
FIRST PERSON

 M
y friend Apricot, my dog Attlee and I 
arrived at Brighstone Holiday Centre 
with muddy boots and paws in early 
October 2017. We were spending a week 
walking the 70-mile Isle of Wight Coastal 
Path and had just completed the longest 

day of our trek – 18 miles, the last hour of which had been 
completed, rather hair-raisingly, along the cliff path as 
darkness fell.  

‘Is that it?’ I cried with every building that appeared in the 
dusky distance, while Attlee careered about on his lead, the 
smell of cliff-hopping rabbits growing stronger as day stilled 
into night. ‘That must be it.’ At last we spotted some buildings 
that unmistakably were it – white chalets, standing small but 
valiant against the huge night sky. With a surge of relieved 
energy, we stepped up our pace and texted Sue Abbott, who 
owned Brighstone with her husband Clive, news of our arrival. 

Straight to the village pub for pie and chips, Apricot and I 
had decided but, as Sue led us to our chalet, the urgency of 
that ambition was stalled by the magic of our surroundings. 
We stopped, enchanted, in the middle of a neat lawn encircled 
by chalets and gazed around us. The chalets, fringed by 
rhododendron bushes, were like white-washed beach huts 
with doors painted in primary colours, blue woodwork and 
yellow window frames – dinky little doll’s houses and the 
architectural epitome of the word cute. 

I’d seen the chalets’ photographs and read a little about 
their history on Brighstone’s website but my primary 
motivation for booking one was that it was a handy billet 
– bang on the coastal path – on our trek through the wild 
west of the Isle of Wight where lodgings are few. Now it was 
obvious that I’d found somewhere unique and amazing.

Building began at the site in 1929 and Brighstone Holiday 
Camp, as it was known then, officially opened in 1932. 
That makes it, according to seaside historian and author of  
The British Seaside Holiday Kathryn Ferry, one of the 
earliest holiday camps in Britain, predating the first Butlin’s 
at Skegness by four years. Sue and Clive bought Brighstone 
in 1999, after seeking a run-down caravan site they could 
build into a thriving business. ‘We came to look at it on a 
cold, rainy day but we could see its potential,’ Sue says. ‘It’s 
a tranquil little world of its own and has such a place in Isle 
of Wight history. So many of the older generation learnt 
to swim at Brighstone’s pool or worked here. And we have 
people from the mainland who stayed here in the 1950s and 
1960s returning for a stroll around. Soldiers were billeted here 
during World War II and, not long after we’d taken over, a 
former RAF pilot who’d lived here then came for a walk down 
memory lane.’

So in a sense, this is a historic site. After all, it’s one of the 
very few holiday camps from the 1930s still in existence. 
‘There was a trickle of holiday camps being built in the 
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1920s but in the 1930s they 
really became popular,’ 
Kathryn Ferry explains. 
‘Holidaymakers were fed up of 
going to boarding houses and 
living under the landlady’s rule 
– they wanted independence 
and keys to their own front 
door. The camps were about 
fun and camaraderie, which 
was Billy Butlin’s ethos when 
he started – he wanted people 
to make friends on holiday. And they did because there were 
all these games to play and communal spaces to mingle. 
Guests had a fun week and then went home, happy, with a 
Redcoat’s signature in their autograph book.’

When Brighstone was built, there were 144 chalets, 
separate toilet blocks, a camping field, tennis courts, a 
dining hall and ballroom. It had large expanses of green 
space, perfect for an impromptu game of rounders, and its 
own section of beach, accessible today by some steep wooden 
steps a few hundred yards down the coastal path. In 1964, 
a swimming pool was built on the site of the tennis courts.

But in the 1970s, tastes changed. ‘With the advent of cheap 
air travel and package holidays, people were drawn abroad 
and, by the 1980s, holiday camps had developed a reputation 
as old-fashioned and passé,’ Kathryn says. Sure enough, in 
the 1980s Brighstone catered almost exclusively for retired 
holidaymakers – then, in 1995, a fire burnt down the 
ballroom and bar. By the late 1990s, it had stopped operations 
altogether, meaning that when Sue and Clive took over they 
had to build a client base from scratch. But Kathryn believes 
holiday camps in general are now enjoying something of a 
renaissance. ‘People love that sense of nostalgia and the 1930s 
and 1950s are seen by many as a golden age,’ she says. To mark 
the 80th anniversary of Butlin’s first Skegness camp, Kathryn 
wrote a book that celebrated the company’s history and its 
holiday camps’ sunny role in the lives of millions of Britons. 
And in December 2017, the Skegness camp was Grade II-listed 
by Historic England. 

According to Kathryn, this individual approach to style 
is in keeping with the camps’ heyday. ‘There were so many 

camps that, in terms of aesthetics, there was a great deal of 
variety,’ she says. ‘The common aim was affordable luxury, so 
most had sinks with cold water in the chalets – guests rarely 
got their own sink in boarding houses – and Butlin’s boasted 
of its top quality mattresses. But beyond that anything went. 
Some were architect-designed, including a holiday camp in 
Blackpool called Squires Gate. The owner had travelled to 
the west coast of America, so it was designed around that 
Los Angeles Spanish-hacienda look. At another Blackpool 
camp the owner sewed matching red-and-white gingham 
curtains for all the chalet windows to create a homely feel. So 
individual operators were proud of their accommodation – at 
the time these camps were the height of modernity and they 
had every right to be.’

Of Brighstone’s original 144 chalets, 80 remain, 22 of which 
are B&B rooms and 14 self-catering. Others are waiting to be 
converted for modern use while some are derelict, never to be 
restored. That’s because, sadly, they are on the outer edge of 
the camp, growing ever closer to the cliffs and the sea which 
will one day claim them. ‘They say the erosion averages a foot 
a year,’ Sue says. ‘Somebody paced it for us and we reckon 
that, in 120 years, the whole camp will be gone.’

It’s a poignant thought as Apricot, Attlee and I bid goodbye 
to Brighstone and strike out along the coastal path to our next 
destination. As we walk, I turn round every so often to look 
at the chalets growing smaller in the distance until we can 
no longer see them and, at the time of writing this feature a 
few months later in spring 2018, I learn that Sue and Clive 
have sold Brighstone and its future is uncertain. A contact 
at the Isle of Wight tourist board tells me she’s heard it’s 
been sold to an investor who plans to improve the site and 
carry on running it as holiday accommodation. ‘It would be 
a travesty if what are quite probably the oldest holiday chalets 
in the country are lost,’ Kathryn says, undertaking her own 
research in a bid to secure the camp’s future. A travesty 
indeed, as a vital connection with the history of our holidays 
would be lost. I hope I revisit those chalets, with new loving 
owners painting the doors and happy holidaymakers sitting 
amongst the rhododendrons, very soon. 

>> See brighstone-holidays.co.uk. The British Seaside Holiday 
by Kathryn Ferry is published by Shire History at £14.99.
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