The hydros became more like hotels offering water
treatment, but also a wide range of facilities.
Although medical men were involved in the
running of some of the hydros, particularly in the
early years, by the 1890s the more frightening
medical interventions began to disappear and many
of the hydros were marketing themselves as general
holiday destinations (in the winter as well) and
“pick me ups” much in the same way as modern
spa hotels, catering for the “well-off, worried, well”.
The older, natural spas tended by this time to look
old fashioned. Where bathing was part of the
treatment they often still had public baths sharing
the water. The spa water was often restricted in
supply, preventing expansion to large numbers of
private bathrooms, which the middle classes were
beginning to demand.

valley, and now ruinous, it continues to dominate
the countryside around and is a focal point from so
many of the hydros on Matlock Bank.
In 1874 Smedley died and his widow built a
hospital (Smedleys Memorial Hospital) in his name
on Bank Road. This was extended in 1897 with a
wing in memory of Dr Hunter, who had been the
original owner of Wellfield House. The hospital
subsequently became the Youth Hostel.
In 1894 the Matlock Urban District Council bought
Bridge House hydro at the bottom of Bank Road
for use as the Town Hall and added a large wing in
the Italianate style to house an assembly room etc.
It was reopened in 1898 and also housed most local
authority undertakings, magistrates courts, etc. The
Town Hall was further extended in 1979 with later
small extensions and alterations.

Development related to the hydropathic industry
The success of the hydros would not have been
possible to such extent without the railway link
bringing visitors and patients. The railway had
come to Matlock (or Matlock Bridge as the station
was often called) in 1849, from Derby via
Ambergate, and the relatively easy journey from the
Midlands and south must have increased the
popularity of the area for tourists and those “taking
the cure”. In 1863 the line went all the way through
to Manchester, giving access to another huge
potential market in the North West.

In 1895 a company of local businessmen was
formed to erect a “Pavilion and gardens” and
purchased 3½ acres on the north side of the
eastern end of Smedley Street. This building
(Victoria Hall) housed a swimming pool, hosted
concerts (and later in the early twentieth century
showed silent films), plays and meetings. Outside
the gardens provided roller skating, tennis and a
bowling green. However, the success was relatively
short lived and by the 1920s it was in use as a mill
by Paton and Baldwin. This continued up until the
1990s when the site was developed for housing, its
name – Victoria Hall Gardens - remains a memory
of its original use.

On arrival in Matlock the trek up the hill was
avoided by the development of the tram from
Crown Square up to Rutland Street, which opened
in 1893. Almost all the entrepreneurs associated
with the tramway were involved in hydros.

A number of churches were built to serve the
expanding community, and by 1893 this included
All Saints on Smedley Street and the Catholic
Church of Our Lord and St Demas on Bank Road
(now Our Lady and St Joseph). Also on Bank Road
were the Matlock Wesleyan Chapel and the
Primitive Methodist Church, with the United
Methodist Free Church within the grounds of
Smedley’s Hydro and a Congregational Chapel on
Chesterfield Road (now demolished, the later
Sunday School still stands). The Quakers also had a
Meeting House on the corner of what is now
Jackson Road and Jackson Tor Road, which may
have predated the Tithe map and there are records
of meetings in Matlock from the 1720s. A Meeting
House on Jackson Road is now a private residence.

As the industry developed bringing tourists into the
town, so the permanent population grew serving
the hydros, and terraces of houses began to be
built. Development began along Smedley Street
and Bank Road and often consisted of shops at
ground floor and living accommodation over. As
well as those supplying fish, game, fruit and
vegetables by the 1890s services expanded to
include stationers and printers, a photographer
(Frederick Barber), a dealer in musical instruments
and ladies and gentlemen’s tailors. Mr M Wright,
established 1870 on Smedley Street opposite
Smedleys Hydro, as a general ironmonger but also
“hydropathic bath and patent ascending douche
manufacturer” and famous to generations of
Matlock residents as “Tinker Wrights”, the business
finally closing very recently.

Later development in the twentieth century
Further commercial and residential developments
continued into the twentieth century. The early
years of the twentieth century (1905) brought the
first hire car firm and bus company – both run by

Smedley also built himself Riber Castle, his private
residence which was a mansion rather than a true
castle in 1862. Standing prominently across the
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Williams Garage. In 1910 Bradburys started
advertising that their cab firm was switching from
horses to motors. In 1906 the golf club opened
off Chesterfield Road on Matlock Moor and
featured in many subsequent advertisements by
hydros and hotels.
The first quarter of the twentieth century saw the
final “infilling” of many of the streets and terraces,
particularly to the east of Bank Road, prior to the
First World War. The south side of the western end
of Cavendish Road began to be developed with
large houses, three of which, a pair of semidetached properties and a detached house were
designed by Parker and Unwin in their Arts and
Crafts style. This partnership was also responsible
for a substantial extension to Rockside Hydro.
There was little further development in the interwar
years and the 1920s saw the start of the drift away
from hydros; for example, Bank House became
part of the Ernest Bailey Grammar School and
Chesterfield House became Presentation Convent.
The Second World War saw many of the hydros
used as hospitals or convalescent centres, others as
evacuated schools or business headquarters.
Smedleys was taken over in 1942 by the School of
Military Intelligence.
Post war saw the beginning of the NHS and also
large scale austerity – both badly affecting the
running of large scale hydros. From 1946
Chatsworth, Oldham House and Rockside all
became part of the new College of Education until
the 1980s when this too closed. For Rockside,
many years of dereliction followed, only recently
resolved in new use as apartments.
In 1955
Smedleys Hydro finally closed its doors, after over
a 100 years, but re-opened the following year as the
headquarters of the County Council, a role it has
continued to play, exerting huge influence on the
development of Matlock Bank.
After local government reorganisation in 1974, the
County Council and District Council consolidated
their offices and there was a small amount of
associated development. The town continued to
grow with a large amount of housing development
after 1980, fuelled by its attractive setting, easy
access to Derby, Sheffield and Nottingham and its
proximity to the Peak District.
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