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INTRODUCTION

Renovating this old girl has easily been the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but also by far the most rewarding ...

Once upon a time (about four and a half years ago at the point of writing, to be precise), in a land far, far away (Devon, which to a Yorkshireman might as well be another planet), yours truly made the deeply inadvisable decision to buy, for an alarmingly bargainous price, a thirty-room, five-storey ex-naval Georgian wreck of a house by the sea. It was three times bigger than anything I’d been looking for and nearly twice the price, but it was love at first sight.

In this book I’ll let you in on what the last few years have entailed, a little about the house itself and the naval hospital it would have once been a part of, a glimpse into what renovating an old lump like this with limited budget (not to mention limited skills, talent or taste) entails, and lots more besides. It’s certainly not designed to be instructional (I’m learning - and often making it up - as I go along, after all), but I hope it’s interesting to those of you thinking of taking on a home renovation project of your own, regardless of its size and age.

Renovating this old girl has easily been the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but also by far the most rewarding, and if you go into it with your eyes open, renovating is something I’d heartily recommend - with a few caveats!

But, before I get going with the dust, dirt, injuries, adventures and general shenanigans that go hand in hand with any renovation, let alone one of this magnitude, I want to tell you a bit about how all this came about.
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My STORY

It would be fair to say that renovating probably wasn’t a natural talent of mine ...

I was born in 1984, to (lovely) parents who would be accurately described as serial renovators. I grew up living in renovations (indeed, I’ve still got the tiniest of indentations in my forehead where, as a nipper, I went headfirst into some rubble) and, for a while, I just assumed that was normal. Both my folks worked full-time around trying to do the work, alongside raising two kids, so you might assume that’s what gave me the bug and that getting into this sort of thing was inevitable. Well, that couldn’t be further from the truth … at least not at first.

Up until the age of thirty-ish, I’d shown no interest at all in such things. Primarily because I never thought I’d have enough cash to buy a house, as I was far too busy having a lovely time, living within my means – just – with not a lot to show for it at the end of the month. I worked in marketing on an organic farm in Northallerton, North Yorkshire, and was affectionately known very much as the office wally, incapable of doing anything remotely practical. There are enough embarrassing tales to fill the rest of this book of me being broadly useless in the eyes of a very capable farmer who could seemingly fix anything, from pole barns to complex farming equipment, with naught more than a hammer and some baler twine. While I’m a big lump and came in useful for lifting heavy stuff, for anything else I was politely asked to stay well clear.

Eventually, I was in a position to buy my first home. I’d spent most of my life in York at the time and my modest budget might have bought a shed at the bottom of someone’s garden there, so that ruled that location out. My new place needed to be commutable to Northallerton, not too quiet (I’d been living in a damp cottage with no central heating in a tiny hamlet and needed a little more life about me) and, most importantly, affordable.

The Yorkshireman in me likes a bargain and, while I wasn’t buying a house to sell on in the future and intended to stay put a while, my budget was small yet, for some reason, I’ve delusions of grandeur and wanted a period property with tall ceilings, lots of light, original features and generous dimensions. I’ve always had a love of old and historic buildings and, combined with being chunky and quite clumsy, I am far happier when I’ve a bit of room to fall over myself in, with less likelihood of banging one’s head (again!).

Eventually, I realised that property prices in Darlington were about 65 per cent cheaper than York like for like, and I found a grand, four-storey Victorian terrace, built in around 1850, sitting proudly above the road that, it would be fair to say, had seen better days (this may be an understatement). However, it was just in budget, available for the princely sum of £225,000 – not bad for something with 12-foot (3.7-metre) ceilings and 3,200 square feet (nearly 300 square metres) of light, bright, wonderfully built space.



My First Home

The house had been vacant for a number of years, and looked a bit like something out of a horror movie in places. It had been converted into an orthodontic practice on the bottom two floors, complete with a lead-lined X-ray booth, roller racking on the lower ground floor, air conditioning pipes running everywhere and plumbing from the dental chairs in the middle of all the floors. It also had the necessary fireproofing required for a commercial building (at the detriment to the original features) and, at some point, all the fireplaces and lots of the original bits had been ripped out. When viewing, I also thought the original cornice had been removed, but within an hour of getting the keys, some ‘gentle’ exploratory work with a hammer revealed that a false ceiling had been installed with the original coving still there – albeit in a very sorry state due to previous fire damage.

The top two floors had been turned into a duplex apartment, with its own access via a fire escape with a door where the beautiful, original arched sash window would once have sat over the original staircase. There was a boiler that looked like it was about to explode, a kitchen in the flat that had, at some point, been used to make the plaster of Paris moulds of teeth and was literally covered in the stuff, slightly creepy dentistry paraphernalia tucked into inaccessible places (the first used brace I found under some floorboards was a bit of a shock!), a bathroom resplendent with tobacco yellow walls and a rotten red carpet – and it would be fair to say it smelled a bit … funky! It was a sorry sight, but I was outrageously excited about the whole thing.

I still vividly remember taking my folks to see it for the first time … at this point, I’d still shown little interest in renovating, but buoyed by an enormous (and misplaced) sense of optimism and confidence, I felt sure the words ‘how hard can it be’ would see me right. Ma and Pa were, of course, endlessly supportive as always when it comes to my, um, enthusiasm for taking on a challenge (something they’d put up with time and again by this point), while making sure I’d thought through the consequences and whether, being really quite useless at such things, I was up to the task of renovating such a thing. Of course, my pals were slightly firmer with their opinions, all thinking I was quite foolhardy indeed.

Well, it turns out, it was quite hard … but also hugely satisfying and, rather quickly, I found a huge thrill in using my hands for something practical and useful for nearly the first time in my life.

I realised that if I was going to go to all this effort in restoring the house as best I could, with countless hours scraping and sanding and covered in dust and detritus, I also wanted to try to learn a bit about design too. I figured painting the walls an interesting colour took the same amount of effort and time as painting them white, so why not do my best to choose something I really loved and that made my heart sing a little.

So, I started reading and spent hours trawling the internet. This was alongside spending my days at work, my evenings and weekends renovating, and often my nights searching eBay for baths, taps and toilets. The first room I tackled was, indeed, a bathroom, as the house didn’t have a functioning toilet or anywhere to wash properly (and finances dictated I move in immediately while doing the work – there was no way I could have rented something as well). I wanted good-quality fittings that would last as I had no intention of having to redo anything anytime soon, but didn’t have much of a budget. This was my first lesson: you would not believe what beautiful features people rip out of their homes – predominantly in affluent parts of London where there’s many a bargain to be had if you know what you’re looking for. The bath I chose for my main bathroom would have retailed for over £3,000 and I paid £100 for it. It might have been used twice from what I could see!
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The more I read and learned, the more excited I got… and, well, both the practical side of things and the design have become huge passions of mine and occupy an enormous amount of my time as I bring Admirals House back to life, but more on that in a bit.

My home in Darlington took just over two years to renovate, all while working full-time. I was immensely proud of what I’d managed to achieve, coming in on time and budget (both arbitrary figures plucked out of the air at the beginning really, having no experience at the time, but I was chuffed all the same), and creating a home I loved and intended to then sit back and enjoy for a while, catching up on all the life you miss out on while renovating.

And then life threw a curveball. The company I worked for restructured (and there might have been a girl thrown into the mix for good measure), meaning I couldn’t remain in Darlington if I wanted to stay with them, so having pretty well only just finished the final room, and never having gotten on to working on the gardens as I’d hoped, the house went on the market, I packed my bags and moved nearly 640 kilometres (400 miles) south to sunny Devon to work in their headquarters. It was a straightforward move. I sold the last place fully furnished. The buyers wanted everything – the art, rugs, my TV and hi-fi, all the furniture, lights and even the house plants – so there wasn’t a lot of packing. It was remarkably liberating and, given the option, something I would implore anyone to explore when selling their home if many of the pieces have, as they had here, been bought specifically for it.
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So I trundled down to Devon with all my (meagre) worldly belongings, rented a tiny little flat by the sea and started looking for my next home. I’d definitely got the renovating bug by that point and knew I wanted a project – something old, interesting and, ideally, cheap (well, good value might be a better term … no house will ever feel ‘cheap’ to me). My search was across a chunk of south Devon that needed to be commutable to Buckfastleigh. I quickly realised that prices in most of Devon, as I’d found in York, wouldn’t get me anything close to what I was hoping for (if I wanted to be anywhere near the sea at least, and it seem folly to move to somewhere famed for its coastline not to be). After lots and lots of searching, I found myself drawn to the remarkable city of Plymouth, for lots of reasons (namely house prices, some really beautiful Georgian and Victorian housing stock, and being the biggest city in the South West there was plenty going on too while still having the most incredible stretch of coastline, right on the border with Cornwall) which is where I quickly focused my search. It’s there I eventually unearthed Admirals House.
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