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INTRODUCTION

This report was researched and written by voluteers of the Kent Gardens Trust and 
was edited by Harriet Jordan.

Further information is available from Kent Gardens Trust www.kentgardenstrust.org.uk

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Age, rarity and survival: during the Victorian and Edwardian eras the seafront and cliff 
top at Margate was a significant area of land devoted to pleasure and entertainment. 
Despite  physical changes that occurred  to the venues thereupon, as they were 
adapted to changing tastes, the need for similar forms of entertainment still exists.

Aesthetic value: a distinctive style of parks and walks was developed in most major 
seaside-towns with each having its own attractions.Margate has an important place in 
the story of seaside holidays. In its heyday it drew visitors from London and strove to 
give them visual attractions equal with those to which they were accustomed. This, 
plus the prized coast line with stunning views and long sandy beaches, was what 
attracted visitors of the right calibre, particularly in fashionable Cliftonville.

Evidential value:
There is an extensive archive of postcards, paintings, lithographs, photographs and 
newspaper articles that document the extent to which Margate was prized for its 
invigorating air, views and pastimes to be enjoyed. Maps from the late C19 and early 
C20 provide useful evidence and archived minutes from Margate Borough Council 
until 1929 provide primary evidence.

Historic association:
The most notable persons associated with the area are: J.M.W.Turner, the artist who 
lived and painted here from 1820. (Fig 7) Ruskin remarked that 'in this very town of 
Margate, he lived, when he chose to be quit of London', and Karl Marx who boarded in
Margate in 1866.
There is a special literary association as the location where TS Eliot composed part of 
'The Waste Land' in the autumn of 1921. Margate is mentioned in Part III  'On Margate
Sands'. 

In the 20th century artist Tracy Emin added her association to the town.



Social and communal value:
Historically the clifftop area has been sought by visitors and residents alike for walking,
playing and relaxing in its health-giving air. This has benefitted the community 
economically, albeit in a seasonal capacity.

SITE DESCRIPTION

KENT
THANET
MARGATE                                                                                        CLIFF TOP PARK

SUMMARY OF THE HISTORIC INTEREST

Much of the eastern end comprised small fields of farmed land which was 
systematically bought up by the council from the early 1800s for recreational use as 
the popularity of Margate increased. The beaches are accessed by gaps cut in the 



cliffs, originally used by farmers who collected seaweed to fertilize their crops.

CHRONOLOGY OF HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT

Before the C18 Margate was a small fishing settlement. In the 1700s, when sea 
bathing and drinking seawater became a fashionable cure for all ills, it became 
fashionable for the middle classes and the wealthy to travel from London to the Kent 
coast, first by boat and later by train. The wide, level beaches and sea-air of Margate 
were an attraction and the town became a popular destination.

Margate was in the forefront of sea bathing in the C18 with bathers taken into 
the sea in simple carts. By 1753, purpose-built bathing machines had appeared. A 
local man, Benjamin Beale, a glove and breeches maker, had in 1750 invented a 
'Modesty hood' to be attached to the rear of a bathing machine as, at the time, people 
bathed naked. Saltwater Bathing Rooms with dedicated access to the sea had been 
established at Margate in the 1750s. Drawings and prints from the time clearly show 
these establishments. By 1793 a guide to Margate speaks of 30 to 40 bathing 
machines in use at a time. 

In 1791, the Quaker physician John Coakley Lettsom established "The Margate 
Infirmary for the relief of the Poor whose Diseases require Sea-Bathing" which had its 
own bathing machines and later seawater baths, later called the Royal Seabathing 
Hospital as it was founded using funds donated by the Prince Regent for the relief of 
Tuberculosis. 

In 1787 Margate’s first parliamentary Improvement Bill was passed, requiring the
Improvement Commissioners to fulfil the requirements of the bill: rebuilding the pier, 
widening, paving, repairing, cleansing and watching of streets. Later, sea defences 
were also included. In 1788 a plan for rebuilding the pier was accepted. Houses were 
compulsorily purchased and removed to improve the site line on the pier. In 1806, 
plans to extend the pier were made, but after the storm of 1808 it was reported that 
the pier was in a 'most crippled state' thus requiring it to be taken down and rebuilt. 
The bathing rooms also were damaged.

A Universal British Directory of 1791 states 'many of the nobility and persons of 
distinction make this healthy spot their country residence during the summer months'.
The increase in visitors required provision of lodging and entertainment. Visitors  
sought pleasures and diversions similar to those to be found in London. As well as 
libraries, theatres, assembly halls and tearooms, it was expected that people would 
walk to take the air and find shelter if needed. 
 The Times reported in September 1804 that 'it would be highly creditable to this 
watering place to lay out a spot adjacent to the fort with some degree of taste, ie, Fort
cliffs might be made easily accessable and a promenade formed on it to take 
advantage of cooling sea breezes'.  The Fort mentioned had been built for defensive 
purposes and there were a series of batteries on Fort Cliff and on the opposite side of 
the harbour, to protect against French invasion (demolished mid C20).

By 1820, Marine Parade had become the most popular walk to take after 
bathing, whereas in 1773 the Parade had been deemed unsavoury and smelly 
because of the filth deposited in the sea by horses, boats and carriages.



The local population also increased from around 4,700 in 1800 to over 10,000 
by 1851 [Kent Arch. Society population data ] and the town continued to develop as a 
seaside resort.

On arriving at the west end of Margate harbour where the railway station is, 
Victorian visitors would encounter the 'Hall by the Sea' (outside the Cliff Top Parksite). 
In 1863 London, Chatham and Dover railway built a terminus station. When they 
extended the line a new station was built and the terminus was redundant. A 
restaurant and dance hall was opened in the old 'Hall by the Sea' building.  By 1932 
(OS map), this has become a picture theatre with a car park added. In 1875, Lord 
George Sanger became owner of the Hall and land behind it. The land was opened as 
a landscaped garden with ruined chapel, lake, statues, rides, sideshows and 
menagerie.  In 1880 the first rides, ‘pitching boats’, were installed. After Sanger's death
in 1911, the land was bought up by J H Iles who in 1919 developed Dreamland, an 
early theme-park with ballroom and rollerskating rink.

In 1872, the increased visitor numbers to Margate made it necessary to procure 
six new seats  for Fort Promenade and nine for the Marine Terrace promenade. In 1876 the 
Margate Borough Surveyor was instructed to ascertain from Hastings the cost and 
durability of the covered seats in use there and to obtain a plan of one of them. Three 
promenade seats were subsequently built at a sum of £120 per seat.

Further to the east of Marine Drive is Fort Hill, the 1889 OS map marks the 
Marine Palace, opened in 1876.  This became Margate Skating Rink and Aquarium 
Company and had a switchback railway, opened in 1888, and two indoor swimming 
pools which were sexually segregated and refilled by each incoming tide. In 1874 a 
plan for a grand Aquarium had been put to the council but this never materialized 
owing to cost. The buildings were demolished in the storm of 1897. 

In 1879 the council bought the foreshore from the Marquis of Conyngham. This 
was then rented out to a Mr Pettman who was given permission to erect bathing 
rooms for ladies and gentlemen in 1902.

In 1881 the council recommended acceptance of a Mr Brown's contract for a 
covered way on the south side of Marine drive, the same to be roofed with imitation 
red tiles, on condition that owners of adjacent properties agreed to pay half the cost.
The Borough Surveyor was requested to prepare estimates for extending the 
sheltered seat adjacent to the stone steps on Marine drive by adding 31 seats.

During the late C19 and early C20, the Corporation acquired additional land 
along the coast.  In October 1895 the Council received an offer from Messrs Lewis to 
sell to the Corporation a strip of land lying between Lewis's Crescent and the edge of 
The Cliff, subject to conditions: that the promenade and land must be open to the 
public in perpetuity and no erection of buildings might be made, other than covered 
seats and a Bandstand. The land was subsequently purchased for £2,500. 

In 1906, as a result of negotiations with a Mr Smith, the then owner of Hodges 
Flagstaff land, the council agreed to purchase the land for £2,200.

In 1907, a new bridge was built at Newgate Gap to commemorate the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Incorporation of the Borough of Margate; it replaced the original 
span which had become inadequate to cope with the increased number of visitors.The
new bridge had a span of 55ft, width 25ft and was constructed of steel girder and 



concrete. Each of the four corner posts of the new bridge was glazed with Doulton 
tiles. The bridge railings either side were made similar to that at the upper end of 
Newgate Gap. The cost of the rebuildiing was £1,354.

In 1911, the Fort bandstand was replaced by a substantial new concert hall 
known as the Margate Pavilion and Winter Garden.  This could be accessed from the 
upper road or the lower promenade. Built in a bowl shaped depression, it had a tiered 
rockery and planted beds. The concert hall booked many top concert artists.

Palm Bay had a bathing Pavilion dating from 1910. This structure was damaged 
in the storms of the C20.

 In 1926 the Clifton Baths were largely built over by Henry Iles constructing the 
Lido with its Art Deco tower. This formed a large modern seaside complex with bars, 
cafes and restaurants on several levels and a large open air swimming pool projecting
into the sea. From 1938 the name was changed from the Clifton Baths to the 
Cliftonville Lido.

The Marine Bathing Pavillion, a steel structure built in 1926 with changing 
rooms, refreshment areas and sunbathing decks which stretched out over the sea at 
high tide, was built near Bueno Ayres. [Storm damaged in 1978 and finally 
demolished 1991]

With the advent of WW2 people were evacuated from Margate. The Winter 
Gardens took on a different role. During the evacuation from Dunkirk it acted as a 
receiving station for some of the 46,000 troops who landed at Margate and served as 
a food rationing centre. There were also concerts for the troops on Sundays. The 
Winter Gardens took a direct hit by a bomb in 1941 requiring reconstruction which 
took place in 1946. The building still exists but its use has been diversified to meet 
modern needs.

The pier was used for troop movements in WW2. This pier was closed in 1976 
as being unsafe and was finally destroyed in the storm of 1978. Only a part of the 
pierhead survives today. 

The cannons remained at Hodges Flagstaff until the second world war, then they
all disappeared. Kent History Forum recalls that in 1973 a local man found the 
answer; they had been buried. Later with the help of metal detectors the cannon have 
been exhumed and found to be five in total.

By 1940 much of the rest of the green open space along the cliff top all the way 
to Hodges Flag Staff had been converted to bowling greens and tennis courts.

The major storm of 1953 caused flooding all along the coast severely affecting 
Margate. Further extensive storm damage occurred in 1978 causing the jetty and the 
Marine Sunbathing Pavilion to collapse. Both sundecks that had been built on Palm 
Bay and Walpole Bay were also demolished by the storm.

In 1974 with the formation of Thanet District Council, the Winter Gardens found 
itself with a new owner. In 1978, the Winter Gardens was completely re-seated,
re-furbished and re-carpeted at a cost of £125,000 and a new entrance provided on 
the seaward side of the Main Hall.

The major development of the C21 has been the building of the Turner 



Contemporary Art Gallery, sited close to the sea at the bottom of Fort Hill where Turner
might have painted.

Snøhetta were the original winners of the competition to design a new gallery, 
but their scheme was abandoned in 2006 when technical problems and escalating 
costs made it untenable. Later that year, David Chipperfield Architects was appointed, 
and this Turner Contemporary has been delivered on time at a budget at £17.4 million.
The aesthetic palette consists of white walls, glass and concrete. Its opening day, 16th 
April 2011, attracted 8,000 people.

SITE DESCRIPTION

LOCATION, AREA, BOUNDARIES, LANDFORM and SETTING

Margate is approximately 76 miles south east of London by road and is 
accessed via the M2 and the A299, the Thanet Way. Railway routes lead to 
Canterbury, Dover and along the north coast via Herne Bay and Whitstable to London.
Margate is located over solid chalk, with high chalk cliffs rising to either side of the 
beach and harbour in the centre of the town. The Dane Valley rises gently southwards 
through the town from this beach. 
The area described in this report as Margate Cliff Top Park,  is a 5.3 km long strip of 
land stretching from the Nayland Rock at the west end of Margate harbour, eastwards 
along the seafront, to Botany Bay at the east end of Cliftonville. It is bordered by sandy
beaches to the north and by small businesses, hotels and residential buildings to the 
south.  The land encompassed is mostly public land or has public right of way across it
on designated footpaths. 

PRINCIPAL BUILDINGS AND OTHER LAND
The western boundary of the Margate Cliff Top Park site is formed by The Pier 

or Harbour wall. The Jetty  was closed in 1976 on safety grounds, and was virtually 
destroyed by a storm on 11th January 1978 that isolated the lifeboat station. Attempts 
to demolish the remains were unsuccessful and part of the pier head survives to this 
day.

The jetty was a particularly important feature in Victorian times for the 
entertainment to be had there. It was the first iron jetty, opened in 1855, replacing 
Jarvis's Landing Stage. By 1878 there was an octagonal pierhead with pavilion.

At the area known as Buenos Ayres, 570m to the east of the southern end of 
The Pier and 154m north of Margate railway station, stands the Nayland Rock Shelter 
(listed grade II).  Constructed c.1900 to replace an earlier shelter built circa 1877, and 
restored in 1998, it is a particularly large example of a late-Victorian/Edwardian 
seaside structure.  Painted metal columns support the wood-lined metal roof which 
protects the raised seating inside, the latter reached by three rows of steps rising from 
the black and red tiled floor.  The shelter is of literary note  as the likely location where 
TS Eliot composed part of 'The Waste Land' in the autumn of 1921.  The structure 
forms a group with the adjacent Surf Boat Memorial and Buenos Ayres terrace to the 



rear.
In 1904, the Council in Committee recommended that the already existing 

shelter at Buenos Ayres be enlarged to 78ft 6ins by 41ft and seating accordingly be 
increased to provide 35 extra seats.  Mr Dyke's tender was accepted for £668.10.0 to 
provide a shelter with a copper roof and to be paved with red and black tiles, instead 
of a cement base.

Situated on a triangle of land c.400m east of the Nayland Rock Shelter, 
bordered by Marine Terrace to the south and Marine Drive to the north-west, stands 
the Jubilee Clock Tower (listed grade II). Erected to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Golden
Jubilee in 1887, but opened in 1889, this is a four-sided clock tower built of Kentish 
Ragstone and Portland stone. Each side bears a moulded copper panel depicting 
Queen Victoria and family members, these plaques replacing the original terracotta 
ones. A black and white clock face surrounded by heraldic beasts also adorns each of 
the sides. The tower is trimmed with four stone lanterns on the corners and a central 
red stone cupola and dome; above the cupola is a weather vane and time ball (not 
currently operational, 2016). Shortly after its opening, the Committee received a letter 
from local residents complaining of the noise of the chimes from the Clock Tower.

The triangle of land which the clock tower occupies is paved with various sized 
slabs and surrounded by metal railings. On all three sides there is seating. Some 
original Victorian/Edwardian seats are of wood and iron, others are of stone. 

From the Clock Tower, c.100m north-eastwards along Marine Drive, is the 
Marine Terrace Shelter. This faces the sea and is open at one side. The lower level is 
set against a wall with seats at the back, the length of the shelter. The covered roof 
stretches out over the pavement and is supported on painted, moulded metal columns 
with filagree attachments. Above this roof is a post and rail metal fence on the edge of 
three sides of the roof, inset with filagree panels. A set of steps to the north-easterly 
end of the shelter provide access to this  roof area.  (circa 1877) 

Set between Droit House and the lifeboat station, a further 360m along Marine 
Drive and the Parade and aligned with the coast, stands the Turner Contemporary Art 
Gallery. This is the largest gallery in the South-east, outside London. Designed by 
David Chipperfield Architects, and constructed 2006-11, the gallery sits on the seafront
on the site where Turner stayed in the C19. The views over the north Kent coast seen 
from the gallery are those that Turner immortalized in his paintings. 
The Marine Parade was, in the early C19, the most popular of the post-bathing walks.

C.130m to the north-east of the Gallery, up Fort Hill, stands the Fort Hill Shelter. 
This is a more modest structure than the Nayland Rock and Marine Terrace Shelters 
and, while it still enjoys a view over the sea, it is no longer glazed and now (early C21)
has a flat, cast cement roof and flat cast cement divisions between the seats. (c.1877)

Fort Cliff takes its name from the series of late C18/early C19 military structures 
built here and on the opposite side of the harbour, to protect against French invasion. 
The Fort was demolished in 1939.

Sited on Fort Crescent, a 350m long lozenge shaped piece of land155m 
eastwards along the coast from the Fort Hill Shelter, are the Winter Gardens. (Listed 
Grade 11) The building is set in an artificial hollow because, [date not found] a 



covenant was placed on Fort Green preventing the erection of any building that would 
obscure the sea view of any of the buildings opposite. When completed, in 1911, the 
Pavilion and Winter Gardens consisted of a large Concert Hall, four entrance halls, two side 
wings and an amphitheatre. Internally, the Pavilion and Winter Gardens was decorated in a 
Neo-Grecian style and could house 2,500 people inside and a further 2,000 outside. Today 
(early C21), although the decoration is still there, the use has adapted to modern tastes and a
new entrance has been added to the lower level on the seaward side to allow access to 
vehicles for motor shows.

The Winter Gardens are set in a 2.7 ha lozenge-shaped piece of land surrounded by 
spear-topped wrought-iron railings. Within, the tiered gardens are planted up with shrubs. Two
oval lawns abutt the building to either side with some central planting. These lawns are edged
with tarmac paths. The terraces around these paths have easily maintained shubs planted in 
them. Formerly, [as shown in postcard views] the garden terraces offered more elaborate 
floral displays. The rest of the surrounding land is laid to grass except for a carpark at the 
eastern end.

Fort Green was a focal area in Victorian and Edwardian Margate. The council 
bought Fort Paragon and the surrounding land in 1853 for £1,050. A bandstand for 
concerts was built there, and in 1899 it is recorded that 100 deckchairs were available
for hire on the promenade.

Standing 233m east of the Winter Gardens, along the coast on Cliff Terrace, is the 
remnant of the Clifton Baths, since 1938 known as the Cliftonville Lido. The building (listed 
grade II) is one of the earliest surviving seawater bathing establishments in the country and 
the Clifton Baths are the only known example of a sea bathing establishment which was dug 
out of the cliffs and, as a result, altered the local topography.  The remaining features of the 
Clifton Baths are below ground level. The Baths were built 1824-8 by John Boys. In 1926,
the site was turned into a large seaside complex with bars, cafes and restaurants on several 
levels and a large open air swimming pool projecting into the sea. These buildings were built 
onto and over the remaining parts of the earlier Clifton Baths, using a Neo-Classical style. 
The complex is currently (2016) in a dilapidated state and mostly unused; the 
seawater pool built out over the sea is deteriorating.

 On the 1898 OS map, the land between the Clifton Baths and Newgate Gap is 
shown laid out as several small formal gardens with pathways and a column. By the 
1932 edition these had largely been replaced with a putting green, a miniature golf 
course and tennis courts. In 2016 It is laid out as a children's playgound with climbing 
apparatus and a miniature golf course.

To the east of the Lido, c340m along the seafront, is Newgate Gap, the chined 
entrance to the beach. Newgate Gap slopes down from the chine steps on Ethelbert 
Terrace under the iron bridge to the beach below. The steps leading from Ethelbert 
Terrace to Newgate Gap would have been used in the early 1900s by well off residents
of the Cliftonville Hotel. An under-road tunnel with bricked walls and wrought iron 
railings on top of them provides access from the south side of Queen’s Parade to the 
Gap.  The facing of the north-facing wall around the tunnel opening is an area of  
Pulamite rockery. Edwardian postcards suggest that there might have been a greater 
area of rockery that has been destroyed. A metalled road constructed [C20] replaced a
bridge over the tunnel and the wrought iron railings which flanked this route have been



replaced with substantial brick built walls.
Up on the clifftop sited centrally between the road and the cliff edge to the west 

side of the Gap, are the remains of the Newgate covered shelter.  [c1904]  This is 
currently (2016) in poor condition. It faces out westwards towards a children's 
playground and the crazy golf. On the 1889 OS map this area was shown as formally 
laid out gardens.

In 1899, the council bought the Newgate Gap Coast Guard Station from the 
Admiralty; the Station can be seen on the 1898 OS map. Land was allocated for a 
replacement station near Buenos Ayres, a triangular area of land on the sea side of 
the railway station.  In 1904, it was agreed that a shelter be provided at Newgate Gap 
on the site of the old Coast Guard Station. This was to have a roof of 54ft X 30ft and to
accommodate 86 persons with space for bath chairs at an estimated cost of £450. It 
was built in October of the same year. 

Cliff Terrace leads eastwards to Queen's Parade [Queen’s Promenade on 1932 
OS] where, c.130m  from the Newgate Gap and set between the Queen's Promenade 
on the sea side and the Eastern Esplanade, lies the Oval, a sunken circle 55m in 
diameter, in the centre of which stands a bandstand. It is a replica, erected in 2006, of 
the original which was the same design as that on Fort Green, and replaces a 
hexagonal bandstand of the 1900s. A circular tarmaced path runs around the 
perimeter of the circle.  The bandstand is encircled by a seated area enclosed by 
fencing and hedging. The Oval is accessed from the road side to the south and the 
sea side to the north.  The land which the Oval Bandstand was built on had previously 
belonged to Albion House Preparatory School Headmaster Mr Charles 
Schimmellmann who died in early 1890. After his death, his whole estate was sold. 
The portion in Queen's Gardens was sold to Jacob Leach Lewis who gave permission 
for a temporary bandstand to be erected in the spring of 1890. For 30 years, The Oval 
was the centre of Cliftonville entertainment. In 1926, improvements were
made and an impressive opening ceremony was staged when the Prince of Wales, 
later the Duke of Windsor, opened the Prince's Walk promenade. When the Oval was 
excavated in1897 it was intended to seat an audience of 2,000. It was built in 1903 on 
the Queen's Gardens/ Lawns  The bandstand was very popular with guests of the high
class hotels at the end of Cliftonville, such as the Endcliffe and the Queen's Highcliffe, 
although most of the better class hotels had their own orchestras. It was one of five 
bandstands in Margate in this era.

  Walpole Bay Shelter is marked on the key of the map. Positioned at Hodges 
Flagstaff, 407m east of The Oval reached via Queen’s Parade, it is the remains of 
another late Victorian/Edwardian shelter [c1897].  It is in a neglected condition (2016). 
 ( MBC minutes 1891 refer to the new walk to the Flagstaff  being denominated the 
"Queen's Parade")

The iron bridge over Newgate Gap was built in 1861 by Captain Frederick 
Hodges to facilitate access to the 128ft (39m) flagstaff he had erected on the point 
between Walpole Bay and Palm Bay. Frederick Hodges was an eccentric but wealthy 
owner of a London gin factory. At the base of the flagstaff, Captain Hodges placed 
seven iron cannons (removed mid C20). It became a popular tourist spot and 
playground for children. 



In 1870 the flagstaff and guns were put on the market for sale by public auction. 
They were bought by a Mr George Pitt. In 1873 the council appears to have been 
paying rent "for the site known as Hodges Flagstaff". In 1888 (MBC minutes ) there 
was a reference to £519 for purchase of some land at the Flagstaff by the Corporation.
By 1899, the flagstaff had become decayed and was replaced with a smaller one.  In 
1906, the council purchased the Hodges Flagstaff land.

The most easterly of the shelters stands on the cliffs at Palm Bay, on a grassed 
site overlooking the sea, c.630m to the east of that at Hodges Flagstaff. This retains its
pitched roof with some of the fretted edge work and the seats are intact (2016). 
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