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My Grandfather is in the middle of this 
holiday  group, to the right of the man in 
the striped costume. It is a photograph 
which has always fascinated me. Just 
who were these people, and what were 

their lives?
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Victoria Baths is a 
Grade II* listed 
building, situated on 
the edges of the 
Longsight, Ardwick 
and Rusholme areas of 
Manchester, in 
northwest England. 

It was designed by the City Surveyor T. de Courcy 
Meade and his assistant Arthur Davies and the 
work supervised by Henry Price the newly 
appointed city architect and opened in 1906 by the 
Manchester Corporation. For 86 years the Baths 
provided both essential and leisure facilities. 
Private baths and a laundry were housed there 
along with three swimming pools and a Turkish 
bath.  

The main swimming pool was floored over in the winter months to hold dances. In 1952 the 
Victoria Baths installed the first public Aeratone (jacuzzi) in the country. 

In the design and construction of the Baths, a great deal of money was expended, Manchester 
having at that time one of the world's wealthiest municipal coffers. The façade has multi-coloured 
brickwork and terracotta decoration, the main interior public spaces are clad in glazed tiles from 
floor to ceiling and most of the many windows have decorative stained glass. 

The Baths were closed by Manchester City Council in 1993. The Friends of Victoria Baths was 
formed and began to investigate the possibility of running the Victoria Baths independently. 

Various fund-raising attempts failed to bring about a restoration of the Baths, although work to 
prevent the further dereliction of the building started in 1998. 

In 2003, the Baths were the winner of the first series of BBC 2's Restoration programme, chosen by 
a public phone-vote from a short-list of ten buildings in danger of dereliction in the UK. It was 
awarded £3.5 million from the Heritage Lottery Fund and the money raised through the phone-
voting process. 
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The plan to provide Baths to the three wards of Longsight, St Luke's and Rusholme was first 
considered by the Baths and Wash-Houses Committee of Manchester Corporation in 1897.  

They advertised for offers of land in the district and purchased the site on High Street (now 
Hathersage Road) for £750 in 1899. The plans and estimates were then the responsibility of the City 
Surveyor. 

In June 1902, Mr Henry Price was appointed as the first City Architect. He became responsible for 
carrying out this ambitious public building project, which would include 3 swimming pools, 64 
wash-baths, Turkish and Russian Baths, clubrooms, boilers and calorifiers and a substantial 4 
bedroomed flat for the Superintendent of the Baths and Wash-Houses. 

The building of Victoria Baths was a contentious matter throughout the period of planning and 
building. The original estimates were £57,000, almost twice the usual cost of building a public 
baths. This sum was considered too much public money to spend and so the plans were amended. 
Messres Normanton & Sons were contracted as builders for the sum of £39,316 10s 0d. Building 
commenced and a foundation stone was laid in the 1st Class Males / Gala Pool in 1903. 

During the building period, the cost of 
completing the Victoria Baths rose steadily. 
Whilst the city councilors were aware that 
they were spending rate payers money, and 
some deplored public expenditure on 
"expensive and unnecessary luxuries", other 
members enthusiastically supported the 
construction of a bigger and better public 
baths but also wanted to ensure that running 
and repair costs were kept to a minimum. 
So, for example, £4,788 was spent in boring 
a well and providing storage tanks, filtering 
and aerating plant. This well provided clear 

water and proved less expensive than the 
sometimes discoloured town water. All the wires for the electric lighting were placed in watertight 
pipes and Terrazzo and tiled floors were installed instead of the usual spar. There were many other 
costly features: stained glass windows throughout the building, floor to ceiling tiles in the 1st Class 
Males Entrance Hall and the Turkish Bath Suite, screens, rails and balustrading made of polished 
baywood and pitch pine and ornamental ironwork in the turnstiles and the gala balcony. 

 
By 1905 the cost of completing the building had climbed to over £59,000 and The Baths and Wash-
Houses Committee had to defend their decision to spend such a sum. The committee chair stated in 
a letter; "With regard to the total probable expenditure of £59,144, the committee beg to inform the 
council that their desire throughout has been to have these Victoria Baths properly adapted in every 
detail for the purpose they have to serve. This has increased the first cost, but the Baths are so 
constructed that it is anticipated that the cost of maintenance will be materially reduced." 
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From 1906 to 1993 the Victoria Baths 
provided the residents of Central 
Manchester with a wide range of 
facilities. At the time of opening, few of 
the houses in the area had bathrooms, so 
the slipper baths or wash baths were an 
important amenity, providing a 'real bath' 
for many people. 

The Victoria Baths were built with three distinct sections - 
Males 1st Class, Males 2nd Class and Females. Each class of 
user had their own entrance, swimming pool and slipper baths. 
Mixed bathing was introduced in Manchester with great 
caution in 1914 and by the 1920's mixed bathing sessions were 
held every Sunday morning at Victoria Baths in the 1st Class 
Pool. This enabled families to swim together for the first time. 

Very many children learnt to swim at 
Victoria Baths, often walking to the baths 
from local schools. Various incentive 
schemes encouraged children to develop 
their proficiency: in the 1930's pupils 
swimming 8 lengths before the age of 13 
received a free 2nd class pass for a year. 
Those swimming 20 lengths by the age of 
13 received a 1st class pass. 

A number of swimming clubs had their inception at Victoria Baths. In 1930, the Victoria Ladies and 
the Longsight Gents Clubs amalgamated to become the South Manchester Swimming Club. Water 
polo was a popular sport at this time and for 1d you could watch a water polo match in the gala 
pool. 
  
Victoria Baths continued to be used during the second world war, although the swimming club 
suspended activities. One Manchester resident recalls spending his Sunday mornings in the war 
years diving in the deep end of Victoria Baths for sixpence's thrown in by American GI's sitting on 
the balcony. 
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The 1st Class Pool was designed so that it could be 
floored over during the winter months and used as 
a venue for dances, concerts and lectures. In the 
fifties music was provided by the Phil Moss 
Orchestra, Henry Hall and other lesser known 
bands. Many a romance started at Victoria Baths as 
couples danced waltzed and later jived on the 
boards covering the empty pool. In the 1980's the 
2nd Class Males Pool was floored over and the 
cubicles removed. This pool hall was then used as an 
indoor sports hall. 

In 1952 the first municipal Aeratone therapeutic 
bath in England was installed at Victoria Baths. 
This is what we would now call a jacuzzi. Along 
with the Turkish Baths the Aerotone was a very 
popular facility and both were used right up until 
the time the baths were closed in 1993. The Turkish 
Bath, as well as providing rest and relaxation, has 
been a popular meeting place for business people 
over the years. It seems that many a deal has been 
struck, or a new business venture planned, whilst 
lying semi-naked in the hot rooms or whilst cooling 
off in the opulent Rest room. 

  
Manchester City Council decided to close Victoria Baths in 1993. 
This produced a vigorous reaction from local people who greatly 
valued the swimming facilities, the Turkish Baths and the building 
itself. 

Demonstrations were held, a petition submitted to the council and 
finally a number of people occupied the Baths to try and prevent 
closure. Despite these efforts the Baths were closed on 13th March 
1993 - Manchester Council could not justify the high cost of 
maintenance and remedial repairs. 
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Victoria Baths Water Polo Team - 1906


