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    Prologue




    The British on holiday: how can four simple words evoke so many vivid images, images of raw sunburn and relentless rain, of John Bull’s Pub (in Lanzarote) and Antonio’s Tapas Bar (in Torquay), of endless queues to get through security at Manchester Airport, or Gatwick, or Glasgow, or Luton, and endless tailbacks on the M5, or M6, or M25, but also images of carefree sploshing in Portuguese swimming-pools and lazy lunches in the Provençal sun?




    This book celebrates the holidaying British, with their quirks and their quinine tablets, and their blithe assumption that the elderly man selling oranges at the roadside in Corfu, so photogenic with his walnut face and three teeth, must surely understand just a few, uncomplicated English sentences. It examines the fortnight-long cruise at one end of the holiday spectrum, and a day’s rambling in the Lake District at the other. It looks at how the holidaying British evolved into the big-spending, many-headed beast we know today, by recalling not only the holidays that we took as children, but the holidays our grandparents, and their grand parents, took. It is a story that connects Thomas Cook, a devout Baptist from Derbyshire, born in 1808, with the South African-born Sir William Heygate Edmund Colborne Butlin, mercifully known as Billy. It is a story that connects Blackpool with Barcelona, Mauritius with Margate. It is a story, indeed, that connects you with me.




    The first half of this book addresses the phenomenon of the British holidaying in Britain. It is a growing phenomenon, while the holiday abroad, perhaps surprisingly in this age of low-budget airlines, is on the decline. Meanwhile, there are more than 20 million of us who holiday only in Britain, which seems remarkable, given the proximity of countries such as France and Spain, and the comparative cheapness of getting there. Are there any other people anywhere in the world who spend their precious holidays within 100 miles or so of home, among their own kind, speaking their own language, yet rendered as wide-eyed and flummoxed by local customs or accents as if they were in the foothills of the Andes?




    I have some insight into this because we have two small holiday cottages attached to our home in rural Herefordshire, and it is not unusual for visitors from Birmingham, scarcely fifty miles away, to return to their cottage from a trip into nearby Leominster in a state of wonder, rather as you might expect folk to return to their hotels on the banks of the Zambezi River having just seen the Victoria Falls for the first time, except that what has astounded these Brummies is Leominster’s policy of half-day closing.




    Needless to add, one shouldn’t generalize. Some Brits take half-day closing in Leominster, or indeed their first sight of the Victoria Falls, perfectly in their stride. One shouldn’t write about the British on holiday as if they are a single coach-party writ large, which is why this book is divided into so many chapters, but in some of them, I hope, you will find some truths about yourself, your family, or at the very least Mr and Mrs Perkins from across the road, inveterate caravan enthusiasts, or Mr and Mrs Babcock from the sub-post office, seasoned naturists.
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    Bandstands, bastards and Barnstaple




    I grew up beside the seaside, although not beside the sea. Southport, located in Lancashire when I was a small boy but rudely shifted into Merseyside by the 1974 municipal boundary changes, is a handsome, genteel Victorian resort on the southern banks of the Ribble estuary, seventeen miles north of Liverpool and fifteen miles south-west of Preston. In his 1983 book The Kingdom by the Sea, the American travel writer Paul Theroux described Southport as condescendingly as only a man from Massachusetts in round tortoiseshell glasses can, as a place containing ‘gritty northern splendour’ but also a great number of elderly people, adding ‘to Southport’s atmosphere of feebleness and senility’. This is monstrously unfair, a calumny for which any self-respecting, able-bodied Sandgrounder should feel entitled, even now, to bop him on the nose.




    Sandgrounder is the marvellous name for natives of Southport, which regrettably I am not, quite, having moved there (with a bit of help) when I was just over a fortnight old. The name is decidedly apt, because the place has a great deal of sand. The incoming tide invariably has a half-hearted, almost apologetic air about it, as if it lost all its confidence on the journey over from Ireland; indeed the beach often seems to meet the horizon without any intervening water, causing local wags, of whom there are a great many, to quip that Southport inspired the saying ‘Long time no sea’.




    Paul Theroux typically laced his assessment of Southport’s sealessness with a sneer. ‘When the tide was down, the beach was a long ludicrous desert,’ he wrote, ‘but flatter than any desert I had seen. Cars drove across it. The pier was high and dry. The sun at 9.30pm seemed to be setting at the far end of Egypt.’ In fairness, he had a point, and by now you probably get the picture. To enjoy a worthwhile paddle in Southport you either need to be unusually short, or possessed of unusual stamina.




    But that didn’t stop the town’s steady growth as a holiday resort in the nineteenth century, and although Southport’s golden age was emphatically over by the time I was growing up there, in the 1960s and 1970s, I still had to get used to sharing its broad pavements with day-trippers and sometimes dedicated holidaymakers from Liverpool, Manchester and beyond. Some of them even knew what I knew: that Woolworths on Chapel Street was the best place for a spot of casual shoplifting. The comedian Jenny Eclair, formerly plain Jenny Hargreaves and eighteen months older than me, told me many years later that she used to travel all the way to Southport from her home in posh Lytham St Annes, on the opposite bank of the Ribble estuary, such were the easy pickings in the Chapel Street branch of Woolies. But let’s not get sidetracked by lax security around the pick ‘n’ mix. The fact is that my Southport childhood afforded me a regular and vivid glimpse into the myriad traditions and conventions of the English seaside holiday, some of them truly strange, such as the Punch and Judy show, at which children were expected to laugh their socks off while a hook-nosed hunchback beat up his wife.




    Another that springs arbitrarily but pleasingly to mind is the knickerbocker glory. For much of my childhood, no two words in tandem excited me quite as much as knickerbocker and glory, at least not until I was old enough to appreciate the image conjured by the words Raquel and Welch. There are conflicting theories as to the origins of the name knickerbocker glory. That impressively authoritative but frequently inaccurate source Wikipedia boringly suggests that it derives its name from knickerbockers, ‘a type of long trouser traditionally worn by young children (but particularly young boys)’, with the word glory reflecting ‘the typical reaction of a child presented with such a dessert’.




    This, just to introduce another kind of food to the equation, is quite clearly baloney. How many children, even in the early decades of the last century, would ever have instinctively cried ‘Glory!’ on being given a dish of ice-cream, fruit and jelly? I am reminded of the explanation given in my dictionary for the word ‘ha-ha’, which pops up in several of Jane Austen’s novels meaning a kind of walled ditch, sunken into the ground so that it can act as a fence without breaking the flow of the landscape, and which apparently owes its name to ‘the typical exclamation of surprise on coming across such an unexpected obstacle’. Yet if that were really true, a ha-ha would more likely be called a ‘bugger me’, and by the same logic a knickerbocker glory would surely be a ‘knickerbocker wow’, or a ‘knickerbocker yum’? And in any case, why name a dessert after an item of clothing?




    Whatever, the first recorded mention of what was then a plain knickerbocker appears to have been in the recipe book of a New York soda dispenser, in 1915. The original recipe rather exotically combined ice-cream with chocolate syrup, crushed raspberries, whipped cream, rose essence and brandied cherries, all of which were layered in a tall sundae glass. By the time I had my first knickerbocker glory, circa 1967 at Rossi’s ice-cream parlour in Nevill Street, Southport, it had become a considerably more prosaic affair, heavily reliant on the tinned fruit cocktail. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a big treat, but it wasn’t quite the treat it was for my wife Jane, when she was a little girl holidaying with her sister and parents at Flamborough on the Yorkshire coast.




    Growing up in Southport meant being indulged with classic seaside-holiday treats, like a trip to the beach or the funfair, or to the amusement arcades on the pier, or indeed a knickerbocker glory, once every two or three months, rather than once a year. But for Jane these were annual treats, with an accordingly revered status in her memories of childhood.




    She grew up near Barnsley in the South Yorkshire coalfields, and so the once-a-year family trip to the seaside assumed momentous significance. On their last day at Flamborough, where every year they stayed in a caravan until their parents were affluent enough to afford lodgings at a pub called the North Star, Jane and her older sister Jackie would be allowed the knickerbocker glory they had craved since the day of arrival. Then, when every last drop of melted ice-cream and tinned fruit-cocktail syrup had been drained, when every last hundred and thousand had been dabbed from the inside of the sundae dish with a wet finger, they were allowed across the road to a gift shop, where they pooled their spending-money to buy their mum and dad a meaningful souvenir of the holiday. And so it was every year that a small owl encrusted in winkle shells, or something similarly tasteful, would inexorably find its way to the mantelpiece above the glass-fronted solid-fuel fire back in Hoyland Common. Incidentally, it was only by prodding Jane’s memories of the Flamborough knickerbocker glories that I unlocked her memory of the winkle-encrusted owl. Marcel Proust would have been proud of me.




    Of course, there is no law decreeing that knickerbocker glories can only be consumed at the seaside. But it is to the seaside that they unequivocally belong. Moreover, to the buttoned-up British, that most extravagant-looking of ice-cream sundaes has always carried the whiff of decadence that we all need, occasionally, on our holidays. In 1937 one was even cited in a court case, when a Mr Devlin sued a Mr Cooper for enticing his wife away from him, and the prosecution produced an incriminating letter from Mrs Devlin to Mr Cooper, saying ‘Do you remember when we went there together and had a knickerbocker glory?’




    In 1938, a year after the cuckolded Mr Devlin cut up rough, mandatory holiday pay was introduced in Britain via the nobly intentioned Holiday With Pay Act. Holiday-savings clubs were promptly set up in factories all over the country, while the Labour Party grandees Clement Attlee and Harold Laski even organized a committee to subsidize holidays for the jobless ‘to get away from the misery and drabness of their everyday lives’. For those in work, some enlightened employers had done the decent thing already. Workers at the Rowntree’s factory in York first enjoyed a week’s annual holiday on full pay as far back as 1918, albeit eight full years after the company’s more urgent introduction of the Walnut Whip. But once the entire country was entitled to paid leave, seaside holidays proliferated. By the end of the 1930s, 15 million people a year were spending at least a week at the seaside, and I should think it almost certain that it was the seaside where Mrs Devlin and Mr Cooper enjoyed their illicit liaison.




    If so, we can be sure that there was also some canoodling by a bandstand. All English seaside resorts worth their salt air have at least one bandstand. Southport’s was shaped like a giant version of those Iced Gem biscuits the origins of which, I might just tell you as an aside, can be traced all the way back to 1850, when the biscuit barons Thomas Huntley and George Palmer gave the thumbs-up to a batch of biscuits that inexplicably emerged from the oven somewhat on the tiny side. In 1910, somebody in the factory had the bright idea of piping a little swirl of coloured icing on to them.




    Anyway, around the time that Huntley and Palmer were first marketing their accidentally tiny biscuits, the railway reached Southport from Liverpool, and five years later, from Manchester. The town was suddenly accessible to Lancashire’s congested industrial heartland and it needed to offer all those mill workers something in the way of entertainment. A bandstand was built to accommodate another new-fangled invention, the brass band.




    An enthusiasm for brass bands was at first confined to the north of England, the cradle of the Industrial Revolution, and within the north of England, specifically to the working classes. More refined northerners did not care for it, and the factory-owning classes in Lancashire and Yorkshire could be positively withering about the musical tastes of their workers. Thomas Beecham, born in St Helens in 1879 into the Beecham’s pills fortune, and later to found the London Philharmonic Orchestra, loftily observed that ‘brass bands are all very well in their place . . . outdoors and several miles away’. And that from a man who owed his comfortable start in life to a laxative. Still, he was only trying to be witty, and since he also splendidly said that everyone should try everything once except folk dancing and incest, we can forgive him. He also tends to be cited in dictionaries of quotations as the conductor who supposedly stopped a lady cellist in rehearsal with the memorable reproach: ‘Madam, you have between your legs a magnificent instrument, capable of bringing pleasure to thousands, and all you can do is scratch it.’ But his biographer loyally ascribes that to the more vulgar Henry Wood, founder of the promenade concerts.




    Gradually, brass bands began to grow in popularity even outside the north of England, and by the mid-1930s many British seaside resorts had second-generation bandstands, streamlined art deco replacing ornate Victoriana. Like the knickerbocker glory, bandstands were not restricted to the seaside, but it is to the seaside that they too spiritually belonged, harbouring the rosy-cheeked worthies of the Salvation Army band enthusiastically puffing their way through ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’, accompanied by more raucous songbirds in the form of screeching, wheeling seagulls, while elderly holidaymakers in sensible hats and mackintoshes dozed in deckchairs.




    The deckchair is linked almost umbilically to the bandstand, and reclined contentedly in one of them, when I turn my mind’s eye to my seaside childhood, is my late grandmother. My grandma lived in Southgate, north London, and having been widowed since the early 1960s she used to come to stay with us in Southport for four or five weeks every year. I was an only child, and with both my parents working every day in Liverpool – where my mum re-packed ladies’ underwear that my dad had bought direct from the manufacturers, with a view to selling it on to small department stores and market traders – my welfare was very often her responsibility until I became old enough to look after myself during the school holidays. I suppose my memory might be wrong-footing me, but between the ages of about five and nine, as I recall it, I went with my grandma every summer’s day for a walk on the promenade and a sit by the bandstand, before catching the number 17 bus home together.




    I can’t remember ever doing anything more fun with her, like playing pitch-and-putt, or renting a motor boat on Marine Lake (at the time the largest man-made lake in Europe, so every Southport schoolchild was told). But at least these regular excursions to the bandstand offered me an early understanding of Britain’s holiday culture, for my grandma would almost always fall into conversation with other old people who were spending a week at the seaside, and I came to see Southport through their rheumy eyes, as an annual tonic from their unexciting lives in landlocked Levenshulme or Llangollen. I didn’t, like that bastard Paul Theroux, conclude dyspeptically that Southport was perforce full of the elderly, the feeble and the senile. On the contrary, the pleasure my grandmother’s superannuated acquaintances drew from my town all but made my little white chest burst with proprietorial pride.




    Living at the seaside, however, did not stop my parents from taking me on holiday to places that represented, in that curious phrase, a home away from home. I have never quite understood why the discovery of ‘a home away from home’ on a holiday should be interpreted as a positive thing, when surely the whole point is to leave home well behind. But one summer we went to Largs in Ayrshire, which was more or less to Glasgow what Southport was to Liverpool and Manchester, and for Whitsun half-term in 1968 we went to Barnstaple in Devon, another resort redolent of home (and ‘a slightly frumpish, down-at-heel town’, according to the ever-critical Theroux).




    It is a holiday I can confidently date because at the end of it, on the interminable drive north in our gold (in truth a rather muted yellow) Vauxhall Viva, some news suddenly broke over the car radio that was deemed important enough for the BBC to interrupt Cliff Richard merrily singing ‘Congratulations’, the UK’s entry for that year’s Eurovision Song Contest. Abruptly cutting into Cliff’s message that he wanted the world to know he was as happy as could be came the news that the US Democratic Party’s likely presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy had been shot, possibly fatally (as it duly proved), in the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. Even if Cliff was as happy as could be, the world manifestly wasn’t, and the news flash had a bewilderingly dramatic effect on my mother and father. My dad pulled the car into a layby where they listened in grave and I think even tearful disbelief.




    Hushed into silence on the back seat, I was aware, aged six, that something terrible had happened. I also knew that the bad news from the distant United States about this Kennedy fellow put the tin lid, or however I might have framed that thought at the age of six, on a really miserable week. It had rained relentlessly in Barnstaple, falling not even in a steady drizzle, but in merciless sheets. In the hotel bedroom I shared with my parents, I actually attempted to relieve the desperate boredom one afternoon by cutting off clumps of my own hair, for which I received a sharp smack from my mother, adding physical pain to the uncomfortable sudden realization that on one side of my head I had rendered myself almost completely bald.




    I’m pretty sure that anyone who has grown up holidaying at the English seaside has at least one place that is enduringly synonymous with abject monotony and misery. For my friend Becky, for example, that place is Ottery St Mary which, may the county’s tourist board forgive me, is also in Devon. She remembers going there for a week in the 1970s and her dad repeatedly saying, ‘If it rains once more, we’re going home’. On the Wednesday, half-way through the holiday, it rained once more, and off they went. Becky has never returned to Ottery St Mary. For me, though, Barnstaple is the name that conjures up that image of rain hammering the window pane when you go to bed at night, and still hammering it when you wake up in the morning. It was a demon I tried to slay in the summer of 2009 when I went back to Barnstaple for the first time in forty-one years, but guess what? It pissed down.
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    Sun, sandcastles and surf dudes




    The epic unreliability of the British weather means that only repeated annual visits to a seaside resort can be sure to yield at least some memories of fun-filled, sunny days, which is why my wife Jane has grown up with so many fond recollections of those holidays in Flamborough, and why, once we were parents ourselves, we took our children to Constantine Bay near Padstow on the north coast of Cornwall, staying in the same room in the same hotel for the same ten days every summer for ten successive years, and pitching the same windbreak in the same spot on the same beach every morning at the same time. Creatures of habit? Not at all. Sometimes we paid someone at the hotel to make our sandwiches, sometimes we made them ourselves.




    What is it, incidentally, with the British and windbreaks? Bill Bryson, another American travel writer, has observed with his trademark acerbic wit that if you need to shelter from the wind, maybe it’s not such a great idea to be on the beach in the first place. But then the Iowa-raised Bryson, by his own admission, doesn’t even begin to understand the British attachment to the seaside. In a column in the Independent in 1999, he presented a very funny, very sarcastic account of how, before they moved from old England to New England, his wife might enthusiastically suggest a visit to the coast. This was how he cruelly paraphrased her suggestion.




    ‘We’ll get sand in our hair. We’ll get sand in our shoes. We’ll get sand in our sandwiches and then in our mouths. We’ll get sunburned and windburned. And when we get tired of sitting, we can have a paddle in water so cold it actually hurts. At the end of the day, we’ll set off at the same time as 37,000 other people and get in such a traffic jam that we won’t get home till midnight. I can make trenchant observations about your driving, and the children can pass the time sticking each other with sharp objects. It will be such fun.’




    The tragic thing is that because my wife is English, and therefore beyond the reach of reason where saltwater is concerned, she really will think it’s fun.




    I’m firmly on Mrs Bryson’s side, but I can see how we must look to incomers. I suppose it’s something to do with us being an island nation that the seaside appeals to us so. In the United States and even larger European countries such as France there must be plenty of people who have never set foot on a beach, but in Britain paddling in the sea is practically a birthright. Not that this was so before the invention of the railway and subsequently the motorcar. When the novelist Charlotte Brontë first set eyes on the sea in the mid-nineteenth century she was described by a companion as ‘quite over-powered, she could not speak till she had shed some tears . . . she made stern efforts to subdue her emotions . . . for the remainder of the day she was very quiet, subdued and exhausted.’ Which sounds more like the reaction of a person who has been flashed at than one who has seen the sea for the first time, but then the Brontës were sensitive creatures, and it was understandably a big day for her.




    At around the same time that Charlotte Brontë was making stern efforts to subdue her emotions, a canny entrepreneur called Thomas Cook was chartering a train for his first commercial excursion, from Leicester to Loughborough, just eleven miles away. It was 5 July 1841, and though even Thomas Cook can hardly have suspected such a thing, the very dawn of the era of mass tourism. Not that, if he had known it, he would have raised a celebratory glass of frothing ale. Cook was a fierce campaigner on behalf of the Temperance Society, and even found time to edit the Children’s Temperance Magazine, a high-minded publication for ‘the instruction and amusement of little teetotallers’, some of whom accompanied him to Loughborough that day.




    Loughborough was the perfect destination for Cook’s pioneering day-trippers – almost 600 of them – because they, like him, were signatories of the temperance pledge and Loughborough was dry, so entire families could go without fear of meeting drunkards. Which is not, it has to be said, a guaranteed prospect on Britain’s railways today. And let it not be whispered anywhere near Thomas Cook’s grave in Welford Road cemetery, Leicester, but modern Lough borough houses all those sports-science students, drinking Guinness and crème-de-menthe cocktails strained through the rugby captain’s jockstrap.




    Anyway, Cook quickly realized that he had to strike out beyond pious Loughborough, and started organizing trips to the seaside, which was already a popular destination among the gentry and aristocracy, and had been so since the mid-seventeenth century, when a Lewes doctor called Richard Russell wrote a pamphlet with the catchy title, ‘A Dissertation on the use of Sea Water in the Diseases of the Glands, particularly the Scurvy, Jaundice, King’s-Evil, Leprosy and the Glandular Consumption’. The transformation of Brighton from a sleepy fishing-village to a cosmopolitan resort favoured by royalty owed a great deal, if not everything, to Dr Russell’s endorsement of seawater, and in 1817, in her unfinished novel Sanditon, Jane Austen gently mocked those who believed that a seaside visit could cure any ill.




    ‘The sea air and sea bathing together were nearly infallible,’ she wrote, ‘one or other of them being a match for every disorder of the stomach, the lungs or the blood. They were anti-spasmodic, anti-pulmonary, anti-septic, anti-bilious and anti-rheumatic. Nobody could catch cold by the sea; nobody wanted [for] appetite by the sea; nobody wanted spirits; nobody wanted strength.’




    Not until the railways came along, though, did ordinary folk from inland Britain get a regular taste of that bracing sea air, and it took Thomas Cook to organize them properly. His first trip to the seaside was from Leicester to New Brighton, on the Wirral peninsula, in 1845. The following year he took his rail-trippers to Fleetwood in Lancashire, then on a steamer to Ardrossan on the Firth of Clyde, where they got back on a train and chuffed into Glasgow, to be greeted, such was the significance of the occasion, by the city’s brass band. Soon enough, tourists were a regular sight around Britain, no longer considered a sufficiently big deal for the local brass band to turn out. Once the Bank Holidays Act of 1871 (of which more later in these pages) had enshrined full public holidays at Whitsun and over the first weekend in August, organized excursions to the seaside in particular were commonplace. By the turn of the twentieth century most working-class folk in even the most landlocked towns knew what it felt like to feel cool seaside sand between their toes.




    And so back to sand. It might get into every nook and cranny, as the beach heretic Bill Bryson points out, but beaches, in my humble opinion, are greatly diminished without it. Maybe it’s because I grew up in Southport that I cleave unapologetically to the view that a beach made of pebbles is not a proper beach. That obligatory newspaper photograph of tens of thousands of trippers packed on to Brighton beach every August bank-holiday weekend (English weather permitting) is an annual source of puzzled wonder to me.




    Obviously, the proximity of Brighton to London and the conurbations of the south-east is one explanation for the bank-holiday madness, but as a general rule of thumb, applicable pretty much all over the world, the less accessible beaches are also the best beaches. Take the beach at Constantine Bay in Cornwall, which at the height of summer is a three-hour drive or thereabouts even from Bristol, the nearest large city. It is just about the finest beach I know, the kind of beach that belongs on the front of one of Enid Blyton’s Famous Five books, forever stuck in the 1950s, a beach of kite-flying and French cricket and sandcastles and rock-pooling, separated by a range of weather-beaten dunes from Trevose, one of England’s classic golf links, fashioned as much by the prevailing wind as by the great golf-course architect Harry Colt.




    I should add that Constantine Bay in the summer also has a thriving teen culture, which is not very 1950s, although we stopped going to Cornwall when our eldest child, our daughter Eleanor, was fourteen, not yet old enough to join the surf dudes holding debauched beach parties after dark. And debauched they plainly were. There was one summer when all the local beaches were closed at ten p.m. on account of the detritus found on the sand the following morning. Flotsam, jetsam and Litesomes. Enid Blyton would have been horrified.




    For us, the beach meant more wholesome family activities, like watching other families’ wholesome family activities. The British on holiday are great, if covert, people-watchers, and Constantine Bay is marvellous for people-watching. I suppose all popular British beaches are on a sunny summer’s day, but the presence of those surf dudes lends an extra dimension; lithe, toned, tanned youngsters striding purposefully to the shore past acres of sunburnt blubber; humanity in its many and varied forms. And of course, while it’s unacceptably sizeist to make muttered asides about elephantine women laboriously changing into frilly blue sundresses, it is also irresistible. I can remember us all watching in silence one summer as this particular spectacle unfolded fifty yards or so away, and then my father-in-law, Bob, quietly informed us what his late mother Nellie, born and bred in Hoyland Common, would have remarked had she been with us. ‘She’ll tek some britchin’.’




    My parents-in-law went with us to Cornwall every August, throughout the years when, just as every beach holiday needed buckets and spades and factor-50 suncream, so it also needed a grandma and a granddad. Even when they are grandparents themselves my kids will remember Bob’s sandcastles: enormous yet intricate, with forbidding dungeons and slate staircases and windows framed with empty mussel shells. To their painstaking construction he brought all the skills he had acquired in nigh on fifty years as a mining engineer, although his castles were not classic English crenellated jobs but more like Saracen fortresses, invulnerable to all infidels but not, alas, to the incoming tide.




    As it happens I had never given much thought to the design of sandcastles until we had a beach holiday in the New England state of Maine the summer before we started going to Cornwall. That was when we realized that American children, and their fathers and grandfathers (for there as here it is principally a male undertaking), build sandcastles wholly inspired by Disney. They have a different technique entirely, fashioning tall, improbable towers by carefully drizzling wet sand, until they have created a structure which might conceivably, in a young imagination, house Sleeping Beauty.




    The European sandcastle tradition is more historically and architecturally accurate, clearly based on the fact that, unlike the Americans, we never needed Uncle Walt to show us what castles look like. Not that Bob has ever visited any Saracen fortresses, but had there been any passing Saracens in Constantine Bay I’m sure they would have vouched for the authenticity of his constructions. And after he’d applied the finishing touches, usually with a preter-naturally steady hand, a keen eye for geometry and a lolly stick, our children were able to put on proprietorial airs just as, in different circumstances, I had as a child, alongside the pensioners by the bandstand in Southport.




    The completion of one of Bob’s sandcastles was always an event on Constantine Bay beach, with other children bringing their parents and grandparents over to look, admire, and indeed envy. Envy is an emotion often harboured by the British on holiday. I have encountered muscle envy, flat-tummy envy, swimsuit envy, tan envy, Ray-Ban envy, picnic envy, bucket-and-spade envy, kite envy, even flip-flop envy, and while I can’t honestly claim to have been the object of any of the above, that’s not so of sandcastle envy. I preened no less than the children as strangers crowded round Bob’s monoliths, even though I’d had only a junior role as assistant turret engineer.




    In our ten consecutive summers at Constantine Bay I also saw a burgeoning encampment envy, as people, including ourselves, became more and more sophisticated in the ways they set up for the day. Where simple windbreaks had once been enough, the tent-and-windbreak combo gradually gathered in popularity, and by the time we spent our last holiday there in August 2007, the tent-windbreak-brick-built-barbecue combo seemed to be catching on. If we ever go back, then I fully expect to find the tent-windbreak-barbecue-Portaloo combo. It can only be a matter of time.




    And yet for all the growing sophistication of the encampments, the beauty of the beach at Constantine Bay, of any great beach, lies in its simplicity. Ultimately, what the British are after on holiday are simple pleasures, the more so for those who have left complicated, stress-filled lives behind, which frankly is most of us.




    At Constantine Bay the most effective antidotes to stress come in the form of a £2.95 fishing net and a £3.50 bucket. Every summer its rock pools are full of lawyers, stockbrokers and captains of industry, metaphorical big fish in literal small ponds, carefully parting fronds of seaweed in search of those ever-elusive Cornish crabs. You sometimes see them muttering to themselves, all their cares and worries condensed into the quest for a crab bigger than the one they caught the day before. Usually they have kids with them, but quite often not. After all, the measure of a good beach is one on which we can all regress to childhood. One sunny day during the sporadically warm summer of 2004 I quite lost myself with my sons Joe and Jacob playing a game of cowboys and Indians in the dunes, to the extent that I spent an hour shuffling on my belly through spiky grass, cradling a piece of driftwood that, in my head, had become a Model 1873 Winchester rifle, only, suddenly and embarrassingly, to spot my boys, who had got bored but hadn’t bothered to let me know, back on the beach playing Frisbee.




    Still, I made a virtue of the spectacle by hauling myself upright in the dunes, insouciantly shrugging off the concern that I was making myself an unmissable target for any passing Apache brave, and watching them from afar, marvelling at the way in which my sons were inextricably part of, and yet completely insulated from, everything else happening on the beach. I was reminded that what I love most about a fine, versatile English beach on a warm summer’s day is the extraordinary variety of unfolding activities: the games of Frisbee, cricket, football, paddle-tennis, catch, piggy-in-the-middle, children burying their dads up to their heads in sand, dads making sand racing cars and rowing-boats for their kids; the kite-flying, rock-pooling, sandcastle-building and paddling; the windbreak-erecting, sandwich-making and barbecuing; the walks back and forth to the car, the loo, the ice-cream van; the arguments, the tears, the laughter. Not to mention the people wriggling into swimsuits under towels only just big enough to cover their private parts, a triumph of modesty over flexibility at which the British excel. If climbing into a swimsuit under a towel were an Olympic sport, we’d be guaranteed a gold medal every four years. Anyway, the point is that I have stood on beaches all over the world and never seen a comparable kaleidoscope of activity.




    And I haven’t even mentioned the water sports, which brings me to the lifeguards, who increasingly on English beaches seem to be Australasian. At Constantine one year I got chatting to an Antipodean Adonis, and I can recall being grateful that my daughter alongside me was only ten at the time. Eight or nine years later and I might have had to talk sternly to him about his future prospects. As it was, as it is, he and his ilk are an immensely reassuring presence at Constantine and lots of other English beaches, muscular young men, and occasionally women, standing knee-high in the surf good-naturedly directing people away from the deadly riptides. In August 2006 I even saw two of them leap impressively into action, when a distraught mother wailed that she had lost five-year-old Oliver.




    The distraught mother is another staple of the English seaside holiday, no less than buckets, spades, and the family from Runcorn with matching doses of boiled-lobster sunburn. I put my own mother through it, aged four, going AWOL for two hours on the beach at Mudeford in Dorset. And whenever I see a lost-child drama unfolding, I am always reminded of the scene in Jaws, when a woman goes tearing along the beach, frantically calling her son’s name. When a similar scene occurs in real life, unless it is happening to us, I am unfailingly struck by the positively filmic counterpoint that I suppose also appealed to the Jaws director Steven Spielberg – 99.9 per cent of people on the beach having a perfectly lovely time, 0.1 per cent having a total nightmare. Happily, as in almost every instance, and like me in Mudeford, Oliver was found that day, safe and sound.




    Yet it’s worth noting that we suffer a proportionately higher number of lost-children crises, accidents and mishaps, when we are on holiday than when we were are at home. The novelist Louise Doughty, a former colleague of mine, has written evocatively about being lost for hours during a caravan holiday in Devon when she was eleven, in 1974. She’d had a blazing row with her older brother and stormed off the caravan site, only to find herself befuddled by those country lanes with their towering hedgerows. At home in the Midlands she’d have trudged round the neighbourhood for a while, sulking, then returned to the bosom of the family. But holidays are different. In Devon she walked on and on, at one point accepting a lift from a couple in ‘a large silver car’ – an innocuous enough description yet one that sounds so sinister in the context of a lost child.




    Thankfully, like the vast majority of strangers even now, an era in which we are sometimes encouraged to think that paedophiles stalk every country lane, every beach, every municipal swimming-pool, the couple had only good intentions. They dropped her in the village nearest the caravan site, but she still didn’t find her way back there until long after dark. Her parents were searching frantically for her, but, it being 1974, hadn’t yet called the police. Nonetheless, her disappearance left them traumatized. For decades afterwards, any reference to the incident made Louise’s parents blanch and give one another ‘the sort of looks war veterans might exchange in the company of civilians’.




    Then as now, almost all children who go missing on holiday are found. Anecdotally, of course, it seems otherwise, because the found-safe-and-sound stories are nowhere near as dramatic as tales such as that of Ben Needham, who was not yet two when he went missing during a family holiday on the Greek island of Kos, in 1991, and at the time of writing has never been found.




    As for poor Madeleine McCann and her stricken family, I’ll mention them only once in this book, but it might as well be here. Had they been at home in Leicestershire, the McCanns would never have left their children in the house alone. Many people have self-righteously said that they shouldn’t have done so on holiday, either. Yet it makes a certain kind of grim sense that when we are at our most relaxed, we are also at our most vulnerable. My heart went out to the McCanns not least because in 2000, also on the Iberian peninsula, we had suffered what might easily have been a similarly devastating family tragedy, when Jane and I took our eyes off two-year-old Jacob just long enough for him to topple headfirst out of an open restaurant window, 40ft above rocks.




    But that’s a story for the second half of this book. For now we’re staying beside the English seaside, and I can scarcely believe that it has taken me two chapters to get to the sine qua non of any book featuring English seaside resorts; the place, indeed, that puts the ‘sin’ into sine qua non. Come with me to Blackpool.
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    Blackpool, big dippers and boarding-houses




    In 1937, an organization called Mass Observation was founded by a group of cosmopolitan, leftish intellectuals. They fancied themselves as a kind of new social movement, but at the top of their manifesto was an undertaking to document everyday behaviour in Britain in as much detail as possible, which bizarrely included pretending to be drunk and ‘accidentally’ tripping over amorous couples doing their heavy petting outdoors, to find out exactly where they were putting their fingers. Where better to do that than Blackpool, visited that year alone by 7 million people, which in 1937 amounted to almost a sixth of Britain’s population?




    Blackpool, it was felt, would yield valuable anthropological material about the working classes on holiday, so that is where Mass Observation conducted its first and most ambitious survey. It is thanks to this splendid initiative that we know that, on Blackpool beach in the half-hour before midnight on one perfectly standard evening in 1937, twenty-three official observers found 120 couples embracing while sitting down, 46 embracing while lying down, and 42 while standing up. There were 25 recorded cases of sitting and kissing, 3 cases of standing and kissing, 9 cases of necking in cars, and 7 cases of girls sitting on men’s knees.




    Among these randy couples, quite possibly, were our old friends Mrs Devlin and Mr Cooper, for it was in that same year of 1937 that the court case citing a shared knickerbocker glory was brought by Mrs Devlin’s angry husband. But Blackpool was not quite the Sodom or Gomorrah that the Mass Observation operatives imagined. One of the observers later remarked, with what we can only hope was an air of disappointment, that ‘when we began work in Blackpool we expected to find copulation everywhere. What we found was petting and feeling . . . with only three cases of full penetration.’ Shame.




    Oddly, the Mass Observation team was helped by a culture of what we know now as dogging. According to their report: ‘Watchers are not youths only. For older men of scoptophilic tendencies, the sands at night are a happy hunting ground. Whenever a couple get down on the sands in the dark shadows of the Central Pier, they very quickly have a ring of silent staring individuals around them less than two yards away, apparently immune from rebuke. This tolerance naturally helped observers in their study.’




    I think it’s probably fair to assume that one if not two or three or even more of the Mass Observation chappies were almost as excited as the scoptophiles (a Greek word, unsurprisingly enough, meaning those who gain pleasure from watching others have sex). At any rate it is solemnly recorded that one of them ended up boosting his own statistics, catching the eye of a saucy young woman on the promenade and putting his clipboard aside for a quick knee-trembler.




    Already the seaside was considered a place of lax morals, thanks largely to the saucy postcards drawn by the great Donald McGill, whose innuendo-laden humour – ‘Do you like Kipling?’ ‘I don’t know, you naughty boy, I’ve never kippled’ – anticipated and perhaps even paved the way for the Carry On films. By 1937 the alfresco smooch or fumble was a Blackpool speciality no less than McGill’s postcards and sticks of rock (first fashioned by Ben Bullock, a Dewsbury sugar-boiler, following a holiday in Blackpool in 1887). And like the rock, it was something less readily available at home. The Mass Observation report concluded that: ‘Both men and women go to Blackpool for the things they cannot get at home – oysters, sleep, sea air, the Big Dipper, (George) Formby in person, a first-rate dance band, variety, and no factory. The tension of sex, often as severe as the tensions of time, money and work, is a thing from which for one week you try to get away. The random pick-up, a new one each day, and the surface satisfaction it provides, apparently keeps the tension under control.’




    This reminds me, incidentally, of a lad I was at school with across the Ribble estuary in Southport in the late 1970s, who when we reached the sixth form sometimes used to give me a lift to school in his battered old van, at least until the day that he fixed a green plastic strip across the top of the windscreen, bearing in large white lettering the bold message ‘Sex relieves tension’. I took the bus after that.




    Still, all credit to him for sticking to his guns, and quite possibly his sheets. He was teased mercilessly but kept the sign on his windscreen for months, ever hopeful of losing his virginity, which by now I suppose he has done. Forty years earlier he might have sought satisfaction in nearby Blackpool. A hundred years before that, however, Southport was still Lancashire’s premier seaside resort. Even after the railway reached Blackpool in 1846 it took another twenty years or so for the town to surpass Southport and then Morecambe, becoming not only the most popular resort in Lancashire, but in the whole of the north of England, and in due course the entire country.




    By 1865, with rail-excursion numbers up to 285,000 a year, wealthy Mancunians in particular were falling over themselves to invest in Blackpool. Not one, not two, but three piers were built. And in 1891 the forward-thinking mayor, a well-to-do hotelier called John Bickerstaffe, commissioned a pair of Manchester architects to build a replica of a structure he had seen and been instantly smitten by on a recent family holiday, very possibly organized by Thomas Cook’s increasingly dynamic company, to Paris.




    In May 1894 Gustav Eiffel’s fabulous tower got a Blackpool lookalike, equally fabulous in its own way. One can only imagine how incongruous it must have looked at first, rising more than 500ft out of the flat townscape, not least to the crew of the Abana, a passing Norwegian ship heading, in December 1894, from Liverpool to Florida. Rather substantially short of their destination they unfortunately mistook the new tower for a lighthouse and duly ran aground just up the coast at Little Bispham, where the wreck of the Abana is stuck to this day. Happily, the crew of sixteen were all saved and taken straight to a pub called the Red Lion, where they and the lifeboatmen who saved them got epically drunk together. There’s proper Lancashire hospitality for you: save their lives and then get ‘em pissed.




    It has to be added, however, that the fabulousness of Blackpool represented by the handsome tower and its huge ornate ballroom became less pronounced, the town’s Golden Mile conspicuously less golden, as the twentieth century wore on. Following the Labour Party Conference that took place there in 1949, an unnamed contributor to the New Statesman decided that Blackpool, ‘with its ugliness and high prices, is the supreme example of the commercial exploitation of working-class limitations’. Paul Theroux, visiting in 1982, was predictably even ruder, although at least in rubbishing the home of proud Blackpudlians he placated offended Sandgrounders.




    ‘And now I began to reassess Southport – it is only hindsight that gives travel any meaning – and, looking back, I realised that Southport had been modestly elegant. I had called it cluttered, but Blackpool was real clutter: the buildings that were not only ugly but also foolish and flimsy, the vacationers sitting under a dark sky with their mouths open, emitting hog whimpers. They were waiting for the sun to shine, but the forecast was rain for the next five months.’




    As ever, Theroux’s compatriot Bill Bryson was funnier, if not notably kinder. In his enduringly delightful 1995 book Notes from a Small Island, Bryson noted the ‘amazing’ facts and figures about Blackpool; for instance that it attracts more visitors every year than the whole of Greece, and consumes more chips per capita than anywhere else on the planet (forty acres worth of potatoes a day, apparently). That it was raking in a quarter of a billion a year from tourism was no small achievement, he added, considering that ‘Blackpool is ugly, dirty and a long way from anywhere, the sea is an open toilet, and its attractions nearly all cheap, provincial and dire’. He even skewered the reputation of the famous illuminations, a fixture on the promenade since 1902. ‘I suppose if you had never seen electricity in action, it would be pretty breathtaking,’ he wrote, ‘but I’m not even sure of that.’




    On that score he was right, though it pains me to admit it. When I was a small boy, the trip to what my friends and I all knew as ‘Blackpool Lights’ was an annual ritual. In fact, since my birthday fell at the end of October when the nights were drawing in, it was very often my birthday treat to choose a couple of favoured friends and for us all to be driven by my dad to Blackpool, where we joined the bumper-to-bumper motorcade creeping along the prom, oohing and ahhing or perhaps even hog-whimpering at little coloured bulbs festooned along wires in the shape of stars and elephants and ice-cream cornets, before stopping somewhere to make our own contribution to Blackpool’s daily chip consumption.




    My memories of these trips are wholly affectionate, yet on my most recent trip to Blackpool, as a birthday treat for my own daughter, Eleanor, in 2008, I saw the illuminations afresh through young and decidedly unimpressed eyes. Eleanor and her friends, standard-bearers for the Facebook and iPod generation, actually chortled at the very notion that I might once have been dazzled by so unutterably mundane a spectacle.




    For this reason it’s always dangerous to expose your children to your own childhood treats, not that we were there for the lacklustre illuminations. We went for the thrill of the funfair, and there at least the generation gap shrank back from a chasm to a crevice, Blackpool’s vast, 44-acre Pleasure Beach affording Elly and her mates no less fun than it had me and my mates at the same age. And just as bloody well given the modern-day price of admission, I might add, yet of course the place was packed. Not for the first time I marvelled at the mighty spending power of the British on holiday, although the anonymous columnist in that 1949 issue of the New Statesman had put it another way, quoting a contemporary radio philosopher called Cyril Joad, who had noted the ‘drainage system which preserves the quiet of our countryside by canalising working-class holidaymakers into places like Blackpool . . . where their year’s savings are painlessly removed from their pockets in a few days’.
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