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The main living area is flooded with light, despite being underground

James Perkins has quite a track record converting country piles, but
he’s really gone to town on this Cotswold folly. By Dominic Lutyens
s you drive into the
grounds of the Round
Tower, set in five acres of
Gloucestershire countryside, the first sight is of a
giant metallic hand lying
on the grass: measuring
18ft from fingertip to
wrist, the two-ton sculpture, by Sophie
Ryder, looks like something out of Gulliver’s Travels.
No sooner have you digested that
than another surreal feature pans into
view: the 44ft-tall, castellated, 18thcentury tower that once served as a
folly and a hunting lodge to Cirencester
Park, the nearby stately home. Behind
the tower is an even greater surprise,
merely hinted at by the glimpse of
some intriguing modern railings nearby: a subterranean house in a sharply
contrasting modernist style, with a
grassy roof, built into the sloping land.
The railings surround an 11ft-deep
cavity gouged out of the ground — now
a private courtyard reached via charcoalgrey stone steps. And, jutting out of

A

the back of the house, there is an outdoor terrace with a starkly geometric,
gunmetal-grey swimming pool.
James Perkins, 40, the man behind
the house, has carved out an impressive
career over the past decade rescuing
neglected country piles — often adding
surprising twists in the process. When
it came to the tower, which he bought
in 2004 as a burnt-out wreck from a
local farmer for £300,000, he let his
imagination take full flight: “I always
had this clear vision of creating a childhood dream, combining my fascination
with Batman, James Bond and Thunderbirds,” he says.
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In a nod to its hunting-lodge past,
the baronial-chic reception room of the
tower is decorated with shabby armchairs and trophy antlers. Above are
two bedrooms, one per floor, topped
with a roof terrace that affords extraordinary views across the Cotswold
countryside.
The contrast could not be greater
with the clean-lined aesthetic of the
rest of the property, which is reached by
walking down a short flight of stairs.
Below the tower is a media room, with
boxy, black-leather Robin Day chairs
and sofa, a flatscreen TV positioned centrally against one wall almost like an
altar, and a battered aluminium trunk
by way of a coffee table.
From here, you enter the modern
underground extension, which
includes an open-plan living-cumdining-room-cum-kitchen, a master
and a guest bedroom, each with ensuite
bathroom. And in a flourish typical of
Perkins’s flamboyant style, the cloakroom is panelled in green marble —
made of pressed roots, hundreds of

The tow er and the glory
millions of years old, from a Rajasthan
rainforest.
Surprisingly, almost all the rooms
are light-filled, thanks to sliding, floorto-ceiling glass doors that lead from the
living areas to the terrace and pool.
Light also floods into the house’s underbelly via the courtyard adjoining the
master bedroom and living areas, and
through a porthole-like skylight in the
living room. The architect Sir John
Soane, famous for his use of concealed
skylights, was a major influence.
Perkins is originally from Cheltenham, and started out selling antique
beds and luggage. He admits to being a
sucker for drama — a throwback to his
earlier incarnation as an organiser of
raves and founder of 1990s music label
Fantazia, which had DJs Boy George
and Jeremy Healy on its books.
“I’ve always loved elaborately staged
concerts, like Pink Floyd’s,” he says. “I
was blown away once by seeing
Michael Jackson ‘flying’ through the
crowd,” he recalls. “That theatricality
still influences me today.”
The Round Tower is more personal
than his previous projects, which have
included Dowdeswell Court, a Palladian
mansion near Cheltenham (and a
former nursing home); the once tumbledown Jacobean Howsham Hall, near

“I HAD THIS VISION
OF COMBINING
MY FASCINATION
WITH BATMAN,
JAMES BOND AND
THUNDERBIRDS”

Perkins has turned the Round Tower into a quirky home, adding a pool
and an underground extension, above, as well as a giant sculpture, inset

York; and Aynhoe Park, his own 17thcentury home on the Oxfordshire/
Northamptonshire border. It is also his
first new-build (though the modern addition has been automatically Grade IIlisted, as it is integrated into the tower).
Perkins considers the project “very
Through the Looking Glass, and What
Alice Found There”. My suggestion that
the underground house is also somewhat Teletubby-like does not go down
well. “Definitely not,” he counters.
Perkins’s fantasy would have been
far more indulgent had Cotswold district council not reined him in. The
Round Tower lies within a conservation
area; Cirencester, just two miles away,
is a Roman town that prides itself on its
preservation of listed buildings.

“Originally I wanted it to feel like an
Englishman’s castle — to surround it
with a moat and drawbridge that cars
could cross,” he says. “But that was
given the thumbs-down.” The council
also put the kibosh on another fanciful
idea: a hedge (in a giant container) at
the entrance to the grounds “which
could flip down and disappear”. What
helped was the fact that the extension
did not impose on the landscape, and so
did his track record of sympathetically
restoring crumbling piles.
Perkins, who co-designed the project
with the London architects De Matos
Storey Ryan, says his main intention
with the property (which now spans
3,800 sq ft, about 1,000 sq ft of it in the
tower itself) is “to have a sense of inside/
outdoor living”. Indeed, from the master bedroom, as you look through the
courtyard windows and the glass doors
fronting the living area beyond, you get
a panorama of the surrounding fields.
Just as Perkins has melded two styles
of architecture, so he has fused traditional materials with contemporary
design. The frames of the sliding glass
doors are painted in Farrow & Ball’s
Stony Ground, a sandy beige that echoes
the limestone colour of Cotswold buildings. The main flooring inside is limestone and English oak, traditional lime
plaster covers the walls in the tower and
media room, and the pool is lined with
nonslip granite.
With the exception of the minimalist kitchen and bathrooms, the interiors
chime with the current vogue for all
things neobaroque. Antiques complement clear acrylic Philippe Starck lighting mimicking old-fashioned lamps,
while a collection of stalagmites fills a
glass-fronted display cabinet. Colour is
generally neutral, save for flashes of
lime-cordial green in the form of glassware, lampshades and a Designers
Guild velvet damask covering two
antique armchairs.
As with Perkins’s other projects, the
buyer can negotiate to buy some or all of
the furniture and fittings. The same
goes for the hand — so enormous that it
had to be craned onto the site in three
pieces — although it could set you back
at least another £100,000. “It looks like a
giant has left it behind,” says Perkins.
“This is a fantasy house, and it looks perfect with it.”
l The Round Tower is for sale for £1.5m
+
with Knight Frank (01285 659771,
knightfrank.com) and Savills (01285
627550, savills.co.uk)
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