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Northdown Road, Cliftonville’s 
undulating two-mile highway 
linking Northdown Park to 
Margate’s Old Town, has an 

inauspicious inaugural mention in the 
local press. In September 1836 the Kentish 
Gazette reported that a disoriented “farm 
servant” had met an unhappy end after 
wandering off the road in the early hours 
of a fateful, final Sunday morning. “He 
had been drinking during the afternoon 
and evening of the preceding day, and 
boasting of his money,” they wrote. “It 
is supposed he had lost his hat on his 
road home to Northdown, and that in 
searching for it, the night being dark, 
he accidentally fell over the cliff. When 
found, his pockets were turned out.”

The century and a half since has 
seen the road’s fortunes lurch in 
similar waves of prosperity to penury 
over the years, from found to lost and 
back again. But as this resilient and 
charismatic neighbourhood emerges 
from a punishing two years of lockdowns 
and economic privation, its vibrant 
community is coming together to guide 
it safely on its way to a more auspicious 
future.

“Cliftonville grew out of Margate in 
the 1860s to cater for affluent Victorian 
visitors who sought luxury holidays 
without having to mingle with the lower 
orders,” says Nick Evans, author of a two-
part history of the area called The New 
Town on the Cliffs. “Some of the smartest 
hotels along the south coast were built on 
Cliftonville’s foreshore, and it wasn’t long 
before shops sprang up along Northdown 
Road. Foremost among the retail 
emporia was, until early 1973, Bobby’s 
department store, Cliftonville’s very own 
Harrod’s. At its peak between the 1950s 
and 1970s, Northdown Road was the 
place to find quality goods.”

Once even hubristically dubbed “The 
Street of Quality”, Northdown Road 
bustled in its heyday with a moneyed 
clientele who could hop on a tram at the 
road’s eastern periphery and then step off 
to order a new Rolls Royce, be measured 
for a suit, sample a range of fine tobaccos, 
or pick up the latest fashionable bonnet 
in anticipation of a romantic evening 
stroll along the esplanade. Even the idea 
of Cliftonville itself was a materialistic 
construct, designed to manifest an idyllic 
seaside destination where the well-to-do 
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could enjoy their bubble of utopian 
affluence. 

“It was a Victorian invention,” 
says the artist and writer Dan 
Thompson, who has spent over 
a decade photographing shop 
fronts along the length of the 
road. “If you look at Victorian 
or early 20th century maps, you 
suddenly see Cliftonville appear. 
‘Ville’ is a marketing term – it was 
supposed to make it sound more 
sophisticated, more exotic.” He 
says that documenting the frontage 
has revealed the best and the worst of 
Northdown Road’s chequered history, as 
its architectural grandeur was lost over 
time to the ruthless and unsentimental 
vagaries of deprivation and development. 
“Up until a couple of years ago, it had the 
most intact collection of historic shop 
fronts in the country,” he says. “People are 
starting to recognise that the shop fronts 
are special and should be looked after. 
We should be preserving this stuff. I think 
we're starting to see Northdown Road 
considered as part of the tourist offer as 
well, and with that we'll see more love and 
more importance placed on the heritage 

of those buildings.”
The Northdown Road of 2022 is 

an eclectic, cheek-by-jowl medley of 
established stalwarts and neophyte 
newcomers. Its edgy dynamism feels 
appropriate for a street that has survived 
waves of economic uncertainty, without 
ever quite succumbing to the near-
extinction that has stalked so many 
of the country’s traditional shopping 
districts, especially in its most vulnerable 
coastal towns. The road’s diversity of 
outlets is now coalescing into something 
resembling a community ideal: the street 
where you really can find everything ► 
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you need, but also a seasonal draw 
that can attract the more curious and 
adventurous tourist.

Particularly in the leaner years of its 
recent history, Northdown Road has 
always been able to rely for its sustenance 
on a friendly and cosmopolitan 
smorgasbord of food shops and 
eateries: from halal grocers to Polish 
supermarkets, from Asian takeaways to 
Lebanese fine dining, from greasy spoon 
cafés to South Indian snack bars. Brenda 
Henderson, the South African owner of 
Ouma’s Kitchen (no.189), says that there 
is a sharp, collaborative appetite for what 
the road can achieve, as it builds on this 
tradition of diversity and cooperation. 
“We’ve got a group of businesses here that 
talk,” she says. “We want to start doing 
things for the spring and summer, and 
make an awareness of this side of the 
town, so that people move up from the 
Old Town and the beachfront, and come 
and see what there is to offer here.”

Her menu changes every day, 
encouraging an interested loyalty from 
the locals, but also includes regular 
South African favourites like bunny 
chow, the picante Durban street food 
made globally famous by Trevor Noah 
in one of his nostalgic comedy specials. 
Like many business owners in the 
area, Henderson entreats Thanet 
District Council to support the 
street’s regeneration by providing 
visible signage encouraging a more 
robust footfall directed upwards 
from the Old Town; the flaking, 
barely legible sign for “Northdown 
Road Shopping Centre” at the 
western base of the road is a 
poignant reminder of its forgotten 
importance to the local economy. 
One of the hardiest survivors of the 
road’s oscillating fortunes is the art 
suppliers and gallery Lovelys (no. 
248), which opened in the area in 
1891, and has occupied its current 
premises since the early 1950s. 
“What I can remember as a little 
girl is that Northdown Road was 
the place to shop, and going back 
further, you would dress up to come 
shopping here,” says Caroline 
Lovely, the current owner. “People 
really love Northdown Road, 
because it’s very diverse, and very 
quirky. The high street is being 
reinvented a little bit, because people 
want to support their local shops. There’s 
just a lovely atmosphere coming back 
again.”

Part of this new energy is being 
generated by the influx of creatives 
settling in the area in search of the 
physical and emotional space in which 
to work. “From our point of view, a lot 
of the artists that have come to Margate 
have enhanced our business, because 
obviously they need art materials or 
framing,” she says. “There are lots of 
new artists that we’re managing to 
exhibit, and it's just a buzzing artistic 
community.”

Lovelys gallery coordinator Hannah 
Dunn is optimistic about the future of an 
area in which she grew up. “People are 

sheathed in scaffolding as it begins its 
transformation into a nursery school – 
striking evidence of Cliftonville’s rapidly 
changing population. Two adjacent 
young bar businesses, Stingray and the 
Tap Room, stand opposite at 3 and 4 
Prices Avenue, offering the Cliftonville 
drinker a welcome alternative to 
staggering home from the Old Town (and 
potentially losing one’s hat, or worse, to 
the seafront’s confrontational breeze).

Magnus Alanko, who runs the Stingray 
bottle shop and bar with partner Rose 
Exall, fell in love with the property, 
formerly a café, after hearing from its 
previous owner about the location’s 
importance as a community hub. “I think 
there's a real purpose in enriching the 
community by offering something that 
people need,” he says.  “It’s important 
that we don't just treat Margate as a 
summer-based cash cow. We're here to 
participate, have conversations, link 
up with other businesses, and support 
local people.” The shop calibrates its 
pricing accordingly, ensuring that no 
punter is deterred from enjoying their 
favourite indulgence. “It's just absolutely 
fundamental to what we do, to make 
sure that there's something for everyone's 

pocket,” Alanko says. “We've 
got a lovely set of different 
demographics that come in, and 
I think that really adds to the 
atmosphere.”

The upper end of Northdown 
Road eventually dissolves 
into a monoscape of Kentish 
suburbia, but at its outer frontier 
sits the defiantly peachy shop 
front of Skinny Dip Coffee 
(no. 235). Its owner, Tom 
Denning, is adamant his 
business has a responsibility 
to be part of a catalyst for an 
enduring economic revival. 
“It’s our mission to address 
inequalities in all industries, 
to make a business that 
promotes a fairer way of 
doing things,” he says. “We’ve 

just employed someone from 
the government’s Kickstart scheme, 
and we’re going to look at opening an 
employment academy to train people to 
be baristas.”

So no more turned-out pockets for the 
people of Cliftonville – these new journeys 
are about solidarity and companionship. 
“Unemployment problems here need 
to be solved, and businesses like mine, 
when we’re coming with the DFL [down 
from London] tag, need to be part of 
it,” says Denning. “There’s no reason to 
employ people from outside the area. 
Give them time and training, support 
them. Solve it together.”

The New Town on the Cliffs – The  
Story of Cliftonville, volumes one  
and two, can be purchased from  
Lovelys on Northdown Road for  
£12 each or £20 as a set

To see Dan Thompson’s  
Northdown Road archive go to  
flickr.com/photos/danthompson

passionate about the road. There seems 
to be a lot more enthusiasm,” she says. 
“And when you have new businesses, and 
new people, they don't think about the 
history of the decline. They bring a fresh 
pair of eyes.”

On the corner across the street is Lost 
Property 2 (no. 199-203), once the site 
of the famous furniture store Whites of 
Kent, and now a cornucopia of “antiques, 
vintage furniture, clothes and toys, 
streetwear, costume, jewellery and art”. 
LP2 tenant Louise Halswell, designer 
of unisex apparel line Fuud London, 

is actively involved in plans for the 23 
July street party that she hopes will help 
further propel the growing fervour for 
investment and regeneration. “There’s 
just so much stuff going on up here, and 
it feels like we need a bit of help, a bit of a 
boost,” she says. “The theme of the party 
this year is ‘inside out’ – so put your shop 
outside, basically. It will create a really 
nice vibe.”

The shell of one Northdown 
Road’s most glamorous yesteryear 
establishments, the music shop 
Thornton Bobby’s (no. 242), is now 


