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 Tucked in at the end of a cul-de-
sac of its own making, only 

yards from the busy Camberwell 
Church Street, the story of 
Camberwell Baths is closely 
intertwined with that of Dulwich 
(see page 86). It was opened in the 
same year (albeit three months 
later), built by the same vestry 
(Camberwell), designed by the 
same architects, is Grade II listed, 
and, above all, shoehorned into an 
elongated site, with two pool halls 
ranged end to end behind a stately 
entrance block (above).

This entrance would have 
been even grander had the Vestry 
not toned down the architects’ 
original grandiose plans. But 
though plainer, the fi nal, Flemish 

Renaissance style façade is far 
more appropriate, a lesson one of 
the architects, Alfred Cross, clearly 
took on board in his later work.

Inside the entrance an original 
pay box survives, and there is more 
recent decorative glazing (below 
left) above the main door.

Incidentally, Camberwell was 
one of the fi rst baths to have 
electric lights, powered initially 
from the baths’ own generator.

Like Dulwich, Camberwell 
currently has one of its two pools 
boarded over, although here it is 
the rear, second class pool (which, 
unusually, was the same size as the 
fi rst class), now used as a sports 
hall. The fi rst class pool remains 
in use (right), but boomed at 25m.

Again, in common with 
Dulwich, Spalding & Cross gained 
maximum width on the narrow 
site by supporting the shallow 
hammer beam timber roof on inset 
columns, which also support the 
upper gallery. There are now voids 
under this gallery, the changing 
cubicles having been moved to the 
former slipper bath areas.

But there are differences.
From its inception, the rear of 

Camberwell backed onto a road 
(Harvey Road), allowing for easy 
access to the wash house. There 
was also at the rear an apartment 
for an engineer, who served both 
here and Dulwich, and in 1895 was 
equipped with a private telephone 
line between his two posts.

But the major difference 
between Camberwell and Dulwich 
is that since 2007 the future of the 
former has hung in the balance.

Having estimated that a full 
refurbishment would cost at least 
£6m and require the building 
to close for two years, in 2007 
Southwark pledged £200,000 ‘as 
a short term palliative’, before 
entering talks with three bidders, 
each offering varying solutions for 
the future. Meanwhile a rapidly 
formed Friends group – whose 
website has more history (see Links) 
– launched a campaign aimed 
largely at ensuring that Southwark 
sticks to its preferred option of 
retaining at least one pool in 
whichever scheme is adopted.

Until those discussions can be 
resolved, Camberwell’s future as 
a facility for swimming, if not as a 
building, remains uncertain.

 Case Study 

 Camberwell, London

Opened October 1 1892
Address Artichoke Place, SE5 8TS
Architect Spalding & Cross
Cost £28,575
Pools both 120’ x 35’
Owner Southwark Borough Council
Operator Fusion Lifestyle
Listed Grade II (1993)

 Case Study 

 Drumsheugh Baths Club, Edinburgh

Opened December 26 1882 
Reopened February 6 1892
Address Belford Road EH4 3BL
Architect Sir John James Burnet
Cost £17,000
Pool size 70’ x 35’
Owner Drumsheugh Baths Co Ltd
Listed Category B (1970)

 Scotland’s third surviving 
private baths club is a most 

unlikely proposition at fi rst sight. 
Entry is via a small lodge 

with a deep overhanging roof, 
perched on a steep ridge running 
down to the Waters of Leith and 
overlooking Dean Village.

Once inside the vestibule, white 
walls and Moorish arches lead 
down stairs that, via a lounge and 
gym, access a balcony overlooking 
the pool, well below street level.

Drumsheugh was the design 
of the eminent Sir John James 
Burnet (whose father was architect 
of the Arlington Baths Club). He 
chose the Moorish style, perhaps 
infl uenced by Turkish baths he had 
seen in Paris during his training. 

Equally he might have visited 
the recently opened public baths at 
Whitfi eld Street in London.

To fund the baths shareholders 
had raised £12,000 in £5 shares, 
but in the end needed nearer 
£17,000. It cost a further £6,000 
to reconstruct the baths after a 
disastrous fi re in 1892. Ten years 
later the company then went into 
liquidation, only for the baths to 
be bought by its present owners, 
the Drumsheugh Baths Co Ltd.

Since then, as at Arlington, 
survival has required members 
to dig deep to match funding for 
upkeep. In the 1980s grants of 
£134,000 from Historic Scotland 
were needed for roof repairs. This 
was followed in 2005 by a further 

£294,000 towards £1.15 million 
worth of refurbishment works.

But it has been artfully done, 
especially around the pool itself, 
which sits between cast iron 
columns, topped by red brick 
arches and a timber framed roof, 
top lit by two glass cupolas.

As at Arlington and Western, 
Drumsheugh retains its rings and 
trapezes. Its poolside cubicles 
have also remained in use, thanks 
to a rule requiring members to 
leave their shoes in the vestibule.

Eminently practical, as one 
would expect of Edinburgh’s elite, 
but proof also that Victorian pools, 
if properly resourced and sensibly 
managed, can serve as the urban 
oases of the 21st century.
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