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life is beachy

WORDS Janet McMeekin PHOTOGRAPHS James Gardiner

Hankering for the BEACH LIFESTYLE of her native Denmark, ELSEBETH GATACRE 
stumbled upon West Wittering. There she found a run-down bungalow, which, with 

considerable vision and talent, she turned into a DELIGHTFUL FAMILY HOME

coast HOMES
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tHIs PaGE With a 
view of the ocean 
and gentle sea 
breezes, this window 
seat is a perfect 
place to snooze 
oPPosItE The 
couple’s daughter 
Bella on the first-
floor balcony. 
Thomas built the 
fence from driftwood
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ne hot summer’s day in 1997, 
garden designer Elsebeth 

Gatacre and her husband Thomas, 
also a designer, left their London home 

and headed to West Wittering in West 
Sussex for a friend’s housewarming party, 
unaware that they were about to see the 
house of their dreams. ‘As a child, I spent 
summer holidays at my granny’s beachside 
home in Denmark – a country where many 
people have beach houses,’ Elsebeth 
says. ‘When I married and moved to 
England, I hoped that one day Thomas 
and I would own a house on a sandy 
stretch of coast but all the beaches near 
London, where we live, were too urban 
and pebbly for me. I was looking for the 
sandy beaches and old-fashioned seaside 
villages of my childhood.’ 

When she arrived at the party, Elsebeth 
was immediately distracted by the views 
of the white beaches and the glittering 
waters of the Solent. This was the sort of 
location she was after. A guest at the party 
mentioned that a nearby seafront property, 
complete with railway carriages, was on 
the market,and she acted immediately. 
Within minutes, an impromptu viewing 
had been arranged and a friend drove 
an excited Elsebeth to the house.

On arrival, she was intrigued by the pair 
of beautifully preserved vintage railway 
carriages nestling at its heart. ‘From the 
outside, it was just an ordinary bungalow,’ 
she says, ‘but from the moment I stepped 
inside and saw the gorgeous railway 
carriages it had been built around, I was 
captivated. I stood there awestruck, 
thinking that it was the most magical 
place. The carriages still had their original 
windows, canvas roofs, mahogany fl oors 
and even chunky brass handles. I knew 
immediately that this was the place for us.’ 

THE SEARCH FOR AN ARCHITECT
‘There’s no denying that the house was in 
need of repair,’ Elsebeth explains. ‘From 
the outside, it looked quite shabby and 
had a skinny little conservatory at the front. 
Inside, it was unheated, leaky and damp, 
but we bought it anyway. We loved it so 
much, we hardly noticed its shortcomings.’

For the fi rst three years, the Gatacres 
couldn’t afford to do anything to their coastal 
retreat. ‘But it didn’t stop us from visiting 

O garden designer Elsebeth O garden designer Elsebeth 
Gatacre and her husband Thomas, 

O
Gatacre and her husband Thomas, 
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tHIs PIctURE The 
open-plan kitchen 
opens on to the 
garden, which leads 
down to the sea

document12983.indd   35 8/24/11   12:27:09 PM



36 coast   coastmagazine.co.uk 

coast HOMES

and having fun,’ Elsebeth says. ‘thomas 
was working very hard and had to spend a 
lot of time abroad, so it was lovely to have 
somewhere to escape to with the children. 
We spent many hours building sandcastles, 
paddling, having picnics on the beach and 
planting our allotment in the village.’

In 2000, they were finally able to renovate 
the house. Because of their professions, the 
pair had firm ideas on how they wanted it to 
look. ‘our priority was to retain the railway 
carriages,’ Elsebeth explains. ‘We were 
determined to incorporate them into a 
larger and more practical home. We also 
wanted to maximise the fantastic sea views.’

Being Danish, Elsebeth wanted a simple, 
open-plan feel with white walls and untreated 
pine floors that could form the backdrop 
for carefully chosen objects, fabrics and 
soft furnishings. although thomas and 
Elsebeth knew exactly what they were 
looking for, trying to find an architect who 
could translate their ideas proved difficult.

‘after months of visiting various 
architects, we were almost in despair,’ 
Elsebeth says. ‘We tried to explain our 
specific vision for a clapboard home  
with a cape cod/scandinavian feel  
and, although they all seemed to listen, 
they would invariably come back with 
something really contemporary using lots 
of glass, concrete and steel tension wires.’

HOUSE NUMBER TWO
the couple finally found timothy Hatton,  
a London-based architect, who drew up 
plans for a home built from Western red 
cedar. ‘He played around with space,  
area and height in a subtle way, which 
really seemed to work,’ Elsebeth says.

‘Placing our bedroom and the children’s 
bedrooms upstairs while keeping the 
railway carriage bedrooms downstairs  
for guests was inspired, and meant we 
could have a bit of space when family  
and friends came to stay.’ a builder was 
hired and, nine months later, the Gatacres  
were the happy owners of a stylish, 
beautifully constructed beach house, 
which gives a nod to nostalgia.

and, very happy they were until, in 
2006, the house on the plot next door 
went up for sale. ‘It butted up right against 
our house,’ Elsebeth says, ‘so we decided 
there was nothing else for it but to buy it  
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cLocKWIsE FRoM 
tHIs PIctURE 
Family and friends 
enjoy lunch in the 
mature, beachside 
garden; in the 
master bedroom, 
the air of understated 
elegance continues 
with a strong 
Scandinavian 
influence; the large 
open-plan kitchen, 
with its white 
tongue-and-groove 
walls, is the ideal 
place for cooking 
and entertaining
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tHIs PIctURE The 
guest house and 
swimming pool 
have become 
something of a 
paradise for the 
couple’s teenage 
children and  
their friends
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to preserve our peace and privacy here.’ 
With thomas being one of nine children, 
and with eight sisters-in-law and a dozen 
nieces and nephews to accommodate on 
a regular basis, plus the couple’s soon-to-
be teenagers of their own, they knew they 
could easily make use of the property.

the Gatacres’ plans came to an abrupt 
halt when the builders discovered the 
house was riddled with asbestos. ‘We 
couldn’t even put a nail in a wall,’ says 
Elsebeth. so, the couple decided to knock 
down the problem building and replace it 
with a light-filled clapboard guesthouse, 
designed by architect Robert collingwood, 
which echoes some of the style influences 
of their original home.

‘We decided to pull the line of the new 
guesthouse back to that of the neighbour’s 
house, giving us more outside space to 
build a swimming pool heated by solar 
panels,’ Elsebeth says.

A PLACE TO BREATHE
Elsebeth was now able to plan a garden 
that would incorporate both plots while still 
giving some separation. ‘Gradually I have 
built up a repertoire of really reliable plants 
and grasses that thrive by the coast,’ she 
says. ‘Gardening is my passion as well as 
my profession. I wanted a wider palette  
of plants than is normally used around 
here, so I began to experiment with different 
grasses and unusual New Zealand plants  
to see what would work in our difficult 
conditions of wind, salt and a heavy clay soil.

‘It was a constant balance between 
preserving the views of the solent and 
building up privacy and protection from  
the fierce gales that blow in from the  
sea. I did this by building mounds planted 
with grasses – I love the way they dance in 
the wind. I also crown-lifted the long-
established tamarisk trees. this allows  
a filtered view of the sea from the house, 
but also some screening. I’m delighted with 
the way the garden and houses have come 
together. We love being here and spend  
as much time at the house as we possibly 
can. When we walk in, I always breathe  
a huge sigh of relief.’
Both beach houses can be hired for location 
shoots. See wildeandwatson.com. 

For more coastal houses in the UK,  
see coastmagazine.co.uk
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For hedging: eleagnus, tamarisk, hebes and Rosa rugosa. For architectural structure: 
phormiums, Chaemerops humilis (low-growing palms), Melianthus major, artichokes  
and Pittosporum tobira. For more tender, seasonal plants: sedums, dianthus, 
euphorbias, achilleas, dahlias, crocosmias and cannas. For plants that ‘hibernate’ 
over winter: most spring bulbs, agapanthus and alliums. For trees: few do well but 
pines, Holm oaks and cordylines are reliable. Others may suffer but, with enough 
shelter, even olives, strawberry trees, medlars and other fruit trees can be established. 

cLocKWIsE FRoM 
tHIs PIctURE 
Elsebeth walks 
between the old 
railway carriages 
and the pool; 
agapanthus and 
acanthus thrive 
in the carefully 
designed coastal 
garden; Bella on  
the swing

Elsebeth’s favourite coastal plants
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