
Homes

GRAND
..WHAT

We saw them being 
built on TV’s Grand 
Designs, but what is  
it like to live in 
those dream homes, 
and what are the 
 financial pitfalls? 
Here we find out...

Castle,  
N Yorks

Restored: 2004 to 2006. Now: family home & B&B
www.peelcastle.co.uk

back the stranger little 
by little.“We went through som
tough times but I’m glad we wen
ahead,” says  Robert. 

Original budget: £400,000

Total spend: £500,000

ROBERT’S TIP: “You may only get th
chance to do it once, so go for it design
wise.  Property prices will always ris

eventually so as long as you have 
10-year plan on any self-build projec
you will never lose.”
KEVIN’S VERDICT: “I didn’t think I’d
ever get to see this building finished
I’m so excited that it is... and no

only because I rather fancy
coming here to stay.”

only a miracle could 
 provide the cash  injection to stop their 
home  being repossessed. 

Amazingly, they got one. Robert says: 
“After the show aired we got an email 
from a lady who  offered to lend us the 
 money.” 

The £400,000 loan allowed them to 
 finish the project, which  includes a big 
open-plan lounge, kitchen and diner 
on the left hand side, plus three 
bedrooms and a  bathroom. 

An enormous slate wall 
 separates their family home 
from what is now a B&B, run 
full-time by Milla, 40.  With 
the money they make, 
they have agreed to pay 

WHEN Robert and Milla  Gaukroger 
bought an ugly house for £600,000 
in 2008, they dreamt of building 
a home worthy of its  magnificent 
surroundings. 

With an unobstructed view of Lake 
 Windermere, designer Robert didn’t 
struggle for inspiration. Money was 
another matter though.

“We had the money but it was tied 
up in other properties and we were 
struggling to sell,” he says. 

“I’d already built the foundations and 
bought a timber frame. The planning 
permission was sorted so we had to 
find a way to do it.” 

They did everything as cheaply as 
poss ib le ,  recyc l ing  wherever 
 possible. 

“The original roof was made of local 
slate so we reused those,” says Robert, 
43. “All the old timber was  reused and 
new timber was  locally sourced. All the 
concrete got crushed and put into the 
new foundations.”

They had intended one wing to be 
used by their children, Maya, 10, and 
Joe, 12, as they grew up. 

But the money ran out, work ground 
to a halt and the family moved into  
the only finished room with no hot 
water and just a wood-burning stove 
for heat. 

Yet Robert remained chipper: “Living 
in the studio was really nice. It was like 
glamorous camping.”

Their bank, however, had a different 
 attitude, and in  autumn 2010 it seemed 

says Francis. “I 
felt that I’d bitt
than I could ch

“My calcula
accurate, the p
I hadn’t got t

went ahead anyw
I’d figure it out later.”

The couple remortgaged fo
£350,000, and when they move
they hit upon the idea of ope
the castle’s eight bedrooms as g

medieval spine wall 
but it collapsed during building, costing 
them an extra £150,000. “We’d gone way 
over budget and it was always at the back 
of my mind that we might have to sell it,” 

FRANCIS Shaw first fell in love with 
Hellifield Peel Castle as a teenager 
when visiting Settle in North Yorkshire 
with his parents. 

Some 30 years later, in 2004, he 
found it on the English Heritage 
 Buildings At Risk register. 

He and his wife Karen, 45, jumped at 
the chance to buy it. The crumbling 14th 
Century castle cost £165,000, and  rebuilding 
it wasn’t easy.

“At-risk buildings are even more  protected 
than listed buildings,” says Francis, 48. “You 
have to have keep  English 
Heritage informed every 
step of the way.”

English Heritage had 
the power to put the 
kibosh on anything they 
didn’t like. Luckily, 
 Francis’s  designs were 
 accepted.  

Stonemasons patched 
up the external walls 
and rebuilt the  parapets. 
Inside they  rebuilt the 
walls, partly in stone, 
par t ly  in  modern 
 cement blocks.

“Parts of it date back 
to the 11th Century, 
but the building first 
became a house around the 1600s,” says 
Francis. “We agreed that the interior would 
be Elizabethan style. It’s very traditional 
with wooden beams.”

The couple hoped to keep the original 

TOP10
I     London

With the Olympics and the Queen’s Jubilee 
lighting up London this year, it’s time to get 
patriotic with these cute iconic buys...

Framed print £29.99 
 (www.tch.net, 0845  

130 8229)

 London transport   
bookends £18  

 (www.hirstandhirst.co.uk, 
01572 723800)

London bus cushion   
 £14.99 (www.mollieandfred.

co.uk, 01305 236323)

Yukari Sweeney   
coasters £7.50 for 4 

 (www.debenhams.
com, 0844 561 6161)

London taxi   
plant pot £9.99 

 (giftshop.bhf.org.uk, 
0845 246 4050)

I love London   
lunch box  

£4.95 (www.
dotcomgiftshop.

com, 020 8746 2473)

London clock   £54.95 
 (www.hunkydoryhome.co.

uk, 0191 6454004)

London   
display unit 
with light 
 £149 (www.
woolworths.
co.uk, 0844 

822 1010)

By SHARON 
VAN GEUNS

Destination taxi   £4.99 
 (www.hornby.com)

Salt and   
pepper set £8 

 (www.hunky 
doryhome.co.uk, 

0191 6454004)

Dome 
House, Lake 

District Built: 2008 to 2011. Now: family home & B&Bwww.domehouselake district.co.uk

ish 
ry 

ad
he 
ey 
y,

re 

d 
s

s. 
e 
, 

n

k 

und the 1600s ” says

13
12

D DESIGNS
T HAPPENED NEXT?

e  
nt 

e 
n-
e 
a 
ct 

’d 
d. 
ot 
y 

lowing year. Richard says: “The kids ride their 
bikes up and down the corridor, and we play 
skittles down there. Oscar even learnt to use 
his scooter there. We  absolutely love it. It still 
inspires me every day.”

Original budget:...£350,000

Total spend:..........£445,000

RICHARD’S TIP: “Find the right builder. I paid 
to do a few workshops with mine so I was 
able to see that he really knew his stuff and 
was passionate about eco builds. Take time 
to find someone on your wavelength.”
KEVIN’S VERDICT: “Richard has produced a 
beautiful house. It is creative but it is also 
risk-taking and ground-breaking. It is an 
 architectural first in this country.”

compartmentalised 
living space with a 
20-metre corridor 
stretching from one 
end to the other. 

Not only does it 
look good, it’s also 
starting to earn its 
keep. The couple get 
£500 a year from a 
g o v e r n m e n t  e c o 
 incentive and sell their 

excess  electricity back to the national grid for 
£1,800 a year. 

The family finally moved in in  February 
2009 and Verity, now two, was born the fol-

FOR architect Richard Hawkes it wasn’t enough 
to build a solar-powered, heat-recycling, 
 electricity-generating power house... it also 
had to be gravity-defying.

“I wanted people to look at it and think it 
was a great building as well as being an eco 
home,” says Richard, 38. 

“I came up with the idea of an arch which 
is completely unsupported but stays up thanks 
to the pressure of the tiles that form it. It’s a 
14th Century building  technique but it’s 
never been done before in the UK.”

Richard, 38, and his wife Sophie, a 
 financial consultant, bought the plot 
of land in Staplehurst, Kent, for 
£353,000 in 2006, and moved into a 
caravan on the site in 2007. 

Their son Oscar, four, was born in 
May 2008. Living in a caravan on a 
building site with a newborn baby  
isn’t most people’s idea of fun but 
 Richard and Sophie, also 38,  thoroughly 
enjoyed it.

“We lived in the caravan for 18 
months,” says Richard. “We wouldn’t 
want to do it every winter but our 
 overriding memories are that it was 
a great time.”

The house requires no central 
heating. Instead warmth is  generated 
by solar thermal panels on the roof 
and by the sun  shining through its 
triple-glazed  windows. A heat-re-
covery system  extracts stale air, mixes it with 
fresh air and pumps it back into the house. 

But the arch, built from 26,000 clay tiles, is 
the property’s defining feature. Inside the 
airtight house is a mixture of open-plan and 

Karen now runs the castle 
as a B&B with help at the 
we e k e n d s  f r o m  t h e i r 
 children,  Harriet, 16 and 
Morgan, 14.

“Kevin came back to stay 
with us so we’ve got a Kevin 
McCloud room and a Kevin 
McCloud bed,” says Francis. 
“ T h a t ’s  p r o v e d  v e r y 
 popular.” 

Despite being a family 
business, the castle hasn’t 
lost any of its magic.

Franc i s  adds :  “Over 
 Christmas we close the whole 
B&B down and fill it with 
 family and friends, it ’s 
 lovely. 

“I really do feel honoured 
to live somewhere like 
this.”
Original budget: £400,000

Total spend: £750,000

FRANCIS’S TIP: “Be aware 
you can’t borrow like you used to. Back 
then, the banks just kept offering to lend 
us more, but in the current economic 
 situation that wouldn’t happen. You’d be 
bankrupted and you wouldn’t be able to 
finish.”
KEVIN’S VERDICT: “Every building project 
is a journey but this one has been an epic 
saga... a quest! Karen and Francis fought 
their battles and returned victorious, no 
one deserves to live in a castle more than 
they do.”
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Arch Eco House, KentBuilt: 2007 to 2009 Now:  family home

SEE models of these projects and more 
in the Nano Village sponsored by  

VELUX at Grand Designs Live London, 
sponsored by Direct Line, May 5-13 2012, 
ExCel Centre. For info and tickets, go to 

www.granddesignslive.com

My home is my 
castle... the Shaw 

family abode

Unique... the first home in the UK to have been 
created using an “arch” building technique

By FRANCESCA COOKNEY
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Money pit... but a stranger   
 allowed the Gaukrogers to 

fulfill their dream


