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1 group met on October 4th, to discuss  The Palace of Strange Girls by Sallie 

Day    

 

Marriott Edgar, 1932  The Lion and Albert ( a music hall monologue) 

There’s a famous seaside place called Blackpool 

That’s noted for fresh air and fun.....  

 

 

Our book is set in Blackpool in 1959. And then God created Benidorm! But 

even today, more people visit Blackpool on the cold Irish sea in north West 

England than drink lager on the Mediterranean in Benidorm. Blackpool is 

famous for its piers, illuminations, Pleasure Beach and Blackpool Tower 

(modelled on the Eiffel Tower) and is THE holiday destination for England’s 

industrial North. In its heyday in the 1930s, it boasted an incredible 17 million 

visitors a year. Starting in the1880s, when Blackpool became the first town in 

the world to have electric lighting, it has been synonymous with pleasure 

seeking. 

We discussed how fun seaside resorts, like Blackpool,  are typically British. 

German holidays tend to be more serious , based on camping, walking and 

healthier pursuits. Germany has a much smaller coastline, of course, than 

Britain. As Britain is an island  surrounded by water, nowhere is more than 

seventy miles from the sea. Seaside holidays were popular in the GDR: “'Before 

the Berlin Wall fell you could snorkel on Baltic Sea holidays but you could not 

buy your own diving equipment because it was seen as a way to escape, even air 

mattresses were a concern to authorities.”  Until reunification, the most popular 

German seaside holiday destinations were the Frisian islands, Sylt and the 

stretch of sand between Rendsburg and Kiel on Germany's North and Baltic 

seacoasts. The Black Forest was also a favourite destination.  

The British have always had a love of the seaside and as Britain became more 

prosperous after the industrial revolution gradually more people could take 

holidays. Many working class families couldn’t afford a week away but day 

trips to the seaside were very popular - especially on bank holidays. The British 



pier first became fashionable in Victorian times. Naughty postcards and kiss- 

me - quick hats, candy floss, fish and chip shops and Blackpool rock, soon 

became staple parts of the British holiday. Amusement arcades, donkey rides on 

the beach, Summer season concerts all featured in a typical seaside holiday. All 

kinds of entertainments were necessary to fill the long hours that had to be spent 

out of  hotels and bed and breakfasts. Rainy days were not much fun on the 

beach. The Palace of Strange Girls highlights the end of an era. The package 

holidays to sunny Spain were just starting in 1959. 

 

In The Palace of Strange Girls we meet the Singleton family from Blackburn 

heading off to Blackpool for their annual holiday. Their home from home is the 

Belvedere hotel - chosen for a bit of luxury. The walls are covered in flock 

wallpaper: deep burgundy acanthus against a pale plum background. The 

dining room is bisected by a series of white pillars that support a ceiling heavy 

with ornate plasterwork and oversized ceiling roses.      

 

The Singletons are not exactly pleasure seekers, by the end of their week in 

Blackpool, we have come to know the family quite well. The holiday seems 

more of an ordeal than a pleasure to them. 

 

• Jack Singleton is a mill foreman, a kind and long suffering husband and 

father, but with a war-time secret.  

• Ruth Singleton, is a fiercely protective and controlling mother, and a 

rather cold, unloving wife to Jack. 

• Helen Singleton, their  teenage daughter, is struggling to be free of her 

mother’s rules and to find herself. 

• And seven year old Beth, just out of hospital and recovering from a heart 

condition, is vulnerable and held back by her mother’s strict regimes. 

 

All the Singletons learn something about themselves during the holiday, but 

Beth gains the most from the trip. It is Beth who has a chance encounter with 

Tiger Woman at the Palace of Strange Girls. Some of us had imagined the 

palace of strange girls would be a brothel, others that it might be a ward in a 

psychiatric hospital. It’s actually a freak show, part of the fun fair.  A woman 

with very bad scars is presented as Tiger Woman, as though she has been 

mauled by a tiger. Beth too has very bad scars on her back as a result of her 

operation. She lacks self confidence, is lonely and longs to be part of something. 



 

We found Tiger Woman’s kindness to Beth very moving. Ruth has starved Beth 

of self esteem, by her disappointment in not having a son and through her 

anxiety over Beth’s health. Beth feels ugly and an outsider. Tiger Woman is 

able to reassure her that she is neither of these things. And she treats her to 

forbidden fruits - a juicy hot dog. 

 

Beth has never before come this close to a hot dog. She’s smelled them and seen 

pictures of them but her mother has always refused to buy them. Hot dogs are 

forbidden food. Beth takes a small bite. Her teeth sink into the fluffy bun. 

Heaven. Another bite brings her first taste of the hot dog sausage. Salty juices 

escape from her mouth and run down her chin. The mixture of smoky meat and 

boiled onions melts in her mouth. She has never tasted anything so delicious. 

 

We all loved this description of  Beth`s simple pleasure in eating a hot dog. But 

Tiger Woman’s gifts to her are more profound..She tells her that scars are signs 

of being better, of having healed. 

 

The scars on my back hurt a lot when I got them but they don’t hurt at all now. 

 

Most of all, she convinces Beth that she can be whatever she wants to be. 

 

“I’d like to be a Tiger Woman” Beth sobs.” Then they wouldn’t dare do things 

to me if I was a tiger.” 

“Well, you’re halfway to being a tiger already aren’t you? Tigers are very, very 

brave, Just like you.” 

Beth shakes her head, remembering the operation. “ I’m not brave, not like a 

tiger.” 

“ Oh, you are. You’re the bravest little girl I’ve ever met. You can be anything 

you want to be. Even a Tiger Woman. You have my word for it. I can spot a 

tiger when I see one.” Tiger Woman flexes her scarlet claws, bares her teeth 

and roars until the sound fills the air. 

 

Tiger Woman makes sure Beth is safe by sending her back to the hotel in a taxi. 

She may be unrespectable, a showgirl, but she is a genuinely kind character and 

an inspiration to Beth. So much so, that Beth rescues her sister from being raped. 

She hurls herself at the boy attacking Helen, in real Tiger Woman style. 



 

To introduce the chapters, Sallie Day uses quotes from I Spy books. These were 

loved by children in Britain in the fifties and sixties – and even more so by their 

parents. In the days before I-Pods and audio tapes, journeys were made shorter 

for children by trying to spot various things listed in their I-Spy books. Points 

were awarded for seeing unusual kinds of birds etc and children felt part of a 

club - The Redskins. Beth desperately wants to fill in her “ I-Spy at the seaside” 

book so that she can become part of the club. English members of the group had 

all enjoyed the I-Spy experience. Although one of us was very disappointed that 

she was never sent an I-Spy feather from Big Chief I-Spy ! I-Spy books were 

once an important part of a child’s holiday and their inclusion by Day is 

imaginative and very evocative.  

 

Beth is the central figure in the novel. Her transformation from a timid and shy 

girl to a tiger is at the heart of the story. What kind of mother is behind her lack 

of confidence? Why does her mother Ruth seem an unlikable character? She is 

obsessed with housework, a strict disciplinarian with her children and an 

unresponsive, unloving wife to Jack. When we looked at her upbringing, we 

realised that she had reasons for being the way she is. There is a very humorous 

scene of Ruth and Jack’s wedding which speaks volumes. 

 

When the minister identifies Ruth as a pearl of great price, Jack’s mother is 

heard to remark, “We’ll see about that!” This comment so enrages the Catlows 

that they forthwith refuse to acknowledge the groom’s family’s existence. The 

wedding breakfast is conducted in silence with only the faint rattle of silver 

cutlery on china plates from one side of the table and the chink of brown bottle 

on pint glass from the other.......... Opportunities for action photography at the 

reception are resisted. As a result there is no actual photographic evidence of 

the scuffle which takes place, no tell-tale flash when the bride’s father raises his 

fists. 

 

From a deprived working class background, Ruth has married into a middle 

class family. As a result, she is an example of a woman striving for acceptance. 

The worst snobs are usually those who have moved up a class. Ruth is a woman 

of her time – to be an efficient housewife and mother is her goal. Desire to have 

the latest gadgets, especially for her kitchen, are symbolic of her need for 

respectability and of her status. 



 

In the fifties women had been forced back into the home to make jobs available 

for men returning from the war. In times of economic difficulty and high 

unemployment, women are often expected to step aside in the workplace in 

favour of the men. We discussed how this could be happening again, while we 

are living through the current economic crisis. The fifties was a time of austerity. 

“ Make do and mend” was a catchphrase. Perhaps we are facing similar times to 

come! 

 

As most of us hadn’t warmed to Ruth, the opposite was the case with Jack. We 

all were charmed by him. Brave and resourceful, kind and affectionate, he 

seems the ideal father. During the war he had been passionately in love with  

Eleni, his Greek lover. He’d managed to escape from Crete when it was 

occupied and had been devastated to hear that Eleni had almost certainly been 

killed during the bombing of the island.  

 

After the horrors of war, he wants security and a stable family life, and Ruth 

seems to offer these possibilities. Ruth had been his Sunday school teacher and 

had written to him throughout the war. She is six years older than him. He is not 

in love with her, their marriage is one of convenience not of passion. We felt 

sorry for Ruth that she had probably not ever enjoyed sex with her husband. 

Even so, it is shocking that they have not slept together since Beth was born. So 

we could also understand why Jack is tempted to sleep with Connie, a young 

and sexy waitress in the hotel, who makes a strong pass at him. He has no idea 

that she is underage. And he is drunk. Connie is rather a sad character. Only 

fifteen, she has already slept with the priest and her geography teacher! 

 

Another abused character is Cora, Ruth’s friend, who on the surface appears to  

have married well – at least financially. But her husband Ronald controls her by 

not allowing her money of her own, he mistreats her and hits her. She escapes 

from him and makes her own life as a receptionist at a hotel. Helen is also 

abused, nearly raped by a boy under the pier, Beth comes to her rescue just in 

time. Overall we’re given a rather bleak picture of the characters’ sexual lives. 

The permissive age of the sixties has yet to arrive. In the fifties you were either 

a “good” or  a “bad” girl. There were no half measures.  

 



Helen emerges from her bad experience determined to go to university. 

Connie’s overt sexuality no longer seems glamorous to her and she recognises 

getting an education as a passport to her independence. Jack’s letter from Eleni 

informing him of his son is a turning point for him. He won’t abandon his 

daughters but he is determined to make contact with Eleni and his son. We 

imagined once the girls have grown up, he might go back to Crete. But it seems 

unlikely. He is loyal and honourable and probably will stay with Ruth. Ruth 

gets her wish for a semi-detached house, and her pleasure comes mainly from 

buying things for it. Unfortunately she doesn’t seem to have resumed any 

lovemaking with Jack. So the romantics in the group hoped that Jack would 

eventually leave. Day leaves us to make up our own minds. 

 

Jack helps Beth send off her I-Spy book and is thrilled when her membership 

certificate from Big Chief I-Spy arrives. The novel ends with a joyous Beth 

celebrating with her father. 

 

“I’m in the club. Big Chief I-Spy says I’m in his club!” 

Jack catches her in his arms and, heedless of her screams, whirls her round and 

round, until it seems, the whole world spins with them. 

 

The Palace of Strange Girls is an accomplished first novel that we enjoyed. But 

we did notice some flaws: There is a mixed bag of themes - political and social. 

The demise of the cotton industry is featured but loose ends are left hanging in 

the air, which is a bit frustrating. The opening pages are a little dull, some of us 

did not feel immediately engaged. Jack’s secret built the tension and succeeded 

in involving our more reluctant readers. Occasionally Day’s research into the 

period became too obvious with the long lists of popular appliances. However, 

the characters felt real and showed development. Jack and Beth were our 

favourites. 

 

The Palace of Strange Girls works really well as a snapshot of a British seaside 

holiday, it’s  a slice of British cultural history to devour and savour. As one of 

us said: “It wouldn’t win the Nobel prize for literature, but it was a very good 

read. I loved it. It took me right back to my childhood.” 

 

Recommended An engaging read - a novel with a terrific sense of time and 

place – a piece of social history. 


