A VIEW TO THRILL
When Kate Winterson decided on her new home, she hadn’t even seen
inside. One look at the glorious view was all it took…
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THE OWNERS
Kate and James Winterson and their two daughters

Their home

A converted oast house with four bedrooms, a kitchen/diner, sitting room, study,
and boot room plus three acres of land and an orchard

Purchased
March 2012

Location

Near Sevenoaks

If you would like to show our readers your beautiful home, contact editorial@badbettymedia.co.uk

Kate and James Winterson have spent the last few months
enjoying their dream home, a converted oast house
surrounded by beautiful countryside near Sevenoaks.
“James and I had lived in the Middle East for a couple of
years,” says Kate. “Our home was on a compound surrounded
by high walls, which I found quite claustrophobic. When we
came back to the UK, we moved into a townhouse in the
middle of Tunbridge Wells with properties on either side
and behind. I longed to have some space around me, and
country views.”
When they began looking for a new family home, Kate and
James originally rejected the oast because on paper it looked
too small. Then a friend emailed Kate the details and urged
her to look at it because it was in such a lovely position.
“So I went along – and that was it,” says Kate. “I didn’t even
go inside initially. I just stood on the terrace, looked at the
view and thought, this is definitely it.
“We looked around inside and knew we’d have to spend quite
a lot of money and time on it because the whole house
needed work, not least because it was upside down. The
lounge was upstairs and the bedrooms downstairs, which
just didn’t work as a family home. Some people have a lounge
upstairs to take advantage of the views, but there weren’t
any big windows as the room was in the barn part
of the oast.”
The couple lived in the house for a year, getting a feel for
it and planning what they wanted to do. They then got the
architects on board, organised all the permissions and, most
importantly, chose their builder, Lee Fletcher, after looking
at a couple of properties he’d worked on nearby.
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Says Kate: “I really liked Lee from the start. I got on with him
straight away and the main thing for me was that he was
prepared to be flexible on the whole project and walk me
through it. I know nothing about building and I didn’t want
to be patronised; I knew I could work with him.
“I spoke to one couple that he’d done work for and they
sang his praises, saying he’s a really honest, genuine guy.
I liked him as well because he isn’t your typical builder. He
wasn’t pushy in any way, just really mild mannered, quietly
spoken, a man of few words. As in a lot of these cases, you
go by your instincts and mine was right. He proved to be
an absolute gem.”

The extension at the end of the kitchen floods the room with light

The project was a huge one as pretty much everything
needed doing, including a lot of structural work. An
extension was built to enlarge the kitchen and give it huge
windows to take advantage of the views. Staircases had to be
moved, walls and ceilings taken down, and beams exposed in
the kiln.
Says Kate: “We moved out for six months and rented a house
nearby so we could keep an eye on the work. I’d spent so long
thinking about it I was expecting there to be problems – so
much so that when the work started, I found myself
waiting for something to go wrong. But it didn’t. Of course,
there were hitches along the way, but nothing major.
“That’s the other thing that was brilliant about Lee: he was
so flexible. He would never say no to anything. If he didn’t
think something would work, he would suggest alternatives.
He was always proactive in coming up with a solution to
a problem.
“By and large, it went really smoothly. The fact that we
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The kitchen is Kate’s favourite room
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The woodburner on a floating shelf is a
feature of the sitting room
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Jura limestone has been used on the walls in Kate and James’ en-suite bathroom

Quirky flamingo wallpaper
in the loo

Wood is a feature of the property

weren’t living in the house was partly the reason. Everyone
could get on with their jobs without having to work around
us. I’m hyper-organised anyway. I had everything lined up
that needed to be lined up in advance, and Lee is very
organised, too. In fact, it went so well that we actually
stuck to the schedule.
“We came in on time, but not on budget. It cost a lot more
than we’d expected but that’s because we kept changing the
goalposts. Ultimately, we kept in mind that this is the house
we want to live in while our children grow up. To me, the
kitchen is the most important room in the house, and we
spent a fortune on it, but it’s worth every penny. Of course, I
could have got cheaper units and they would have been fine
for a few years but then we’d have had to do it all over again.”
When it came to decorating, Kate chose neutral shades, with
splashes of colour in the soft furnishings and wallpaper.
She says: “The interior design started with the kitchen. I knew
I wanted grey units and a dark grey island in the middle, and
the timber-framed extension was the perfect place for the
dining table. I wanted the rest of the house to harmonise
with the kitchen, and one of the hardest things was getting
everything to flow and blend. Keeping the walls fairly neutral
allowed me to be a bit more daring with fabrics, and
wallpaper here and there.
“So I’ve added bright cushions and curtains, and in the
downstairs loo I’ve got wallpaper with flamingoes all over it!
The overall style isn’t wild and wacky; I like to think it’s classic
and sophisticated, and a bit quirky here and there.

56

LOV E YOUR HOME

“I wanted to stay true to the character and history of the
building, to capture its essence. That’s why we didn’t go mad
with anything too contemporary. We haven’t taken away
anything that was there; quite the opposite. We’ve exposed
beams and features that had been covered up for years. In
a nod to the fact that it was a working building, we’ve got
a couple of industrial features: upstairs, there’s a galleried
balcony with plate glass held in place by black metal braces,
and the mezzanine in my elder daughter’s bedroom has the
same feature. I’ve also had a couple of photos of the house in
the 1900s, when it was a working oast, blown up and put on
the wall.”

The glass-fronted mezzanine in their elder daughter’s bedroom

Kate has used unusual wallpaper to add character to the rooms

Kate ensured a feeling of continuity throughout the house

Original features, like the latched doors, have been retained

So after all the dreaming and planning, is the house exactly
as Kate and James imagined? “I think so, I really do,” says
Kate. “The only room I’m not 100% sure about is our en-suite
bathroom. I really don’t know why as it’s got the roll-top bath,
huge walk-in shower, beautiful Jura limestone walls and floor,
and the double sink with swan legs that I wanted. I’m thinking
it’s still a work in progress as I need to add more colour and
soft furnishings to make it feel warmer and less stark. But
everywhere else I just love.
“The other room I wasn’t convinced about at first was the
lounge. A friend suggested we created a floating shelf and
put the woodburner on top with the flue exposed. It sounded
great, but when Lee had built it, I walked into the room and
there was just this shelf with a dirty old woodburner on
it. The room was bare, no carpet, no furniture, no fabric. I
thought it looked awful. In fact, it’s now my favourite room
after the kitchen!”
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