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Introduction


Figuratively Speaking  – The Seaside as a Prelapsarian Realm – Pirate-Themed Eateries and the Obligatory Autobiographical Bit – The Staycation Nation – The Same Old Excuses for What Follows


 


 


When you think about it, the metaphors are not encouraging. Figuratively speaking, to be ‘at sea’ is to be lost, confused or lacking knowledge and competence. Ditto for ‘adrift’. On dry land it is a pejorative that reeks of purposelessness and the absence of guidance or intention. ‘Beached’, while describing a physical condition suffered by oil tankers, seals and whales, can be deployed for any moment of stranded helplessness. Or even abandonment and death. And consulting the nearest dictionary to hand for the phrase ‘washed up’, I find, ‘informal: no longer effective or successful’. A definition that, though accurate, seems too mechanistic and skimps on all the emotive, associative images with alcoholism and those pickled former West End or Hollywood stars dowsing their grapefruit in vodka each sunup. The type whose days end in floods of tears and gin; spider’s legs of mascara scampering down now ravished ‘Faces of 1929’ as they contemplate their long-vanished fame in ever advancing states of infirmity, forgetfulness and inebriation. And, as often as not, in coastal bungalows or seaside retirement homes. In ancient Greek mythology, after all, the aquatic and alcoholic were often conjoined; Dionysus, the god of wine, transforms a band of Tyrrhenian pirates into dolphins after foiling their attempt to sell him into slavery. And for Homer in The Iliad and The Odyssey, the sea is frequently ‘wine dark’.


So if the oceans are to be plundered for anything in the English language, it is largely as fonts of negative imagery. For every ‘shipshape’ and ‘sailing by’ there is a ‘sunk’, ‘marooned’, ‘out of your depth’ or ‘wrecked’. This pessimism may or may not be a direct result of Great Britain possessing some 11,072.76 miles of damp, frequently unforgiving coastline and a climate that swathes everything in drear halftones for large parts of the year. But that coastline and that weather are the things that define us above all else. 


As Jonathan Raban notes in the Oxford Book of the Sea, to leave these isles is to go ‘overseas’. Whether the occupants of this island are by dint of their curious, mongrel genetic inheritance simply naturally predisposed to view the world, and by extension that coastline and that weather, in purely glass half-empty terms, continues to be a matter of debate.  (At least, among tanked-up barroom philosophers in draughty, badly lit pubs discoursing over beers on long, rain-lashed, winter evenings, anyway.)  


What is not up for argument, however, is that the English are, by and large, a nation of Eeyores. The mere existence of A.A. Milne’s Eeyore, possibly the most maudlin but best loved character in the annals of children’s literature, speaks volumes about the national psyche. Any country that can take a pessimistic toy donkey that lives in a corner of 100 Acre Wood called ‘the Gloomy Place’, so eagerly to its hearts is unlikely to possess the cheeriest of dispositions.1 But then, being pessimistic is not quite the same as being unhappy. It is something of a cliché that the English are never happier than when complaining. And up until fairly recently, complaining about our seaside towns, once one of the few spheres in the land given almost solely over to fun, had been close to a national sport. A sport where there was an almost perverse pleasure or pride, perhaps, in gloating over their apparent awfulness. 


Bill Cormack wrote in his 1998 book A History of Holidays: 1812-1990, that ‘the high summer of the English holiday resort is over. Some have deteriorated so much that they have become vulgar, almost squalid. Even day-trippers have deserted them.’ Few, in all honesty, would probably have disagreed with him then. Nor disputed his claim that when contrasted with the holidaying attractions of Spain, where it ‘always seems warm and sunny even in November’ and ‘drink went on until the small hours’, indigenous resorts had a tricky job on their hands. 


Publishing its first survey of Britain’s ‘Crap Towns’ in 2003, the Idler magazine placed three resorts (Morecambe, Bexhill and Hythe) in its ‘top’ ten. A further four (Brighton, Aldeburgh, Hayling Island and Hastings) had ‘respectable’ rankings in the full list of fifty. If hardly a serious exercise and frequently just plain rude, the presence of so many resorts in a comic roll call of national shame that included Cumbernauld, the concrete Scottish new town widely derided as an atrocity of post-war planning, was indicative enough all the same. 


Even in a recent film about the life of the record producer Joe Meek, coastal gigs are virtually synonymous with failure. ‘He’s got me doing all these seaside towns,’ a disgruntled Heinz Burt spits at Meek in one scene.  J.J. Feild, playing the Southampton bacon slicer turned platinum blonde rocker and Arthur Askey-supporting summer seasoner, rings every ounce of fury out of those last two words. Elsewhere in the picture it is implied that the creation of the chart-topping 1962 hit ‘Telstar’ that lends the movie its name, was nearly derailed by Tornados drummer Clem Cattini’s insistence on fulfilling a booking in Great Yarmouth. And all this from men responsible for ‘Blackpool Rock’ and ‘The Ice Cream Man’ – a pair of echo-laden instrumentals stuffed with the usual Meek studio gimcracks that trill with the same plaintive urgency as the chimes on a Stop Me And Buy One van. If not the maudlin and rather marshal ching-a-ling of a fairground Merry-Go-Round organ to boot. And for all of its associations with the out of this world, there was always a touch of the Tower Ballroom Wurlitzer about the Clavioline keyboard Meek used on many of his arrangements. But then the film is pandering to received ideas about seaside resorts as decrepit, and potent emblems of decay, for comic and dramatic effect. These ideas, and their realities for that matter, were far less advanced in Meek’s day than our own. 


At the Festival of Britain in 1951, an event staged to persuade the world that the country was back on its feet after the war, a replica seafront joined such thrusting totems of modernity as the Skylon, on London’s South Bank. As an entry for the exhibit in the Festival’s guidebook helpfully explained, ‘Whenever the British feel the need to relax – either after a heavy week in their industrial cities or a hard year on the land – they tend to head to the sea.’ Written in English by Ian Cox, its words were obviously intended for the benefit of foreign visitors who’d mastered the language but remained somewhat perplexed about national customs. Further on, Cox maintains that every stick of lettered seaside rock, a confection that dates back to the 1870s at the earliest, ‘contains an ancient mystery’ – a conundrum on a par, presumably, with the riddle in the sands or the standing stones at Stonehenge. (Though with sweets only just ‘off the ration’ at that point, where these supplies of rock came from might possibly have presented a bigger mystery to festival-goers.) More compellingly, he goes on to define a ‘characteristically British’ seafront. In his view, it is ‘a medley of Victorian boarding houses, elegant bow-fronted Regency facades, ice-cream parlours, pubs, and the full and friendly gaudiness of the amusement park.’ 


Over half a century later, this description of British seafront-ery still sounds compellingly attractive. Cox, quoting from an old music hall number, also noted that ‘We do a lot of things at the seaside that we can’t do in town.’ The song in question, ‘You Can Do A Lot of Things at the Seaside’ turns on the faintly salacious comic motif of respectable mothers stripping off and paddling as they might at the beach, in the fountains of Trafalgar Square. (It’s Edwardian. I guess, you took your jollies where you could back then.) But the quote and the original song acknowledged liberties at the seaside that even by 1951 hardly prevailed elsewhere in England. Though enormously circumscribed by ritual and only validated by being undertaken en masse, here, was one of the rare spaces in English life where you were actively encouraged to let yourself go. So long as you didn’t let yourself down, naturally.  


Endlessly recycled Pathé news footage and stills from the Picture Post of the period capture what now seem almost unfeasibly large crowds of people of all shapes and sizes and all ages communing on the sands and shingle at Blackpool, Brighton, Margate, Southend, Great Yarmouth, Clacton, Bournemouth et al. Old men in flat caps and three-piece suits with rolled up trousers paddle in the shallows. Plump grannies in flowery frocks doze in striped deckchairs beside buxom Jayne Mansfield-types in sunglasses and strappy tops reading magazines. Pipe-smoking dads with odd cliffs of hair supervise boys in saggy knitted swimming trunks with wooden model ships and little girls with buckets and spades. Smudgers in blazers armed with spider monkeys and cameras like ribs of meat, prowl the esplanades. Salvation Army bands, sweat cresting the brows beneath their caps oompah their way through moral stiffening tunes. And so on and so on. 


These kind of images, though almost ancient history now, feel so instantly recognizable, such a part of England’s collective consciousnesses, our folk memory, they could almost have been arc welded into the back of our retinas. Dubious dentistry, tonsorial misdemeanours and the almost overwhelming pastiness of complexions aside, they serve to conjure up a rather idyllic and seductive image of the English seaside in its prime. Everyone in these films or photographs seems content and is busy getting on with the job of relaxing and enjoying themselves. Whatever social differences there were, and there were no doubt many, appear to have been washed away by the salt water or bleached out by the sun. Rather like the NHS, the beach here is one of the great English egalitarian institutions, open to everyone and near enough free at the point of entry.


Places where differences are tolerated and eccentricities positively encouraged, beaches also seem to represent those facets of the English character that we still cherish most of all. (Or the most agreeable facets of ourselves that we choose to elevate to national characteristics, i.e., our level headedness, our sense of fair play, our stoicism, our anti-authoritarianism, our respect for individuality, our distrust of showy displays of intelligence or wealth, etc., etc.) As such and beyond mere post-war national propaganda, the seaside is easy to imbue with a mythic significance. Its allure is visceral – we are an island after all – but also deeply cultural. And from today’s perspective and with our knowledge of their subsequent fate, resorts from the 1950s have the look of a prelapsarian realm. Since most of us first encounter the seaside as children this is arguably not so surprising. Perhaps, in a sense, every trip to the beach as an adult is an attempt to recapture lost innocence or at least to feel as carefree as a child. And the urge to inflict the experience on our own children, if we have any, is both a batonhanding exercise and a chance to sample those moments again, vicariously. 


In terms of form meeting function, though, the English seaside really did reach a kind of peak in the 1950s. By then, legislation entitling the nation’s workforce to holidays with pay, passed just before the war but only coming into full effect afterwards, was providing the majority of Britons with the means to take a proper break. For most, a holiday meant a trip to the seaside, plain and simple. The two terms, for millions at this point and for a decade or so yet, remained virtually indistinguishable. 


After the ravages and uncertainties of the conflict, the seaside, with that medley of Victorian boarding houses, Regency facades, ice-cream parlours, pubs and gaudy amusement parks et al., were a comfortingly homely sight. As John Betjeman had suggested in his poem ‘Margate, 1940’, coastal resorts were ‘the fairy-light sights’ of England that we’d been ‘fighting for, foremost of all’. To visit the seaside and waddle along the deck of a pier in peacetime was to perform a sort of victory salute, if you like. The pleasure of gazing out to sea heightened, surely, by the knowledge that the land behind you was safe and secure, at least for the time being and no enemy aggressors lurked beyond the mist in the distance. 


With austerity slowly giving way to affluence, and the population in full employment becoming keener and keener on having a good time but left with few alternatives to a domestic holiday, the English seaside enjoyed a golden era of prosperity. But newly affordable consumer goods and a huge increase in the ownership of cars and televisions would soon enough reconfigure attitudes towards luxury, leisure and travel. Increasing self-sufficiency in terms of transport brought with it a greater promiscuity when it came to holidaying destinations. Those who didn’t abandon the seaside entirely – or even England, on cheap package deals to Spain – were more frequently to be discovered nesting in outlying caravan parks and camping sites. 


And in the white heat of this go-getting technological age, a period when Doric arches were bulldozed in the name of progress and modernist shopping centres, beached spaceports in concrete and glass, materialised up and down the land, a trip to the seaside would start to feel ever more like going back in time. Their rickety Victorian piers, crumbling music hall theatres, rusting bandstands and rotting beach huts were viewed as museum pieces; diversions that only the terminally nostalgic, mentally deficient or wilfully perverse could in all seriousness entertain over other options. 


Or certainly that was how it still seemed, when I was growing up by the seaside in the 1970s and 80s. Brighton may very probably have rocked. It had Quadrophenia and The Piranhas. But Worthing? 


Later Suede might well have equated the town with the next life but it was hard to come of age in a place where almost everyone else has gone to die. Or those who haven’t are merely passing through seeking temporary oblivion in slot machines, ice creams and lazy sunny afternoons. 


It was not impossible, obviously. Nor, in retrospect, especially terrible, really. But it was to spend formative years at what felt like the wrong end of the line: biologically, chronologically and geographically. Any town where the most urgent appointment of any week for the bulk of its inhabitants is with a post office counter is bound to suffer from a degree of lethargy. And as a child, inactivity, immobility, is just much more unbearable. Rather like being trapped on a planet with a different gravitational field, every action was so heavily weighted against you. 


The general tendency toward rest, in any case, certainly appeared to adhere to what little I’d grasped then of Newtonian physics.2 A cursory scan of the buildings on the front, stucco peeling and stained yellowish like smokers’ teeth or concrete, mottled and greying, seemed to show that the Second Law of Thermodynamics – at least as expressed by Woody Allen – was having a whale of a time.3 Although time itself was not so much relative as retrograde. In a scene worthy of Monty Python’s Holy Grail, I dimly recall, a tarot card reader was accused of witchcraft by local campaigners and eventually forced from their booth on the pier. Python’s Life of Brian, deemed blasphemous, was effectively banned.


As a former resident who’d had the good taste to slip the town’s name into an exceedingly witty play, the safely dead Oscar Wilde might just about be forgiven for his sexual leanings. Though any trace of his presence in the town was eradicated when the Esplanade Hotel where he wrote The Importance of Being Earnest was demolished to build a petrol station in the 1960s. But here in droves were the ageing bigots whose narrow waists and broad minds, as Wilde once quipped, had long since changed places. In my late teens, it was still possible to come across duffers who proudly boasted that they hadn’t been to Brighton ‘in years’ because ‘nowadays it was full of fuckin’ queers.’ (What it had been like in Lord Alfred Douglas’s prime was scarcely worth pointing out to them.) When it came to race, the situation was arguably worse. Having elected a fascist councillor in the 1930s, fifty years later Worthing was home to the National Front’s HQ. Montague Street, the town’s main shopping thoroughfare, was prowled by two skinheads who attended my school, and were evidently devoted enough to the cause to spend each Saturday afternoon trying to flog copies of its house organ, Bulldog, to passing shoppers. Saner types were out browsing record racks or chasing girls. 


It was the endemic smallness and the sheer petty mindedness of the place – and its ilk – that, for me, David Leland’s Wish You Were Here captured with such acuity. This picture was filmed in and around Worthing in 1986 but set in 1951 – a wall mural for the Festival of Britain is shown in one scene. It starred a fifteen-year-old Emily Lloyd as Lynda Mansell, a sexually precocious, if vulnerable teenager, kicking against the pricks in a drearily conservative (and Conservative) seaside town.


Over the course of the film, Lynda has sex with just two men. The first is Dave, a young bus conductor played by Jesse Birdsall, who fancies himself as a bit of a Lothario. In the bedroom, he sports yellow silk pyjamas and smokes Du Maurier cigarettes in a holder but ends up undermining this self-consciously debonair image by wailing ‘any more fares pleeeese’ when he comes (prematurely). Having introduced Lynda to condoms and the art of love, he soon betrays her. His duplicity is quickly revealed when he unknowingly cycles up to the seafront fish and chip kiosk where she works with his new redheaded squeeze in tow. 


Her next affair is with Eric, a middle-aged friend of her widowed father. The projectionist in the local cinema, The Dome, Eric, rendered arrestingly sinister by Tom Bell, is a rather callous, gaunt boozer with a limp and oily jet-black hair. He is man who you suspect would have perpetually clammy hands and the shakes in those precious seconds when saloon door bolts are yanked back in the seconds up to opening time. Physically crippled, his sexual approaches to Lynda seem fuelled by vengeful, misogynistic anger as much as lust. Though loss of one kind or another, possibly self-esteem and mobility for Eric and, the premature death of her mother for Lynda, binds them together. Claiming to be ‘the best bare back rider in town’ he refuses to use ‘a plonker’ and consequently impregnates the teenager. 


Leaving aside the rest of the drama for today, what anyone visiting the film’s locations will discover is that the bus depot is right behind the cinema. You can just about make this out in the movie itself, though unless you know the buildings, their complete proximity is probably less easy to surmise. But armed with this knowledge, Lynda’s circumstances assume an added poignancy. One that hit me with particular force when I saw the film in situ on its release. The paucity of her options is such that both her shags, in effect, spend every working day within a few yards of each other. 


Even at what was supposed to be thirty-five years on, the claustrophobia of this tableau, very nearly a Huis Clos on sea, seemed to sum up the narrowness of horizons on offer. The most expansive thing around was the ocean itself. Faced with its undulating enormity, it was as if life on land had contracted in overcompensation. To a curious adolescent – and I was curious in every sense of the word – hung up on my own angst, there appeared to be either nothing of interest or a great squally, nothingness whichever direction you looked. 


It goes almost without saying that being a resident is nothing like being a visitor. And teenagers are, of course, practically biologically disposed to be dissatisfied with their lot, judging especially harshly surroundings that were once, perhaps, the most comfortingly familiar. Or at least familial. Julian Barnes, reflecting on his relationship with our nearest Continental neighbour once wrote that ‘in the long, silent quarrel and faux existentialism of late adolescence’, he took against his ‘parents’ values and therefore against their love of France’. Swap ‘seaside’ for ‘France’ and you have my own story, pretty much. 


Nothing could be dearer to my parents than living by the sea. While even his beloved Brighton and Hove Albion Football Club (‘The Seagulls’) were once hauled off to landlocked Gillingham for a season or two, my father has stuck, limpet-like, to a tiny segment of the Sussex coast for his entire life. His sense of place is enviably complete. The sea has remained such a constant that anything else would be unbearable, possibly unimaginable, now. A relocation to Croydon, mooted exceedingly fleetingly at one point in the late 1970s and in relation to some, apparently un-commutable, job opportunity, was vetoed immediately by my mother, largely on grounds that it was ‘not by the sea.’ This irrefutable fact, informed by her knowledge of the terrain (she was born in Redhill and spent formative years in South Merstham), was enough to settle the issue without the need for further discussion. 


This loyalty to the seaside was not restricted to our unit alone. It was a broader trait, practically genetic and not unlike bushy eyebrows, long, sharp noses, a fondness for drink and a relish of talk and dry wit, common to the tribe as a whole. How far back this dates is a matter of some conjecture. The Victorian family branch line includes well-documented stops in the decidedly urban (or then suburban) Lewisham, Kennington and Chalk Farm. By Edwardian times, births in Hove and electoral role entries in Lancing, a photo from a prep school in Worthing, and some letters, today browned like urn-stewed tea, from an address in Southsea, are testament to a noticeable marine drift. 


The full wash-up, as it were, would have to wait until the 1930s and in family lore was latterly explained by oblique and euphemistic allusions to the Wall Street crash and a loss of money. This came, I think, not out of self-aggrandisement but a more genuine incomprehension at a turn of events that saw my grandfather move from stockbroking in London to labouring in a chalk pit in Shoreham. And since he was paid by the hour, having all of his teeth extracted during one lunch break and returning to an afternoon of shovelling with sore and bloody gums while a false set were made. From hereafter though, the clan would largely be engaged with varying degrees of success (and sanity), in such time-honoured seaside professions as novelty trinket vendors, guesthouse proprietors, restauranteurs, publicans, cafe owners and windsurfing instructors. 


In the whole scheme of English seaside-ing, our contributions to the field would be modest to say the least. When it comes down to it, our legacy consists, firstly, of a quite novel for its day, pirate-themed eatery in Polperro in Cornwall. Called The Jolly Roger, its walls were lined with real cutlasses and its battered cod and chips were commended by Franklin Engelmann on BBC Radio’s Down Your Way. I vividly recall that its leatherette-bound menus were decorated with compass points and written in an indecipherable copperplate script that made ordering food feel like a hunt for buried treasure. The cutlasses, as I learned much later, had been picked up at job lot in some auction in the 1950s by the ever-canny Great-uncle Bob. They were of questionable vintage but against a backdrop of spongy-white plaster and dark wood beams, and offset by Toby jugs and brass ships barometers, their buccaneering credentials appeared unimpeachable. To an impressionable child, anyway.


Secondly, there was a range of conch-shell shaded electric lamps. These were unveiled to enormous, if sadly all too brief, acclaim, at the Ideal Home Exhibition at Earls Court in 1964. 


And that’s it, really. A failure to produce anything of a more lasting significance hasn’t, however, ever dented a commitment to coastal topographies that continues to be close to absolute. 


It was, then, in a less-than-latent desire to assert my own independence that I upped sticks for college in dry-docked Birmingham at the earliest opportunity. From there I headed down to London, which I instantly fell in love with, and where I have remained ever since. For a long time I nursed such an antipathy to the region of my birth that I avoided visiting it for five years. Even road signs in south London indicating sea-bound routes made me distinctly queasy for a while. In retrospect, I can see this was all tied up with a desire to convince myself, as much as anyone else, that London was my home. Rather like a divorcé with a new partner, denigrating the past was the easiest means of showing fealty to the present. But the salt water in my blood would inevitably draw me back, as a tripper, anyway. 


When I first left, though, there seemed scarcely anything worth returning for.  Unemployment was high, over 18 per cent in Brighton. Homelessness and smack were everywhere. Hotels abandoned by holidaymakers were doing their best to provide sanctuary for the uncared for in the community. And, in some areas along this coast, what wasn’t a charity shop was boarded up.  And what wasn’t boarded up was burnt out. The pervasive atmosphere was one of hopelessness. 


Typing these words some twenty years later, during another recession, things look different, to say the least. Over the past decade my own prejudices about any possible rehabilitation of seaside towns, challenged slowly but steadily by the gravitation of valued friends to the coast and even meeting my wife at a music festival in a decayed holiday camp at Camber Sands, have ebbed away.4 And like an incoming tide whose encroaching waves seem barely perceptible until they have claimed the entire sands, by the summer of 2009, the summer of the staycation, the English seaside had acquired the imprimatur of cool. 


With the pound tanking and the economy going belly-up, holidaying at home was rendered stylishly thrifty and patriotic to boot. Such was its cachet that politicians, previously keen to decamp to Barbadian villas or yachts off Corfu for the summer, now on the rack over expenses, lost no time in espousing their virtues and promising extra investment funds, in studiously casual seafront press shoots. Then in a television interview in the run-up to the 2010 general election, a teary-eyed Gordon Brown confessed that he’d proposed to his wife Sarah on a windswept beach at the start of the Millennium. That beach was, admittedly, in Fife. But the point had been made. 


Looking back, it was perhaps in those early days of the new century that our rapprochement with the English seaside really began. It was in 2000, after all, that Margate girl-made-good Tracey Emin sold her Whitstable beach hut to Charles Saatchi for £75,000.  


That was art. But eight years on, Channel 4 News could only marvel that huts were changing hands at £40,000 a time in Southwold. And at Mudeford Spit in Dorset there was reputedly a waiting list of six years just to rent one. As Matt Carroll, writing about this vogue for seaside shacks in the Guardian noted, what was once thought ‘run down’ was ‘now seen as “delightfully kitsch”’. 


Television shows such as BBC’s Coast, whose first episodes were broadcast in 2005 and concluded with Nicholas Crane asking British viewers to remember that they were ‘never more than 72 miles from the sea,’ sang the seaside’s praises once again. A seemingly unconnected new glossy magazine with the same name arrived almost contiguously to present seaside-ing-it as a happening lifestyle option. 


Far from being provincial backwaters, beach towns (or so estate agents in Shoreham, St Leonards, Ramsgate and Folkestone kept telling everyone), were at the forefront of cosmopolitan leisure-ing and urban migration. Just as the inner city slums of Notting Hill, Islington, Shoreditch, or Spitalfields had been reclaimed, first by immigrants, exiles and artists and then by investment bankers, so deliquescing resorts, once judged only fit for the elderly and asylum seekers, were pronounced ripe for gentrification.  


From Bournemouth to Broadstairs and Blackpool to Southend, soon no resort worth its (sea) salt was without its gastro eateries or luxury boutique hotels. Art Deco wrecks like the Midland in Morecambe and the De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill were restored. Art festivals came to Folkestone, and contemporary galleries with swish new buildings opened at St Ives (the Tate), Eastbourne (the Towner) and were in the pipeline for Margate (the Turner Contemporary) and Hastings (the Jerwood). Deal and Littlehampton, the latter famed in my youth only for having the highest concentration of venereal disease for a town of its size, or so it was always claimed, were suddenly home to architecturally interesting ‘designer’ cafes. 


On closer inspection, the picture, almost inevitably, was slightly less rosy. A report by the TUC in 2009 found that despite an increase in visitor numbers of two million in the past two years, unemployment in seaside towns had continued to rise, and sharply. Government figures released in January 2010 showed that numbers of those out of work in Weston-Super-Mare had increased by a half in the year. In Margate, 8.5 per cent of its population was claiming unemployment benefit – twice the national rate. Research by the Centre for Cities discovered that the lowest average full-time wage in the UK, at £349 a week, was to be had in Hastings, while the accountants Wilkins Kennedy concluded that in 2008/9 ‘the average rate of personal insolvencies in coastal towns was almost one third higher than the national average’ (at 20.6 per 10,000 adults, compared with 15.7 across the country). On drug-related deaths, too, seaside resorts proved to be in a league of their own. According to data collated by a team at St George’s, University of London, Brighton recorded more between 2007 and 2009 than anywhere else in Britain. The second worst place was Blackpool. 


But such grim statistics aside, the sudden fashionability of the seaside, a revival of coastal spa breaks and speculation in coastal culture and property among the chattering classes, has marked, in a sense, a return to the very origins of the English seaside as a destination. And in the scheme of this island’s lively and lengthy history, it actually hasn’t been a destination for all that long. Like football and the railways, the seaside is a distinctly English and largely nineteenth-century invention, one that we subsequently exported to the rest of the world. And similarly had to sit back and watch as the rest of the world, blessed in certain quarters with better weather and sandier sands, has refined the formula and left us rather behind. A situation only exacerbated when cheap flights began allowing us to leave our own shores and sample those faraway beaches for ourselves.


But if we made the seaside, it in turn made us by inculcating notions about health, leisure and the rightful pursuit of pleasure that endure to this day. Its allure may seem elemental and surrounding us, the sea itself has quite obviously influenced every aspect of the nation’s life. But the seaside is, nevertheless, deeply cultural. Its history is a part of our national history. Since almost everyone in England has been to the seaside at one time or another, it almost always forms some part of our own personal histories. No other element of the English landscape is experienced quite so universally, arguably. But then like the weather, there is a lot of it and while its range and character varies wildly, it usually boils down to similar combinations of predictably unpredictable dampness. 


This book, accordingly, is really an attempt to consider what its story says about us and what stories in turn we’ve told ourselves about the seaside. To try to see how and why the seaside has become such a powerful part of the narrative of the nation. What is it, for example, about a British beach that is enough to make a great train robber like Ronnie Biggs turn himself in for the chance of a pint by the sea at Margate before he dies? 


In conversations with transatlantic friends in particular, it’s struck me that in many respects our seaside towns are quite like pubs. We let our hair down, as it were, in both and are prone to claim the medicinal qualities of sea air and drink. Americans, of course, have bars; hostelries that are sometimes literally countertops. Everything in such establishments revolves around providing intoxicants with minimal fuss and maximum efficiency; the customer on their stool is only ever a foot or so of polished wood away from the next snifter. (And funds permitting, the pace of refills can even be sped up by increasing the size of tips.) You drink for the most part facing the optics and the beer taps. Or, perhaps after two or three and when the rest of the room gets too much, looking down at your glass on the countertop. The main focus here is alcohol. Until you can’t focus any more, that is. 


Vertical drinking zones and what-have-you have altered the character of many an English boozer, (hostelries and persons), in more recent times. But, like American bars, most pubs adhere to a style of decor and service that is bound up with the semantics of their name. We guzzle our poisons in venues that still quite assiduously doff their caps to the coaching inn or a version of it from a Peek Freans seasonal biscuit tin: all Mr Pickwick, hunting horns, bad pictures, gilt mirrors and horse brasses. Getting a drink can involve a good degree of effort and, like buying at an auction or betting on a horse, requires a passing knowledge of specific customs, phrases, nudges, winks and nods. 


The English seaside, surely, is much the same. With a few notable exceptions, Atlantic City and Miami say, American beachfronts, though usually in private ownership and centred around private enclaves, seem as pared down as their bars: clapboard houses, the odd grand building, a surf station but largely some sea, some sand and not much else. The British, on the other hand, appear incapable of approaching the ocean unless a journey to the shore, much as to an alcoholic drink, is accompanied by some suitably diverting architecture and an above average chance of some other entertainments along the way. 


Why that might be the case is what I set out to find out. The development of the English seaside has been charted many times and my debt to the hundreds of books published on the subject before is enormous. Although I am to a certain extent a prodigal son returning to my roots, this was never intended to be any kind of personal story. Though I will appear from time to time. Like the few shoreside pebbles and shells among millions that we choose to pick up and carry home, what follows probably owes as much to my curious enthusiasms and the odd geographical bias as any attempt to chart the whole terrain. But then, what more curious a terrain is there in England than the seaside, with its semi-naked bathers and quasi-Oriental piers?
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Half in Love With Easeful Death


Scarborough was Sick and the Ocean was a Monster – Send for Dr Brighton – The Maladies of the Monarchy – The Sublime Satire of Jane Austen – Oh TB Beside the Sea with Charlotte Brontë


 


All was not calm in the Sea of Tranquility Guest House. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, all was not well in the Sea of Tranquility Guest House. For on this particular morning the usual lulling, ambient sounds of seagulls and waves had been cut by the harsher tones of someone closer to hand coughing and then blowing their nose. Like a child in a playgroup alternating between a toy drum and a kazoo, this noise was incessant but the beat far too irregular to blank out entirely. Each fresh snort and hack, while expected, seemed to assault with the same force as the one that had initially woken me, besting my alarm by a full hour. That this din was emanating from several floors below did little to quell its power to disturb. It may perhaps even have added to it. The nearby stairwell, while carpeted, serving to amplify rather than muffle the racket.


Clearly a once imposing property, the Sea of Tranquility is a sturdy Victorian terraced house in the South Cliff part of Scarborough; the main town is pitched between two bays, the North and South Cliffs. Today the South Bay, the more obviously seaside-y of the two has a certain feral quality. Tamed by man over the centuries, it is wilder than the less populated North Bay. But in the era when the Sea of Tranquility was built it was said that ‘the best people resided’ in the South. Most of its capacious, high-ceilinged rooms, however, long ago succumbed to division. And more recent looking modifications to accommodate en suite shower units, coupled with an exterior wall decoration heavy on pastel shades and a front patio loaded with mock toadstools and elfin folk, did their best to undermine any lingering signs of frock-coated grandiosity. Still, it had charm, as did its landlady Suzette, the source, as I discovered, of the sneezing.


Suzette was a woman in late middle age whose dress and distracted manner could easily lead you to believe she’d wandered out of an early 1970s Gong concert during a protracted flute solo. Her hippy-ish demeanour masked an admirably canny operator. Certainly her excuses for penny-pinching amendments to the breakfast menu were too ingenious not to admire. The substitution of tinned grapefruit for fresh because ‘the ones in the shop weren’t big enough’ particularly impressive. But any remonstration seemed futile when each excuse was accompanied – and they always were – with the sweetest of smiles and a practically rhetorical, ‘You don’t mind luv, do you now?’
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