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James Perkins
used to hold raves
in the grounds of
stately homes.
Now he restores
their interiors,
says Lucy Denyer
he heavily panelled door of
the enormous reception
room swings open, and in
steams James Perkins. Six
feet tall, nattily dressed in a
dark suit, shirt and pointy
loafers, with the not-so-discreet red string kabbalah
bracelet of the trend-follower, he looks
as if he should be moving and shaking it
in the capital, rather than holed up in a
stately home deep in the North Yorkshire countryside.
But that’s where you’ll find him. Five
years ago Perkins, 40, was in the music
business, organising rave and acidhouse parties in the grounds of country
houses for 3,000 people at a time. Now
he has turned his attentions from the
outside of these grand homes to their
often dusty and dilapidated interiors,
their former grandeur despoiled by a
century of neglect and institutional use.
A somewhat evangelical property developer — and a fan of Prince Charles’s
architectural vision — he is gaining a
reputation for himself as a saviour of
England’s lost country houses.
To date, the best known of Perkins’s
projects is Dowdeswell Court, a Palladian mansion near Cheltenham that
had been used as a nursing home and
fallen into disrepair. He bought it for
£1.6m in 2000, spent four years and £2m
restoring and furnishing it, then sold it
to a City buyer in 2006 for £4.5m.
His latest undertaking is Howsham
Hall, a Grade I-listed Jacobean mansion
between the sea and the moors, a
15-minute drive east of York. Perkins
found the 400-year-old building two
years ago on behalf of a client who paid
£2.05m for it. The former prep school, set
in 80 acres, was in a sorry state: the grey
stones were mottled with moss, the roof
leaked, the windows were cracked and
the main staircase was on the lean.
Despite the air of creaking despair,
Perkins was captivated. “It had a sense
of magic about it,” he says. “An almost
Harry Potter feel. I knew instantly it
was special. I always get a gut feeling
about certain houses.”
He has since been working his own
magic, tidying up the building (he has
restored the stonework, replaced all the
windows, rewired and installed a new
central-heating system, with six miles
of pipe work, that warms the building
up within 15 minutes) and putting his
distinctive interior stamp on its enormous rooms. Just as the house is about
to be finished, however, the owner — a
wealthy British businessman who
spends much of his time abroad — has
decided it is surplus to his requirements
and put it up for sale for £6m.
Although Howsham Hall is vast from
the outside, the interior is surprisingly
cosy. Its whopping 37,000 sq ft of space
has been reconfigured to give a manageable seven bedrooms, with two formal
reception rooms at the front and a
warren of smaller family rooms at the
back. As we charge through the building, which is set around a courtyard,
Perkins barely pauses for breath while
pointing out details such as the Mark

“PERKINS IS FAMED
FOR AN ECLECTIC,
CARTOON-LIKE
AESTHETIC —
LEWIS CARROLL
MEETS SIR JOHN
SOANE WITH A BIT
OF DOCTOR WHO”
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The sitting room blends period features with eccentric details

From acid house
to country house
Wilkinson kitchen, with its extra-thick
granite work surfaces, and the custommade mirrors — some of them 7ft high
— that dot the walls.
Even such a whistle-stop tour gives
an immediate flavour of what Perkins
is famed for — an eclectic collection of
oversized, almost cartoon-like furnishings and decorative curiosities. The
aesthetic is eccentric British — think
Lewis Carroll meets Sir John Soane with
the occasional Doctor Who gadget.
In one of the vast formal reception
rooms, for example, a series of plaster

casts, including a copy of the Lion
Plaque from Devonshire House, adorn
the walls. (They are reproductions from
Perkins’s own enormous collection and
have become something of a signature
look.) Straddling the fireplace are a
pair of 8ft candelabra columns; on one
side is an oversized headless torso of
Hercules. On the deep windowsills sit
stuffed swans, one with a chain around
its neck along with a high-tech iPod
docking system that is blasting out
opera. A round side table in one corner
hosts a group of excessive candlesticks,

and grouped round the fireplace are
three velvet-covered sofas and a coffee
table upholstered in cowskin.
The other formal room is even more
outlandish — a bit like stepping into a
scene from Alice in Wonderland. On a
pedestal is a stuffed peacock, its tail
feathers descending to the ground,
while hanging from the ceiling is an
enormous deep purple lamp shade.
The corner sofas are upholstered in
purple and lime green — a striking
contrast to the antique grand piano in
the corner.

Unusual touches include animal heads in the billiard
room and a stuffed cougar at the top of the stairs

The rest of the house continues in
the same vein. Hanging on the wall of
what will eventually become a games
room, in the bowels of the house, is an
elephant’s head — not real, but from a
theme park. Perched on top of the
stairs, meanwhile, is a stuffed cougar,
teeth bared and looking ready to pounce
on the Murano glass chandelier suspended in the stairwell.
Upstairs, the bedrooms have bombastically carved beds and flamboyant
side lights; in the corner of one guest
room is a sleek modern bathtub. The
master bedroom suite is the pinnacle of
interior excess: spanning 2,000 sq ft and
running along the entire front of the
house, it is a gothic riot, with a slightly
sinister-looking black four-poster, acres
of mirrors and an Austin Powers feel.
The prep tables and battered sofas that
once adorned it have been replaced with
a sleek silver and cream scheme that is
undeniably expensive, if a little boring.
“The master bedroom is very much
the look my client wanted,” Perkins
says. “I had free rein over the rest of
the house. It’s a very grand form of
Changing Rooms, but there’s no
double-sided sticky tape in sight — it’s
all done properly.
“Remember, if it were being built
today, it would be quite normal to fill it
with trendy furniture of its period.
Having lots of one-off pieces gives it

James Perkins has spent millions
restoring Howsham Hall, in North
Yorkshire, which is on sale for £6m

that sense of world traveller, that ‘British explorer’ sort of feel — because the
people who lived in these houses were
people who travelled the world, and
that hasn’t changed today.”
Regardless of whether you’re a fan
of Perkins’s interior style — and not
everyone will be — the house has been
beautifully restored. He has a crack
team of 12 that travels with him for
each project. Period features such as the
huge stone fireplaces and elaborate
cornicing have been retained, while the
background has been kept muted with
tasteful Farrow & Ball colours.
Discard the purple sofas and some of
the shinier candlesticks, and I would be
quite happy to live here. Indeed, should
a new owner fall in love with the look,
they will have to negotiate a price for

the furniture and sculpture. Yet Perkins
says he wouldn’t be offended if someone decided to throw all his interiors
out and start again, although he would
be intrigued to see what they would do.
“Traditional furniture can get very
expensive,” he says. “You could spend
£15m on furniture if you wanted to go
right back to the period.”
By his own account, he has already
spent “millions” of his client’s money
on the property, and is still spending.
But he reckons it’s good value. “What
you get is history — a Grade I-listed
building with amazing views and parkland, fishing rights and the latest technology — but at a sensible price,” he
says. “It’s all been done for you.”
Well, almost all. There are unfinished
rooms, a terrace has to be constructed at
the back of the house and the garden
needs a touch of landscaping. There is
also planning consent to build an indoor
swimming pool. Bar the pool, though, it
should all be finished in a month.
So what’s next for Perkins? Well,
in Gloucestershire, he is converting
the Grade II-listed, castellated Round
Tower into an ultra-modern home by
adding a semi-underground extension.
“It’s a real James Bond house,” he says.
“I’m really excited about it.” Then
there’s the 10-storey “contemporary,
iconic building” he is proposing to build
in Shepherd’s Bush, west London.
He is also planning various additions
to Aynhoe Park, his 17th-century home
on the Oxfordshire/Northamptonshire
border: another stately orphan, which
he bought for £3.5m and restored. He is
tweaking and poking round auction
houses in search of exotic curios such as
stuffed animals, huge chunks of marble
and classical statues.
“I want to expand my plaster-cast
collection and make a sculpture park,
and I’m in talks with the council about
having a big food day in the countryside
— a bit like Daylesford, with a health
spa and countryside shopping — all in
this wooded [Humphrey] Repton landscape.” Over the top? Maybe. But
nobody would ever accuse Perkins of
having limited ambitions.
l Howsham Hall is on sale with Savills
+

(020 7499 8644, savills.com) and Knight
Frank (020 7629 8171, knightfrank.com)

Perkins is jazzing up the Round Tower, near Cirencester;
his own home, Aynhoe Park, right, reflects his quirky style
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