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Home  Living

Home from home 
Lindsay and 
David Berresford, 
with their three 
children, in Bella, 
a customised 
Mercedes 
Sprinter

VAN-DO
ATTITUDE

Forgo the loft conversion or kitchen extension and invest in 
a holiday home. Hannah Summers on how customised vans 
have become the object of lust for the Instagram generation

One look at Mo, and Andrew
Walton knew she was the
one. Tall, reliable,
immaculate — she was just
what he’d hoped for.

Andrew’s wife, Danielle, agreed. And with 
a 2008 reg plate, a long wheelbase and a 
price tag of £3,500, they knew she was a 
keeper. Seven months later, Mo’s 
transformation from a canary-yellow City 
Link delivery van into a beautifully crafted 
home-built camper — with heating, hot 
water and beds for four — was complete.

Mo is not the only ex work van to be 
given a new start in life. Across the UK, 
a growing number of people are ditching 
thoughts of buying a second home 
abroad, or converting the loft, and 
instead are buying and repurposing 
them to create flexible, compact houses 
on wheels. 

Travelling in a camper is nothing new —
plenty of people have loved the freedom 
and flexibility of motor homes for 
decades. But in the age of Pinterest and 
YouTube and a nationwide appetite for, 
er, wood, converting a bog-standard 
utility van has become one of the hottest 
home trends.

Like all trends, this one has a name. 
#vanlife is one of the most popular 
wanderlust-inspiring hashtags on 
Instagram, with 3.5m posts, and counting. 
Once the domain of hunky surfers and 
their svelte yogi girlfriends, posting 
stylised pictures of their van-cum-home in 
the Californian sunset, #vanlife has made 
its way to British shores, with couples, 
families and their dogs piling into their 
converted campers to enjoy a home away 
from home. Cornwall, here we come.

Mo is just one example. She’s been 
designed and crafted by Danielle and 
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Of course you’re cynical. Cramped, 
cold and cluttered, right? Nothing more 
than sleeping in a tiny metal box on 
wheels? Wrong. 

Dave, a former Sky installation van 
revamped by Kelly and Fred Smith, is 
one of the prettiest on the road, with 
additions including vintage green French 
shutters, festoon lighting and even a roof 
deck for stargazing. 

“It started with us taking picnics in the
countryside,” says Kelly, 44, a nurse from 
the West Midlands. “We enjoyed it, so we 
hired an Enterprise panel van and 
chucked a mattress in the back to see if 
we liked that.” Soon after, the couple 
bought five-year-old Dave. They scoured 
Pinterest, antiques shops and reclamation 
yards, committed their evenings and 
weekends — plus £5,000 — to the job and 
three months later the conversion was 
complete. Today, instead of parking up on 
double yellows in Yorkshire you’re more 
likely to find them cruising the sun-
dappled west coast of France. “I just wish 
we’d done it sooner,” Kelly says. “It’s given 
us a whole new outlook on life.”

Jonathan Bush, a trainee architect from
south London, needed more than a 
holiday home. He initially bought his van 
to live in sporadically while at university. 
The four-wheel-drive VW, known as Rita, 
was bought five years ago for about £5,000 
and has been slowly transformed over the 
years from a British Gas runaround.

She’s been meticulously designed, 
with the aid of 3D drawings, and has a 
woodburner. “In hindsight, I’d probably 
recommend a gas heater, although the 
woodburning stove is more romantic,” he 
says. And the engine has been converted 
to run on vegetable oil. Jonathan, 26, 
collected used oil from fish and chip shops 
as a way to get Rita around Europe. He 
also used cork, an inexpensive fire 

retardant and water-impermeable 
material, as insulation. “It’s a no-brainer 
for me — it’s my favourite material on the 
planet,” he says.

If all this sounds like hard graft, don’t 
be put off. For all the YouTube tutorials, 
Pinterest inspiration and handy online 
forums, you’re not going to get far if you 
don’t know the difference between a 
hammer and a saw. “You need to be 
practically minded and have the 
dedication to do the legwork,” Jonathan 
says. And with that comes arguments — 
over solar panels, paint finishes and 
virtually any other decision to be made.

Instead, you can save your time — and
potentially your relationship — by getting 
someone else to do the work. Ally 
Munarriz, 37, took this approach when 
buying a van with her husband, Andy, 49, 
with whom she runs a software business. 
A number of camper conversion 
companies have sprung up over the years, 
including Rustic Campers, who will give 
your old builder’s van a homely 
makeover. Dirty Weekender, Ally’s choice, 
converts brand-new VW Transporters into 
bespoke camper vans. 

Cue a beach-hut inspired cornflower-
blue camper with palm-tree wallpaper 
on the ceiling, sand-coloured leather 
seats and kitchen cabinets with space-
saving sliding doors — there’s no room for 
door knobs here. It cost about £60,000. 
“We’d remortgaged our house to pay for a 
new kitchen, then thought we’d get more 
use out of this instead,” says Ally, who lives 
in Stratford, east London. So far, Sandy 
the van has taken the couple, their two 
children and Alfie the Yorkshire terrier 
through Portugal, Spain and France. 

Scoffing cheese and guzzling wine 
while parked up on a beach just outside St 
Tropez? Looks like these #vanlifers have 
the right idea. 

Andrew, who live in Thorne, Yorkshire. 
The couple, now in their early forties, 
were first inspired by a trip through India 
in the 1990s. The idea stuck, and the 
result is Mo, named after Danielle’s late 
mother, “an old hippie who loved to 
travel”, she says.

Insider the camper you’ll find a 
superking bed, a kingsize bunk bed (for 
the kids), solar panels, hot water, heating, 
plenty of standing space and the best bit 
for any sceptical camper-vanner — a 
private loo. Yes, this really is a Mercedes 
Sprinter van. “I really didn’t want that 
oppressive ‘coffin wood’ feeling,” says 
Danielle, a barber. Instead, she’s created a 
calm and cool Scandi-style space, with 
whitewashed tongue-and-groove 
panelling, plenty of storage and artwork 
on the walls. 

In 2007, Lindsay Berresford and her 
husband, David, bought their cherry-red 
Mercedes Sprinter, Bella, for £1,800. 
They kitted her out with a woodburning 
stove, bed, sink and kitchen, and updated 
the vehicle with cots and additional seats 
when their three children came along. 

Today, the couple, from Bristol, 
have hinged their careers on the 
transformation. Seeing a gap in the 
market, they set up quirkycampers.co.uk, 
a website dedicated to converted camper 
vans that potential van-lifers can rent. 
“At first we were scouring the internet 
trying to find converted vans to list,” says 
Lindsay, 33. “Today, we feature 63 vans, 
and a further 1,200 people have registered 
their interest in listing their camper with 
us.” The couple have launched a festival 
dedicated to converted vans. Forget that 
loft extension — converting a camper is 
way cooler.

TOP TIPS
lSpend as much as possible on your 
van – you don’t want to invest time and 
money into converting it, only to 
replace every engine part.

lConsider if you are happy to park up 
in campsites or go ‘off-grid’. This will 
determine if you want to prioritise hot 
water, loos or solar panels.

lUse Pinterest, Instagram and 
YouTube for inspiration and advice – it’s 
remarkable how much you’ll pick up.

lCompanies can help with electrics, 
carpentry and plumbing – you don’t 
have to do everything yourself.

lA lot of ex work vans go to auction, 
so check online. 

Inside, you’ll find 
a superking bed, a 
kingsize bunk bed, 
solar panels, hot water, 
heating, plenty of 
standing space and 
a private loo 

Mo, above, a 
statuesque, 
Scandi-style 
former delivery 
van. Dave, below 
and left, has been 
kitted out with 
pretty vintage 
details
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