
The popularity of seaside holidays grew slowly from the 18th century onwards, but in the Victorian

period the seaside holiday took off, helped by the railway. Many of the small industrial villages and

towns along the coast benefitted immensely from widespread large-scale expansion of railways

which helped to facilitate these types of holidays. New infrastructure was built to service the 

seaside holiday, such as piers, fairgrounds and dance halls, and structures such as beach huts 

and bathing houses. 

During both the First and Second World War, new structures appeared at the seaside due to the

threat of invasion. Structures such as pillboxes, anti-tank walls and blocks were installed, as well as

coastal batteries. Piers were taken over by the Royal Navy. Despite this, seaside towns still hosted

some holidaymakers during the Wars, particularly on the west coast, but not nearly as many as

previously or in the interwar period. 

From the 1960s onwards, the popularity of the seaside holiday started to decline, with cheap package

holidays to Europe replacing them. However, more recently, weekend trips to the seaside have

experienced a small revival. Session 4 will look at the types of recreation which have been

associated with the coast throughout history, as well as exploring some of the defensive structures

found at the seaside. 

Learning outcomes:

In this session, your YAC members will:

1. Examine what seaside holidays were and what activities people did in the past 

at the seaside

2. Examine what infrastructure is related to the more recent past and the coast, 

for both wartime and leisure

3. Reconstruct aspects of seaside infrastructure and seaside holidays in the past

4. Discover what kinds of souvenirs were brought back from the seaside

4.1 Starter activities

Seaside photos

Seaside holidays were the first mass holidays open to all parts of society, particularly the working

classes of the UK. Sometimes visitors would only come for a day, but to make the most of their 

time at the seaside, there were lots of activities to keep them entertained: paddling in the sea,

building sandcastles, riding donkeys, and walking along the pier.

Session 4:
The seaside
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Learning outcomes: LO1, LO2

Time: 10 mins

Resources: A range of old photographs or pictures depicting activities at the seaside 

e.g. paddling, building a sandcastle, Punch and Judy. Historic England 

have some on their website which can be used 

Using the pictures and photos on Historic England website (https://historicengland.org.uk/services-

skills/education/images-by-theme/seaside), or some of your own choice if you have them, examine

what people used to do at the seaside. What do your members do at the seaside if they visit

themselves? Do your members’ seaside activities match traditional seaside pastimes?

A-pier or Disa-pier-ed?!

Piers are a common sight at seaside resorts, but many are disappearing through neglect, fires and

storms. Piers are a traditionally British phenomenon, and are uncommon in other places around the

world. Many piers were established during the Victorian period as an essential part of seaside

infrastructure for holidaymakers. No trip to the seaside was complete without a stroll along a pier!

Learning outcomes: LO2

Time: 10 mins

Resources: A list of piers (Worksheet 12) 

This is a simple game which is played in a similar way to the “True or false” game from Session 1.

Nominate one side of your activity space for “A-pier” and the other side for  “Disa-pier-ed”. Say the

names of piers, both still existing and destroyed, and get your members to guess if they are still in

existence or not. Once they’ve decided, they should move to the side of the activity space that

corresponds with their answer, either “A-pier” or “Disa-pier-ed”. Get your members to keep a score 

of how many they get right in their heads. Once the right answer has been revealed, you can provide

a brief background on the pier e.g. When it was built? When and how it was destroyed? 

Go to the National Pier Society’s website for more info on existing and destroyed piers

(www.piers.org.uk/)
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4.2 Main activities

Make a First World War pillbox

In some places along the coast, especially the east and south coasts, remains of pillboxes and 

anti-tank defences are still visible, though many are now at risk of disappearing because of coastal

erosion. In the First World War, as in the Second World War, they defended the beaches as there

was a serious risk of invasion as well as attack, such as the naval bombardment of Scarborough,

Whitby and Hartlepool in 1914. Pillboxes during the First World War were mostly of a square design,

with small embrasures (sight holes).

Learning outcomes: LO2, LO3

Time: 30 mins

Resources: Worksheets 13 and 14, scissors, cardboard and glue.

Work through Worksheet 13 and either discuss or label the different types of defences present on 

the map.

To make your own First World War pillbox, cut out the square pillbox template from Worksheet 14; it

may be useful to stick it onto some cardboard to give it more rigidity. Colour it in, then fold on the

dotted lines to create the 3D pillbox shape. Fix it together with sellotape on the join so it stands up.

Battleships

During the First World War, as well as fighting overseas on the continent, there was a battle to control

the sea. There were naval attacks on the east coast in 1914 and the infamous U-Boats were making

the seas treacherous for merchant ships carrying much needed supplies. But wars have been fought

at sea for much longer than this, with well-known battles such as the battle of Trafalgar in 1805 and

the Battle of Solent in 1545.

Learning outcomes: LO2

Time: 15 mins

Resources: Worksheet 15, felt tips.

Split your members into pairs or small groups to compete against one another and give them a

worksheet each so that they can play a game of Battleships. Who can sink the ships of their

opponent quickest? It may be best to construct a makeshift wall between the competitors so they

don’t cheat! 
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Punch and Judy

In 1662, Samuel Pepys wrote in his diary about a new Italian puppet show he saw in Covent Garden,

known as Punchinello; this is the first written record of Punch and Judy in England. You can read

more about the history of Punch and Judy on the V&A website’s blog

(www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/t/thats-the-way-to-do-it!-a-history-of-punch-and-judy/). 

In the Victorian period and into the 20th century, Punch and Judy was a very popular seaside

entertainment. Punch and Judy shows can still occasionally been seen today during the summer

holiday season.

Learning outcomes: LO1, LO3

Time: 1 hour

Resources: A shoe box, wooden skewers or lollipop sticks, paper images or cut-outs 

of characters, felt tips and sellotape.

Cut a hole in each of the short ends of the shoe box, these will be the wings of the stage and will

enable you to move your Punch and Judy characters within your puppet theatre. Colour a

background on the interior of the shoe box. You may also want to add an exterior to the theatre;

traditional Punch and Judy stages have red and white striped canopies or curtains around the stage.

Next you need to make the cast; either draw your own characters, or cut out pictures of the cast from

Punch and Judy. For easy cut outs, go to the Punch and Judy website

(www.punchandjudyonline.com/pdfs/Cutout-Sheets.pdf) Further examples to be found on the V&A

website (www.vam.ac.uk/moc/learning/things-to-do/) 

To move the characters around within your shoebox puppet theatre, glue them to lollipop sticks or

wooden bbq skewers (remove the sharp ends first!) and attach with sellotape.

Why not try putting on a mini Punch and Judy play for the other members in the session, or for

parents and friends? 

Lollipop stick beach huts

Beach huts are an integral part of seaside holidays, and the beach hut we know today has evolved

from the Victorian bathing machine. Although many beach huts are 20th century in date, they are an

aspect of seaside heritage which is under threat from more severe storms and coastal flooding, as

well as vandalism like arson.
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Learning outcomes: LO2, LO3

Time: 20 mins (and some extra for drying time)

Resources: 15 wooden lollipop sticks, glue, felt-tips, Worksheet 16

Follow the step-by-step instructions on Worksheet 16 to create your own lollipop stick beach huts.

Ship in a bottle

Shipbuilding and shipping were big industries in the past; Britain is a maritime nation and has some 

of the biggest ports in the world, including Liverpool, Portsmouth, Grimsby and the Port of London.

Huge ocean-going ships were commonplace in these ports and it is thought that the sailors may have

sold items they made on board when they came ashore; one example being a ship in a bottle.

Ships in bottles are a common nautically themed gift, which cause wonder to many as it seems

impossible to get a large model ship through the narrow mouth of a bottle. It is suggested that ships

in bottles were made in sailors’ spare time whilst on board, utilising scrap bits of wood, sail and ropes

to create miniature replica ships. To get the ships into the bottle, they were inserted down the neck of

the bottle before the sails were pulled upright using a piece of string from outside the bottle. 

Learning outcomes: LO4

Time: 30 mins

Resources: 2 litre clear plastic bottle, paper, sticky tack, sellotape, felt tips, cocktail 

sticks, blue crepe paper, pva glue, cardboard

Get an adult to cut a smallish rectangle along the side of the bottle, but only cut three sides; this will

act as a flap to insert the ship, so it must be big enough to allow the ship to be inserted.

Design and make a model ship out of paper or cardboard; the name of the vessel could be added,

and the sails decorated. Attach a cocktail stick to the back of a ship and make it stand upright by

pressing the end of the cocktail stick into a small ball of sticky tack.

Create waves inside the bottom with scrunched up blue crepe paper, and stick it down with clear pva

glue. Then position your paper or cardboard ship inside the bottle using the sticky tack base to stick it

to the waves. Seal the flap of the bottle with clear sellotape. You can make a stand out of cardboard.

You may want to show how a real ship in a bottle is made. This video from the Channel Islands

Maritime Museum in California demonstrates it: www.youtube.com/watch?v=erBNZN3R6wE&t=72s
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4.3 Closing activities

Seaside postcard

Sending a postcard when you are on holiday is something many people still do and was a key part of

going on holiday to the seaside in the past. 

Learning outcomes: LO1, LO4

Time: 15 mins

Resources: Worksheet 17

Using the template provided, create a postcard for someone enjoying a Victorian seaside holiday. 

Can your members think about the landscape and activities at the Victorian seaside and portray this

through the picture on the front and in the written message?

Pier Top Trumps

Piers are a common sight at seaside resorts, but many are disappearing through neglect, fires and

storms. The heyday of the piers was in the Victorian period when they sprung up all over the UK as

part of seaside holiday amusements; approximately 100 piers were built along the coastline, but now

only about half of these survive. Many of those which remain are Listed structures, but some are not

as long as they originally were, and several are at threat of destruction from the sea and vandals.

Learning outcomes: LO2

Time: 15 mins

Resources: Worksheet 18, access to the internet on a computer or mobile device

Give each of your members a pier to study from the list of piers on the National Pier Society’s website

(www.piers.org.uk/piers/); it doesn’t have to be in existence anymore but they should be able to find

out information about it from the website, and find a photo of the structure. Give each member Top

Trumps template worksheet: your members should complete the template for their pier, in order to

create a Top Trumps card with the pier on it.

The type of information which should be on the card is: location, current length, date of construction,

destroyed or not, and how much it cost to build (if available). There should also be a picture of the

pier; this could be a drawing or a copy of a photograph. 
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Why not try playing a game of Top Trumps using your members Top Trumps cards, using the length,

date (of construction and destruction) and cost to build categories. In the date categories, the earliest

date wins “date of construction” and the latest date wins “date of destruction’ (surviving piers all beat

piers that have been destroyed).

She sells seashells by the seashore

Victorian holidaymakers to the seaside would sometimes return home with mementos of their holiday;

such as pottery or glassware, as well as postcards and souvenirs made of shells. Some would return

home with jewellery made of shells, or household ornaments such as photo frames or handheld

mirrors covered in shells. Some of the shells had delicate pictures drawn or painted inside of seaside

scenes such as ships or lighthouses.

Learning outcomes: LO4

Time: 15 mins

Resources: Shells, felt tips

Give each of your members a shell to use as a canvas. Use the worksheet to provide examples and

inspiration. Can your members design a decorated shell, like one which the Victorians would have

taken home as a souvenir from their seaside holiday?
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This Worksheet provides a few examples of piers which you may wish to use, but it is by no means

an exhaustive list of piers in the UK. For more information use the National Pier Society website

(www.piers.org.uk/) (Note: the National Pier Society does not cover Northern Ireland).

Scotland

Portobello, Edinburgh (Lost) – Built in 1871, Portobello pier was originally 1250 feet long and cost

£10,000 to build. It was initially successful with a concert hall on the seaward end. Continuing storm

damage meant it was eventually demolished in 1917. Plans for another pier were discussed during

the mid-1920s, but this was abandoned by the start of the Second World War.

Rothesay, Firth of Clyde (Existing) – Rothesay is on the Isle of Bute and is separated from Glasgow

by a narrow stretch of water called the Kyles of Bute. The pier was built in in the 19th century, and is

the landing point for holidaymakers from Glasgow. Some of the buildings burned down in 1962.

North-east England

Scarborough, Yorkshire (Lost) – Opened in 1869, this pier took three years to build and was 1000

feet long. It cost £12,135 to construct, and in 1889 a pavilion was added as part of a £10,000

refurbishment. In 1905, winter storms severely damaged the structure; the part of the pier with the

pavilion survived offshore, but this was later demolished and the pier was not rebuilt.

Skegness, Lincolnshire (Existing) – In 1877 a competition to design the Skegness pier was held,

which attracted 44 entries. Work began in 1880. Skegness pier was 1817 feet long and cost £20,840

to build. It had a 7,000 seat concert hall on the end. In 1919, a schooner crashed into Skegness pier,

and it was not fully restored until 1939.

North-west England

Fleetwood, Lancashire (Lost) – This was quite a late pier. It only opened in 1910. It was 492 feet in

length, and a pavilion was added in 1911. A devastating fire in 1952 severely damaged it. In 1972

£70,000 was spent to revive the pier. Several business ventures on the pier failed, and in 2008 a

further serious fire necessitated the demolition of the pier. It was never rebuilt.

Southport, Lancashire (Existing) – This is the 2nd longest pier in the country. It was built in 1859 and

was extended to 4380 feet in 1864. A combination of fires and storms in 1933 and 1957 resulted in its

length being shortened to 3633 feet, which remains its length now.

Worksheet 12 – Pier factsheet

You can use this factsheet for a game of ‘A-pier’ or ‘Dis-a-pier-ed’!

It is also useful for completing Worksheet 18, Pier Top Trumps



Wales

Aberavon, Wales (Lost) – Built in 1898 Aberavon pier was originally used by the port company. It was

bought in 1902 by Aberavon District Council and turned into a pleasure pier. During the mid-1920s, a

series of storms damaged the pier. It was closed during the Second World War and never reopened

becoming derelict; it still exists but acts as a breakwater and is no longer used as a pier.

Llandudno, Wales (Existing) – The current pier replaced an old pier which was part of the harbour

and was demolished in 1876. When the current pier opened in 1877, it was 1234 feet long. A pavilion

was added in 1884 and the pier was extended to 2295 feet. 

East Anglia

Hunstanton, Norfolk (Lost) – This pier was opened in 1807, at 830 feet long. In 1882, there was a

paddle steamer service to Skegness pier. The pier was destroyed by fire in 1939 and never rebuilt. 

Southwold, Suffolk (Existing) – This pier opened in 1900, at 810 feet long. Steamers would offload

visitors from London, Clacton and Great Yarmouth, but this ended in the 1930s. The pier was taken

over by the Navy during the Second World War, and was damaged by a mine in 1940. By 1979,

following several storms, the pier was only 150 feet long.

South-west England

Plymouth Promenade Pier, Devon (Lost) – The pier was opened in 1884 and was 480 feet long,

costing £45,000. In 1891, a 2000 seat pavilion was added for dancing, concerts and wrestling. 

The pier was bombed in March 1941; it was never rebuilt, and was demolished in 1953.

Weston-Super-Mare Grad Pier, Somerset (Existing) – This was the second pier to be built in Weston-

Super-Mare. It was opened in 1904 and was 1080 feet long. It cost £120,000 to build. The pavilion

was damaged by fire in 1930 and was replaced by a funfair. 

South-east England

Dover Promenade Pier, Kent (Lost) – The pier opened in 1893. It was 900 feet long and cost £24,000

to build. It was demolished in 1927, after becoming dilapidated.

Southend on Sea, Essex (Existing) – This pier is the longest in the UK today, although the first pier

was only 600 feet long when it was built in 1830. It was replaced by the current iron pier in 1888. 

In 1890 an extension made it the world’s longest pier, reaching 7070 feet long. It was damaged by

fires in 1976, 1989 and 2005, but major redevelopment helped to repair and reopen the pier.

Worksheet 12 – Pier factsheet

(Continued)



Name: __________________________________________________________

Worksheet 13a – 

Beach defences
This is a plan drawing of beach defences used during the Second World

War. Can you label the features using the words provided?

P

T

T

W

H

Words to use:

Beach scaffolding

Pillbox

Barbed wire entanglements

Anti-tank wall

Anti-tank blocks

Cliff / headland

Sea at low tide



Name: __________________________________________________________

Worksheet 13b – 

Beach defences
Can you match these photographs of beach defences used during the

Second World War to the plan on Worksheet 13a?

1. _________________________ 2. _________________________

3. _________________________ 4. _________________________

5. _________________________

ANSWERS

1. Anti-tank wall 

2. Anti-tank blocks

3. Barbed wire entanglements

4. Beach scaffolding

5. Pillbox



Worksheet 14 – 

First World War pillbox template

Use the template to create your own pillbox.



This game of Battleships uses naval vessels from the past. You will need to place the vessels in the

list at the onto your grid (on Worksheet 15b) by shading in the correct number of squares for each

type of vessel, and labelling them with the right letter. Your ships can be horizontal or vertical, but

must be made up of the correct number of squares. They can be placed next to each other, but they

must not overlap. Make sure your opponent can’t see where you have put them! 

To ‘fire’ at your opponent’s ships, choose a grid square and call out the co-ordinates, for example

“A,3” or “E,9”. Your opponent will then tell you whether you have a “hit” or a “miss”. Remember to

mark each of your shots on the second grid so you can keep track of your guesses. When you have 

a “hit”, your opponent will tell you which type of vessel you have shot. If it is a vessel made up of

more than one square, it is a good idea to fire your next shots at adjacent squares to try to hit the 
rest of the vessel. When all the squares that make up a vessel have been hit, it has been sunk. 

Take it in turns to fire your shots; remember to record your opponent’s guesses on your first grid

(where you placed your vessels) so that you can keep track of when your vessels have been sunk by

your opponent. The winner is the first person to sink all of their opponent’s naval vessels!

The vessels to add to your sheets are:

3 x Sloops (1 square marked S) – a one-masted sailing vessel usually used for inshore fishing. 

2 x Schooners (2 squares marked Sc) – two-masted sailing ships known for their speed and used for

offshore fishing and privateering. Famous schooners include HMS Pickle (which carried news of

Nelsons death at Trafalgar back to Britain) and the Hispaniola (a fictional ship from Robert Louis

Stevenson’s book Treasure Island).

1 x Brig (3 squares marked B) –  fast and manoeuvrable two-masted sailing ships used as naval

warships or merchant vessels, but also popular amongst pirates. Examples include HMS Badger 

(the first ship Nelson served on in 1777) and the Jolly Roger (Captain Hook’s ship in Peter Pan).

1 x Barque (4 squares marked Ba) – a sailing ship with three or more masts which could operate 

with a smaller crew than a brig. By the 19th century, barques were used to carry passengers.

Famous examples include HMS Endevour (which was the vessel Captain James Cook used to

explore Australia and New Zealand from 1769-71).

2 x Galleon (4 squares marked G) – a large three- or four-masted warship which could also be used

for commerce. Famous examples include the Ark Royal (built by Sir Walter Raleigh, she was the

flagship of the British Navy against the Spanish Armada in 1588) and the Golden Hind (the ship

which Sir Francis Drake used to circumnavigate the world in 1577-80).

Worksheet 15a – Battleships

Follow the instructions on this sheet to play a game 

of Battleships against a friend!



Worksheet 15b – Battleships

Use these grids to play a game of Battleships against a friend!

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

J

I

H

G

F

E

D

C

B

A

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

J

I

H

G

F

E

D

C

B

A

Your grid

Use this grid to mark where your naval

vessels are positioned.

When your opponent fires a shot, mark

their guess on the grid. Remember to 

tell them whether their shot is a “hit” or 

a “miss”

Your opponent’s grid

Use this grid to record your shots. 

Mark your “misses” with a cross.

When you “hit” one of your opponent’s

ships, remember to mark which type of

vessel it is. If it is a vessel made up of

more than one square, you need to hit all

of the vessel before you have sunk it!



Worksheet 16 – 

Lollipop stick beach huts

Follow the step-by-step pictures to create a lollipop stick beach hut

Lay six lollipop sticks alongside each other 

vertically and secure with two more sticks 

glued across them; trim off any ends

Add three further lollipop sticks to fill in 

the triangle shape to complete your roof;

secure with glue and trim off any ends

Your beach hut is finished!

You can colour it in using 

brightly coloured felt tip pens

Create the roof shape with three lollipop sticks 

in a triangle shape, secured with glue

Step 1: Step 2:

Step 3: Step 4:

Attach your

roof structure

to the front of

your beach 

hut with glue



Name: __________________________________________________________

Worksheet 17 – 

Seaside postcard

Draw a Victorian seaside picture and write your message!



Name: __________________________________________________________

Worksheet 18 – 

Pier Top Trumps

Create a Top Trumps card for your favourite pier!

Length of pier

Date of construction

Date of destruction

Cost to build
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