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Butlin’s Skegness
The Butlin’s brand name was to define the family holiday experience, and in doing so it was to change the 
face of the British leisure industry.

The historical context
Holiday trends in Britain in the early 20th century

By the late 19th century, the railways had opened up most of the country to tourism and holidays in the 
countryside or, for most people, at the seaside.

The initial beneficiaries of cheaper transport were the middle classes, but by the turn of the century the 
tradition of the British working-class holiday was firmly established, especially to seaside resorts, whether 
as a long stay visit or a daytrip. Resorts such as Blackpool, Scarborough and Southend became popular, 
and a whole entertainment industry sprung up to cater to tourists.

The census of 1911 reveals that 55% of English people were visiting the seaside on day excursions, while 
20% were talking holidays requiring accommodation.

Many of the visitors could not afford to stay at expensive seafront hotels and sought out cheaper 
accommodation in guesthouses and “bed and breakfast” houses. The first guesthouses had a reputation 
for being run-down places, ruled by tyrannical landladies with lists of rules and regulations. As standards 
improved, families often returned to the same guesthouses year after year. 

Camping became popular in the late 19th century, and after the First World War, “pioneer camps” opened, 
offering basic accommodation with a “hands on” approach. Life under canvas increased in popularity in 
the inter-war period in line with the trend towards healthy outdoor living. Gradually tents became replaced 
with chalets and communal buildings for eating and entertainment and the holiday camp was born.
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Billy Butlin’s experiences in holiday venues in Canada and Britain in 
shaping his vision for a new holiday experience

With the opening of his first camp in 1936, Billy Butlin was to change the face of British holidays. His 
vision was summed up in his mission statement: Our True Intent is all for Your Delight.

The British holiday camp, however, was not an invention of Billy Butlin. Cunningham Young Men’s Camp 
on the Isle of Man opened in 1894 with very basic facilities and an emphasis on outdoor living.

Rules were strict:

“Only youths and men of good moral character are eligible for admission to this Holiday Camp and should 
anyone unfortunately prove, by word or deed, to be otherwise, he will be liable to instant expulsion. The 

use of intoxicants, gambling and improper language are strictly prohibited”

Butlin conceived his vision of such a camp after his experiences at a Canadian summer camp in his 
youth when working for Eaton’s department store in Toronto.  He was impressed that canvas tents had 
been replaced by small lodges which gave the residents more privacy while creating an overall sense 
of community. At the end of the stay, all the campers gathered together to sing “Auld Lang Syne” and 
Butlin became struck by a feeling of identity, coupled with a desire to return to the camp.

In 1925, Butlin opened some fairground stalls in Barry, Wales where he observed the drab and cramped 
guesthouses where families would literally be pushed out of the lodgings between meals by landladies. 

Billy Butlin

William Butlin was born in Cape Town, South Africa in 1899. After 
his parents separated, his mother moved the family to Bristol and 
the young Billy spent his young years following his grandmother’s 
family fair around the country, exposing him to the world of 
entertainment and commerce. When he was twelve, his mother 
emigrated to Canada and two years later Billy followed her to the 
family home in Toronto. Butlin struggled to fit in at school and 
soon left for a job in Eaton’s department store. At the outbreak 
of war in 1914, he lied about his age and enlisted in the Canadian 
Army, though he did not see any frontline action in France. After 
the war, he returned to Canada and moved from job to job. In 
1921 he decided to return to England, and with only £5 to his 
name, he invested £4 of it to hire a stall travelling with his uncle’s 
fair. He became successful and one stall soon became several, including prominent locations such 
as Olympia in London. Butlin was able to purchase other fairground equipment and started his own 
travelling fair. In 1927, he opened a static fairground in Skegness. Over the next 10 years, Butlin 
expanded his fairground empire while harbouring an idea to increase the number of patrons in his 
Skegness site by providing accommodation.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eatons
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Department_store
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He began to nurture the idea of a holiday camp similar to the one he had attended in Canada, where he 
could create a “place of colour and happiness” with quality activities and entertainment so that families 
could really enjoy their time together. 

Butlin aimed to provide a whole new way for British families to enjoy a seaside break where they would 
feel looked after and cared for.

The creation of an amusement park on the future site of the 
Skegness camp

By 1925, Butlin had come to the conclusion that the 
popularity of travelling fairs was on the wane, and so 
he decided to set up permanent amusement parks 
near to seaside resorts. By, 1932 he was operating 
nine parks.

Butlin visited Skegness in 1927 with the view of 
opening a new park. At the time it had excellent 
rail links from the cities of Yorkshire and the East 
Midlands, and it was “on the drier side of Britain”.

He leased a piece of land from the Earl of 
Scarbrough and set up an amusement park.  There were hoopla stalls, a tower slide, a haunted house 
ride and in 1928 a miniature railway and dodgem cars were added. These were the first bumper cars 
in Britain as Butlin had obtained an exclusive license to import them from the USA. Built in 1931, the 
Big Dipper was one of the biggest attractions in the Park. The big blue figure of eight towered above the 
park and the beach and was a huge attraction for the thousands of holidaymakers who flocked to the 
resort every year.

The Big Dipper, Skegness

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earl_of_Scarbrough
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earl_of_Scarbrough
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoopla_(game)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helter_skelter_(ride)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haunted_attraction_(simulated)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haunted_attraction_(simulated)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miniature_railway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dodgems
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Skegness Amusement Park

The number of side shows increased in number and combined the traditional with the bizarre. 
The attractions included:

• Water Dodgems, an aquatic version of the conventional ride

• Professor Bodie’s show which treated the audience to electric shocks

• Spider and the Fly where players operated large wheels with mounted spiders while attempting 
to capture flies

• Derby Racers where players placed bets on model horses

• Bombers where players had to bomb model aeroplanes on a rotating wheel

• gun stalls with rifles and cork guns

• Andy and the Sea Lion which was operated by a man with disfigured arms who would 
impersonate a sea lion while his audience threw small fish into his mouth

• Man or Beast which featured a man with a face full of hair along with photographs of African 
tribal women and pictures of volcanic eruptions

• Crazy House which contained booby traps, a narrow maze, moving walkways and blasts 
of cold air

• Billy Butlin’s personal stall which involved throwing ping pong balls into goldfish bowls for the 
chance to win a budgerigar.

Butlin kitted himself and his stallholders out in uniforms with a “B” on the pocket and painted the stands 
blue and yellow.

In the early 1930s, holidays “with pay” did not exist, and while many took a holiday from work for a 
week, most could not afford to do so. Factories would often organise day trips for the entire workforce.

The advent of paid holidays would be a huge game changer. Butlin realised that he could entice people 
away from the guesthouses by providing accommodation on a new site with all attractions “under one 
roof”.

During the early 1930s, Butlin joined the board of Harry Warner’s holiday camp company, and in 1935 
he observed with interest the construction of Warner’s holiday camp in Seaton, Devon. Butlin took the 
initiative and employed the tradesmen who had constructed the Seaton camp to come to Lincolnshire 
to build his new camp at Skegness.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seaton,_Devon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lincolnshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skegness
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The development of Butlin’s Skegness
The construction and opening of the camp in 1936

Construction on the Skegness site began in September 1935 using Butlin’s own plans, but he hired the 
architect Harold Ridley Hooper to draw up the formal plans for the camp buildings.

“My plans were for 1,000 people in 600 chalets with electricity, running water, 250 bathrooms, dining and 
recreational halls, a theatre, a gymnasium, a boating lake and a rhododendron bordered swimming pool 

with cascades at both ends.”

– Butlin described his plans for the camp

Within the camp’s landscaped grounds there were to be additional tennis courts, bowling and putting 
greens and cricket pitches. 

The total cost of the project was £100,000 (around £7 million today), and despite having suffered a 
financial shortfall during construction, the camp opened on schedule on 11 April 1936. The camp was 
officially opened by Amy Johnson, the first woman to fly solo from London to Australia in 1930. An 
advertisement costing £500 (£35,000 today) was placed in the Daily Express announcing the opening of 
the camp and inviting the public to book for a week’s holiday.

The advertisement offered holidays with four meals a day and free entertainment with a week’s full 
board, at a cost of between 35 shillings and £3 (around £210 today). Demand was so high over the first 
summer season that the capacity of the camp had to be increased from 500 to 2,000 to cope with the 
demand.

“Butlin’s Skegness Holiday Camp wish to announce that the camp is now fully booked to the middle of 
September. During the last week over 1,400 bookings were refused as we had no further accommodation 

available.”

– from a newspaper report of 1936 

From the opening day, Butlin’s had done the 1930s equivalent of “going viral”.

“Billy Butlin’s idea of holiday happiness is the biggest ever known. With the true art of showmanship, he 
has made the camp attractive and entertaining – in fact, you cannot spend a single dull moment there.”

– from the Birmingham Daily Gazette, 17 August 1936 
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In 1938, Butlin gained the contract to supply amusements to the Empire Exhibition in Glasgow. At the 
end of the exhibition, Butlin returned with some of the infrastructure and Skegness received a building 
in the shape of the Butlin Theatre, which was later renamed the Gaiety.

Butlin continued to increase the capacity of the camp until 3 September 1939 when the Second World 
War broke out. The next morning, the campers were sent home and the site was taken over by the 
Royal Navy for use as a wartime training establishment.

Living accommodation

Six hundred detached chalets painted in attractive pastel 
colours were constructed in lines, each surrounded by neatly 
maintained flower borders, at the end of which were toilet and 
bathroom blocks.

Adverts for the chalets stated that there was running water – 
but it was cold. Hot water was available from outside taps along 
each chalet line. Large enamel jugs were provided.  

“Elizabethan style” chalets measuring 10 feet by 10 feet, 
designed by Butlin himself, were built. They were of timber 
frame construction with in-fill consisting of chicken wire 
covered with cement. Each chalet cost approximately £10 to 
build.

The one remaining chalet was used for many years as a gardener’s shed and became a Grade II listed 
building in 1963 and remains an attraction today.

Butlin’s chalet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empire_Exhibition,_Scotland_1938
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_World_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_World_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
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Dining and recreational facilities

Dining 

The first dining room was opened by the Duchess of Gloucester and was named Gloucester House in 
her honour, serving three cooked meals a day. Subsequent dining rooms were named after other 
Dukedoms such as Kent, York and Windsor.

Dance Halls

The Viennese Ballroom was a venue for competitions during the day for adults and children alike and 
became a modern dance hall in the evenings with a separate ballroom available for old-time dancing.

Sports fields

FREE: Golf, Tennis, Bowls, Bathing, Dancing, and Concert Parties. Boating, skating and licensed club. 

FOUR:  good meals per day cooked by experienced chefs. Cosy Elizabethan Chalets with electric lights, 
carpeted floors, running water, bath and first- class sanitary arrangements.

– From an advertisement placed in a May 1936 edition of the Nottingham Journal 
 describing some of the facilities on offer at Skegness
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The advertising push with a focus on the appeal of an “all-inclusive” 
family holiday package

The first three decades of the 20th century had witnessed an increase in the number of people taking 
annual holidays. By 1937, it was estimated that 15 million people, about a third of the population, 
went on holiday for a week or more. Summer holidays were very much the domain of white-collar 
workers. For the country’s 14.5 million manual workers who earned less than £250 a year, there was no 
entitlement to paid holidays.

In 1938, the Government launched their Holidays with Pay Act, which guaranteed manual workers at 
least a week’s paid holiday a year. The Act coincided with the opening of the second Butlin’s camp at 
Clacton, where the cost of a Butlin’s holiday was equivalent to the average industrial wage.

Butlin’s camps could now offer visitors “a week’s holiday for a week’s pay”, later stating that “a week 
at Butlin’s is worth two anywhere else” and “holidays with pay, holidays with play”.

Despite this campaign, the majority of Butlin’s campers were still not drawn from the working classes. 
The cost was still too high for most working families who still tended to go to the traditional boarding 
houses at seaside resorts. However, when the country began its recovery after end of the war in 1945, a 
stay at Butlin’s became more affordable and accessible.

The concept of the “all-inclusive holiday” was crucial, and the success of Butlin’s was in attracting large 
numbers of customers to a site where all their needs could be met cost-effectively through employing 
principles of mass production while at the same time injecting an element of affordable luxury. 
The concept was based on the principle of “small profit, quick return”, something which Butlin had 
recognised in his early days as an entrepreneur. 

The lure of Butlin’s lay in its inclusivity. There were no extra costs apart from the bar, soft drinks and 
confectionaries. 

Butlin not only pioneered a whole new way for British families to enjoy a seaside break, he was also a 
pioneer in the world of service and wanted families to feel looked after and cared for.

The camp was in effect a miniature seaside resort, and it was Butlin’s vision to create a fantasy world 
for the residents. That fantasy world was the one that many would have experienced at the cinema or 
read about in newspapers and popular magazines such as Picture Goer, which depicted the extravagant 
lifestyles of the movie stars. What Butlin attempted to do was to allow his campers the opportunity to 
escape from their daily lives, not for a couple of hours at the cinemas, but for a whole week.
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He realised the need to promote his enterprise with an effective advertising push. As well as the popular 
press and radio, use was made of the cinema with promotional clips accompanied by catchy jingles 
such as: 

“You’ll have a really wonderful time, 
its free and easy, simply sublime, 
at Butlin’s by the sea”.

To advertise his resorts, Butlin teamed up with the London & North Eastern Railway (LNER), who had 
an interest in promoting holidays on the East coast. The LNER actually paid for 50% of all of Butlin’s 
advertising costs and Butlin’s second camp at Clacton was opened on a LNER line.

Military occupation during the Second World War

During the Second World War, Butlin allowed his sites to be used by the armed forces. They provided 
facilities for troops and their families while also establishing entertainment for female munitions 
workers. 

With the Navy taking over the Skegness camp, it became known as HMS Royal Arthur and was used 
for the training of naval personnel. In order to conform as a military base, many of the bright external 
colours were painted over, the dance hall became an armoury and the rose beds were dug up and 
become sites for air raid shelters. 

More than 250,000 forces personnel were stationed at Skegness during the war, including Norwegians, 
Dutch and Free French troops. 

During the war, the German air-force bombed Royal Arthur 52 times, including one incident on 21 
August 1940 when an attack led to the damage of 900 small buildings.  In 1941, the Germans put out 
a propaganda statement that HMS Royal Arthur “had been sunk”. However, by the end of the war the 
camp’s condition was good and it took just six weeks to repair the damage and reopen it to the public 
on 11 May 1946.

Butlin’s Holiday Camp, Skegness, LNER poster

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armoury_(military)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_raid_shelter
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German citizens living in Britain were seen as aliens and considered a threat to national security. 
Families were rounded up and part of Skegness became an internment camp. However, they were told: 
“In this internment camp you will not be bullied. I hope we shall be good friends. You will not suffer any 
unnecessary discomfort. Our code is framed for your happiness.”

Ever the shrewd businessman, Butlin not only secured rent for his existing camps from the government 
but also received payment for the building of three more camps at Filey, Ayr and Pwllheli. After the war 
Butlin bought back the camps from the government at a fraction of what they cost to build.

Post-war development

The numbers of holidaymakers increased throughout the 1950s and 1960s, which could be considered 
as the heyday of the Butlin’s experience. In 1963, an excess of one million campers were recorded 
across all camps, which led to a programme of expansion along with improvements in the facilities on 
offer.

Dining

Feeding the campers was always a priority, and with growing numbers changes were introduced. The 
early centres had provided four meals a day, which was reduced to three meals where upwards of 2,000 
campers would be accommodated in two sittings in the large dining halls. 

Meals were served by waiting staff and food was kept hot with the use of electrically heated containers 
called “Jacksons”.  

For campers who enjoyed an evening drink, Butlin’s offered a varied experience. Those who preferred a 
more traditional evening were catered for in “Olde Worlde” pubs with names such as The Pig and Whistle, 
The Blinking Owl and The Jolly Roger.

Cocktail Bars were introduced as a means of reflecting new trends in drinking which Butlin had 
experienced while visiting the USA.

Beachcomber Bars appeared in the 1960s. These aimed to create the illusion of a tropical paradise with 
waitresses dressed in grass skirts serving exotic cocktails against a backdrop of tropical storms and 
erupting volcanoes. In the larger camps, Revolving Carousels Bars were introduced which were another 
American import.

Dancing 

During the 1950s and 1960s, over five million people went dancing weekly and Butlin was quick to tap 
into the trend by providing at least three ballrooms in each camp. No expense was spared and some of 
the biggest bands of the day were employed. 

The Viennese Ballroom was the venue for old-time dancing, but when rock and roll arrived in the 1950s, 
another ballroom was added to cater for younger campers.
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Theatres

Originally, the Butlin’s Gaiety Theatre operated as a separate facility from the camp itself and was famous 
for staging lavish West End-style shows. The camp booked many big stars who would appear alongside 
resident entertainers who would be engaged for the season. In June 1947, Laurel & Hardy appeared on 
stage for a week. In later years, the theatre became part of the camp itself and the name was changed 
to the Gaiety Theatre.

Each camp had its own resident revue company who took responsibility for all aspects of production. 
Attractions included a Sunday Night Variety Show, Campers’ Talent Show and the Redcoat Show which 
allowed redcoats to showcase their talents. For more sophisticated tastes, the camp had a resident 
Repertory Company who performed plays.

Reading rooms were established from the 1940s as places where people could escape from the hustle 
and bustle of camp life and relax with newspapers and magazines.

Campers were also able to watch television in two cinema-type theatres, one offering programmes from 
the BBC while the other screened “commercial” programmes from ITV. 

Feature films were shown every evening along with cartoon films for younger campers.

Care of children

The care and treatment of children was central to the 
Butlin’s experience and a key focus of their advertising 
drive. By the 1950s, all camps provided a full nursery 
service for babies and infants up to two years of age at a 
time when most families had no access to baby care. The 
nurseries also offered feeding bottle preparation, play 
rooms, pushchair hire and a nappy washing service.

A feature which allowed parents to enjoy evening 
entertainment was the chalet patrol where nurses 
patrolled chalet lines between 5.30pm and 11.30pm 
listening for distressed babies. Parents would register 
their chalet number and the intended place of 
entertainment and would be alerted by “Baby Crying” messages.

The service ended in the 1990s after Government legislation deemed that children could not be left 
unattended and it was replaced by a baby-sitting service.

The Butlin’s Beavers Club catered for children aged six to eleven years who were encouraged to join on 
arrival by Redcoats. Under their supervision, the children would meet at a specially constructed Beaver 
Lodge for meetings, organised games and entertainment. By 1962 there were over 200,000 Beavers 
nationwide and the club continued into the 1980s.

Each camp had its own children’s entertainer called “Uncle” along with a children’s theatre. Uncle Boko 
entertained youngsters at Skegness from just after the Second World War until the 1960s with his 
ventriloquist dummy and was easily recognisable by his trademark red fez hat.

Beaver’s membership card 
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The addition of swimming pools, events and competitions

From the outset, one of the main attractions of the entertainment 
programme was the large outdoor swimming pool. Competitive events 
included galas and diving contests along with tub and three-legged races. 
Indoor swimming pools were introduced in the 1960s, and the inclusion of 
glass panels allowed campers to view swimmers.

Butlin camps always provided a wide range of organised entertainment 
for both children and adults. The schedule varied from day to day with all 
kinds of competitions, activities and shows running throughout the week. 
Friendly rivalries were encouraged between the different dining rooms 
(known as houses) which resulted in various inter-house competitions, 
culminating in grand finals held at the end of each week.

Some competitions may appear wacky but the emphasis was always 
entertainment for both competitors and spectators. 

Competitions included:
• Holiday Princess & Miss She competitions

• football, basketball, tennis, table-tennis, bowls, putting, snooker and darts contests

• Knobbly-Knees competitions 

• fancy dress competitions

• Glamorous Grandmother competitions

• Miss Venus & Tarzan competitions

• Boy with the Best Physique competitions

• Bonny Baby contests

• the Lux Competition (Girl with the Best Cared for Complexion)

• the Sunsilk Hair competitions

• Princess Elizabeth and Marilyn Monroe Lookalike competitions

• yo-yo demonstrations

• Rizla Cigarette Rolling competitions

• Know your Highway Code competitions.

Knobbly knees competition 
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Other attractions

Billy Butlin’s original concept for holidaymakers provided all the basic requirements which would be 
enjoyed at home. There were hairdressing salons for women and men along with coffee bars, a post 
office and gift shops. The main souvenir was the Butlin’s Badge which was issued in all camps from 1936 
until 1967.

With his background in amusement parks, it was natural that Butlin would develop fairgrounds in 
his camps. The rides had a special appeal to youngsters who were able to spend time there often 
unsupervised by adults.

“I was eight years old and my sister was six. We loved the excitement of the rides and they were all free. If 
we liked a particular ride the man in charge might let us stay on, or at worst, we would have to run around 

to the entrance and get on again. Although we were young, we were perfectly safe and we enjoyed the 
freedom it brought.”

– A young girl remembering her time at Skegness

Butlin’s had a long history of combining amusements with transport. A miniature railway was installed 
in 1962 along with a chairlift system, and in 1965 the camp became home to the UK’s first commercial 
monorail system. 

The Skegness monorail was the longest overhead rail of all the camps and travelled over buildings, the 
outdoor pool and chalet lines. It was taken out of service and dismantled in 2002.

Worship

In 1946, Butlin identified the need for worship and, with the support of the Church of England, made 
provision for a chapel in every camp with some offering services for Roman Catholics.

Improvements in the 1980s and rebranding in the 1990s

The attraction of foreign package holidays continued to have a significant effect on the demand for 
holidays in the UK.

In 1972, following a number of take-over attempts, Butlin Holidays Limited was sold to the Rank 
Organisation who invested heavily in updating the camps to cater for changing trends in the holiday 
business.  

The new company pledged to restyle its brand and drop its “Hi-de-Hi” image, scrapping traditional 
Glamorous Granny and beauty contests and replacing the redcoat uniforms with designer outfits. 

Redcoats were now to be trained at Butlin’s academies of excellence and West End choreographers 
brought in to direct them in lavish musical productions. 

The revamp was heralded as the most important development for the resorts since the company was 
founded in Skegness back in 1936.
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“I am confident the relaunch will demonstrate that a new, more relevant Butlins has been developed for 
the millennium. We believe that a weather-protected Butlins, with world-beating family entertainment, will 

give our existing two million guests each year even more reasons to visit.”

– Tony Marshall, Managing director

In 1987, the resort benefited from a £14 million 
investment and renovation programme, following which 
the resort was renamed as Funcoast World. Many of the 
structures were subject to change with the demolition 
of many outdated chalets and some central buildings, 
including the Windsor dining hall and the Empire Theatre. 
The 1980s also saw the removal of the miniature railway 
and chairlift system. To make up for this, a new indoor 
swimming pool named the Funsplash and an outdoor fun 
pool were constructed.

Skegness and the other camps were re-launched as 
Holiday Worlds and their popularity increased as a result 
of increased investment, and by the early 1990s numbers 
of visitors were on a par with the peak figures of the 1970s.

As with its Bognor Regis and Minehead counterparts, the Skegness resort underwent further 
improvement work in 1998 with the construction of the Skyline Pavilion. The tented structure was 
described as a Baby Millennium Dome and contained new entertainment facilities such as stages, bars, 
restaurants and shops.  The renovation programme also included the construction of over 1,000 new 
accommodation units.

At the same time, the company dropped its use of the apostrophe, changing from Butlin’s to Butlins.

Skyline Pavilion, Skegness

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Butlins_Bognor_Regis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Butlins_Minehead
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennium_Dome
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The significance of Butlin’s Skegness
How Butlin’s pioneered the British family holiday 

“Billy Butlin was a visionary who became the market leader in providing Brits with an all-in package of 
affordable luxury. He set out to provide everything people might conceivably need whilst relieving them of 

the day-to-day pressures of life.

Children were valued customers in their own right with dedicated activities.

Butlin turned seaside breaks from a minority interest reserved for the wealthy into a major social 
phenomenon accessible for all.”

– Kathryn Ferry, seaside historian

The key role of the Redcoats

The role of the Redcoats was central to the Butlin’s ethos. On opening his Skegness camp, Butlin quickly 
realised that his guests were not engaging with the activities in the way he had envisioned, as most 
seemed to keep to themselves while others appeared bored. He asked Norman Bradford (who was 
engaged as an engineer constructing the camp) to take on the duty of entertaining the guests, which he 
did with a series of ice-breakers and jokes. By the end of the night, the feel in the camp was electric and 
the Butlin’s atmosphere was born. From then on, entertainment was at the very heart of Butlin’s and 
Bradford became the first of the Butlin’s Redcoats. Butlin decided that for his camp to work he would 
need an army of people to carry out duties and the role of Redcoat was formed.

To make his new army stand out, Butlin decided they should wear distinctive red blazers with white 
piping, with braid and badges being added from the 1960s.

The Redcoats had to undergo a rigorous selection process. Recruitment roadshows were held nationally 
on a yearly basis and prospective Redcoats would have to demonstrate customer service skills. Any 
musical or dancing skills were a bonus.

Redcoats worked in three areas: general duties, the Kid’s Club and the costume character team. 
In the evening, they would form part of the live entertainment team as well as leading ballroom dances, 
judging stage competitions and meeting and greeting guests in public areas.

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Norman_Bradford_(Entertainer)&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Butlins_Redcoats
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How Butlin’s adapted to changes in holiday patterns in the late 20th 
and early 21st centuries

By 2000, with exotic locations and packages still being offered at competitive prices, the fashion for 
holidaying in the UK continued to decline. Three times as many people holidayed abroad in 2000 than in 
1980, but it would appear that the situation was to change. 

In 2000, the Rank Holidays’ Division was sold to Bourne Leisure Limited, which were referred to the 
camps as “family entertainment resorts” and still operated under the Butlins banner. 

By 2010, more and more families were choosing to take a few short breaks in the UK as opposed to a 
two-week holiday abroad – the “staycation” was back. 

In 2010, the number of tourists visiting Skegness was around 620,000 and further improvements were 
made.

In 2016, a survey was conducted by Butlins to identify changes in the views of holidaymakers. It found 
that:

• 42% of Britons believed that holidaying in the UK was undervalued 

• 27% said that they chose a holiday that offered family entertainment and friendly staff. When 
asked what they considered “essential” for a great family holiday, 60% responded that it was 
based on affordability.

The chalet was becoming a thing of the past, being replaced by Seaside Apartments and hotels with 
new swimming complexes, spas and the offer of timeshares. In 2013, the Splash Waterworld opened in 
Skegness, adding a new £16 million state of the art pool area along with the Spa Experience in 2015.

From 2015, Bourne Leisure began working with consultants in order to identify new concepts for 
entertainment, food and beverages and accommodation. The aim was to overhaul the Butlins brand 
and guest experience while referencing Butlins’ history and heritage.

Accommodation

From the outset, Butlins was associated with chalet accommodation. They were uniform, basic and little 
more than a base for the holiday and a place to sleep.  Chalet lines are still in use today but have been 
enlarged and significantly upgraded to meet modern expectations. All chalets now have kitchenettes, 
bathroom facilities and central heating. In 2015, the chalet was reinvented with the help of Mumsnet (an 
online forum for parents) in order to be able to guarantee families the ultimate place to stay.

Chalets now resemble lodges with balconies and verandas set around lakes and landscaped gardens 
while still in close proximity to the amenities. 

The resorts now offer various accommodation options to cater for different tastes and budgets, ranging 
from Standard rooms and apartments to Silver, Gold, and Deluxe rooms and apartments for higher levels 
of luxury.
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“The separate reception for the guests in the Gold accommodation is a nice touch and means you can 
easily find someone close at hand to answer any queries or to book activity sessions. This accommodation 
is fairly similar in its styling to the Silver grade but you also get a dishwasher, an iron and board, hairdryer, 

widescreen TV with DVD, second TV in the master bedroom and a personal safe. There are towels and 
toiletries provided in the bathroom and the rooms also come with daily housekeeping. Some also have 

balconies or terraces but generally you pay a little more for these”.

– A guest’s review of a Gold apartment

Catering and dining facilities

Life in the early camps was rather regimented.  Campers would plan their daytime activities around the 
set dining times. As time went on, campers wanted more freedom and Butlin’s made a departure from 
its dining arrangements when it began offering self-catering facilities from 1970.

In more recent times, camps were offering a range of options for dining, from self-catering through to 
full dining arrangements. Skegness offers a range of eating experiences.

Guests can eat in restaurants and take advantage of Premium Dining, which is open to guests of all 
accommodation types, with a range of options along with Taste for Adventure themed nights, including 
Tex-Mex, Italian, Indian and Chinese cuisine.  More affordable meals are offered at the Pub & Kitchen 
and Beachcomber Inn with traditional, seaside fish and chips in the Rock & Sole restaurant.

The introduction of outdoor pursuits

Butlins has always emphasised the importance of communal activities and exercise as part of the all-
inclusive package. Over time, guests have demanded alternative, often more adventurous, activities.

Present day activities include:

• a climbing wall for ages 5+ with safety equipment and a team of qualified instructors

• High Ropes for ages 8+, which involves negotiating a wooden obstacle with rope ladders and 
suspension bridges

• Leap of Faith for ages 8+, which is a free-fall on a wire from an 11metre pole

• Butlins Football Academy which provides training from FA Level 2 qualified instructors

• Go-Karting on custom racetracks for children and adults

• Nine-bot Mini Pro Riding

• archery for children aged 8+ and adults alike, taught by accredited archery instructors

• golf

• horse riding and cycling.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archery
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