
HUT HEAVEN
Beach huts are commanding huge prices and now  

even have their own festival. SUSANNAH GLYNN 
explores a growing phenomenon 
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THE humble beach hut is 
humble no longer. Huts 
 in popular locations such 
as Southwold can expect 
to fetch about £30,000. 

Those in Mudeford, Dorset, regularly 
sell for £130,000 (although Mudeford 
prices are a slight anomaly—it’s one of 
the few locations in Britain where you’re 
permitted to sleep in your hut). In West 
Wittering, where rocker Keith Richards 
bought a modest hut last year, these 
mini properties sell for between £25,000 
and £40,000. Even huts in less publi-
cised areas have soared in value. ‘Prices 
have gone up tremendously,’ says Mark 
Oliver, whose estate agency, Oliver and 
Saunders, has a special beach-hut depart-
ment covering Worthing to Rustington, 
where an 8ft by 6ft hut now averages 
about £13,000. ‘Three years ago, you 
could have bought a hut for £1,000.’

 And it would seem this is not only 
a southern phenomenon. Four years 
ago, a hut in Abersoch, Wales, achieved 
almost £40,000. Even trying to rent  
a hut can be as much of an issue. Last 
year, one couple desperate to secure  

a long-term lease on a hut in Avon, 
Dorset, spent four freezing January nights 
queuing outside the administration 
office in order to be first in line. 

So why all the interest in what is, 
essentially, a shed on the shore? Talk to 
any ‘hutter’, and it’s clear it has little to 
do with their investment potential. ‘My 
family and I have been to Southwold 
every year except one since 1973,’ says 
hut owner John Bucknell. ‘For all those 
years, we rented a beach hut, and when 
we had an opportunity to buy one in 
1999, we did so at a cost of £10,000. Some 
people thought we were mad. It’s cur-
rently valued at £32,000, but I wouldn’t 
sell it for £50,000. That’s how much it 
means to my family and me.’

Part of the increase in demand can 
be put down to the fact that more and 
more of us are foregoing the cost, hassle 
and terrorist threat of a holiday abroad 
and are making the most of what  have 
been (this July excepted) increasingly 
glorious summers at home. And in the 
summertime at a British beach, a hut is 
an extremely convenient commodity—
a place to store beachy things, such as 

deckchairs and barbeques, toys and 
clothes. It’s somewhere nice and private 
to get changed, and a shelter from our 
unpredictable weather. ‘You can just roll 
up, and everything is there for you,’ says 
Julian Oliver, beach-hut owner and 
estate agent in the Whitstable area. 
‘You’re instantly on holiday.’

But there’s more to the British love 
of the beach hut than mere convenience. 
After all, it evolved on these very shores, 
and, for many, huts are as much a part 
of the seaside as dribbly ice cream and 
fish and chips. In fact, they aren’t solely 
a British prerogative; you’ll find plenty 
of beach-hut equivalents on the shores 
of northern France and Belgium. And 
yet there, they are little more than chang-
ing rooms. Here, they form the hub for 
family gatherings and spawn whole  
hut-related communities. And they’re 
used all year round.

‘We spend three weeks there in the 
summer, and quite a few weekends over 
the rest of the year,’ says Laura Petford, 
whose family has owned a hut in West 
Wittering for the past four years. ‘Because 
you can go inside, you can go down to the 

Oh, I do like to be beside the seaside—as long as there’s somewhere to get changed. Splashes of colour at Torbay and (right) Kingsdowne in Kent

70   COU N T RY L I F E  ●  AUGUS T 2 ,  2 0 07



HUT HISTORY

THE origin of the beach hut goes as far back as the 18th century, when 
a dip in the sea was being touted as the latest cure-all. Simple changing 
rooms with wheels were developed as a way of transporting the infirm 

down to the water with some sort of privacy. These contraptions gradually 
evolved into the wheeled ‘bathing machines’ so popular with the Victorians 
for preserving their modesty (even Queen Victoria had one down at Osborne 
House on the Isle of Wight). The would-be bather would enter the hut fully 
attired and change into his or her swimming clothes as the machine was wheeled 
down the beach and into the sea. It was then possible to get in and out of the 
water away from prying eyes. As conventions became less prudish, and it became 
acceptable to walk to the sea in your bathing costume, the ‘machines’ became 
more static, eventually losing their wheels altogether. 
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beach even if the weather isn’t great.’
Perhaps it is because we are an island 

race that we feel the urge to possess a little 
bit of our coast. ‘You feel as if you are 
master of all you survey, king of the beach,’ 
says Tim Baber, who runs a website for 
Mudeford Sandbanks (www.msbnews.
co.uk) and is something of a fanatic about 
the area’s 354 huts. For the land-locked, 
the seaside offers the ultimate escape. 
‘To quote Arcadia for All,’ says Mr Baber, 
‘it is a place where the rich can play at 
peasants and the poor at landowners.’

The beach hut and all it represents 
has a way of capturing the imagination. 
Kathryn Ferry is now recognised as an 
expert on beach huts, but her interest 
began with a chance trip to Herne Bay in 
Kent. ‘It was one of those crisp November 
days, and the bright wintry light was cast-
ing these amazing shadows of the huts 
round the bend along the beach. I took 
a photograph and that was the begin-
ning—I started to notice them wher-
ever I went.’ She subsequently took two 
months out and travelled around the 
British coast studying them for her forth-
coming book Sheds on the Seashore. 

She is also a judge for a remarkable 
beach-hut event in Lincolnshire. Septem-
ber will be an especially good month for 
hut lovers there—the county is hosting 

the first-ever celebration of the British 
beach hut with a weekend of festivities, 
but it also marks the unveiling of some 
remarkable new additions to the coastline. 
Conceived by lead artist Michael Trainor 
as a way of regenerating a forgotten area 
of England, designers and architects 
were asked to ‘re-imagine the beach hut 
for the 21st century’. The result was an 
astonishing 240 entries from 15 countries, 
nine of which will be installed between 
Mablethorpe and Anderbury Creek. 

Ranging from Jabba, a multi-coloured 
organic-looking structure that aims to 
be ‘the world’s first contemporary cave’ 
to Come up and see me (Mr Trainor’s own 
design), which looks exactly like an enor-
mous glass of gin and tonic complete with 
a straw, the designs have captured the 
imagination of top designers and archi-
tects and turned the beach hut into a work 
of art. ‘There’s something very liberat-
ing about designing a structure without 
having to think about pipes and fire 
escapes,’ says architect Will Alsop. His 
design, Oyster Pleasance, has been built 
full scale for the current exhibition of 
the entry models at the Hub in Sleaford 
(www.thehubcentre.org), and will be 
one of those eventually installed. 

‘The beach-hut idea was brilliant,’ says 
Peter Fender from Lincolnshire Council, 

who initiated the project. ‘We wanted 
something that would bring these towns 
together, and one of the things that they 
have in common is their beach huts, some 
of which are quite derelict.’ Unlike many 
council art schemes, this one will directly 
benefit the community, first by bringing 
an interest to the local area, and secondly 
because anyone will be able to rent the 
huts on a daily or weekly basis.

Generally, the project has been well 
received by visitors and locals alike, 
although one of the designs was initially 
vetoed by one village. ‘People often 
have an imagined idea of what the beach 
hut ought to look like, but the seaside has 
always been a place where anything goes,’ 
says Mr Trainor. ‘It’s as if, as you get to 
the end of the land, your inhibitions run 
out. Things become much freer. You 
take your clothes off. And the buildings 
become more free-thinking.’

‘It’s a really brave thing to do,’ agrees 
Dr Ferry. ‘But then there’s another kind 
of beach-hut life now to the one that 
used to be painted. It’s younger, and it’s 
family-orientated. In a way, things have 
come full circle—the beach hut is going 
back to its heyday.’
Bathing Beauties runs until September 2 and 
the Festival of Bathing Beauties is on September 
22–23 (www.bathingbeauties.org.uk) 

Sands of spreading colour: the British love of beach huts can spawn whole hut-related communities, rows upon rows of wooden sheds
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HUT HUNTING

Finding the perfect beach hut is not impos-
sible. Yet, at the time of writing, there are no 
nationwide regulations governing sales and 
rentals. The newly formed National Associ-
ation of Beach Hut Owners (Andrew Selwyn-
Crome, 01379 870761; www.nabho.org.uk)  
can offer advice, but it is still necessary to 
find out how things are done in your area. 
● In general, beach huts are sold leasehold, 
which means that a ground rent is payable 
to the owner of the land (usually the coun-
cil or a private estate). Some areas, such as 
Whitstable, do have freehold properties for 
sale, but this factor will be reflected in the 
price. A leasehold property in Whitstable 
could expect to fetch £17,000, but the 
freehold would be closer to £30,000.
● Beach huts aren’t always advertised in the 
most obvious places. The local council should 
know who owns private huts in the area, and 
is the best place to look if you want to rent. 
Local papers and estate agents are good 
places to try, as is the beach itself (on the 
Isle of Wight, this is the main way huts are 
advertised). Finally, the internet is a useful 
tool. Good sites include Dr Ferry’s own site, 
www.beach-huts.com. Also, try www.beach-
huts.co.uk and www.beachhuts.org.uk
● You needn’t stick with the hut you buy. 
As long as you stay within the guidelines for 
the area (the rulebook for Mudeford runs to 
60 pages; all huts at Goring must be painted 
white), you can commission your own dream 
hut. The team at Beach Hut World (01883 
732144; www.beachhutworld.com) build 
8ft by 12ft huts with a veranda for about 
£4,000. Or for £5,000, you could commis-
sion one of James Ward’s bespoke huts 
(01328 851348; www.uk-beachhuts.co.uk).
● You’ll need to insure your hut. Storm 
damage makes up 30% of claims, but 50% 
are related to theft or vandalism (The Queen 
lost her treasured Norfolk beach hut to 
arsonists). T L Risk Solutions (0113–224 5355; 
www.tlrisksolutions.com)offer an average 
premium of about £215 (with a 20% discount 
if you belong to a beach hut association).
● Huts require regular maintenance. At the 
very least, they’ll need repainting with tough 
outdoor paint every two to three years.
● Huts are basic affairs, with no electricity or  
water, so check where the nearest facilities 
are, and whether solar panels are permitted.

Anything goes: the wonderfully quirky 
Jabba design by I-am Associates, London

Not quite of this world: the honeycomb shapes of the Dreamland beach hut in Lincolnshire 

(Left) A Hut for Gazing and Canoodling by we made that, London. (Right) Come up and 
see me: Michael Trainor’s giant glass of gin and tonic is lit by fibre-optic tubes in the straw 

 (Left) To see but not be seen: Eyes Wide sHut by Feix&Merlin, London. (Right) Halcyon Beach Hut by 
Atelier NU, Montreal, Canada, will emit a gentle light at night through its cedar and plexiglass planks

WE  WILL  SIGHT  THEM  ON  THE  BEACHES
Some of the more unusual beach huts around the coast

http://www.beach-huts.co.uk
http://www.beach-huts.co.uk

