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The new English 
country house

Increasingly, flexible lifestyles are creating  
a fresh type of English country house that is  

a hybrid of home and office, with plenty of guest 
accommodation. Arabella Youens asks leading 

experts about the changing nature of the  
far-flung rural idyll 

A new-build house in the Cotswolds by 
McClean Quinlan (01962 842520; www.
mcleanquinlan.com) was designed to 
include elements built to the same site 
and proportions, as well as stones, of the 
original dilapidated barn structures

F OR many people living in the 
country, the opportunity to work 
from home requires a radical  
re-think of the way they use space. 

The result is that many country houses are 
evolving rapidly; outbuildings, in particular, 
provide flexible additional space for offices, 
accommodation and gyms. With broadband 
creating the possibility of living in remote 
areas, there is also a greater focus on guest 
accommodation and space for large-scale 
entertaining. For many, this new-found free-
dom is providing exciting chances to create 
the perfect rural idyll.          

The architect  
Ross Sharpe, Yiangou
Work There are two emerging schools  
of thought on how home offices are best 
achieved. Some people are happy to remain 
in the main house and feel part of the action. 
Other clients want to detach themselves from 
domestic life and set up an office elsewhere. 
Although a converted outbuilding can fit the 
bill, there’s a growing band of clients who 
want their workspace to be in an environment 
that is more architecturally striking. Several 
are used to working in contemporary offices 
and want to bring a flavour of that to the 
countryside; some argue that anything too 
traditional isn’t appropriate or conducive to 
a professional working environment. 

Play For some people moving to the country, 
the dream is to be able to house a collection 
of classic cars in a glass-fronted barn visible 
from their study window. The alternative is 
to go underground, a concept with which many 
Londoners are comfortable. Off this room 
will be further spaces, such as a temperature-
controlled wine room with tasting facilities 
and somewhere to host after-dinner drinks.

Fitness We hear the word ‘wellbeing’ a lot 
and clients will typically want us to include 
a gym in any floorplan. These can be built 
alongside a pool in a separate leisure com-
plex or, failing that, we recommend putting 
them in the basement. The rooms themselves 
are getting bigger as the equipment becomes 
more sophisticated. Steam rooms and saunas 
aren’t uncommon, especially if a client has 
spent time working in the Far East. 
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Friends A new generation of country-house 
owners is reluctant to have friends traipsing 
down draughty corridors to a shared bath-
room in the middle of the night. Entertaining 
guests has become less formal and more 
about comfort, with hotel standards.Catering 
arrangements have changed, too. If the owners 
are likely to entertain large numbers regu-
larly, we’ll often include a display kitchen and, 
behind the scenes, a secondary profession-
al kitchen for staff to use. Weekends with 
friends are about enjoying fine wine, good 
food, country walks and admiring the garden.

The consultant  
Philip Eddell, Savills 
London & Country House 
Consultancy
Work Home-working wasn’t on anyone’s 
radar in 2000, but, now, it means that those 
in search of a country-house idyll are casting 
their net further afield.

Play The so-called ‘Soho House’ effect can 
be felt throughout the top end of the 

country-house market. That can mean any-
thing from having a serious adventure 
playground built or tree house kitted out 
with electricity and, yes, wifi. We still live 
on a mainly wet and windy island, so, 
although swimming pools and tennis courts 
are popular, the advantage of a party barn-
meets-games room is that it provides  
a wet-weather option.

A growing number of clients are thinking 
seriously about their carbon footprint. 
Conversions of outbuildings are now being 
carried out with sustainability at their core:  
adopting a renewable heat source, eschew-
ing plastic, re-using materials, introducing 
natural insulation and decorating with 
chemical-free paints. Another area of increas-
ing interest is for contemporary-style follies 
or art in the garden.

Fitness I do see a fair number of home gyms 
and clients with personal trainers; Madonna 
[a former client] had a whole room dedi-
cated to yoga. But the direction of travel  
is leading more people to their gardens.  
As the amount of rushing around is reduced 
and the time spent at home increases, I expect 

that engagement with garden and gardening 
will grow as a ‘wellness activity’. As a result, 
a smart, but hard-working boot or flower 
room is sometimes higher up the list than  
a home gym these days.

Friends The opportunity to feed friends and 
family with produce from the kitchen garden, 
hens, bees, rare-breed cows—and, in some 
cases, a client’s own wine—is becoming more 
and more popular. Anyone who buys their own 
piece of the countryside these days is often 
thinking more about organic, the provenance 
of food and the natural habitat. The aim for 
many is to leave their little patch of Britain 
in a better way than they found it—and shar-
ing their success with their friends. 

The garden designer 
Graham Lloyd Brunt
Work Anyone relocating to the countryside 
and working from home will typically want 
advice on establishing an office with plenty 
of natural light and a spectacular view. Over 
the past few years, we’ve worked on a num-
ber of projects that encompass offices being 

housed in shepherd’s huts (which have the 
benefit of being transportable) or a summer 
house that can work either as a home office 
or as an artist’s studio.

Play We are putting in more playgrounds for 
children using attractive wooden equipment 
and landscaping around tennis courts is 
becoming more inventive. In order to elon-
gate views, we’re seeing them with dropped 
fences on the long sides of the court or cur-
tain fencing that can be drawn back when 
not in use. Other options include fruit trees 
along the perimeter of the court. Elsewhere, 
hanging seats and sofas are also popular.

Fitness Gardening is one of the best forms 
of exercise and there’s an increased appetite 
for kitchen gardens. I urge caution with the 
design of these, as it’s very easy to get carried 
away with decorative paths and raised beds. 
They might look pretty, but they detract 
from the main function. It’s important to 
ensure beds are protected from wildlife and 
to rotate things around.

Friends We are seeing greenhouses being 
being taken back to the Victorian era when 
they were made up of multiple rooms. The 
main section is being used as an entertaining 
space with a dining table, often beautifully 
lit at night, and flanked with productive or 
cultivating rooms. 

The interior designer 
Emma Sims Hilditch
Work Home offices need careful planning. 
If a couple are going to be working from 

home, is it possible to have one in the house 
and the other working from a garden office? 
Failing that, we have to be clever with the 
interior design. Whatever happens, you need 
to be able to shut the doors at the end of the 
day. If it’s not an actual door, I’ll create a work 
area that can be closed away so there’s no 
temptation to carry on working. 

There are other details we like to see in any 
home office, including a power drawer where 
all the devices go at night and placing sockets 
at desk height to avoid having ugly cables 
trailing on the floor. 

Task lighting is another important ele-
ment, as is the right furniture to protect 
backs. The latter doesn’t mean resorting to 
ugly chairs: lately, we’ve been using dress-
ing tables or antique French console tables, 
which double up as perfect desks.

Play Outbuildings make for excellent party 
barns. They will, more often than not, have 
a cinema area with lots of comfortable seat-
ing, alongside indoor games and a kitchen- 
in-a-cupboard to save traipsing back to the 
main house. Ideally, the layout should be 
flexible, so that furniture can be pushed back 
or removed for dancing. The same goes for 
the lighting: keep everything on a dimmer 
so that you can create different moods. 

Fitness I don’t really understand why any-
one would want a fully fledged gym at home: 
if you’re in the countryside, go for a bike ride 
instead. Clients who are into yoga or medi-
tation do it wherever they find a quiet spot. 

Friends In houses that have outbuildings or 
annexes, the ideal is to create enough space 
for a family to come and stay. Typically, we’ll 
do a bedroom for the adults and then a bunk 
room for the children. We’ve recently 
designed a children’s attic dormitory with  
a dark painted ceiling and starry lights—
with a little kitchen so that the nanny can 
heat bottles for night feeds. 

There is something special about having 
what some term as a ‘best guest room’ and 
these are increasingly taking a leaf out of 
country-house-hotel style with deeply com-
fortable and cossetting four-poster beds,  
a working fireplace, beautiful curtains and 
a rolltop bath by the window to enjoy the 
view. Another trick is to raise the mattress 
of the bed above standard height, so that 
you climb up into bed at night. It gives an 
almost subliminal sense of luxury. People 
want their friends to have an experience that 
they wouldn’t have in their own home. 

The Buying Agent  
Philip Harvey, Property 
Vision
Work Everyone talks about the quality of 
broadband and mobile connection on a first 
viewing these days. It’s really important. Some 
clients will rule an entire area out because 
the availability of broadband is insufficient. 

Play Party barns feature if the circulation 
space around the drawing room is compro-
mised in any way. At this level, the owners 
will typically want to entertain on a large 
and lavish scale. 

Fitness Even if clients don’t play tennis 
regularly, courts are often regarded as flex-
ible play areas, which children and teenagers 
can repurpose into skateboard parks or 
basketball courts. 

Friends The thought of leaving London and, 
with that, an entire friendship group behind 
is often a daunting prospect, so this is an 
aspect that’s being given much more thought 
and consideration than ever before. One guest 
room is no longer sufficient. A two-bedroom 
guest annexe is ideal, but one thing that has 
really taken off recently is having an attic 
full of built-in bunk beds, to sleep as many 
young people as possible. 

The renovation of a Grade II-listed Cotswolds house by Pippa Paton (01865 595470; 
www.pippapatondesign.co.uk) included the creation of this vaulted gym complex

Clean lines: an indoor pool with stonework by the Somerset-based company Artorius Faber (01935 847333; www.artoriusfaber.com) Entertaining guests 
has become less formal 
and more about comfort, 
with hotel standards  


