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‘Teach us delight in simple things.’
Rudyard Kipling
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To Vicki
Not plain, certainly not simple,
but very useful at times.
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The ground floor of our London mews house is an open-plan kitchen and eating area. My collection of glassware is displayed on a shelf cantilevered from the wall over the stove and sink.



introduction
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The pace of modern life, with all its jolting distractions, increasingly means that the home must provide a solid, restorative framework for everyday life. First and foremost, that means it must serve the activities that take place within its walls. But, equally importantly, it must allow us to be ourselves, explore our tastes and feel comfortable in the broadest sense of the term.


I have always believed that objects – and surroundings – that are plain, simple and useful are the key to easy living. By grounding us in reality and performing well over time, they are as much the antidote to pointless complexity and superficial styling as they are to the shoddy and second-rate. Applied to the home as a whole, this discerning approach results in interiors that are effortlessly stylish, confident and timeless. In such surroundings, colour sings out, pattern adds verve and there is plenty of room for the expression of personal taste.







PLAIN


Plain means materials that speak for themselves, uncluttered form, and an absence of the kind of decoration that is designed to obscure rather than enhance.










SIMPLE


Simple implies both ease of operation and a direct connection with the type of elemental pleasures that we go away on holiday (vacation) to experience – the sun streaming through the windows, for example, the texture of a rug underfoot, or basic peace and quiet.










USEFUL


Useful means true practicality, rather than gadgets and appliances whose plethora of functions invent problems to solve. Equally, it is a chair that is the right height and a bed that provides the optimum degree of support.
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One of my most treasured possessions – and something that perfectly encapsulates the essence of ‘plain, simple, useful’ – is this bespoke cabinet of hand tools, which was a birthday present from Benchmark, our woodworking company.





I have often thought that people sometimes fight shy of this pared-back approach because they imagine it implies that they don’t have enough money to spend. While it is true that simplicity can be economical – which is an advantage in itself – it is far from rough and ready, and sometimes not all that cheap. You only have to look at the designs of the Shakers to understand that plain, simple and useful things can often display a high degree of finesse and a superb handling of materials.


I was lucky enough to go to a school called Bryanston in Dorset (although my parents had to sell the family silver to pay the fees), where I was taught craftsmanship in metal, wood, stone and ceramics by a wonderful man called Don Potter, who had been a pupil of the typeface designer Eric Gill. I was also fortunate to be taught art by Charles Handley-Read.


What made an equally great impression on me, however, were the visits we made to stately homes near Blandford. Here we saw houses of amazing grandeur and sumptuous decoration, gilt and velvet everywhere, with walls covered in family portraits proclaiming that these rich families had well and truly arrived.


Somehow I always felt vaguely embarrassed by this brazen demonstration of so-called superiority and found myself wanting to look at the working parts of the house. I would wander off to the servants’ quarters, where I was invariably delighted by the plain, simple and useful atmosphere of ‘below stairs’. The wonderful kitchens where everything worked; the staff dining rooms with beautiful, rugged furnishings; the wine cellars, elegantly detailed; the dairies and gardeners’ rooms full of practical things, fit for the job at hand.


This is what inspired me to become a designer of plain, simple and useful products and to reject the complexity of overdecoration and bling, the prime purpose of which is to show off success, wealth and status – what the Financial Times has recently identified as ‘banker’s style’. While I would readily admit that many intelligent and beautifully made things are expensive, I hope people might realize that a simple life is an easier one and, in the end, much more luxurious. For me, the perfect example of this entire approach is my cabinet of woodworking tools, a cherished birthday present from Benchmark, our bespoke woodworking company based at my home in the country.
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Wide waxed floorboards make an unassuming backdrop for an all-white décor, keeping the view the focus of attention. The white plastic chairs, their wooden legs braced with black wire, are DSW chairs by Eames. The design won the Low Cost Design Competition organized by New York’s MOMA in 1948.



THE WHOLE PICTURE



Sorting out the basics is half the battle. The infrastructure of servicing and the patterns of circulation must be right for your home to function as a whole and to work properly on every level. That means, among other things, installing enough radiators and power points and ensuring they are in the right places.
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Pay attention to material character


○


Choose natural, solid surfaces and finishes that have the potential to wear well and improve with age. Don’t tackle rooms on a piecemeal basis; instead, work out a limited palette of colours and textures, as expressed in the materials you select, and repeat them from area to area, as appropriate, to give a feeling of unity to your home.


Detailing is key


○


Well-designed and well-made details, such as handles, catches, taps (faucets), switches and power points, along with architectural features, such as door frames and skirting boards (baseboards), spell out a message of quality on an almost subconscious level – all the more so when touch is involved. When we redecorated our house in the country, we changed all the china door handles to nickel ones and the result was instantly fresher and more modern.


Making connections


○


We don’t experience our homes in a static way, from only one viewpoint. During the course of a day we move from area to area, up and down stairs, and in and out of the front door. All these transitional spaces are just as important as the rooms where we spend more time. Routes need to be planned so that the different areas of the home connect in the most logical way; they also need to be kept clean and uncluttered so you have a sense of breathing space.
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The free flow of space from indoors to out gives an interior a great sense of vitality. Connections between different areas of the home need careful planning.
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Glossy, reflective surfaces and finishes make the most of natural light. The kitchen in our London mews house has a glass splashback and Corian countertop. Downlights recessed into the underside of the shelf highlight the sink below (see also Mews kitchen working area).



cooking
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When the kitchen first emerged from its ‘below stairs’ obscurity in the immediate post-war years, the emphasis fell squarely on labour-saving efficiency: surfaces and finishes that were easy to keep clean and new appliances that took the drudgery out of housework. Since then, the kitchen has variously morphed into style statement, status symbol and domestic trophy – and it is fair to say that many of these incarnations have been a great deal more decorated and complicated than they needed to be. I am always reminded of the Masterchef contestant who used a food processor to chop a handful of walnuts, when a sharp knife would have done the trick in a fraction of the time. Overelaborate ‘professional’-style kitchens that provide house room for every conceivable gadget reveal the same misguided thinking. You don’t need to spend a fortune to create a kitchen that works well. In fact, a tight budget can be a useful restraint, enabling you to focus on what really matters. Cooking is a form of creativity that is accessible to all, so the best kitchens are those that promote a hands-on approach.
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L-shaped layouts are very versatile and work equally well where space is limited as they do in kitchens that are more generously scaled. They are also ideal for open-plan living areas, as the working area of the kitchen is discreetly arranged in the background. Here the countertop and bar unit are in walnut.



LAYOUTS



Kitchens that are efficient, comfortable and safe to work in have one thing in common: their layouts are based on the ‘work triangle’, a concept that dictates the optimum relationship between the three principal areas of activity.
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Island kitchens require much more floor space than other types of layout. The central island can house a sink and stovetop or simply serve as an additional food-preparation area. The raised height of the work surface makes routine tasks such as chopping more comfortable to perform while standing up.








○ Single-line, or in-line, layouts are best for open-plan spaces, narrow areas or where you need to conceal the kitchen for part of the time. You will need at least 3m (10ft) of wall space, with the longest stretch of worktop between the oven and the sink.


○ L-shaped kitchen layouts, which make use of two adjacent walls or a wall and a peninsula, work well in open-plan living/dining areas. Use a carousel unit in the right-angle to maximize storage and avoid dead space.


○ Galley layouts arrange kitchen fixtures and fittings on facing walls, which should be no less than 1.2m (4ft) apart. These layouts are the best option where space is really tight.


○ U-shaped kitchen layouts, which make use of three walls or two walls and a peninsula, provide maximum storage and preparation space. There should be at least 2m (6½ft) between the arms of the ‘U’ for optimum efficiency and ease of use.


○ Island layouts, where the kitchen is arranged around a central island for cooking, food preparation and/or storage, require more floor area than other kitchen configurations.
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With the working area of the kitchen along the length of one wall – an ‘in-line’ layout – there is space to include a generous dining table, here accompanied by a hospitable collection of mismatching chairs.
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For many years, the kitchen at our house in the country has been the centre of our family life and now welcomes a new generation of grandchildren. The long, rectangular dining table is placed at right angles to the island unit, while an array of copper pans and a batterie de cuisine make eye-catching displays.



FAMILY KITCHENS



Generous, inclusive in spirit and supporting an assortment of different activities aside from cooking and preparing food, family kitchens more than merit their status as the living, beating heart of the home. But when the kitchen functions as occasional admin centre, playroom, dining area and unofficial living room, how do you keep chaos – visual and otherwise – at bay?


One answer is to plan the cooking area very tightly, while providing some degree of separation – counter, shelf units or sliding doors – to screen it from the rest of the space. Good organization is also key. Whatever drifts into the kitchen, simply because it is the main place where people gather, either should be routinely returned to its proper place or given a dedicated storage area of its own away from the food-preparation area. This applies to bills and paperwork as much as it does to toys, homework and art supplies.


Keep an eye on safety issues and maintenance. Avoid trailing wires and fit childproof locks to cabinets where cleaning products are stored. Choose surfaces and finishes that are easy to keep clean. A portion of wall painted with blackboard paint makes a useful household message board.
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The working area of this open-plan kitchen is bathed in natural light from above, while the glazed end wall merges the dining area with the terrace outside.
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This family kitchen has a great sense of inclusiveness thanks to the open layout, which preserves connections between indoors and out, and between eating and living areas. In the kitchen, floorboards give way to more practical flooring, but since the two materials are tonally similar, the shift is less obtrusive.
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MAUVIEL


COPPER COOKWARE
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Serious cooks swear by their copper pans and for good reason. Copper is an excellent conductor of heat, eight times more efficient than stainless steel and one and a half times more efficient than aluminium. Equally important, copper conducts heat evenly. Pans made of less conductive materials tend to have hot spots where food can stick and burn. Copper pans are highly reactive to temperature changes, which makes them ideal for many different types of cooking, most particularly sautéing, casseroling, and making sauces and pastry.


Mauviel, a French family-run firm based in Villedieu-les-Poêles, Normandy – the ‘city of copper’ – has been making classic copper cookware since 1830. Today the company produces more than 1,000 different pots and pans, from bains-maries to cocottes and fondue sets, in a range of materials including stainless steel and aluminium as well as copper. Their M’héritage range is 90 per cent copper on the outside with a 10 per cent stainless-steel lining, to facilitate cleaning, and varnished cast-iron handles.


Copper cookware is undoubtedly both expensive and more demanding to maintain, but, in addition to gleaming good looks, you also get a lifetime’s worth of service and a high degree of control.
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Occupying a corner under the slope of the eaves, this compact kitchen is so simply laid out it can be understood at a glance. The vivid unit fronts provide a welcome dash of colour.





SMALL KITCHENS


Small kitchens, as many professional chefs could tell you, can be highly efficient and creative places. On the domestic front, a compact kitchen is probably going to be a one-person operation, so ensure that the layout feels natural to you – or to whoever is going to be doing the cooking.


To make the most of limited space, opt for a fully fitted layout and spend enough time at the planning stage to come up with the optimum arrangement. Extend the same thinking to the interiors of drawers and cupboards, customizing them if necessary with dividers, baskets and adjustable shelves so that no space is wasted. Pull-out or fold-down flaps can usefully extend worktops or serve as a breakfast counter.


When it comes to equipment, focus on a hardworking basic collection of kit – this is not the place for specialist appliances or utensils, unless they are in regular use. The same is true of provisions.


Light, bright and reflective surfaces and finishes are naturally space-enhancing. Flush panels and drawer fronts keep visual distraction to a minimum. Another strategy to make the room look bigger is to remove the plinth from the base of built-in units so that the floor is uninterrupted.





[image: image]




Small kitchens tend to be one-person operations, and galley layouts are ideal for the purpose. Here, the pale-toned, wide floorboards enhance the sense of space and lead the eye onwards.
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This high-ceilinged room with its original cornicing has been fitted out with a combination of open shelving, clean-lined contemporary kitchen units and more traditional glass-fronted cabinetry –painted the same colour for unification – creating a highly effective blend of old and new.



FITTED KITCHENS



Ever popular since the 1950s, the fitted kitchen suits all types of layout and is by far the best option if you have limited space or if you need to include a kitchen within an open-plan area. Produced in modular sizes to conform with standard appliance dimensions, fitted units allow you to integrate the three main cooking zones with great visual neatness and practical efficiency.
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