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This book is dedicated to our grandparents, who encouraged us in so many ways.

[image: Charlie holds a small dog and looks into the camera, while Ben rests his hand on the table and looks at Charlie. A shelf with dishes is visible in the background.]
Charlie and Ben in the kitchen at Westness, Spring 2026. Photograph by Elena Heatherwick.




FOREWORD

WHEN CECIL BEATON WAS FORCED by his landlord to move out of Ashcombe, his beloved home nestled in the chalk valley in Wiltshire, howls of pain and resentment echoed far and wide. The place that he had nurtured, cherished and carefully embroidered was brutally whipped away from him by the owner. From this he never fully recovered but wrote a dear, rather mournful little book about it which I keep beside my bed and read often.
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A bucket of tulips picked for a visit to Bettiscombe, the home of Jasper Conran and Oisin Byrne.

A Year at the Parsonage is also a memoir of a house and garden but is a wonderful, joyful celebration that thankfully has a happy ending.

Ben and Charlie are great friends and were practically neighbours (my house is about 15 miles from the Parsonage). I have therefore had the privilege of watching the astonishing transformation of a perfectly nice, though unremarkable house with no garden to speak of, into a paradise of warmth, colour and beauty both outside and within.

I shall miss the giant armfuls of wonderful tulips that Charlie would bring in spring when they came for lunch; I shall miss having to get up at the crack of dawn to compete with them in Bridport antique market for slipware jugs; I shall miss the rather smug look on the secondhand-book lady’s face as she tells me that the item I want to buy has just been sold to Ben 10 minutes earlier; I shall miss their chrome yellow kitchen filled with the comforting scents of beef stew or roasting chicken. Above all, though, I shall miss the sight of Charlie’s mountainous sponge cake oozing cream, with lashings of strawberry jam, for tea.

However, my legs still look good in a kilt, my bags are packed and I’m ready to see the magic that they have undoubtedly conjured up in Orkney.

Jasper Conran, OBE




INTRODUCTION

[image: A dark country house stands beneath a starry night sky, several windows glowing. Bare trees and dense shrubs frame the building, with towering clouds behind. Steps cross the grounds to the illuminated front door, beside a circular flower bed.]
I AM WRITING ON A WILD, STORMY NIGHT at Westness, our new house on the island of Rousay, in Orkney, off the north-eastern coast of Scotland. It is Christmas Eve. Outside, the wind is howling. Inside, the house is completely still. Charlie is cooking a delicious dinner downstairs and later we’ll settle into a film. And I’m casting my mind back to this time exactly a year ago – what turned out to be our last Christmas at the Parsonage – and reflecting on the passage of time and place, on how our lives become so deeply connected to a place; and then, how at a moment’s notice, that place changes, and time and life revolves and a new adventure begins.

This story starts at Westness and it will end here, but despite the excitement of new adventures, it felt like a moment to stop, reflect and be grateful – truly, deeply grateful – for the magical Dorset years, and to record them for a moment of posterity. For there, in a tiny village – little more than a hamlet, really – we lived in a sort of paradise for over 15 years. And in a sense, time stood still.

The evening that we left the Parsonage for the very last time – the house packed, the rooms completely empty, the dogs already tucked into their beds in the car – Charlie and I had one last walk through the garden and then the house, which had only so recently been full of happiness and laughter and filled with the objects of a life collected. Throughout the few days of packing up, the removals team slowly emptying room after room, we’d felt almost completely neutral – not quite in a daze, but certainly focussed entirely on the massive task at hand. Now, here we were, utterly alone. We’d said a final goodbye to our close neighbours and then went for one last walk around. I said a quiet farewell to my mother, buried in the churchyard next door; we walked back through Charlie’s extraordinary garden, in the lowering October evening light; we went through the drawing room door, closing it behind us, shuttering the shutters, pulling the blinds, turning off lights and then closing the old panelled front door for a final time. Tears were streaming down our cheeks.

The move to Orkney could not have been more complicated logistically. I was driving a few miles up the road to spend the night with my brother and his family. Charlie was heading to London, with the dogs, before we were to meet again in Cumbria, on the long journey north a day later. We hugged and bid each other farewell and pulled out of the driveway, onto the little lane and up the steep hill that was like the portal to a magic kingdom – and just like that, we were gone. Fifteen years, behind us in a flash. And now it’s time to remember, again, from the beginning. BP
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Tracks in the grass lead up from the cricket ground to the chalk hills above the village of Littlebredy; this was the walk that we took almost every morning without fail, up and around the high ground that surrounds the village and the valley below. Although we made this walk maybe two thousand times or more, no two days were ever the same.



[image: A two-story house with a hipped roof and central chimney stands amid dense trees and shrubs. A small covered porch faces the garden, with a path curving past bushes and a rounded lawn toward the house.]
CHAPTER ONE

Discovering the Parsonage

I WILL NEVER FORGET ARRIVING at the Parsonage for my first viewing. It was Easter Saturday, 2009. Spring was bursting in the Bride Valley and life felt full of promise, if tinged with that curious sense of, may we call it … fear?, which also accompanies those moments when it seems as if the seismic plates of life are about to shift.

I’d known the Parsonage from a slight distance for a while. I’d been happily renting a flat in the wing of a rather wonderful Neo-Georgian Gothick house, Bellamont, built by my friends Anthony and Harriet Sykes, nestled in a wonderful position just a little further down the valley. I’d often walked to Littlebredy village to enjoy the picturesque landscape of cottages and church, lake and hills. The Parsonage always smiled happily as one walked down Church Walk to the lake. I vaguely knew of its tenants, who were the sister and brother-in-law of friends of mine and only occasionally in Dorset. One day, in March, my friends called me to say that the house was empty and the family had moved on. Did I know?

My heart leapt! Because the strange thing was that this was a place I’d also known incredibly well in my childhood. My best friend from school, Ben, lived at the Parsonage from the early 1970s to the mid-1980s. I remember the house so well from those days. My naval parents were constantly moving house and often my first stop at the beginning or end of a school holiday was a stay at Ben’s. I’d been there so many times – camping in the garden, watching the first space shuttle lift-off (and building a Lego space shuttle in celebration), for the pre-Christmas weeks, on bonfire nights – there were so many memories.

But a little first about the history of this magical place. Littlebredy has a sense of fable about it. The village – or hamlet, really, for it’s so tiny in scale – lies at the eastern end of the Bride Valley, one of the most beautiful of the West Dorset landscapes. The River Bride, which is little more than a brook for most of its short journey, bubbles out of the ground here, fed by ancient springs, and winds its way east through the valley towards Bridport (though it goes underground again near the coast, and never actually makes its way to the sea). It is an ancient landscape of chalk hills, at the heart of Neolithic, Stone and Bronze Age British culture, peppered with barrows, monuments and stone circles. Human habitation has been here for millennia.

The estate came to its own in the closing years of the 18th century when it was bought by the wealthy banker Robert Williams, who was from Hertfordshire. A banking crisis and a change in family fortune precipitated the full-time move to Dorset. During the 19th century four successive generations, all called Robert, made substantial alterations and improvements, working first with the famed Regency architect Peter Frederick Robinson, and then with the Victorian Dorset architect, Benjamin Ferrey, a Gothic Revival architect of great sensibility who trained with Augustus Charles Pugin, alongside his son Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin. Ferrey built the beautiful south-facing range at Bridehead House and almost entirely rebuilt the little church of St Michael and All Angels. But the Parsonage, according to records in the Dorset County office, appears to have been built by another name of early 19th-century architecture, Robert Lugar. Lugar’s practice took him to all corners of Britain. The Parsonage bears all the hallmarks of his restrained neoclassical style. It would seem that he designed the Littlebredy home farm, too, and there are buildings dotted around and about in West Dorset villages that may bear his hand.

[image: A large two-story house with arched ground-floor doorways and a small tower stands among mature trees. A broad lawn and curving drive extend across the foreground, with shrubs and low plants clustered near a large tree.]
Early 20th-century Littlebredy was a traditional, feudal, agricultural estate, with life centred around the church, village hall and great house; with a collection of outlying farms, cottages in the village and a picturesque lake formed from the spring-fed river, bounded by an arboretum of rare trees. At the western end of the village was a fine walled garden with extensive glass and the river Bride flowing through its lower stretch. One hundred years later, little had changed. Village life still revolved around these three institutions, through the seasons. Some outer lands and houses had been disposed of, others had fallen into gentle decay, but the spirit of this magical place remained untouched by the vicissitudes of 20th-century development and life. Like a scene out of John Hadfield’s magical book, Love on a Branch Line, it was a land that time forgot. Coming here was like entering a lost valley.

Littlebredy in the 1970s was like a place stuck in time, still run in those days by the magnificent Lady Williams, or ‘Lady Bill’ as she was affectionately known by all around. On hot summer days Ben and I would go down to Bridehead in its perfect setting by the lake, to splash around in the swimming pool that the family had installed a decade before in the late-19th-century orangery. We’d spend hours, almost days, with Ben’s sister Alexandra and a gaggle of children whom I no longer remember – exploring the stables, farms, valleys and woods.

Ben’s room was in the attic. His playroom was in the so-called ‘Village Room’, which much later saw its amazing incarnation as Charlie’s Flower Room (which you’ll learn more about on pages 88–93). Certain rooms were out of bounds for children – I don’t think I ever went into Ben’s parents’ room, which became our guest bedroom; and maybe only once or twice into the drawing room, which was heavy in atmosphere and lined with books.

I have many memories of sitting in the kitchen with Ben’s mother Janey cooking the most delicious meals. The family travelled quite a lot by plane – still rather unusual in those days – and I’ve never forgotten their salt and pepper: hundreds of those tiny paper sachets with British Airways printed on them. It felt very chic using them.

Ben’s parents eventually said goodbye to this house and moved abroad to sunnier climes, but it was a very, very lovely day for me when we reconnected and everyone came back for lunch not long after I’d moved in. The first thing Janey said when she walked into the garden was, ‘oh you’ve put the vegetable garden back where it used to be!’. The circle of life moves on.

Memories came flooding back as I walked down the steep stone steps leading to the front door for my visit. I was meeting Sir Philip, Lady Bill’s son, who by this time had taken on the estate and was to become my landlord. It had been interesting getting hold of him once I’d found out the house was free. Bridehead had no website, and it was hard to know where to go to apply to rent a house. But through the west Dorset grapevine, mutual friends had put me in touch and we’d agreed to meet early that morning.

Sir Philip showed me around but then asked if I’d like to keep the key for the weekend so that I could think about things on my own for a bit. I could drop it back to him at the end of the Bank Holiday. What kindness! I walked through the empty rooms, astonished by how one
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