
The modern day City of Plymouth has grown out of three once separate
neighbouring towns - Plymouth, East Stonehouse and Devonport. Nowadays,
Stonehouse and Devonport exist as communities within greater Plymouth but,
until 1914, each was distinct.
Plymouth and East Stonehouse are the two oldest settlements. In contrast,
Devonport is a relatively new town. It was established in the early 1700s, growing
around the purpose built Royal Naval Dockyard at Plymouth Dock. By 1801, Dock,
as this town was originally called, had a larger population than Plymouth.
Throughout the 1800s, the ‘Three Towns’ steadily merged together on the ground.
There seemed growing practical and economic reasons for them to unite as one.
The idea of amalgamation was discussed in 1814, 1835 and 1888. The Mayor of
Plymouth proposed a local conference on the subject in July 1902. However, it
was the threat of the Great War, and the military’s need for streamlined
communication, that finally saw the ‘Three Towns’ joined as one.

In 1814, a meeting of the Port of Plymouth’s new Chamber
of Commerce saw benefits in a commercial union of the
‘Three Towns’. During the 1810s, Union Street was laid-
down across Plymouth Marsh with union in mind, and
Plymouth’s original Theatre Royal was sited to attract
customers from the other two towns. By the early 1820s
the ‘Three Towns’ were forming one, larger, urban centre.

Outbreaks of a contagious disease like cholera, in the
1840s, were a reminder that not everything could be dealt
with in isolation in each town. It made sense too for the
new railway terminus to serve all three towns, but the
original plan for a station at Eldad, near Millbridge was
short-lived. That each town had individual needs, identity
and a sense of community was highlighted in 1839. A new

larger orphanage was proposed closer to Plymouth. This
caused a split among the Devonport and Stonehouse
interests because the existing building, near the Octagon
on Union Street, better served all ‘Three Towns’.

At local authority level, in 1849, both Devonport (with
Stonehouse) and Plymouth each built separate prisons; at
Pennycomequick and Greenbank respectively. This sense
of local rivalry was reinforced through civic pride; more so
after 1875 when changes in local government saw each
town council take on more power and responsibility. There
were separate police forces and fire brigades, different
arrangements for water supply and two electricity
generating stations. Change was needed.

‘Three Towns’ or One?

THREE TOWNSTHREE  TOWNS

‘Cooke’s Stranger’s Guide or Pocket Plan’ of the ‘Three Towns’, c.1826-27
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Plymouth, the settlement at the mouth of
the River Plym, was the oldest of the ‘Three
Towns’. The town was originally known as
Sutton. At the time of the Domesday Survey
in 1087, nearby Plympton was the wealthiest
manor in the district. However, by 1254,
Sutton had been granted its own market.

Plymouth’s growing importance was based
on the development of its harbour for
fishing and trade. It was also a port for the
assembly and supply of naval and military
expeditions at times of war. Following raids
by the French in the 14th and early 15th
centuries, the town was partly fortified.
Borough status was gained in 1439.
Plymouth’s development was helped by the
silting-up of the River Plym, preventing
ships sailing to Plympton.

Plymouth prospered and expanded greatly
from the 1540s into the early 1600s, thanks
in no small measure to trade and merchant

seafarers, including Drake, Hawkins and
Raleigh. The Pilgrims famously departed from
Plymouth to the New World in 1620,
highlighting the importance of new and
growing links across the North Atlantic.
During the English Civil War, from 1642 to
1646, Plymouth sided for Parliament and
successfully withstood siege by Royalist
forces.

During the 1700s, the town had become
second to Plymouth Dock-Devonport - a new
neighbour. Prosperity returned in the 19th
century with the coming of steamships and
the railway. In 1801 the population of
Plymouth was around 16,000. By 1901,
supported by boundary extensions in the
1890s, the new Plymouth County Borough
had grown by over 80%. The population of
Plymouth at the time of the 1911 Census
was 112,030.
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Proclamation of King George V, 10 May 1910
- outside Plymouth Guildhall
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1911 / Chris Robinson

Bedford Street, Plymouth, c.1905 - ran west from Old Town
Street, close to the line of modern day Royal Parade
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Stonehouse, more correctly East Stonehouse,
was the second oldest of the ‘Three Towns’.
The manor was granted to Robert the
Bastard after the Norman Conquest and
remained with that family until 1368. It was
owned by the Durnfords from 1493 and then,
through marriage, by the Edgcumbes. For
hundreds of years, East Stonehouse remained
a small settlement, though important enough
to have its own defences by 1540.

The fortunes of the town improved with the
opening of the Royal Naval Hospital in 1762,
on the shore of Stonehouse Creek. The
steady stream of building work that followed
was driven jointly by the needs of the military
and the fast growing new town of Plymouth
Dock-Devonport: - the Royal Marine Barracks,
opened 1783; the Royal William Yard,
completed 1834; the nearby Military Hospital,
opened 1791 (now Devonport High School
for Boys). New housing was also built and

the population trebled/ from 3,407 in 1801,
to 11,979 in 1851.

By 1773, Smeaton’s ‘Ha’penny Bridge’ over
Stonehouse Creek had replaced a small ferry,
better connecting Plymouth and Stonehouse
with Dock-Devonport. Union Street, a new
road built across the Plymouth Marsh in the
1810s provided a direct route from Plymouth
to Devonport.

Unlike its neighbours, Stonehouse never
had Borough status. It had a Local Board in
1858 and, after 1894 it was controlled by
East Stonehouse Urban District Council. On
the ground, it was not so separate. Manor
Street marked the divide with Plymouth,
and Stonehouse Creek was the boundary
with Devonport. The population of East
Stonehouse at the time of the 1911 Census
was 15,111.
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Edgcumbe Street, Stonehouse, c.1905 - the Stonehouse end
of Union Street, looking towards Plymouth
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Proclamation of King George V, 10 May 1910
- outside Stonehouse Town Hall
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1911 / Chris Robinson



Devonport is the newest of the ‘Three Towns’,
but its importance cannot be overestimated.
The Stoke Damerel estate was undeveloped
when, in about 1591, landowner Thomas
Wise built a large house at what he named
Mount Wise. The estate was sold to Sir William
Morice in 1667, and the new owner profited
greatly when King William III agreed plans
for a new Royal Dockyard on the River
Tamar at Point Froward, in 1691.

A new town quickly grew around the Naval
Dockyard. Initially, the town was called
Plymouth Dock. In little over 100 years - by
1801 - the population was 23,747. It had
outgrown Plymouth and, in many ways,
outstripped it in importance too. The King
was asked to change the town’s name and
‘Stoke Town’ was suggested. The town was,
instead, renamed Devonport in 1824.

During the 18th and early 19th century,
Devonport’s own expansion was limited by its

‘Dock Line’ defences and a ring of military
barracks. This was a catalyst for the further
growth of Plymouth and Stonehouse. Across
the River Tamar in Cornwall, the town of
Torpoint was also established and, closer to
Devonport, there was development around
Stoke and a new settlement at Morice Town.
Devonport became a Municipal Borough in
1837.

The Victorian Dockyard, designed for an iron
hulled and steam powered Navy, expanded
upstream; first with Keyham Steam Yard,
opened in the 1850s, and then with the
Keyham Extension, completed between 1896
and 1907. The town would follow. Devonport
became a County Borough in 1889 and, in
1898 a boundary extension took-in the parish
of St Budeaux, to the north. The population of
Devonport at the time of the 1911 Census
was 81,678.
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Proclamation of King George V, 10 May 1910
- outside the Devonport Guildhall
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Fore Street, Devonport, c.1903 - looking towards the
Dockyard from the junction with Chapel Street
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The results of ballots organised by Plymouth Corporation, in 1913, led to a formal
request to the Local Government Board for the amalgamation of the ‘Three Towns’.
On 28 January 1914, a 5-day inquiry at the Plymouth Guildhall began. This mostly
dealt with the different ways in which local services were organised and delivered;
ranging from water supply to the collection of rubbish.
With the threat of war in the air, the key witness was Major General A.P. Penton,
Officer in Command of South West Coast Defences, ‘centred’ on the ‘Plymouth Fortress’.
He stated “In peacetime the organisation of the Three Towns into three distinct
bodies does not affect us much, in wartime it is an entirely different question. You
would have the fortress commander having to go to three different bodies...”.
Plymouth and Stonehouse were in favour of merger; so too the parishioners of
St Budeaux, by then part of Devonport. Devonport Corporation was strongly
against and spent thousands of pounds fighting the plan; although it was revealed
that few people in Devonport had actually been asked the question.
The Provisional Order of Confirmation of Amalgamation was received in May 1914.
Devonport’s objections, first to Parliament and then to the House of Lords, were
dismissed. Royal Assent was given on 10 August 1914, just six days after War had
been declared. The formal amalgamation took place on 1 November 1914.

The final meetings of each of the Plymouth, Devonport and
Stonehouse Councils had taken place over the last few
days of October. The 2 November 1914, a Monday, was
polling day for the election of councillors to the new
Borough Council for ‘Greater Plymouth’. It was declared a
general holiday but local newspapers reported the day as
being “very tame” and “exceedingly quiet”. Britain was
now at War and this contributed to the mood.

The local paper part blamed the low vote on the number
away on active service but, also, “A general disinclination

on the part of the burgesses to think municipally”. The
report continued “The process was almost as dull as the
November day on which it fell. The electors in every ward
would have been well satisfied if they had been spared the
intrusion of municipal politics at this grave time in our
national history”.
The newly elected Plymouth Borough Council met for the
first time on 9 November 1914 in the Plymouth Guildhall.
The bells of St Andrew’s Church were rung in celebration.

Greater Plymouth
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Swiss and Company’s Post Office Directory Map - a pre 1914 map with post 1914 additions, including new houses planned for North Prospect and Mount Gould
Image: Plymouth Library Services


