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Bamburgh Beach, Northumberland
Tufts of long grasses carpet the soft, golden 
dunes at this Northumberland idyll. 
Colonies of seagulls scour the sea towards 
the Farne Islands in search of fish. These 
waters, once extremely dangerous to sailors 

—one local heroine is Grace Darling, the 

daughter of the Longstone rock lighthouse-
keeper, who, in 1838, helped her father save 
nine sailors from a shipwreck—now teem 
with seals, wading birds and the odd 
dolphin. But the pièce de résistance here 
is magnificent Bamburgh Castle, which 
perches on a rocky plateau 150ft above the 
sea. The Anglo-Saxons built a fortress  

at Bamburgh in the 6th century, when the 
area became the capital of the King of 
Bernicia. Destroyed by the Vikings, the 
castle was rebuilt by the Normans and sold 
to pay bankruptcy debts in the 18th century. 
It has been the crowning glory of this 
extraordinary beach since the 11th century.

Singing Sands, Eigg
Set at the foot of Eigg’s moor-carpeted 
plateau, this large expanse of pure white 
sand reaches down to a clear, turquoise sea, 
the outline of Rum floating over the waters 
like a dark mirage. The views at Singing 
Sands are breathtaking—but they are 
nothing, really, compared to the music. As 
the name implies, this beach sings. The 
local sand grains—made of shimmering 
quartz—are unusually regular in shape  

Rhossili Bay boasts a glorious 
three-mile stretch of golden sand

Carla Passino explores 10 of the most 
spectacular beaches in Britain

Oh, we do like to be 
beside the seaside

Beaches
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and, in dry weather, squeak as you walk on 
them. This beach has another marvel: when 
the tide is low, you can walk from Singing 
Sands to nearby Laig Bay along a path 
strewn with outcrops, dykes and arches—
testament to Eigg’s interesting geology.  
If you watch carefully, you may even spot 
a family of otters frolicking in the water.

Durdle Door, Dorset
Getting to this wild beach of Dorset’s 
Jurassic coast is not easy—it can only be 
reached on foot and you have to climb  
down extremely steep steps—but you’ll be 
rewarded at the end. A spectacular lime-
stone arch rises from the waters at one end 
of the bay. At its foot, backed by a lush hill, 
stretches a sheltered strip of golden sand 
and shingle, lapped by a crystal-clear sea—
last year, the Marine Conservation Society 
rated the quality of the water as excellent. 
This is a popular film location: last year’s 

Far From the Madding Crowd was partly 
filmed here. Another of Dorset’s great 
beaches, the horseshoe-shaped Lulworth 
Cove, is situated nearby.

Rhossili Bay, Swansea
Fringed by a heath-carpeted hill, Rhossili 
Bay has, in the past, been picked as 
Britain’s best beach—and with reason. 
Awaiting you at the end of a longish, steep 
climb down from Rhossili village is a three-
mile stretch of fine golden sand. The bleak 
timbers of the unfortunate Helvetia— 
a 19th-century oak vessel that was wrecked 
here in November 1887—pepper the beach, 
hidden or revealed in turns by the shifting 
sands. Beyond them, across cerulean 
waters that wouldn’t look out of place in 
the Caribbean, sits the rugged islet of 
Worm’s Head, which can be reached at low 
tide by crossing a rocky causeway (but do 
check the tide tables, as the rocks are only 
exposed for a few hours). Peregrine falcons 
fly above your head and you may see grey 
seals playing in the sea.

Botany Bay, Kent
Tucked at the bottom of Botany Road, in 
Broadstairs, sits a beach of breathtaking 
beauty. Pristine white stacks tower over the 
sea and the golden sand, as if cloven from 
the white chalk cliffs by a giant’s hand.  

At low tide, you can wander among the 
massive outcrops and rocky pools. Or you 
can walk along the length of the beach 
towards Foreness Point, trying to spot the 
place where the notorious 18th-century 
smuggler Joss Snelling climbed up the 
cliffs after an intense battle with a Revenue 
Patrol that had discovered his gang off-
loading goods on Botany Bay. Most of the 
gang died, but Joss escaped and lived to 
the ripe old age of 96. All along the bay 
(and on the beaches alongside it) are small 
caves and tunnels where, according to local 
lore, the smugglers hid their contraband.

Scarista Beach,  
Isle of Harris

A slice of the Mediterranean hides in this 
remote corner of Scotland. Edged by 
machair-topped dunes, Scarista Beach is  
a three-mile long sweep of golden sand 
stretching down to transparent, turquoise 
waters. Hundreds of beautiful shells dot 
the shore, seals and jellyfish cavort in the 
sea and lapwings, terns and the occasional 
eagle fly above your head. From the beach, 
you can take in striking views of the Hills 
of Harris and the Isle of Taransay, where 
the BBC filmed Castaway. Should you  
feel peckish, the excellent restaurant at 
Scarista House is just across the road. 
Another of Scotland’s most beautiful beaches, 
Luskentyre, is only a short drive away. 

The magnificent 
Bamburgh Castle is 

the crowning glory of 
Northumberland’s coast

Pristine white stacks tower over the 
sea and sand at Kent’s Botany Bay

The rolling dunes of Camber Sands in East Sussex have featured in films

Saunton in Devon boasts the largest 
dune system in England
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Camber Sands, 
East Sussex

Long grasses sway in the wind above the 
sinuous dunes at Camber Sands—accord-
ing to a local legend, the dunes acquired 
their lush topping after a Dutch ship that 
was carrying grass seeds to South America 
sunk off the coast. It’s because of the 
dunes—the only ones in East Sussex—that 
Camber Sands has often played the role of 
the more exotic Sahara in films and TV 
shows, although its greatest claim to fame 
was to star as a Normandy landing beach 
in The Monuments Men, under the feet of 
George Clooney, Matt Damon, John Good-
man, Bill Murray, Hugh Bonneville and 
Jean Dujardin. The seven-mile beach is 
perfect for a day out with the children, but 
it is also great for grown-ups—the sunsets, 
in particular, are magnificent. Nearby, The 
Gallivant serves delicious food.

Holkham Beach, 
Norfolk

Three-mile long Holkham might not be  
the biggest beach in the UK but it feels 
enormous, especially at low tide, when it 
becomes about half a mile deep. With its 

vast expanse of golden sand sandwiched 
between a thick pine forest and the sea, it’s 
a feast for the eyes and it comes as no 
surprise to learn that Holkham was recently 
picked as the best beach in Britain by a jury 
of travel writers. This is the ‘vast, empty 
shore’ on which Gwyneth Paltrow’s Viola 
walks in Shakespeare’s imagination after 
she is forced to follow her husband to 
Virginia at the end of Shakespeare in Love. 
And should Hollywood royalty not be 
impressive enough for you, real royalty 
walked here, too: The Prince of Wales and 
The Princess Royal played at Holkham 
when they were young.

Kynance Cove, Cornwall
Rugged green and red rocks and heathland 
thick with wildflowers frame the pure-
white sand at this jewel of a beach, which 
opens onto an intensely turquoise sea. 
Kynance Cove is completely flooded at high 
tide, but, at ebb, you can wander among 
the stacks and tidal islets that rise from the 
seabed or discover the secret caves that 
pepper the bay. If you have a chance, stay 
at the beach until the tide is halfway in 
because that’s when a blowhole—aptly 
named the Devil’s Bellows—sprays out 

water, making a snorting sound. But the 
wildlife here is as interesting as the sea-
scape—a Natural Reserve, Kynance Cove 
teems with birdlife, including the rare 
Cornish chough. You may also spot seals, 
basking sharks or dolphins. 

Saunton Sands, Devon
Saunton Sands has many claims to fame:  
a three-mile sweep of soft, golden sand, the 
beautiful River Taw estuary at the south 
end of the beach, and the many film and 
music connections—it’s here that David 
Niven’s Peter Carter wakes up after jumping 
out of his burning plane without a parachute 
in A Matter of Life and Death and James 
Laurenson’s J. A. Pinkerton is killed in 
action in the Pink Floyd’s 1982 musical The 
Wall. What makes it really special, however, 
is Braunton Burrows, a sequence of rolling 
dunes that edges the beach. 

The largest sand dune system in England, 
it’s a glorious mosaic of colours—more 
than 500 different species of wildflowers 
have been recorded here. The dunes are also 
home to rabbits, hedgehogs and butterflies 
as well as myriad resident and migratory 
birds, including the cuckoo. 

The spectacular arch 
of Durdle Door rises 

from the sea in Dorset

At low tide, the beach at Holkham becomes about half a mile deep

You can spot all kinds of sea and 
bird life at Cornwall’s Kynance Cove


