





Historical Overview
Margate And Entertainment For The Masses

Margate’s history as a seaside resort started early, with
indoor seawater baths already in existence on The
Parade in 1736 - a decade before the origins of Brighton
as a bathing place. This early tourism was health based,
in principle at least, attracting those with the money
and time to indulge in leisure activities. Key to Margate’s

early success was the boat service from London,

cheaper, and usually quicker and less hazardous, than

travelling by land. James Webb, Margate from the Jetty 1869

By the late CI8th the town had residential squares,
the first outside of London, libraries, pleasure gar-
dens, assembly rooms - one with its own Master of
Ceremonies, Beau Nash, - and theatres including the
extant Theatre Royal (Grade II*) which opened in 1787.
The invention of the bathing machine, Margate and
Scarborough both claim this distinction, encouraged
health seekers to bathe in the sea itself, aided by the
innovation of the modesty hood (without doubt a
home-grown Margate product) in [753.

From the beginning, and in common with several other
seaside towns, Margate as a resort had a somewhat
salacious reputation; encapsulated in the popular
description ‘Merry Margate’.
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Margate Mixed Bathing c.1910
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Margate Sands opposite the site of Dreamland 1905

The arrival of a rail service from London in 1846
changed the town. The change was not without opposi-
tion with protest meetings organised by those with
vested interests claiming that such easier access would
lower the tone of Margate and discourage visits by
invalids - then a staple of the local economy.

This proved to be the case; to such an extent that the
new, more genteel, resort of Cliftonville was built

to the east of the town from the 1860s onwards, and
Margate was increasingly given over to day trippers and
those out for swift and economically-priced enjoyment.

A further, and more direct railway connection from
London, was added in 1863.

Margate’s success as a resort for the masses was

aided by a happy accident. The building of the Stone
Pier, completed in 185, and the causeway across the
Mere - an area of salt marsh later to become the site of
Dreamland - completed in 1820, caused sand to collect
against the sea wall creating a vast area of whitish-yel-
low beach with shallow waters in which to bathe even
at high tide. These are the ‘Margate Sands’ celebrated in

TS Eliot’s poem The Waste Land. Both railway stations
were directly opposite the Sands allowing visitors to
disembark and to immediately enjoy the liberating
experience of being next to, or even perhaps in, the
sea. Since the mid CI9th the Sands have been the focus
of Margate as a seaside resort and the beach can boast
two seaside ‘firsts’; donkey rides in 1830 and deckchairs
in 1898. The allowing of mixed bathing in the late CI9th
added further to the allure of the Sands.

Places of mass entertainment developed in close prox-
imity to this central focus. These included the Marine
Palace of 1876 - destroyed by a storm in 1897 - the Jetty
Pavilion of 1875 (rebuilt 1914) - destroyed by a storm in
1973, the Westbrook Pavilion of 1909 - destroyed by a
storm in 1953 - the Winter Gardens of 91l (listed Grade
1), the ‘Sundeck’ of 1926 - demolished in 1980, and the
Lido of 1927 - now derelict but built over the top of
the Clifton Baths of cl820 (listed Grade Il). Margate also
had many theatres, music halls and cinemas. Of the
latter, three survive, the Parade of 191l (listed Grade Il),
the Plaza of 1915 (listed Grade Il) and Dreamland Cinema
(Llisted Grade II*); more listed cinemas than any other
provincial town in the country.

Dreamland Margate - Equality Impact 2



Margate Sands, Dreamland and the Sands Station 1923

Although the Lido, with its outdoor seawater pool,
theatre and many bars, could accommodate up to

7000 people at any one time the greatest of Margate’s
seafront attractions, for the longest time, was
Dreamland which, at its height, attracted millions of
visitors every year. Dreamland, originally the Hall by the
Sea, was sited on the former Mere - north of the Tivoli
Gardens which had operated as pleasure grounds from
1829 to 1873. It is a site associated with many notable
figures including TS Eliot, who assembled The Waste
Land in a shelter outside the Park’s entrance in 192, Billy
Butlin, who was Chairman of the Dreamland Company
from 1947 to 1954 and Lindsay Anderson whose film

O Dreamland of 1953 inspired the Free Cinema move-
ment in Britain in the 1950s.

Dreamland’s origin dates from 1863 when the railway
catering contractors Spiers and Pond opened a restau-
rant and dance hall in an unused railway terminus on
the Mere causeway. Not being very successful the 'Hall
by the Sea’ was bought by the Reeve family of Margate
in 1870 for £3,750 who gradually also acquired the low
lying land at the rear of the Hall. Thomas Dalby Reeve
was succeeded as owner by George Sanger in 1874 who

popularised the venue and developed the pleasure
gardens to the rear.

The gardens were a natural successor to the Shady
Grove Tea Gardens, later the Tivoli Gardens, which had
opened in 1829 on land south of the Mere. The Margate
Tivoli offered entertainment in the style of London’s
Vauxhall Gardens with lakes, rockeries, a race course
and areas for archery and bowling; as well as a concert
hall bars and restaurants. The Tivoli Gardens were cut
off from the rest of Margate by the construction of the
London, Chatham and Dover railway line in 1863 /64 and
subsequently declined, finally closing in 1873.

Sanger’s ‘offer’ at the Hall by the Sea had some
similarities to the Tivoli Gardens, having picturesque
planting and statue lined walks, but he also introduced
entertainments new to Margate such as a menagerie
and fixed fairground rides to create what might be seen
as a proto amusement park. Competitive pricing, and
its proximity to the Sands and the two railway stations,
ensured its popular success.

Dreamland Margate - Equality Impact 3



On George Sanger’s death the attraction passed to his
daughter and son in law who attempted to make the
venue more attractive to ‘a better class of visitor’ by,
amongst other moves, banning the wilder forms of
popular dancing such as the Turkey Trot and Bunny
Hug. This change of policy did little to ensure the
venue’s financial success and after the First World War
the Hall by the Sea must have seemed a rather dated
attraction.

The site was acquired by John Henry Iles in 919 for
£40,000. His aim was to modernise the facility in the
style of American theme parks and his first two acts
were to build a scenic railway (an American invention)
and to rename the park Dreamland (after the Coney
Island park). Iles ceased to be a director in 1938 and the
business was taken over by his son Eric. Most of the
Dreamland site was requisitioned by the Government
during World War Il with the park re-opening in June
1946 with Eric Iles as manager and, from 947, invest-
ment from Butlins. Three generations of the Iles
family - John Henry, Eric and John, were to control
Dreamland from 1919 until its sale in [968.

Margate Sands 1965

The new owners, Associated Leisure, were to own
Dreamland until 1981 when the park was sold to the
Bembom Brothers, operators of amusement parks

in Holland. Associated Leisure had introduced many
innovations to Dreamland, including squash courts,
womens’ wrestling and, in an echo of the Sanger era, an

ice rink and zoo.

The new Dutch owners changed the name of the park
to Bembom Brothers Amusement Park, ceased evening
opening and charged for admission. They also intro-
duced many new 'high-tech’ rides that updated the park
and made it, by the late 1980s, one of the top ten most
visited tourist attractions in the United Kingdom. In [990
the name of the park was changed back to Dreamland.
In 1996 Dreamland was sold to Jimmy Godden.

Two figures in the history of Dreamland stand out as
extraordinarily influential in the history of popular
culture in the United Kingdom.
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‘Lord’ George Sanger

‘Lord’” George Sanger (1827-1911) was an illiterate show-
man of vast energy, inventiveness and business acumen.
He was himself the son of an itinerate showman, James
Sanger, who, it is said, served as a press ganged sailor
on the HMS Victory at the Battle of Trafalgar. With his
elder brother John, George Sanger founded a travelling
circus with a punishing yearly programme of tours of
the United Kingdom - for example, 175 different towns
were visited in eight months in 1886. In 1849 he married
Ellen Chapman, the Original Lion Queen whose act was
to sit on a throne in a cage surrounded by adult lions and
tigers. Later, she would travel in the Sanger Circus parade
dressed as Britannia with a live lion curled at her feet.

Whilst visiting Margate with his circus in 1870 George

Sanger had a chance meeting with Thomas Dalby Reeve,

the then Mayor of Margate and an early developer

of genteel Cliftonville. Reeve had hedged his bets by
buying the Hall by the Sea, a dance hall for day trippers
on the seafront housed in a disused railway terminus.
Sanger went in to partnership with him and, after
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Lord George Sanger’s Lion Tamer - George Sadlere c.1890

Reeve’s death in 1875, became the sole proprietor of the
Hall and the land behind it. His daughter also married
Reeve’s son. Sanger ran the Hall by the Sea as a music
hall and bar with dancing in the evenings. His first act
upon gaining control of the business was to reduced
the admission price to the dance hall from 5/- to |/-,
with a resultant huge increase in attendance. Other
attractions on the site included a roller skating rink.

The land behind the Hall, the former ‘Mere’ was turned
in to pleasure gardens with a mock ruined abbey,

lake, statues and a menagerie - as well as sideshows
and roundabouts. Cockatoos and Macaws flew freely
around the site. The cages and gothick walls on the
Dreamland western and southern boundaries (listed
Grade Il) date from this time. One of the main purposes
of the menagerie was to act as a breeding and training
centre for the animals used in the travelling circus as
well as at Astley’s Amphitheatre in the Westminster
Bridge Road which Sanger had taken over in 1871 having
the Architect JT Robinson revamp it. Robinson, Frank
Matcham'’s father-in-law, was to be the designer of a
make-over of the Margate Theatre Royal in 1874.
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Sanger had his main home in Margate for many years
and he, and many members of his family, are buried

in exotic tombs in the town cemetery. Sanger was a
national institution in the late CI9th. When he was
introduced to Queen Victoria, the Sovereign, referring
to his self-styled title of ‘Lord’, said to him ‘it is very
amusing and | gather you have borne the title very
honourably’. Sanger introduced American ‘Wild West’
shows to Britain, which led to a famous legal battle with
Buffalo Bill Cody over what today would be called intel-
lectual copyright. He was the inventor of the concept
of the Three Ring Circus and remained, for at least sixty
years, at the forefront of entertainment for the masses
in Britain, France and Germany.

John Henry Iles

John Henry lles (1871-1951) bought the Hall by the Sea
from George Sanger’s daughter and son-in-law in 1919.
Iles was an advertising executive with a passion for brass
bands. During a tour of America with a band in 1906 he
visited Coney Island and was much impressed by the
novelty, and profitability, of the ‘Luna’ and ‘Dreamland’
theme parks. On his trip he also acquired the European
rights to build scenic railways.

On his return to England he immediately constructed
a scenic railway at Blackpool's South Shore followed by
one at the London Franco-British Exhibition of 1908 and
one at Earl's Court in 1909. He went on to set up theme
parks all over the world including at Cairo, Berlin,
Petrograd and Pittsburgh.

Iles renamed the Margate park Dreamland and made

a scenic railway its centrepiece Between 1920 and 1935
he invested over £500,000 in the site constantly adding
new rides and facilities; culminating in the construc-
tion of the Dreamland Cinema complex in [934/35. He
also had major interests in parks at Great Yarmouth,
Aberdeen and Belle Vue Manchester as well as building
the Lido at Margate, 1926, around and over the Georgian
Clifton Baths.

Iles was an early promoter of greyhound racing - he
built a track at Ramsgate (demolished in 200l) - speed-
way, motor shows and midget car racing, a precursor
of stock car racing. He also promoted boxing, wrestling,
circus, firework displays, football, rugby, baseball (in
England), zoos and chariot racing, as well as maintaining
an interest in brass bands. His investment in the British
film industry, including a major stake in Elstree Studios,
led to his bankruptcy in 1938.

Like Sanger, Iles brought new concepts in mass enter-
tainment, many of them American, to the British public.
Their two careers cover a hundred years of popular
culture.

Since the mid CI9th the most successful attractions
in Margate seem to have been those that brought
sensation and novelty to the most people at the most
reasonable price.
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For further information please contact:
The Margate Renewal Partnership
I1King Street

Margate

Kent

CT9 IDA

T: 01843 609337

F: 01843 60927I

E: derek.harding@thanet.gov.uk
www.margaterenewal.co.uk

Margate >

rejuvenating the spirit

MARGATE TOWN CENTRE

t}] anet RENEWAL PARTNERSHIP REGENERATION CO.

district council

:Dreamland

TRUST

L



