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All About …. 
 

The Seaside 



General Information 
 
The origins of seaside holidays date to the 17th century when doctors  
recommended cold water salt baths, and even drinking sea water, as a 
cure for just about everything. 
 
However, it was the Victorians who really began the British love affair 
with the seaside. It was considered healthy to escape the mounting 
smoke and pollution of the towns and cities in order to take the sea air. 
 
The arrival of the railway in 1870 made the seaside more accessible 
and affordable for the majority of the population. As increasing numbers 
of visitors flocked to seaside towns, the variety of entertainment 
available on the pier and seafront multiplied dramatically. Hotels sprang 
up to cater for those who saw the advantage of staying for longer than 
a day. 
 
Gradually seaside holidays became events more for pleasure than just 
for good health. Most of the activities that we associate with traditional 
seaside holidays — swimming and paddling, building sandcastles, 
fishing in rock pools, boat trips, beach entertainers, and food such as 
ice cream and candy floss — all have their origins in the Victorian era. 
It is still possible to have donkey rides on the beach at several resorts 
today, notably Weston-super-Mare where the number of donkeys for 
hire still exceeds 100 on most days in the summer.  
 
This box contains objects, photographs and costumes from the 
museum’s collection that will help your class throughout this topic. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Doll’s Wooden Deckchair 
 
 
 

 
This late 19th century toy would have 
been part of a collection of furniture 
and accessories for a doll’s house. 
Some doll’s houses of this period 
were designed with extra fittings and 
flaps to incorporate a street scene at 
the front or a garden at the back. 
Cars, bicycles and street traders 
would have featured at the front, and 
deckchairs and tables could be 
placed on the lawn at the back.  
 
This deckchair is an exact miniature example of those that would have been 
used at the seaside in Victorian times. Deckchairs are perfect chairs for the 
beach. They are foldable, stackable and they level themselves in the sand. 
However, their main attraction is that you can sit down and enjoy the beach 
and the sea without getting wet or sandy.  

 
 
 
 

Victorian Souvenir Sandman 
 

 
 
Coloured sand is a feature of the seaside resort of Alum Bay on 
the Isle of Wight. The unique, natural coloured sand cliffs have 
attracted visitors to this resort for hundreds of years. The 
Sandman was sold as a souvenir in the famous sand shop in the 
resort in the 1950s. It is still possible to buy or make your own 
sand souvenir in glass or plastic containers in this store today. 
Nowadays the shapes of the containers range from test tubes and 
cubes to more complex shapes, but the Sandman, made out of 
pre-formed plastic, was a particularly popular design of the 1950s.  



Victorian Souvenir Dish, Cup and Saucer  
 
 
Ever since people first started visiting the seaside 
purely for pleasure in the Victorian times, they 
have sought to take home a memento of their 
visit. At first these were paintings and pictures, 
but soon trinkets and ornaments were 
manufactured to cater for an ever-increasing 
audience. A china ornament inscribed with the 
words ‘A present from...’ was almost a 
compulsory purchase at the end of the 
holiday for many people in the middle 
decades of the 20th century. People kept 
collections of trinkets from the resorts they 
had visited and those visited by friends and 
family.  

 
 
 
 

 
Tin bucket and wooden spade 

 
This bucket is a replica of the type that would have 
been used by a Victorian child to build sandcastles 
at the seaside.  
 
Tin was the only material used in the manufacture of 
buckets in the 19th century. However, this metal 
was quite unsuitable because it would have rusted 
easily when filled continually with sand and sea water, creating sharp 
edges. 
 
From the 1920s through to the 1950s, 
buckets were sometimes also made 
out of rubber as well as metal. It was 
not until the 1960s and 1970s that plastic was used.  
 
In Victorian times spades were made out of wood. The Victorian spade 
has a flat scoop whereas later ones had a hollow shape. During the 
20th century a combination of wood and metal became popular for 
spades — a wooden handle was comfortable to hold and a metal scoop 
was better for digging and shaping the sand. Rubber spades were also 
produced in the mid-20th century. However, in the 1960s plastic took 
over as the main manufacturing material for spades as it was light, 
safe, comfortable to hold and wouldn’t rust.  



 

Starfish  
 

 
Victorian children, like today’s children, would 
have enjoyed fishing in rock pools while at the 
seaside. In fact, the type of fishing net they 
would have used has changed very little over 
the last 100 years.  
 
A starfish, such as this one, might have been 
purchased as a souvenir of the trip.  
 

 I 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Parasol and Four-Cornered Knotted Handkerchief 
 

 
Hats were worn by the Victorians as a matter of course, 
even with the first swimming costumes. Parasols were 
carried as extra protection for delicate skins, as sun-tans 
did not become popular until the 1920s. Before the 1920s, 
it was believed that only the working class would have had 
a suntan as they would have been working in the fields 
under the sun all day. So for a rich lady or gentleman, 
covering up in the sun was imperative.  
 
Victorian ladies would have worn a bonnet to cover their 
hair, and men, a top hat. Later on wicker and straw hats became popular. 
Women often wore large brimmed hats to protect their faces and might decorated 
them with feathers and dried flowers.  
 
Parasols were used as a walking aid when not open. They could also be folded in 
half so as not to become too much of an encumbrance. Parasols were often 
made of silk and sometimes had carved ivory handles. They were also frequently 
decorated with fringes. 
 
In the mid-20th century hats were mainly worn to prevent 
sun glare and not necessarily to prevent a suntan, and 
many thinning or bald-headed men could be seen sporting 
a four-cornered knotted handkerchief while sleeping in a 
deck chair on the beach.  



Stick of Rock  
 

 
Edible seaside treats have been around for the last 150 

years, and sticks of rock with the name of the resort 
running through them have been made since the late 

1800s. In 1900, rock was extremely popular and in some 
resorts, such as Blackpool, is still popular today. In the 

early days rock was also shaped and coloured like fruit. In 
the 1950s quite bizarre novelty items, such as dummies, 

were popular. 
 
 
 

 
Punch and Judy Puppets  

 
It was in the 1820s that Mr Punch became 
a popular form of entertainment for 
children rather than adults and since then 
he has held a firm association with seaside 
resorts. In most cases the shows were 
performed on the pier, but with many 
resorts losing their piers, they gradually 
transferred to the promenade.  
 
One of the most famous presenters of 
Punch and Judy shows was the Codman 
family, which began giving shows on 
Llandudno pier in the 1860s and is still 
performing today.  
 
However, with the decline of seaside holidays, Punch and Judy shows 
also declined. Although still a popular form of children’s entertainment 
today, there are probably only about a dozen permanent sites for 
shows at seaside resorts these days. Mr Punch, his wife Judy, the 
baby, clown, policeman, crocodile and string of sausages are more 
likely to be found at children’s birthday parties, a village fete or a 
shopping precinct than at the seaside where they were dreamed up.  



Bathing Costumes 
 

During the Victorian period it was considered 
totally unacceptable to be seen in public without 
your body fully covered.  Men were able to show 
more body than women, as they could show 
some leg and arm, but they also had to wear a 
modesty skirt to cover their lower half.  This 
meant that swimming costumes were almost as 
weighty as the everyday clothes people wore. 

Changing clothes in public was quite an issue, so 
they used bathing machines to change.  Both men 
and women would climb into these machines to 
undress and would then be wheeled into the water 
unseen by prying eyes. Although the bathing 
machine ruled the beach for several decades, by 
Edwardian times women were gradually beginning 
to swim from the beach. Furthermore, by 1901 
mixed bathing was not unusual. As the 20th century 
progressed, attitudes to modesty slowly changed. 
Neck-to-knee swimwear was gradually replaced 
with costumes that revealed the arms and the legs.  
 
Bathing machines had disappeared by the 1930s 
and costumes were becoming smaller and more 
revealing. However, even in the 1930s, a full 
costume for men and women was normal. It 
was only after this date that swimming trunks 
for men and two piece costumes for women 
came to be accepted.  
 
The type of material and the amount of 
material used to make swimming costumes 
has changed dramatically over the years. 
The first women’s swimming costumes used 
large amounts of thick material and, as such, 
were extremely heavy when wet. Later cotton 
and wool machine-knitted costumes had the 
habit of sagging and, again, becoming heavy 
and droopy when wet. The creation of 
artificial yarns from the 1930s onwards 
meant that swimming costumes were a better fit and clung to the body 
without sagging. Modern day easy-care fabrics, such as Lycra, ensure 
that swimming costumes are light, flexible and hard-wearing. 



 
Picture Post (1940)  

PLEASE HANDLE WITH CARE. 
 

Picture Post was a popular weekly 
magazine published during the 20th 

century. It consisted of a pictorial account of 
the week’s news together with articles on 
people, places and fashions. This 1940 

edition features an article on swimwear for 
the summer, set against the wartime 

background. It highlights the problems of 
rationing and the determination of those at 

home to enjoy the summer months and trips 
to the seas. 

 
 
 

Postcards (Victorian/Modern)  
 
 
This set of postcards consists of original seaside postcards from the 
first decade of the 20th century, through to the present day. On some of 
the postcards the changing fashions of beachwear and the 
development of transport can be seen. Each postcard is dated, some 
with original postmarks.  
 



 
Sea Cadets Plaque 

 
 
Visitors to the seaside might well have 
seen members of the Sea Cadets in 
their distinctive Naval-style uniforms. 
The Sea Cadets, a maritime youth 
charity first founded in 1856, helps 
teenagers develop their skills on the sea 
through various organised nautical 
adventures. In the early days many of 
the participants would have gone on to 
become professional seafarers by 
joining the Royal Navy or the Merchant 
Navy.  
 
Some Sea Cadets units were located in 
popular seaside resorts such as 
Blackpool and Southend-on-Sea. Other 
cadets travelled to seaside resorts for 
training or to participate in sporting competitions 
with local teams.  
 
Sea Cadet units could had had plaques like this 
one made to be given out at special events or to 
important visitors. 
 
It was not just members of the Royal Navy and 
the Sea Cadets who wore sailor suits. In the late 
19th century, outfits based on the sailor suit were 
also very popular for children. Queen Victoria had 
dressed her child in one and others followed her 
lead. Furthermore, it was a way that the public 
could show support for the Royal Navy, which 
was busy maintaining the British Empire around the globe.  



Photographs and Paintings.  
 

 
Since Victorian times people have taken photographs of their seaside 
holidays to keep as a reminder of happy days. They show the 
similarities and differences of dress, attitudes and activities throughout 
the period and can be used for comparison and discussion.  
 
For instance, study the photos to investigate changing seaside 
fashions. The Victorians dressed up to go to the seaside. The rich 
endeavoured to establish the same atmosphere at resorts that had 
existed at the popular spa venues such as Bath, and more time was 
spent promenading on the pier displaying their finery than sitting and 
playing on the sand.  
 
Victorian ladies wore their crinolines and, later, their dresses with 
bustles and corsets. The only concession to their surroundings was that 
skirt lengths were shorter. Straw hats and boaters became popular 
headwear for men and women, and men tried to put a nautical flavour 
into their dress by wearing striped blazers and white flannel trousers.  
 
The tradition of dressing up to go to the seaside was maintained by the 
middle and working classes and carried on by future generations even 
up to the 1950s.  
 
The journey to the seaside by steam train remained a highlight of the 
holiday from the Victorian era until the 1950s, and everyone dressed 
accordingly. When the car took over from the train in the 1960s, people 
began to dress for comfort rather than show when travelling.  


