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INVESTMENT BUY-TO-LET

Older and wiser

Modernising a period property? Then make spacés which will suit families, advises Chris Partridge

eriod propertiesare

often unique, lovely

and desirable, but

buy-to-let investors

frequently find
them difficult to adapt to
modern lifestyles.

Such houses were usual-
ly designed for families with
servants. These properties
do not adapt easily for life
with machinery.

Servants needed to be

 kept away from the nobs
when they weren’t serving,
so the house would be di-
vided into a warren of tiny
rooms: kitchen, dining
room, drawing room, par-
lour and so on, plus ser-
vants’ quartersin the attic.

Inthe classic British town
house, the arrangement is
made even more awkward
by the number of floors and
endless stairs. The kitchen
was almost invariably in the
basement and the dining
room on the ground floor, a

unacceptable arrangement
today when homeowners
like tojoin in the conversa-
tion as they prepare the
meal for their guests.
Even families that have
servants often find period
properties difficult - be-
cause servants today de-
mand more than a bunk in
the garret. Larger town
properties inevitably have
aself-contained flatlet, usu-
ally inthe basement, for the
maid or housekeeper.
Mike Neale of Form De-
sign Architecture has adap-
ted many period houses in
London and isjust starting
on a project tobring a Geor-
gian house in Kennington
up to date as a buy-to-let.
He hasmodernised three
of the lovely early Georgian
houses in Meard Street,
Soho. Such houses pose a
challenge because they are
listed Grade IT*, which bans
major structural changes.

The big alteration is to
move the kitchen from the
basement to the ground
floor. “The original occu-
pants would be shocked to
find the new owner cooking
in front of his guests in the
formal panelled reception
rooms,” Neale says.

Installing a fitted kitchen
would have damaged the
panelling, and been difficult
given the wavy 18th-centu-
ry surfaces. So Neale de-
signed free-standing units.

The period panelling was
not deep enough for elec-
trical sockets, so these were
mounted in the floor.

The top floor was proba-
bly a workshop originally,
with large windows so that
the craftsmen could work
for aslong as possible with-
out lighting expensive can-
dles. This space was con-
verted into a master bed-
room suite to provide a “re-
treat” at the top of the house.

“You have to think later-
ally, but period terrace hous-
es are surprisingly flexible
and adaptable to modern
living,” Neale says.

Juliet Hill, lettings man-
ager for Knight Frank in
Kensington, saysthat alarge
family room is essential to
let a house quickly these
days. “Families now want a
really good family area, and
formal dining rooms are
rarely needed,” she says.

The usual solution is to
knock through the base-
ment to form a kitchen/fam-
ily room open to the garden
behind, although this often
deters foreign tenants.

“Some tenants don’t un-
derstand having family
space underground,” Hill
says. But the alternative is
to knock through the
ground floor, which tends
to result in having to put a
bedroom in the basement.”

"Bathrooms can be a prob-

lem where the original lay-
out is for bathrooms on the
half-landings, which pre-
cludes ensuites. “You always
need an ensuite in the mas-
ter bedroom and if possible
the guestbedroom,” Hill ad-
vises. “If the two main bed-
rooms are sufficiently large,
you can often insert show-
er rooms between them.”

Hillisrecentlylet a house
in Kensington that shows
what can be achieved with
a dark basement. It has
been extended into the gar-
den, with large patio win-
dows and a skylight. An is-
land worktop means the
cook can prepare the meal
as guests talk.

The latest technology is
coming to the aid of in-
vestors who want to install
the latest gadgets for ten-
ants but cannot drill holes
in period panelling or plas-
terwork. Wireless systems
candistribute TV and audio
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needs - from kitchen-dining spaces to internet access

signals, as well as provid-
ing internet access every-
where. Traditional appli-
ances such as boilers are
also getting smaller, re-
ducing their impact.

Andthebasement isalso
coming back into demand
as a home cinema.

“At the top level, people
love having a half cinema
and half gym in the base-
ment,” Hill says.

“Tenants do not regard
it as essential but they love
it if it’s there - it can cer-
tainly tip the balance in
favour of the property.”




