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If only these walls could talk
Echoes of political intrigue, military secrets and eccentricity live on inside our homes. Max Davidson goes on a voyage of discovery
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LUXURY LIVING

Go for basement
over penthouse

FOR SALE
DIG FOR VIC TORY
Berkshire
Wokingham

Moor Green Farm,
Finchampstead, is a sixbedroom Georgian-style
property set in five acres
with the “coolest man
cave” basement – featuring
cinema room, bar, pool
table and gym – that
its agent has ever seen.
There’s also a 37ft kitchen.

Property of the week
Cornish hideaway in Daphne
du Maurier country

Guide Price: £4.350m
Agent: Strutt & Parker Country
(020 7629 7282;
struttandparker.com)

A new luxury development makes the lower-ground
floor the height of sophistication, writes Zoe Dare Hall

Cheshire
Mottram
St Andrew

A

s the luxury
penthouses
in London’s
glitziest new
residential
schemes
send prices
into the
stratosphere,
the chasm between those who live
like kings of the castle at the top and
the residents deep down below has
never seemed greater.
Basements have never been the
height of popularity. They’re the unit
that agents will never show you, the
only flat you could afford when you
were sharing as students or getting
on the property ladder as a young
professional. At their worst – which
many are – they’re dark and dingy,
with views of brick walls or the
ankles of passers-by.
The traditional upstairsdownstairs divide is turned on its
head, however, at Knights House
in London’s Knightsbridge, which
boasts three apartments in a newbuild, four-floor town house.
The three-bedroom penthouse,
with 2,265sq ft of living space and
rooftop terraces with views and “al
fresco dining space for 10”, is on sale
for £8.95 million. In the middle, the
two-bedroom first-floor apartment,
at 1,601sq ft, is £5.95 million.
But the three-bedroom basement
apartment is on the market for
£13.25 million. It covers 4,451sq ft of
the ground and lower-ground floors
and includes a screening room and
wine cellar, two outdoor terraces and
a garage. You may not get the city
views, but light wells, living walls
and floor-to-ceiling windows, where

O

Moat House offers five
bedrooms and five
bathrooms in five acres
of landscaped garden
– although with an indooroutdoor pool, and a gym,
steam room, jacuzzi, wine
cellar and media room in
the basement, who would
notice the grounds?
Guide Price: £2.395m
Agent: Jackson-Stops & Staff,
Wilmslow (01625 540340;
Jackson-stops.co.uk)

Norfolk
Norwich

Dig deep: the
basement
apartment built by
BTL Property with
offices in Fulham
and Wandsworth,
above

the ceilings are up to 10ft high, bring
in natural light and a sense of the
outdoors.
“It is quite simply the most
magnificent apartment in the
development,” says Alex Michelin,
co-founder of Finchatton, the
design and development company
behind Knights House. “This is
the first time we’ve launched an
apartment at ground and lowerground levels which has been the
most desirable apartment in the
building.”
The drawing room’s proportions,
along with the high ceilings and
the property’s width are more
befitting a £25 million town house
than a Knightsbridge apartment,
says Michelin, and the property is a
showcase for bespoke craftsmanship,
from the marble in the master
bedroom to the curve of the custommade staircase.
Light floods in to the open-plan
reception room through architectural
glass roof lights and a frameless sliding

Tardis-like, No 127 Thorpe
Road is set over three
split levels, with three
bedrooms on the top two
floors and a cellar dug into
the basement to create
a lower sitting room.
There’s only one bathroom
though, two and a bit
floors up, so you’ll be fit.
Guide Price: £295,000
Agent: Jackson-Stops & Staff,
Norwich (01603 612333;
jackson-stops.co.uk)

door system that opens on to one of the
terraces.
Due to London’s restrictive planning
laws it is becoming more difficult to
add space or floors to the tops of
buildings, so making the most of the
basement is the solution for many
developers and home owners wanting
to expand.
“Londoners have no real option
but to create good basement spaces.
We feel good design can overcome
all the traditional downsides of lower
ground floor living and can provide
immense potential to add value
to a scheme that might otherwise

be an unattractive development
proposition,” says Michelin, who has
recently completed a basement home
in Eaton Square, in Belgravia, that
offers another benefit of these type of
flats: sole access to the rear garden.
“Some buyers also prefer a private
entrance, which many basement
apartments offer. In summer, these
units are also typically cooler than
units above ground,” he says.
A further benefit, says Simon Deen,
at Aston Chase, is that ground and
lower-ground floor flats lose no space
on the lower floor to communal areas.
He is selling a basement with five

Going further
underground: light
wells, living walls
and 10ft-high floor
to ceiling windows
flood the Knights
House basement
with light

bedrooms, high ceilings and a private
120ft garden in Hamilton Terrace, St
John’s Wood, for £5.25 million. Like
Knights House, St James House, a
Grade II listed building overlooking
the gates to St James’s Palace, places its
biggest, showpiece residence on the
bottom.
The eight apartments, which Strutt
& Parker is due to start marketing
next spring with prices from around
£20 million, include the 10,300sq ft
triplex residence on the first, ground
and two lower-ground floors, with four
bedrooms and higher ceilings than any
other property in the building.

While period redevelopments
can go to town with the ornate
features, new developments optimise
subterranean space for very modern
lifestyle luxuries.
In the 1826 – the former Bromley
Arms pub in Fitzrovia, now turned
into four apartments – the groundfloor duplex flat comes with a cinema
room and vaulted indoor spa.
“One of the first things people say
in their property search is ‘no ground
and lower-ground floor flats’. They
have it in mind that flats at this level
will be dark and dreary, but I beg to
differ,” says Shaun Macnamara, head

of West End sales at CBRE Residential,
which is marketing this basement flat
for £2.85 million.
“This was often the case when
botch-job conversions were made
to period houses, but as residential
square footage now commands such
a premium, these unloved spaces are
experiencing a change in reputation.”
Basement flats will also offer the
best value for money. Savills finds that
lower-ground and ground floor flats
are the least expensive in prime
London, with the square foot price
13.8 per cent and 14.5 per cent lower
than the average, respectively.

‘Londoners have
no option but to
create good
basement spaces’

The basement conversion is not just
to be found in super-luxury schemes
in central London. “We are doing them
as far south as Balham,” says builder
Billy Heyman, of BTL Property.
But they don’t suit all homes
and there are many challenges, he
explains. “The biggest issue is water. If
you dig down and hit the water table
it becomes very expensive, as you
have to pump the water out during
excavation – and continue doing so
once the basement is finished. If you
are next to a river or there’s a natural
spring underneath your mews, forget
it.”

An underground stream is not the
only nasty surprise you might unearth.
“We found a Victorian rubbish tip
once, where a butcher had discarded
animal bones, and graveyards are
another problem, especially in
London.”
Falling out with the neighbours is
on the cards too should you happen
to have a “super-sewer junction”
under your house. “You will need to
seek permission to close hundreds
of streets.” Despite this basements
are becoming more popular. “We are
doing 25pc more this year than last,”
he says.

n the edge of heatherstrewn Bodmin Moor, in the
pretty hamlet of Millpool,
this four-bedroom family home
offers an idyllic country retreat
with bags of outdoor space, writes
Eleanor Doughty.
Just half an hour outside Truro,
Cornwall’s cathedral city, the
property stands beside a stream
in 3.4 acres of grounds, with
landscaped gardens, a small lake
and its own woodland. There’s even
a separate two-bedroom annexe,
ideal for guests or holiday lets.
Inside the main house, there’s a
large lounge with a stone fireplace
and windows with views in three
directions, and French doors
opening into a large conservatory
overlooking the gardens.
The family kitchen leads into a
dining room with yet more views
over the garden.
Upstairs, the master bedroom has
a big en suite bathroom, a second
bedroom with its own washroom,
plus a family bathroom, cloakroom
and a study.
Outside, steps lead from the
lawn to footpaths that criss-cross
through the woodland, and a
nearby public bridleway gives
access to the lower reaches of
Bodmin Moor.
Beside the lake, there’s a
timber-decked area perfect for
entertaining and a small summer
house, plus plenty of room for a
hot tub. A further outbuilding
with two rooms might be used as
a workshop, with additional space
for a games room or gym.
The property is approached via
a substantial drive with garage
parking for three cars.
Just an hour from Exeter, this
property makes for comfortable
West Country living, and is on the
market with Fine and Country for
£675,000 (fineandcountry.com).

