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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.










ADMIRALS HOUSE


As soon as I saw this Georgian lump, it was love at first sight ...


As soon as I saw this Georgian lump, it was love at first sight … as is, I’m sure, likely the case when you decide to look at the details of something on the market for double your budget. As is my (ridiculously unhelpful and illogical) wont, without even viewing the house, I used it as my benchmark to compare all other properties I actually could afford against … and I found them wanting. Though way more affordable than many other areas of Devon, Plymouth was still dearer than Darlington, so it felt like a backwards step for me, which I really struggled with. I came close to buying a couple of lovely Victorian terraced houses, but was outbid at the last minute. The floorplans, description and history of Admirals haunted my dreams though, so, on a dark, rainy night after work in January 2019, I found myself viewing Admirals – just to get it out of my system, of course.


Well, I could immediately see why it had been on the market for years without a buyer – it was absolutely knackered. There was water running down the walls from internal and external leaks; stagnant, overflowing buckets of water on one of the staircases supposedly once put down to catch said leaks; a variety of animals – some domesticated and others not – in the house; and parts of it that I don’t think had been used at all since the 1960s. Parts of the house were inaccessible (indeed, it required an arch being cut through some plasterboard to access some of the rooms that had been sealed off) and the whole place was jam-packed full of ‘stuff’ – which is probably the polite way of putting it.
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In July 2019, I was the very happy, very excited and entirely daunted new custodian of Admirals House.


Of course, I didn’t see any of that, not really anyway. All I saw was that she was MASSIVE, and gorgeous, and was absolutely crying out for someone to love her. But, more than anything, it amazed me then, and still does today, how ‘homely’ the layout felt. While it’s undoubtedly a very large house, because it’s over so many floors, when you’re on any given floor, it doesn’t feel that big. The rooms individually are generous without being cavernous. There aren’t rambling corridors leading off into dark corners and, if you ignore the separate lower ground, and called the six rooms in the eaves on the top floor a fancy ‘loft’, then what you’re really left with is a very spacious four-bedroomed house … sort of (it’s what I tell myself anyway and seems to work, with each of the three main floors simply being four or five rooms laid out around the central stairwell). I did some maths (badly) in an effort to convince myself it was doable, both in budget and in endeavour. Then, the next morning, with my heart pounding, despite knowing the offer would be rejected (being 25 per cent less than the asking price and some 43 per cent less than the house had originally gone on the market for two years previously), I called the agent and let them know my interest, hoping that, once I’d been rejected, I could forget about the old girl and start focusing on properties I could actually afford, that wouldn’t swallow me whole in the way a thirty-room lump could.


After a week or so of toing and froing, they came back with a counter-offer that I couldn’t afford. Still, it wasn’t a flat ‘no’ and a second viewing was booked (which is, of course, when all the negative points I missed the first time around became patently, and painfully, visible, not to mention about a million other things I hadn’t noticed the first time around). I called the agent and explained that, rather than considering whether to increase my offer to meet their counter, I was now in two minds as to whether to withdraw my initial offer completely.


After significantly more deliberation, my offer of £485,000 was accepted and, finally, after the most stressful six months of my life with many, many ups and downs (including the sale being withdrawn entirely, in July 2019) I was the very happy, very excited and entirely daunted new custodian of Admirals House.






A Little Bit of History


Admirals is part of what was once the Royal Naval Hospital Stonehouse. Plymouth, as it’s now known, used to be three separate towns: Plymouth, Stonehouse and Devonport. As the area’s population grew and housing density increased, infilling the areas between until they became one, indistinct urban conurbation, in 1914, the three towns became the ‘Borough of Plymouth’. In 1928, Plymouth was granted city status.


Plymouth has always been one of the most important naval sites in the country, even as far back as 1588 when it played a pivotal role in organising and supplying the fleet during the threat of the Spanish Armada, and throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the British navy was one of the largest and most powerful in the world. Built between 1758 and 1765, the Royal Naval Hospital was one of the finest medical facilities in Europe. Prior to that, sick and wounded seamen, when at shore from His Majesty’s ships in Plymouth, had to make do with The Canterbury, a hospital ship kept in the docks (which was far from ideal, with additional accommodation made from old malt houses and empty sheds).


I’m incredibly fortunate when it comes to looking into the history of the Royal Naval Hospital here, that there are two brilliant books written about the site that have been a great source of information, quotes and pictures. One is by Surgeon Captain P. D. G. Pugh and called The History of the Royal Naval Hospital, Plymouth, written in 1972 (he rose to the rank of Surgeon Rear-Admiral and, in 1975, was appointed honorary surgeon to the Queen), and the other called Up the Creek by Graham Evans, who also served in the navy and wrote a fascinating book about the site both historically and as it transitioned into civilian use.


As for the care the seamen received prior to the hospital being built . . . well, it would likely make you squirm to think of it today. The lofts the sick lay in ‘reeked with the odours of mortification and animals roamed the streets as if it were a straggling farmyard’ and there was little in the way of actual nursing.


The building of the hospital came a few years after the one at Portsmouth (RNH Haslar), so lessons could be learned, and the eventual design was deemed of novel construction. Built on a 10-hectare (100,000-square metre) piece of land adjacent to Stonehouse Creek, a stone’s throw from the sea, it’s one of the first examples of a hospital built as a series of blocks, with a limited number of sick in each, and the blocks linked by a covered, open colonnade to help suppress the spread of infection and diseases. This style foreshadowed the pavilion style of hospital, which was to be made popular by Florence Nightingale a century later. There were 10 blocks (alas some were lost to bombing during the Second World War, during which over 40 bombs were dropped on the hospital site), that could house 1,200 sick and injured.


There’s an incredible amount of history around the hospital site that I’ll touch on as we go through the story of Admirals’ renovation, but I think my favourite (being the simple creature that I am) is that the sick and injured were actually brought into the hospital by boat, coming from the sea and up Stonehouse Creek to a jetty just outside what is now my garden. The creek is now filled in and is playing fields, but, at the time, apparently it smelled pretty hideous so was known locally as ‘Shit Creek’. With medicine not being quite what it is today, if you were too unwell to row the boat, your outlook probably didn’t look too good and it’s here the phrase ‘up shit’s creek without a paddle’ comes from.







THE ROYAL NAVAL HOSPITAL, STONEHOUSE, PLYMOUTH
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Admirals House itself was built later, in 1804(ish), for Captain Richard Creyke, under his own instructions, by the architect Daniel Alexander Asher, notable for the early development of London Docks and, most famously, HMP Dartmoor, built around the same time as Admirals and still in use today.


Captain Creyke was appointed as governor of the hospital in 1795. Before then, the most senior officers on the site were the medical officers – who supposedly did a very poor job of running the place, despite being medically very proficient for the time. While there were nurses of a fashion, they were so lowly paid, and completely untrained, that it’s said they left a trail of mischief behind them and were known for bringing in booze for the men and helping them to escape. Apparently, they would also steal the property of the dead and dying and were not above resorting to the world’s oldest profession for an extra coin or two …


One fateful day, upon which a sailor fell from some rigging on a ship and needed urgent medical attention having suffered serious injury, when he arrived at the hospital, not only were there no doctors to treat him, there wasn’t even anyone on the gates to permit access. The sailor died of his injuries and an inquest was launched.


It turned out that the medical officers weren’t really as disciplined as the navy might have expected and were off doing paid, private work instead of attending to their duties. After a board of inquiry was appointed which determined that a governor was to be taken from the list of captains in the navy, who knew the behaviour and habits of the seamen and could appoint proper, naval discipline, it was decided that Captain Creyke was the man for the job. On 16 July 1795, he went before King George III and was given the role.


Captain Creyke was described as an upright man of tremendous vigour (he was forty-nine years of age at this point, at a time when the average life expectancy of a man was around forty). Strict and God-fearing but humane and kind, he remained the governor until his death aged eighty, thirty-one years later, guiding the hospital through the challenging period of the Napoleonic Wars. It’s said he only once missed Sunday service in his whole time here and, on his first Saturday in office, made Sunday service attendance mandatory for his senior officers. A month later he banned all private practice by any naval doctors on the site.


It’s worth remembering too that we were at war with the French at the time and life was hard. Creyke kept a diligent and detailed diary of which there are records, though, alas, only the first four years of his time at the hospital are known to still exist.


One excerpt, dated 11 December 1797, reads:


On the request of the Port Admiral, gave directions that two coffins shall be sent tomorrow morning to receive the bodies of the two mutineers of the Saturn, who are to be executed on board the Marlborough in Plymouth Sound.


Note, too, that this is the era of the press gang, and also the malingerer. The navy would both recruit by force and also take criminals and prisoners who would serve in the navy in lieu of their sentence (they’d likely have had a better time of it in the gaols!). To this end, the hospital site was built with an 18-foot (5.5-metre) stone wall around its perimeter which still stands to this day, not to keep people out but rather to keep others in.


Creyke wrote on 23 September 1795:


Two seamen escaped over the wall by means of a ladder left carelessly unlocked up. One of them is since taken in Plymouth, stealing in a shop.


On the 3 February 1796 he also wrote:


Report of the death of a patient who cut his throat in his bed this morning.


Prior to the building of Admirals in 1804, the only senior officers’ accommodation was a row of four very fine terraced houses. Creyke, it seems, deemed himself worthy of something bigger and had Admirals built for himself, and a visually very similar block built opposite that became the officers’ mess and accommodation for junior officers.
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SIR HENRY F NORBURY, INSPECTOR GENERAL OF THE HOSPITAL IN 1895 AND THE 25TH RESIDENT OF ADMIRALS HOUSE, LOOKING RESPLENDENT AT THE BOTTOM OF THE STEPS THAT LEAD FROM THE ROOF TERRACE INTO THE GARDEN, AND YOURS TRULY LOOKING LIKE A WALLY RECREATING THE PICTURE 125 YEARS LATER. ON THE RIGHT IS CAPTAIN RICHARD CREYKE (1746–1826) FOR WHOM ADMIRALS WAS BUILT.









It’s worth remembering that Creyke would have been a very wealthy man for the time. In 1808 his annual salary was recorded as being £800, on top of which he had staff, the house and an allowance for running the household, for things like fuel, candles and food. Records show that, in comparison, the butcher employed at the hospital was paid £25 for the same period!


The Royal Naval Hospital would certainly have been a busy site. In the 15 years from January 1800, 48,452 seamen and marines were received at the hospital, and a great proportion of them returned to effective service compared to the days prior to the hospital’s construction.


This busyness might explain why Captain Creyke deemed he deserved quite such a grand house, and household staff – not to mention it would have once been widely used for formal dinners and occasions, as goes with the role of governor of the hospital. To this end, throughout the entire 191-year history of Admirals prior to its private ownership, the officer in residence had at his disposal a private, full-time chef who would cater not only for him (for it was always a ‘him’) and his family, but also provide lavish suppers for the parties that were regularly thrown. And it is one of the greatest honours of my time here so far at Admirals House that I was fortunate enough to meet Albert, who served a succession of Admirals’ inhabitants for the final thirty years of its naval tenure.






Meeting Albert


An September 2021, I was hand-delivered the most incredible letter, from a wonderful woman called Anne who had been running a group for men living with the challenges of Alzheimer’s. In doing so, she became friends with Albert who, then in his eighties, was full of stories from his twenty-six years in the Royal Navy, followed by a further forty-ish serving as the personal chef here at Admirals House. Slowly, Anne realised it was this Admirals House he had been talking about, and the letter included a photo of Albert, in the house itself, shaking hands with Surgeon Vice-Admiral Anthony Revell in front of one of the fireplaces here.


Well, I was absolutely elated and we arranged for Albert, Anne and Albert’s daughters, Carolyn and Lindy, to come for afternoon tea here. They were still keen to visit despite the chaos at the time – I was very much knee-deep in renovations. We had the most wonderful afternoon and they were kind enough to bring lots and lots of photographs, not only of Albert cooking in the little kitchen here, but of his wife, Pamela, who also worked as the housekeeper for a time and of Carolyn and Lindy playing in the house and garden, as they would often do whenever the resident officer was away. I’ve shared some of the pictures here.


Albert would often find himself cooking formal dinners for sixteen, which is remarkable given Admirals had such a tiny kitchen, and I think it speaks of the playfulness of his character that there are pictures of him ‘borrowing’ the officer’s uniform one day for photos in the garden.


While his memories were a little jumbled, Albert was able to tell some wonderful stories of the house and its inhabitants, and spoke very fondly of his time here, despite working six days a week. Even Christmas dinner was cooked by him in the morning, before he headed home after the main course was served to be with his family, leaving clear instructions on how to prepare pudding.


He told me of going shopping, usually with ‘the lady of the house’ who would decide what they wanted that week, to pick up provisions. He was also responsible for keeping the wine cellar stocked and would have to decant gallon containers of spirits into smaller bottles (occasionally taking a nip to ‘test’ whether it was any good or not!).


Albert spoke very highly of (almost!) all the officers, and indeed an Admiral Howson and his wife became godparents to Carolyn and Lindy, and remembered picking mulberries from the ancient tree in the garden.


He was certainly a little dismayed at the state of the garden (frankly, who could blame him?), but it was such a joy to meet them all, hear their stories and give Albert a bit of time back in his old ‘office’. They also gave me a treasured gift – a plate Albert had kept hold of, from the formal chinaware used in the house, which was very kind indeed.


The room he used as the kitchen, which was still the kitchen at the time I bought the house and which will one day become a utility/laundry/boot room, will always be known as Albert’s while I’m at the helm of the old girl. I trust he’ll approve of the work I do in there, once I get around to it.
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The whole surrounding space is now known as ‘The Millfields’ and it’s a conservation area so it’s all protected, and much of it is listed.






Admirals House Now



It’s remarkable that the Royal Naval Hospital remained so for the navy (and many locals too) right up until 1995, when they sold the whole site to individual private buyers. The officers’ accommodation has all remained residential, the old wards are primarily now apartments with some business use too, and there’s even a school on site. The whole place is now known as ‘The Millfields’ and it’s a conservation area so it’s all protected, and much of it is listed (Admirals is Grade II listed). It all looks remarkably like it would have done 200 years ago, with very little change.


The original building of which Admirals is now a part has been split, with the right-hand third of it, as you’re looking at it, a completely separate home. (Though it’s very hard to find any solid evidence of when this was done, it must have been a very long time ago – my guess is the early 1800s after the death of Captain Creyke.) So, the Admirals I own is actually only two-thirds of the original building.


The building would have been a very large property as one. Even split, Admirals is now across 5 floors, with 8,200 square feet (762 square metres) of accommodation and 30(ish) rooms, including staff quarters in the attic. There are around 100 internal doors, 60 windows, 17 fireplaces and a lifetime’s worth of restoration required.


The navy were not always, shall we say, the most sympathetic of owners, though, thankfully, unlike some of the other houses here that had been used as offices and for other uses and therefore boshed about a bit, Admirals has always been someone’s home.


Of course, in the military, a home is not quite the same as it is for anyone else. Between 1826 and 1972, there were no fewer than 52 different heads of the hospital, all of whom would have lived here. That’s an average of two years and nine months of residence … so it wouldn’t have had quite the same TLC as it would have if someone had owned and loved it. Given the very significant layers of paint on everything, it feels as though every time there was a new officer in charge, a team would steam through the whole house, slapping a layer of paint (badly) on everything to give it a ‘freshen’ up (a neighbour, who was also in the navy, did say to me that the navy’s approach was along the lines of, ‘If it moves, shoot it; if it doesn’t, paint it’, which certainly seems fitting here!).


All in all, Admirals was in a very sorry state.


 


 


As changes were made to modernise the house, little thought was given to the character or architecture – a brilliant example of which was a radiator, likely installed in the 1960s, that had been positioned directly in front of a beautiful, original fireplace. This would have been bad enough, but in order to fix the radiator to the wall, they simply drilled straight into the marble surround. For someone like me, keen on preserving the history of buildings, this is hard to fathom, but I guess it is understandable given the nature and use of the house. Of course, the person doing it may have not known it was gorgeous Carrara marble, as, just like everything else, most of the fireplaces had been painted in countless layers of beige gloss paint.


When I first bought her, Admirals was in a pretty bad way (there is, as always, a silver lining as had she been in good condition, there’s certainly no way I could have ever afforded her); very little had been done in the way of maintenance since the building had transferred into private ownership. One of the most significant causes of water damage was a simple blocked gutter from a birds’ nest and, within ten minutes of getting the keys, I’d been out one of the loft windows and onto the roof. It was a bit of a reach, but I was able to clear it – this alone, had it been done years before, would have saved countless damage. Another leak was from a cracked shower tray on the top floor that had remained unfixed for years and the back door to the house was actually off its hinges and propped up in the garden for some mysterious reason, which certainly didn’t help matters with a cold gale running through the house and was, shall we say, an interesting security risk.


The first thing I did when I moved in was run around to check whether the aforementioned ‘stuff’ had gone … it was my biggest worry – it would have cost untold thousands to remove it all myself, so I’d made it very, very clear that, if it wasn’t gone, I would have to pursue things legally. Thankfully, nearly everything was indeed cleared – even the straggly roses planted amongst the weeds in the back garden had been ripped out.


There were, though, fire extinguishers, left over from the navy’s ownership, dotted about the place and, in parts of the house, there were still laminated signs from the 1980s stuck to the walls with instructions of what to do in case of a fire, untouched since the navy’s departure twenty-five years previously.


A friend who saw me the afternoon that I got the keys hadn’t ever seen my usual unflappable demeanour be quite so rocked as it was that first day I moved in. I think it was the smell more than anything – it’s hard to describe, but all I can really say is that you should be grateful some of the pictures in this book aren’t of the ‘scratch-and-sniff’ variety.
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