
Two years ago I attended a course of lectures in 
London on the History of Medicine organised by the 
Worshipful Society of Apothecaries. It was suggested 
that the participants might like to do some research 
using primary sources and write a dissertation. Some 
of the lectures were given by medical doctors and 
some by professional historians. One historian said that 
doctors tended to be more interested in famous doctors 
and historians were more interested in patients 1. 
So I decided to research the patients who attended the 
Hotwell as it was just a stone’s throw from where I live. 
Regarding the Hotwell patients my initial idea was to 
look at: 

1. Who were they? 
2. Where did they come from?
3. What was their age, gender, class, occupation?
4. What illnesses did they have? 
5. What treatment did they have? 
6. Who provided that treatment: apothecaries, 

barber-surgeons or physicians?
7. What were the outcomes?
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Using primary sources proved to be difficult as there 
were no records as you would find in a hospital or 
dispensary. There were a number of sequential books 
written by various doctors each one referring back to 
earlier ones and adding their own thoughts, opinions 
and sometimes analysis of the water. 
The main authors were Dr Tobias Venner of Bath 
(1620), Dr Thomas Johnson (1634), Dr Thomas Guidot 
of Bath (1691), Dr John Underhill of Bristol (1703), Dr 
Benjamin Allen (1706), Dr George Randolph of Bristol 
(1750), Dr John Rutty (1757), Dr A Sutherland of 
Bath (1758), Dr Diederick Linden (1759), Dr Andrew 
Carrick of Clifton (1789), Dr John Nott of Hotwells 
(1973) 2. 
The most useful of these was written by Dr John 
Underhill of Bristol, who, practising in College Green, 
published in 1703 a collection of 34 cases consisting of 
children and adults up to the age of 77 3.
The heyday of the Hotwell at Bristol was mainly during 
the reign of the Georgian Kings from 1714 -1830. 
During that period, Bristol was England’s second city 
in terms of population, and particularly wealth, which 
was largely due to the triangular slave trade. 

The Hotwell: location and water

In the Avon Gorge there are several naturally occurring 
wells and thermal springs. The most famous is 
known as the Hotwell and it is the warmest 73o-76oF 
(22.8o-24.4oC). It is thought to have the same source 
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as the Bath Spa waters. Just below St Vincent’s Rocks 
the water bubbled up through rocks and mud, ten feet 
above low tide mark and twenty-six feet below high 
water mark. The river Avon has the second highest 
tidal range in the world after the Bay of Fundy in Nova 
Scotia.

 In 1698, Celia Fiennes, in a travel memoir written for 
her family, “Through England on a Side Saddle in the 
Time of William and Mary”, described the water “as 
warm as new milk and much of that sweetness”. She 
went on to say that the water’s taste was unlike the 
sulphurous smell and taste of other British Spas such 
as Bath, Buxton and Cheltenham.
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‘The Rising Squall: Avon Gorge and the Bristol Hotwell’ 
by JMW Turner age 16, 1792



 James Millerd produced the first detailed map of 
Bristol: ‘An Exact Delineation of the Famous Citty of 
Bristoll and the suburbs thereof’ (1673). The map is 
surrounded by some wonderful marginal pictures of 
St Mary Redcliffe Church, Bristol Cathedral, Bristol 
Bridge, St Stephen’s Church, the High Cross and the 
Hotwell. The text on the map gives an interesting 
description:
‘And  out of ye bottom  thereof  issueth a famous 
warme bath water commonly called ye Hotwell much 
frequented at all convenient seasons of ye yeare both by 
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James Millerd’s 1673 ‘An Exact Delineation of the Famous Citty of Bristoll and 
the suburbs thereof ’ is the first detailed map of Bristol.



ye neighbouring citizens and also by others who liveing 
farr remote resort thither for health sake.’ 
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Millerd’s marginal picture of the Hotwell 1673 



Professor William Herapath, a Bristolian, who was a 
founding fellow of the Chemical Society of London, 
and also Professor of Chemistry and Toxicology at 
Bristol Medical School, did a useful analysis of the 
water in 1854 4. 
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Prof William Herapath’s Analysis 1854



  Hotwell Chronological History 

William Wyrecestre (Worcester), an Oxford-edu-
cated Bristolian, was an English chronicler, topog-
rapher and antiquary. In 1480 he provided the first 
recorded mention of the Hotwell spring water, saying 
it was a well known treatment for sailors with scurvy 4. 
Early in the seventeenth century, a small brick reservoir 
was built around the spring, but it was still contaminated 
at high tide. In 1634, three ‘Cavaliers of Norwich’ noted 
that the waters were used for “Medicinal purposes and 
exported to many parts of the world from the port of 
Bristol”. In the same year, Thomas Johnson, a London 
apothecary known as ‘The Father of British Field 
Botany’, wrote: “Here from the clefts of the rocks issue 
forth a spring of warm water pleasant to the taste. It is 
of some repute and much commended for affections of 
the kidneys taken inwardly and for old sores applied 
outwardly”.
The Hotwell gained greater respectability and standing 
when in 1677 Queen Catherine of Braganza, wife of 
Charles II, visited. In 1694, the first Hotwell House was 
built, with pumps to raise the spring water up 30ft.  It 
had five storeys, the upper ones being used as lodgings. 
There was a promenade of trees where the visitors could 
take some exercise and later, in 1786, The Colonnade 
was built. This contained shops and a lending library 
run by Ann Yearsley, the Milkmaid Poetess, a protégée 
of the bluestocking Hannah More, a resident of Clifton. 
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By the mid-eighteenth century, the Hotwell spring 
water was “Not only drunk on the spot at the Pump 
Room, but every morning cried in the streets like milk”. 
The water was sold in the streets every morning, and 
delivered to any part of the town fresh from the well for 
six shillings per twelve bottles. It was taken in larger 
bottles to all parts of England, the Continent, and as 
far as the West Indies. It retained its properties, unlike 
Bath Spa water, which therefore wasn’t bottled.  It was 
extremely important for the flourishing Bristol glass 
industry. Back in 1720, Daniel Defoe, in his ‘A Tour 
through the whole island of Great Britain’,  wrote  that 
Bristol was “The greatest, richest and best port of trade 
in Great Britain, London only excepted.....there are no 
less than fifteen glass houses in Bristol, which is more 
than there are in the city of London. Glass bottles...
now used for sending the waters of St Vincent’s Rock.... 
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View of Old Hotwell House (1694-1822) & St Vincent’s Rock. c1750 from 
Rownham Ferry (showing Pill hobbler rowing boats)



all over the world” 5.    And by 1739 Alexander Pope 
counted twenty glass houses, more than the church 
spires of the nineteen parish churches.
‘Taking the waters’ was now the fashion. Visitors 
would take a carriage to the Pump Room in the 
morning, drink the prescribed number of glasses, talk 
scandal, play cards and listen to the small orchestra. 
From the Hotwell House the visitors would walk via 
the tree-lined riverside promenade to the New Vauxhall 
Pleasure Gardens, where there was more entertainment. 
In 1795, William Pennington was appointed Master of 
Ceremonies, a post he held for thirty years. He wore a 
gold medallion strung on a blue ribbon to emphasise 
the dignity of his office. He defined the etiquette in the 
‘Rules of the Hotwell’ which stated: “That no gentleman 
appear with a sword or with spurs in these rooms, or 
on a ball night, in boots.  That on all occasions ladies 
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Hotwell bottled water label August 21st 1808.
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are admitted to these rooms in hats, not excepting the 
balls given to the Master of the Ceremonies. That the 
subscription balls will begin as soon as possible after 
7 o’clock and concluded at 11, on account of the health 
of the company”. He organised public breakfasts, 
morning concerts, illuminated evening dances, theatre, 
cards and many other entertainments.  
Amongst the famous visitors were Jonathan Swift, 
Daniel Defoe, Joseph Haydn, Alexander Pope, Dr 
Samuel Johnson, William Cowper and Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan.  In 1728 John Gay gave several performances 
of his ‘Beggar’s Opera’ in the Long Room or Assembly 
Room on Dowry Square to a full audience 2. Edmund 
Burke, who was the MP for Bristol for six years, was a 
visitor. Many aristocrats and bishops came to see and 
be seen.  
Visitors would sometimes hire two boats to go down 
the river Avon, one for themselves and the second for 
musicians to serenade them. Some visitors would cross 
the Avon by the Rownham ferry and walk through 
the meadows to ‘the sweet and wholesome village of 
Ashton’ where they would eat strawberries and cream. 
Frances Sheridan, the mother of Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan, in her 1761 novel ‘The Memoirs of Miss 
Sidney Bidulph’,  wrote about the “enchanting variety 
of moving pictures to be seen when the ships passed 
close under the windows”  of the Hotwell House6. 
Tobias Smollett, a Scottish Naval Surgeon, poet and 
author, in his 1771 novel, ‘The Expedition of Humphry 
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Clinker’,  gives vivid descriptions of visitors to the 
Hotwell 7. The satirical novelist, diarist and playwright 
Fanny Burney also describes the Hotwell experience 
in her 1778 novel ‘Evelina or the History of a Young 
Lady’s Entrance into the World’8. Interestingly, later in 
life, aged fifty eight, Burney gives the most riveting 
account of a mastectomy on record without anaesthesia 
9. This was performed in Paris in 1811 by Napoleon’s 
surgeons Doctors Larrey and Dubois. This is one 
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Tobias Smollett (1721 – 1771) Scottish surgeon, poet and author.                      
Author of ‘The Expedition of Humphry Clinker’ (1771)



of the earliest accounts of surgery by a patient. She 
lived another twenty nine years, dying aged almost 
eighty-eight.
  

Diseases treated at the Hotwell

In addition to scurvy, many other conditons were 
thought to be helped by the Hotwell spring water. Thus 
“To cure or palliate acrimonious blood, consumptions, 
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Fanny Burney (1752 – 1840) by a relative -  
Satirical novelist, diarist and playwright. Author of ‘Evelina or the History of a 

Young Lady’s Entrance into the World’ (1778)
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weaknesses of the lungs, hectic fevers, uterine & other 
internal haemorrhages & inflammations; spitting of 
blood, dysentery & purulent ulcers of the viscera.”
Also diabetes mellitus, kidneys, urinary stone and 
gravel, old sores (applied outwardly), “Hot livers, 
feeble brains & red pimply faces”, Melancholy, skin 
diseases and later consumption (tuberculosis).
Various doctors insisted that all treatment should be 
under the professional direction of an apothecary, 
barber-surgeon or physician. A strict regime as shown 
below was the norm. 

The Invalid’s Day 4. 
6.00am: drink asses’ milk and rest for one hour in bed. If 

perspiration, rest on the bed lightly clad.
7.00am or earlier: Rise and go to the Hotwell.
7.30am:  take first glass of water then walk for 30 minutes in 

the open air if weather permits or under the colonnade.
8.00am: take second glass, and then ride on horseback or in 

a carriage for an hour.
9.00am: breakfast followed by private avocations.
12.00 noon: take customary medicine.
1.00pm: Go to the Hotwell and drink two glasses of water.
1.30: ride on the Downs again.
4.00: Dinner and remain quiet or rest on a couch until 

6.00pm.
6.30pm: Tea.
7.00pm: Walk, if unable to then ride.
9.00pm: Supper.
11.00pm Take night medicine and go bed. 
 

So apart from drinking the Hotwell water, rest and fresh 
air exercise were important aspects of the treatment.
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Patients and outcomes 

Thomas Fuller in his Book of Worthies of England 
(1662) states: “St Vincent’s Well is sovereign for sores 
and sickness, to be washed in or drunk of.... experience 
proveth that beer brewed thereof is wholesome against 
the spleen; and Dr Samuel Ward afflicted with that 
malady, and living in Sidney College, was prescribed 
the constant drinking thereof, though it was costly to 
bring it through the Severn, and narrow seas to Lin 
(Kings Lynn) and thence by river to Cambridge” 10. 

Samuel Ward was a theologian, the Master of Sidney 
Sussex College and a translator of the King James Bible. 
He left extensive papers, which include descriptions of 
the aetiology and treatment of various illnesses 11.  He 
gives detailed lists of his symptoms at given moments.  
The spleen is mentioned on various occasions and he 
was clearly subject to digestive disorders.  In 1612 he 
gives details of a purgative prescribed by Mr. Butler.  
It is likely that he got to know of the Bristol Hotwell 
in his capacity as Archdeacon of Taunton from 1615 
onwards.  He was the Master of Sidney Sussex College 
when Oliver Cromwell was a student there and it is 
likely that he taught him, as it was a small college.   
 

There is the 1680 famous case of “William Gaggs a 
baker of Castle Green, Bristol, a very fat man, at his 
prime aged 38. He was seized with so violent diabetes, 
that he made at least 3 gallons of very sweet urine with a 
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large quantity of oil swimming thereon every night, and 
could not sleep for either drinking or pissing. Which in 
6 days (his appetite gone), so run off his fat and flesh 
that he was reduced to helpless skin and bones. Left off 
by his Physicians, (not sparing any money), and given 
over by his wife and friends for a dead man  (several 

Samuel Ward (1572–1643) Theologian and Master of Sidney Sussex College. A 
translator of the ‘1611 King James Bible’ and taught Oliver Cromwell
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of his neighbours then dying of the same disease, not 
knowing the water’s use), he resolutely cast himself on 
God’s mercy and the Hotwell water (though ignorant 
of its use). Imploring his friends to support him to 
the Hotwell as their last case of kindness, which with 
difficulty they performed, he fainting every step. Yet to 
God’s glory and their astonishment his strength so came 
to him with every glass, that he made them loose him. 
He returned home without assistance, only aided now 
& then with a sip of his holy water bottle. His trusty 
friend  the Hotwell Water which instantly vanquished his 
insatiable thirst and stopped his pissing, and restored 
his depraved appetite, that at his return home, he ate 
a large & savoury meal, and by drinking the Water for 
some time, perfectly attained his former state of health 
in all respects, living many years after. Signed Mary 
Gagg, his widow” 3. Another account of William Gagg 
describes him as dreaming that he is cured by drinking 
the Hotwell water and so the following day goes there 
and is cured in a few days.

In another case from 1683 “Mr Eaglestone, aged about 
23, of Bristol College Green was afflicted with a most 
restless pain in his back, and difficulty of making urine. 
Voiding sometimes red sand, whence he concluded it 
was the stone (his father being tortured for many years 
with that disease). In a months drinking in his chamber, 
two quarts of Hotwell Water was cured. And nicely 
observing his urine as he made it in a glass, it sparkled 
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over like the Hotwell Water, in pouring out of the bottle 
and as clear. It never lodging above one hour, bringing 
with it gravel that would presently subside in large 
quantity. The water sharpened his appetite, restored 
his sleep, fortified his retentive faculties, abated his 
thirst, enlivened his spirits and so effectually cured him 
of the gravel, that he hath been free from his paternal 
pains and all symptoms of the stone ever since. Signed 
Joseph Eaglestone” 3. 

Another patient in 1699,  “Thomas Reynolds of Frog 
Lane, Bristol, mason, aged 33 had for 6 years the Kings 
Evil, running at a hole quite through his thigh  (the scars 
dismal), out of which worked several bones. Amongst 
them one bone of an inch broad and above two inches 
long, smooth on the one side and like a honeycomb on 
the other side. After King James’s (James II, 1685-88) 
fruitless touch, and the miserable cutting and slashing 
of the surgeons without any success. When reduced 
to skin and bones, and for want of food and sleep of 
most ghostly aspect. The constant drinking the Hotwell 
Water restored his lost appetite. He drank it in large 
quantities, and by keeping constantly wet clothes on the 
fistula, dipt in the same Water, he is now perfectly well 
and hath so been for some years past. He hath no signs, 
pains or breakings out of the Evil, or is troubled with 
any other Malady. Witness his own hand and signed 
Thomas Reynolds. This is a well known instance” 3. 
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According to his Journals and Letters John Wesley, aged 
fifty to fifty-one, attributed his sudden recovery from 
“galloping consumption” to the virtues of the Hotwell, 
where he could be “Free from noise and hurry” in 
1753-4 12,13. 
“Sat 24th Nov. 1753: I rode home, and was pretty well 
till night; but my cough was then worse than ever. My 

John Wesley (1703 – 1790) by George Romney. At the Hot Well 1753-1754 
Author of ‘Primitive Physic, or, An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most 

Diseases’ (1744)
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fever returned at the same time, together with the pain 
in my left breast; so that I should probably stayed at 
home.
Mon 26th Nov. 1753: Dr Fothergill told me plain, I 
must not stay in town a day longer; adding, ‘if anything 
does thee good, it must be the country air, with rest, 
asses’ milk, and riding daily’.
Wed 2nd Jan. 1754: I took a post-chaise, in which I 
reached Bristol about eight in the evening.
Fri 4th Jan: I began drinking the water at the Hot Well, 
having a lodging at a small distance from it.
Sun 19th March: I took my leave of the Hot Well, and 
removed to Bristol.
Fri 9th Aug: I consulted Dr Fothergill who advised me 
to return to the Hot Well without delay.
Wed 14th Aug: I took lodging at the New Hot Well, 
where I was free both from noise and hurry, and had 
an opportunity of drinking the water late in the evening 
and early in the morning”. 
Dr John Fothergill FRS was a clever, eccentric Quaker 
physician and botanist, who in this crisis was said to 
have saved Wesley’s life. He prescribed ‘country air, 
with rest, asses’ milk  and riding daily’, anticipating 
the most proved modern treatment for consumption, 
of which all his friends believed Wesley was actually 
dying. He also is known to have treated Fanny Burney.  
Wesley look an interest in illness and in 1744 was the 
author of ‘Primitive Physic, or, An Easy and Natural 
Method of Curing Most Diseases’ 
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Many patients came to the Hotwell when physicians 
had failed. The Revd Dr Hammonds of Christ Church 
Oxford, sent his servant Christopher Pyman, “After 
the Dr had left him past hopes of life, with his funeral 
directions in Bristol College Green, a dismal spectacle, 
wasted to the last degree in consumption at the prime 
of his age”.

In 1745, Dr George Randolph wrote about phthisis 
pulmonaria and stressed that the Hotwell water could 
not work miracles: “Some come not ‘til it is too late 
to help them; others with symptoms the water will not 
reach; all expecting miracles, not considering the great 
variety of cases comprehended under this one name, or 
that which might of been of service in the beginning, 
becomes of little or no efficacy in the later stages.” He 
thus showed more professional acumen and honesty 
than many other medical attendants.

A Hotwell guidebook wrote of physicians: “When they 
find their art is ineffectual, and the case desperate, then 
& not till then the physician consigns his patient to the 
Bristol Hotwell to try the effect of the water, by which he 
avoids the imputation of their dying under his hands”.
 

In 1787 the Strangers’ Burial Ground was opened as 
an overflow burial ground of St. Andrew’s Church 
in Clifton. It catered for unfortunate commoners and 
non-parishioners, dying mainly from consumption, 
who were visitors to the Hotwells and came from 
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outside the parish. The grave of Thomas Beddoes, who 
founded the Pneumatic Institute, is in the Strangers’ 
Burial Ground, which was closed in 1871.
In 1807, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Bristolian 
brother-in-law, the Poet Laureate Robert Southey, 
observed of doctors: “They still send the paralytic to 
find relief at Bath, and the consumptive to die at the 
Hotwells.” 

Decline of the Hotwell

By 1816, George III and the Prince Regent had made 
seaside spas like Weymouth, Brighton & Scarborough 
more fashionable. This and the revival of the Grand Tour 
after the end of the Napoleonic Wars led to the decline 
of the Hotwell. In 1822 the New Hotwell House was 
built behind the Old Hotwell House, which was then 
demolished. This made way for a new road which was 
to pass along the Hotwell end of the gorge and up the 
incline now known as Bridge Valley Road to Clifton. 
Thus the Hotwell was no longer in a cul-de-sac. At that 
time, there was no English city outside London more 
attractive to artists than Bristol, and the Hotwell Spa in 
the Avon Gorge was seen as a major national landmark.

The New Hotwell House was built in the Tuscan style 
with an octagonal centre and flanking wings fronted 
by Tuscan porticos. It contained a Pump Room fed 
by the Hotwell,  a fountain, statues, baths and a tepid 
swimming pool. 
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New Hotwell House (1822-1867) with piers for Suspension Bridge c1862 
Designed in the Tuscan style: Royal Clifton Spa, Pump Room and Baths, 

Hotwells, Bristol. Royal status granted in 1851.

Interior of the new improved entrance hall to the Royal Clifton Spa c1851, 
known as the Pump Room. The Hotwell (summer) became a friendly rival to 

Bath (winter) as a Georgian spa.
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It was gas lit and provided accommodation, breakfast 
and dinner. By 1851 it was granted royal status and was 
known as Royal Clifton Spa, Pump Room, Bath and 
Mineral Aerated Water Manufactory. 

By 1867, the Spa had declined and the New Hotwell 
House was demolished and the Hotwell Point removed 
to straighten the river, making it safer to navigate. 
There followed a public outcry by the people of Bristol 
because they had lost the Spa and the free water tap that 
had been one of its chief sources of early wealth and 
Clifton’s early fashion, and which had made the city 
famous. 

The Tepid Swimming Bath at the Royal Clifton Spa, probably first opened in 
1851, demolished in 1867
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Some Observations

There is no mention of coronary heart disease at the 
Hotwell. Angor (angina pectoris) in the chest was 
depicted in accounts from ancient literature, but not 
described as related to coronary artery disease until the 
late 18th century.

There is no mention of gout at the Hotwell. This is 
surprising, as the first documentation of the disease is 
from Egypt in 2,600 BC. Historically, it was referred to 
as “the king of diseases” and “the disease of kings”, or 
“rich man’s disease”.  

Was treatment at the Hotwell effective?

Some patients and doctors thought that rest, fresh air 
and exercise were beneficial. Thus Wesley speaks of 
being “Free from noise & hurry” 7. Lydia in Smollett’s 
Humphry Clinker describes “This is a charming 
romantic place. The air is so pure, the Downs so 
agreeable, the furze in blossom, the ground enamelled 
with daisies, primroses & cowslips... the company so 
good-natured, so free, so easy... an enchanting variety 
of moving pictures.”

The status acquired by going to the Hotwell to ‘take the 
waters’ in the invalid role may have been helpful for 
some patients.

We know that the Georgians drank a lot of alcohol. 
The Prime Minister, Pitt the Younger, was known as 
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‘a three bottle man’ and he was said to take up to six 
bottles of port daily. Pitt was plagued with gout and 
“biliousness” worsened by a fondness for port, that 
began when he was advised to drink port to deal with 
his chronic ill-health. He died aged 46 in 1806, probably 
from stomach or duodenal peptic ulceration.
 

The medical historian Roy Porter says that the 
medical writers of Georgian England had no doubt 
that heavy alcohol consumption was often responsible 
for ill-health and disease14. Perhaps at the Hotwell 
there was decreased alcohol intake and an element of 
re-hydration. 

In the early days of the Hotwell, when the water was 
being successfully pumped and bottled, it may have 
been unpolluted and thus a safer source of water.

According to Roy Porter, many people in the eighteenth 
century held the ‘Rational belief that all doctors would 
kill you, but some charged more for the privilege than 
others’!

In 1912, it was found that the Hotwell water was 
radioactive, with a reading one hundred times higher 
than the normal water supply. 

A revival was attempted in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, with water pumped up to Clifton 
to the Grand Spa Hotel Pump Room with Russian and 
Turkish Baths. But that’s another story!
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