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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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Margate Calling
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About the Author


GEMMA CAIRNEY is a BBC broadcaster, magpie, and life enthusiast who has won awards for her documentaries. Gemma has presented shows across the breadth of the BBC. She is also founder of production company Boom Shakalaka Productions. Her first book, Open: A Toolkit for How Magic and Messed Up Life Can Be came out in spring 2017 (Macmillan). Gemma was a judge for the Wellcome Prize in 2017. She hosts a regular club night in her hometown of Margate.




A WILD ROMANCE


I feel almost coy telling you about my love. As with all true loves, I kind of want to keep it a secret, to keep it for those who are close. And yet, I also want to scream about it from the rooftops. It’s that contradictory zigzag of wanting to reveal all, and then the next moment wanting to yank it back and keep it under wraps so that it stays personal. But here goes … My love letter to you, Margate, a place full of irony and contradictions. You nutty and addictive seaside town.


My infatuation was a heady one. I was blindsided instantly, on my very first visit to the Isle of Thanet in 2014. Little did I know when I boarded the train, on my way to see a dear friend, that the jaunt would create an unexpected, glistening path for me out of the city – the smoggy yet compelling jungle of London, which I had thought of as home for over a decade. A whirlwind of energy smacked into me as soon as I stepped off the train. I could blame it on the view from the station – the vastness of the sea and the relief of such expanse after the claustrophobia of the city – but I have to put it down to something weirder, something more wondrous. At the risk of sounding mad and pretentious, I have to say that honestly something in the air whipped me up in a way that I can only describe as quite mystic.
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The epic landscape of Margate





Margate is a vibrant place that conjures excitement – from the nostalgic, old-world holiday bric-a-brac, stick of rock, kiss-me-quick charm of the buildings and amusements past and present, to the rocking and rolling that has ensued. From stories of how Jerry Hall and Mick Jagger celebrated their wedding reception once upon a time in the Nayland Rock Hotel, to tales of circus lions and elephants that used to roam the beach in the late nineteenth century. My imagination is rampant here. I can walk along the beach or through the amusement park, or have a conversation with a local person who has lived through the ages and remembers all the myths and legends, and it feels as if I’ve time travelled. On a sweaty day on the main sands, surrounded by sunburn, garage music beats, plumes of smoke and strong lager being slurped from cans, I’m transported to the nicotine-filled nineties. I find this most British of British seaside towns both brilliant and bananas. It can be gruff, but it always feels real and there’s a sense that anything can happen.


Stories and threads of nostalgia aside, the sandy beaches are next level and the sunsets stop people from all walks of life in their tracks. On some days, the sea turns the colour of emeralds. And there is something here for everyone: one-of-a-kind vintage shops, secret drinking holes, the Turner Contemporary gallery with its striking architecture, music studios, art studios, coffee shops filled with records, cafés, cycle routes, sound baths and beach raves, trips to spot seals, drum ’n’ bass exercise classes, and all the ice cream you could possibly scream for. Margate is more cosmopolitan than its rep would have you believe. It’s old skool, new skool and inclusive, a melting pot of old and young, newly settled, those who have been here all their lives, and the tourists, of course, who are drawn each summer by the promise of white sand and tropical temperatures. Margate crackles with creative energy; I have space to think and dream here.


For a lot of people, home – that feeling of belonging or attachment – happens gradually and comes from laying foundations and then living in a place for the longest time, experiencing all it has to offer and maturing with it. But that hasn’t been the case with me. I’m part of a more transient generation and am still putting down my roots. I came to Margate with a man but am now single. My life changes with the tides and I wouldn’t have it any other way.


In renovating my dilapidated, ramshackle Georgian maisonette, I am literally laying my foundations. I love colour and can be a sentimental fool, so have been enjoying honing my (let’s say) ‘optimistic’ interior style and making a home, but it has become a time-consuming project. I get overwhelmed easily and have started to fear it may never be finished. Ever. Unlike the friends whose own projects inspired me. One couple who did up an old coach house complete with an outdoor bath; another who have a whole floor above an arts club, including a room named after Liberace; one who’s turned a two-bedroom flat into a colour-popping wallpaper dream. There’s no one single style in this town.


So, hands up, I’m a newbie to Margate, an enthusiast rather than an expert, and I am continually learning new things. Every week I stumble across a new establishment or encounter someone with an incredible tale of Margate’s rich history or future. Like a patchwork quilt, the town seems to have an infinite capacity to grow and amaze me and, like most things that fascinate me, there’s an element of disgust at times too.


This hometown tale is part essay and part scrapbook of my thoughts and feelings on Margate: the good, the bad, the beautiful and the ugly – all through my personal prism. It’s also the tale of how I came to live here, how I ended one relationship and began another with the sea. I’ve also included a guide to my favourite haunts in the hope that you will come and visit. Tourism enables the town to thrive. It’s deceptively big – quite literally built for droves – and once hosted thousands and thousands of holiday-makers throughout the summer. I think it’s the constant flow of new people, all delighted by its unforgettable charm (more on that later), that brings so much excitement to the place. According to the saying, home is where the heart is, and although I haven’t lived in Margate for years and years, it has most definitely stolen my heart.




LONDON


I loved my London life, aged twenty-one to thirty. The biggest reason being it was beautifully heady for friendship and fun. I’d stay up late going to house parties, wearing whatever I wanted (there’s a ridiculous picture, notorious among my mates, of me in a green tartan playsuit and matching green suspenders – and this was a genuine Saturday night outfit choice!). We’d organise gigantic dinner parties, meet for mid-week yoga stretch-ups, plan group trips to the countryside, sit in Turkish restaurants for breakfast on Stoke Newington High Street (and sometimes stay so long we’d still be there for lunch and dinner …). We didn’t have Instagram, we had each other, and we laughed and danced all the time. My friends are the greatest loves of my life.


My career soared in London too. I started at the BBC aged twenty-three and entered a galaxy of twinkling, fun times in broadcast and entertainment. Over this period, I was the regular host of five different radio shows across the BBC, from a daily afternoon show on 1Xtra to two years of Weekend Breakfast on Radio 1. And, although fun, working for the UK’s biggest youth music stations was brutally hard too. There’s a cluster of very real challenges when you’re expected to learn and grow in a job that’s in the public eye. Then there’s the ‘show biznizz’ side to it all – it’s a bit like trying to navigate a brilliant and alluring adventure playground in the dark, full of potentially serious hazards to your mental health.


My job required learning how to drive a radio desk to precision, and I remember trying to steady my shaking hands as I nervously waited to go live to the nation. It was so important to me. I wanted to convey warmth, inclusiveness and integrity while talking on air. But I didn’t have a lot of experience. I didn’t go to university; I had to learn on the job. Then there were the general day-to-day dealings with a plethora of personalities, from the grippingly inspiring to the downright shady, the excellent and irreverent to the fake and mean, all of whom were navigating the same adventure playground. And, as a young woman, I often felt that my looks were being scrutinized rather than my craft. It was a force of emotion to be reckoned with.


The opportunities that came my way were amazing though, including presenting TV coverage of Glastonbury for seven years. My role was to report from the festival’s nooks and crannies, shining a spotlight on the weirder, more unexpected areas – from being surrounded in the middle of the night in the mind-blowingly dystopian Bloc 9 area by dancers whipping each other, to tightrope walking, to watching stunt riders take on the ‘wall of death’, to discovering artist Gavin Turk’s secret festival within the festival, where he hosted a full medieval banquet at which Jarvis Cocker sat, glowing in the light from oversized candelabras – all on live TV.
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That green suspenders look?





It was my good mate Amy Redmond, a fire flame of an activist, businesswoman and the force behind Sink the Pink (a fabulous club night that helped to establish a new wave of LGBTQ nightlife across the country), who introduced me to Margate. We had worked together at Radio 1 and both enjoyed the duality of living in bohemian east London in the mid-noughties (when young people could still afford to live there) and showing dedication to our careers. We were fiercely ambitious about remaining socially conscious in a world moving faster and becoming louder than ever before.


We had trekked Mount Kenya together for a youth cancer charity, Trekstock, when I was twenty-six. I helped to organise a gig that would take place halfway up, at around 8,000ft, with comedian Josie Long doing stand-up and our beautiful singer friend Roxanne Tataei covering a Rihanna hit. We used a battery-powered amp and put up some bunting, but were all in our sweaty trekking gear and, after the fifth day of washing out of a bowl, I can remember thinking I’d never smelled so terrible! On one of the days, we found a beautiful lake. Amy had been unwell with a serious bout of altitude sickness, and though we were so far up the temperature was below zero, Amy stripped naked and dived right in, desperate for the freshness that only a body covered in water can feel. I stood there watching her, dumbstruck – it must have been like jumping into liquid ice. Collectively, we raised over £70,000 for the charity and it changed our lives in the process. Pretty much everything we did and still do, in both work and play, we try to make about combining fun, joy, individuality, equality, fairness and positivity, and this trip cemented that.
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Amy plunging naked into the lake on Mt Kenya.





I was renting an attic room in a multi-coloured house in Dalston in my late twenties when, one afternoon, Amy visited with a fistful of estate agent brochures on properties in Margate. I had never even thought about buying a house. ‘Where?!’ I asked at the time, but the seed was sown.


A few years later, when Amy moved there, her enthusiasm for the town was infectious. I’ve always trusted her opinion implicitly, and seeing her Facebook posts on cycling by the coast I started to become very intrigued. My boyfriend and I hadn’t been together that long, but we were filled with good vibes when we visited Amy, and we started looking for flats that we might be able to buy with our joint savings pretty much straight away. Perhaps it was something to do with being in love and finding a place that represented love, but there was something enigmatic and addictive about Margate. It had a frenetic energy that worked in unison with the fire in my belly. It reminded me of the giddiness I felt during my early years in London. It was the people, the madness, the freedom, but also the epic landscape of Margate. The more I thought about it, the more I felt that the city didn’t represent these things for me any more. I had already started to swim outdoors in the Serpentine whenever I could (they open it for wild swimming at certain times of the year) and in the Hampstead Heath ponds, but here … here you could swim in the sea!




SWEET DREAMS
(ARE MADE OF THIS)


Amy was in the process of setting up the Margate Arts Club and had found an old shop to convert on the eclectic, rowdy and unforgettable Northdown Road. It’s a special area of the town and I always get this feeling there – that anything can happen. I recently heard that a full radio studio had been discovered above a jewellery shop on the road. It had been boarded up for decades and lay dusty and abandoned, but perfectly intact. And that’s just a smidgen of how random the road is …


In joyous haste, my boyfriend and I found and successfully purchased a little flat just around the corner from Amy’s, in an old hotel building opposite the Winter Gardens and the sunken Victorian music hall. It had been a holiday let for over a decade and had amazing sea views. It was SUPER fun to create a dream holiday retreat and, although we changed it up a bit aesthetically, we kept on the same managers to run it. Before doing anything, we asked ourselves: What would the dream holiday let be right here in dreamy Margate? We filled it with a fancy-dress box, complete with roller skates for the promenade outside the flat, a light-up jukebox with albums dedicated to friends (so they could listen to their specific album whenever they got the chance to visit) and – my favourite – put in a roll top copper bath in the master bedroom. Once it was plumbed in, I hugged it with glee; it made me happier than anything. I have a frame with the lyrics to ‘Sweet Dreams’ hand-written by Annie Lennox, which I bought at ‘Rumble in the Jumble’, a charity jumble sale I organise every year, and we put it up and named the flat ‘Sweet Dreams’.
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