
	

				 	 	 																																																									 

The	history	of	Saltdean	Lido	–		

authored	by	Deryck	Chester,	Saltdean	Lido	CIC	Director	

In 1914 a young entrepreneur called Charles William Neville took his wife Dorothy for a spin in their sturdy automobile along the 
rough coastal road between Newhaven and Brighton. It was upon this trip, after witnessing acres of unploughed fields and 
scrubland, that Charles conceived a grandiose plan to transform the bare hills into a desirable residential area and holiday 
resort. By the 1930s, with his acute business sense and flair for publicity, Charles had established Saltdean as a fashionable 
resort to which tourists flocked.  

The interwar years had allowed the nation’s obsession with sport and leisure to flourish. This period became a heyday for lidos 
and outdoor pursuits. Not one to miss an opportunity, Charles Neville commissioned architect Richard William Herbert Jones to 
design a new luxury hotel, named ‘The Ocean Hotel’, and a lido swimming pool fit to rival that in any seaside resort. The latter 
was completed first, and in May 1938, Saltdean Lido opened to the public for the first time.  

 

SALTDEAN	LIDO	WAS	OPENED	FOR	THE	FIRST	TIME	IN	MAY	1938	
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ARCHITECT	RICHARD	WILLIAM	HERBERT	JONES	

Saltdean Lido was praised for its innovative modernist design. With its stark linear lines and curved pool it is not difficult to 
imagine why it received critical acclaim in numerous architectural journals in its opening year. However, its real success was 
measured by the crowds who flocked to pay their sixpence to enjoy the pool and sunbathing terraces. 

• The	Admission	fee		was		sixpence	(about	72p	in	today’s	money)																																																																	

• 140ft	by	66ft	pool	

• Accommodated	500	bathers	

• Contained	over	300,000	gallons	of	water																																																																																																		

• Impressive	3	tiered	diving	board	

• Separate	children’s	paddling	pool	

• Tea	terrace	and	sun	deck	



	

				 	 	 																																																									 

									Johnny	Weissmuller,	Olympic	swimmer	and	actor																								

																																																																																																																

Johnny	Weissmuller	was	an	Olympic	Swimmer	and	Hollywood	actor.	In	the	1920s	he	was	one	of	the	fastest	swimmers	in	the	world	and	
won	an	impressive	five	gold	medals.	In	the	1930s	he	became	a	Hollywood	leading	man	and	is	probably	best	known	for	his	role	as	Tarzan.		
Famed	for	his	athleticism	he	was	invited	to	open	Lidos	across	Europe.	Charles	Neville	was	a	big	fan	of	publicity	stunts	and	was	never	slow	
to	advertise	his	burgeoning	holiday	resort.	In	April	1938	Weissmuller	thrilled	onlookers	as	he	opened	a	packed	Saltdean	Lido.		

Saltdean	Lido	was	an	instant	success.	With	its	clever	design	and	situated	in	the	natural	bowl	of	Saltdean,	it	was	sheltered	from	the	wind	
and	provided	a	natural	haven	for	sun	worshippers.		At	sixpence	it	was	affordable	to	everyone,	and	people	from	all	levels	of	society	came	
together	to	enjoy	the	facilities.	At	a	time	when	the	class	system	was	still	entrenched	in	British	society,	lidos	played	an	important	role	as	a	
social	equaliser.	Saltdean	Lido	was	no	exception.	

In	‘The	Saltdean	Story’	local	author	Douglas	d’Enno	summarises	the	magic	of	the	Lido	building.	He	describes	what	it	must	have	been	like	to	
visit	the	lido	during	those	early	summer	seasons.	

“The	Lido	presented	a	magnetic	attraction	–	On	the	exposed	roof	area,	one	could	in	those	days	imagine	oneself	aboard	an	
ocean	liner.	Perhaps	the	building	in	its	heyday	may	most	vividly	be	imagined	by	picturing	its	slender	lines	standing	out	
boldly	on	summer	nights	from	the	surrounding	parkland,	its	white	walls	impressively	illuminated	by	flood	lights,	while	
within	the	structure	itself	concealed	blue	lighting	emphasized	its	flat	planes	and	provided	a	blue	haze	all	around.”		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

After	three	successful	summer	seasons,	with	the	Battle	of	Britain	raging	overhead,	Saltdean	Lido	was	forced	to	close	late	summer	1940.	It	
didn’t	open	for	the	public	again	until	1964.	However,	throughout	its	closure	it	continued	to	serve	the	community.	During	the	war	it	was	
used	as	a	water	tank	for	the	National	Fire	Service	and	after	the	war	its	changing	rooms	were	used	for	church	services	and	a	Sunday	school.		
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“This	is	a	remarkable	and	restrained	design	-	at	Saltdean	there	
is	ample	evidence	that	the	designer	of	this	bath	did	his	stuff	
with	knowledge	and	good	taste.	It	is	certainly	one	of	the	few	
really	first	class	designs	of	its	type	in	the	country”		

JR	Leathart	–	Architect	and	Building	News	August	1938			



	

				 	 	 																																																									 

Post war Britain’s economy was slow to recover. The rapid rate of Saltdean’s pre-war development had virtually stopped. There 
wasn’t to be a school or official church building in Saltdean for several years. The heady days of the 1930s and the innovative 
period of modernist design had passed. Although Lidos throughout Britain continued to enjoy high visitor numbers, Saltdean 
Lido remained derelict in its wartime state for an astonishing 24 years. 

In 1952 a new entrepreneur called Billy Butlin arrived at Saltdean and took a keen interest in the town’s potential as a resort. 
Billy had decided to add a string of hotels to his holiday empire, and The Ocean Hotel was to be his first and grandest. 

Also designed by Richard Jones, the Ocean Hotel opened 
in the summer of 1938. It was considered to be the most 
modern hotel in England and had an Olympic sized pool 
which overlooked Saltdean Lido. It too played its part in 
the war effort and after a brief spell of housing bombed out 
refugees it was requisitioned by The National Fire Service 
who used it as a training college. 

After the building was left derelict, Billy Butlin paid 
£250,000 for the hotel and after a lavish re-fit it re-opened 
in 1953 under the famous ‘Butlin’s’ insignia. Billy loved his 
holiday hotel and would often stay in the penthouse suite. 
He would later admit of his purchase - “The Ocean had 
been the bargain of my life.” 

 

         The Ocean Hotel by architect Richard William Herbert Jones 

In the 1950s, cocooned in barbed wire, the lido’s future was still in doubt. Several schemes were put forward and rejected. Billy 
Butlin even tried his hand at acquiring the site. He wished to build an American style roadhouse over the pool which would have 
included a restaurant, indoor pool and bowling rink. Brighton’s Planning Committee rejected it as being ‘out of character with 
the neighbourhood’. 

Finally, in 1958 a group of local youths took action and wrote a letter to exert pressure on the authorities. The letter was 
addressed to The Minister of Housing and Local Government, and was signed by 60 Saltdean teenagers -  

“We would ask for more sporting facilities, and would suggest if it were impossible to develop the Lido as a swimming 
pool, it would make an ideal community centre for all sections of the population. At present there are little or no 
facilities for us either to entertain ourselves or be entertained”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thankfully, in July 1964 the Lido was re-opened after a full restoration by Brighton Council. Not only was the pool open for 
business, the council also added an extension to the rear to be used as a community centre and library. The Lido was once 
again a centre for leisure and recreation, and was proudly promoted in Brighton Council’s tourism guides.  

After a 30 year period of uninterrupted swimming and leisure, the pool had to close. This time it was due to mounting 
maintenance costs. In 1996 it was believed a solution had been found when a business consortium re-opened it. However, in 
2010, after the lease had been passed to a developer, plans were announced to fill in the pool with concrete and build flats on 
the historic site. In response to this news the campaign to save Saltdean Lido was set up by local residents. 


