail in quite windy, though not 

apparently dangerous, conditions. They were off Langstone Rock when they were hit by a sudden squall and they 

tried to tack. On their third attempt the boat turned over and although they clung on the boat turned over several 

times. They had been spotted by the coastguard lookout and two local fishing boats were despatched to help. 

However it took an hour to reach the stricken boat which was too long for two of the sailors. Chief Baker just 

managed to keep afloat long enough to be rescued, but had not recovered from his injuries two weeks later.  

As well as holding the boats for the coastguards the boathouse was also used for storing salvaged goods. On one 

occasion wreckage was collected from Coryton beach which included 2 large pigs; alas we are not told whether they 

were alive or dead. 

The coastguard service was re-

organised in the 1920s and this led to 

the downgrading of Dawlish and the 

sale of the boathouse, slipway and 

lookout station to the local council in 

1927. A lookout hut was built nearby 

staffed part-time by auxiliary 

coastguardmen, but without a service 

boat.  The boathouse thereafter had a 

number of uses and during WW2 was 

reinforced inside with massive 

concrete blocks. In recent years 

however it has fallen on hard times 

being little used and neglected and 

when damaged by storms no-one felt a 

need to repair it. Nonetheless it has 

served Dawlish well over a long period 

and should not be forgotten.                                          The boathouse in the 1920s 
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P.S. This researcher is still looking 

for further information: What was 

the boathouse used for in WW2, 

and when were the auxiliary 

coastguardmen finally stood down? 

Also after Jacob Hurrel's time a 

coastguard post was established at 

the Warren close to the end of the 

spit, probably in the late 1890s or 

early 1900s, with a view to giving 

the surrounding buildings some 

warning of incursions from the sea 

as well as providing a lookout for 

dangers at sea around the end of the 

Warren spit. (Pictured on the left in 

around 1910.)  It was almost 

certainly washed away in 1911 

together with a neighbouring house 

called St Eame - but was a 

replacement built somewhere else? 

 

Remembering Betty Roberts 

Betty Roberts, who died aged 98 on 10th September, was a founder member of the History Group.  Tricia 

Whiteaway says: ‘In her way she had started researching long before the Group was formed, by walking the lanes 

and talking to the farmers and farm workers whom she encountered. She was interested in the grounds of the big 

house on which her house (and others) were built in Empsons Close.  She had a mountain of details on Weech 

House, Aller Farm, Stonelands House and farm. She helped various owners of Stonelands to restore it at various 

times, and after the fire. We would meet up to give each other details and discuss various properties, as I could give 

her info from the census returns and the internet, and she could tell me who said what. She eventually wrote her own 

version of the history of some of these places, which was most interesting.’   

Betty wrote a DLHG booklet on Stonelands, was joint author of another on the Old Vicarage, and contributed 

several well-researched articles for early editions of the Newsletter. 

 

Is the Old Vicarage on Weech Road to be partially saved?         by Mike Trigger 

In 1989 and again in 1991 planning permission was granted for an extension to change the Vicarage from a T to an 

H-shaped building to form 22 flats. It is difficult to say why this did not proceed but there may have been issues with 

the ownership of parts of the land. The Vicarage was in multiple occupation until the 1990s although the last 

‘residents’ were squatters who occupied part of the Victorian wing around 2005, displacing the teenagers who often 

visited the empty property. The History Group booklet The Old Vicarage details the history of the house to 2005. 
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In 2006 a planning application was made to demolish all of the buildings on the site and construct 12 houses but this 

was rejected on several grounds. Around this time the property owner with local residents and Mr Younger-Ross MP 

made a site visit and viewed the ground floor interior of the house – it was unsafe to go upstairs due to rotten timber.  

At the time the internal walls were very wet despite the roof being fairly sound and there was evidence of decay and 

damage.  

During 2007 scaffolding was erected around 

the Victorian wing in order to check and 

possibly secure the roof because parts of the 

roof were falling into the footpath and 

garden of 11a Weech Road. A full internal 

survey, which included a number of 

photographs, was undertaken in May 2007 

and this can be viewed on the Teignbridge 

Planning Portal. Most of the timber in the 

building was found to be affected by rot in 

one form or another. Following the survey 

parts of the roof and some of the chimneys 

were removed during 2008 in order to 

safeguard people using the footpath on the 

eastern boundary.  

The lower picture to the left shows the 

Vicarage Gardens side of the house in June 

2008, only a year after the photos above.  

A timber beam had failed allowing part of 

the wall to collapse. Much of the render 

covering the cob had become loose and had 

either fallen off or been removed to prevent 

injury to the frequent unauthorised visitors.  

It was not until 2015 that the next planning 

submission was placed before Teignbridge. 

The plan was for the conversion of the 

Victorian wing into three town houses, 

demolition of the older cob house, building 

three pairs of semi-detached houses in the 

garden and repair of the Gig House.  This 

plan was rejected as was the request in 2016 

for a complete demolition of all of the 

buildings on the site. 

Over the years there have been a number of 

attempts by local residents to persuade 

Teignbridge to take action to save the 

property. One idea was to ask Teignbridge to use their powers to ‘bring derelict properties back into use’ but this 

was not successful. Apart from a digger moving the weeds around in the garden every few years and some 

temporary plastic sheeting to cover some of the Gig House walls, no visible remedial work has been undertaken.  

In September 2017 Teignbridge Planning Committee “recommended to resolve that Urgent Works Notices be served 

for 13 Weech Road and the Gig House at 13 Weech Road, Dawlish.” Eventually the notice was served on the owner 

with the option for the Council to undertake works estimated at £68,000. Part of the proposal was for a temporary 

roof covering to be secured to the existing roof to prevent water ingress. The owner had the option to undertake the 

work but declined as all the roof timbers were rotten and would not support any temporary covering.  

In any event the Urgent Works Notice seemed to have been put on the back burner in 2018 because a re-worked 

version of the 2015 plan was submitted to Teignbridge. The 2018 plan took account of objections and included 

better finishes and different roof lines. The plan showed that the semi-detached house on the site of the cob house 

would have incorporated the architectural design of the old house although it would not be attached to the Victorian 

wing.  Part of the submission was that over the centuries the layout of the site has changed a number of times.  

Following an appeal the Planning Inspectorate convened a public planning meeting to hear the evidence. The plan 
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was again rejected but during the planning inquiry it emerged that compulsory purchase action had been considered 

but was on hold. There was no formal indication what the Council might do if the building was purchased. 

The buildings continued to deteriorate during 2019 and during a storm in February 2020 a new section of cob wall 

collapsed due to another failed wooden lintel. In the picture below, before and after images of part of the house can 

be seen and highlights that the west end wall is now also in danger of collapse. Consideration was given to removal 

of some of the roof material and demolition of the west end wall but to date this has not happened. 

 

At the end of February 2020, instigated by a residents’ group, local BBC TV and Radio as well as the Gazette ran 

features highlighting the plight of the building and asking what could be done to expedite repair or replacement. 
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Meanwhile, during windy weather, parts of the roof of the Victorian wing continued to rain down onto the footpath 

and a neighbour’s garden. Eventually permission was given to carry out an emergency removal of the slates and 

rotten roof timbers during April 2020. Unlucky for some, number 13 Weech Road got revenge for the removal of its 

roof when the Sky Lift hoist broke down. This left the workers suspended in the roof space for several hours until an 

even bigger crane was brought in to rescue them. 

The Victorian part of the building is now in a very 

sorry state with no roof and collapsed internal floors. 

Even the internal “street art” (see below) is now 

almost invisible. 

The next step in the saga was the submission of another 

planning application in September 2020. In what was 

described by the owner as “desperation”, the submitted plan 

seeks permission to renovate the Victoria wing to create a 

four-bedroom detached house. The proposal for the older 

cob section is demolition down to the stone footings, which looks to be about six foot above ground level. The stone 

footings would then form a partially walled garden. The Gig House would be refurbished and brought back into use.   

According to the owner there is almost no possibility of repairing the cob section as the cost of rebuilding might be 

as much as one million pounds. In any case, the cob would need to be demolished and rebuilt with new cob because 

the embedded timbers are rotten.  If planning is granted then at least the Victorian wing would be saved and the 

outline of the old Vicarage could still be seen. The outcome of the planning submission might be known by 

December 2020 but if the decision goes to the Planning Inspectorate then a decision will take at least another six 

months.   

Will the house still be standing by then or will the Old Vicarage on Weech Road be partially saved? 

Postscript:  What is the meaning of Weech? 

Weech Road was at some stage known as The Weech.   

Perhaps this was something to do with Wych Elms (Weech Elms). Could these have lined the narrow track running 

along the boundary of the Glebe land and the steeply sloping land to the North?  

The suggestion in the on-line Urban Dictionary, which lists Weech as a derogatory term used in both Male and 

Female senses, does not seem likely.  

Weech could originate from old German / Saxon. Translations vary from “soaking” which could be correct for a 

muddy path at the base of a steeply sloping bank or the term “beautiful” for a pleasant track. 

There is also a possible link to the Devil/Lucifer. Could this be related to Doflisc which means black stream as 

shown in the Saxon Charter of 1044. 

If anyone knows the more about the name Weech please e mail: enquiries@dawlishhistory.org.uk.      

 

Westcott’s Local Press 24th April 1884: Mourning in the Victorian Era 

The random copies of this weekly local newspaper remaining in our collection can yield some 

intriguing stuff. It’s been a year since I delved into this increasingly fragile archive, so I thought it 

was time to get another glimpse of the late 19th century. As noted before, very little space was 

devoted to strictly local news, much of the content of Westcott’s was syndicated from elsewhere – 

including a lengthy society fashion piece, the first two paragraphs of which are shown below. 

Firstly, who was this Duke of Albany, whose death prompted widespread adoption of mourning 

attire, or at least of outfits that were predominantly black? He was Leopold (pictured right), the 

eighth child and youngest son of Queen Victoria. He was a haemophiliac, and had died on 28th 



8 

 

March 1884 from a cerebral haemorrhage after a fall, 

aged only 30. Reportedly Leopold was unusually smart 

for a member of the royal family; he became a patron of 

the arts and literature, and also served as an unofficial 

secretary to his mother. But because of his illness it had 

been difficult for him to find a suitable bride – many 

were considered, but eventually his mother intervened 

to team him up with a young German princess, Helena 

of Waldeck and Pyrmont. They had been married less 

than two years when Leopold died. 

Mourning etiquette was complicated but everyone 

wealthy enough to afford it were expected to abide by 

the rules (which were published in widely available 

household manuals) when someone near and dear to 

them died - and presumably all members of ‘high 

society’ would have felt the need to be seen to be 

mourning a son of the monarch.  

From the article it seems that butterfly brooches made 

from jet, a velvety black-coloured gemstone, were 

popular and widely available. Jewellery and accessories 

made from Whitby jet had become fashionable after 

Queen Victoria wore a necklace of it as part of her 

mourning after her cousin Princess Victoria of Saxe-

Coburg and Gotha died in 1857. ‘Mantles’ are cloaks, 

worn over indoor clothes and usually sleeveless, 

although one described here has sleeves ‘much puffed at 

the top’. A ‘mantelet’ is a short cloak, usually lace-

trimmed.  Were real tiger claws used for fastenings? – I suppose that’s possible, considering how many tigers were 

killed for ‘sport’ by British people in India. It’s interesting that everything didn’t have to be black – grey, mauve, 

violet and grenadine are mentioned – it was generally acceptable to wear designs incorporating other muted colours 

and some types of jewellery during a half-mourning period, which started once the appropriate full-mourning period 

had elapsed – there were established rules for all this depending on how closely related you were to the person who 

had died.  

I wonder if the gentlewomen of Dawlish 

were persuaded by this article to upgrade 

their mantles with silver braid epaulets and 

brandebourgs (which I understand are 

ornamental braided attachments or 

fastenings) or to stock up on jet butterflies. 

Anyway, it’s clear that in Victorian times 

providing for the requirements of mourning 

dress was a big business. One of the most 

prominent advertisements on the front page 

of the newspaper in question was for W 

Knapman’s emporium of No 14 The Strand: 

shown on the right. 

Although he died young, one of Leopold’s 

two children, Princess Alice, Countess of 

Athlone, had a very long life to become the 

last surviving grandchild of Queen Victoria 

– she died in 1981 aged 97. 

 

David Gearing 


