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About the Book

When Judy Corbett caught sight of a large stone mansion in the craggy foothills of the Snowdonian mountains she had little idea of the adventure on which she was about to embark. She and her husband-to-be Peter had long had pipe-dreams of buying an old ruin and escaping the city, the pace and excesses of modern life. But it was only when they'd moved into a squalidly filthy, cold and wet Gwydir Castle that they began to realise what restoration dramas they’d let themselves in for.

Castles in the Air is the compelling, mysterious and deeply romantic story of a couple that took on a house, but uncovered a world – from a  delicate ecosystem of frogs, bats and mice to ghosts both human and animal. A world full of architectural puzzles that took them years of detective work to solve and that sent them on missions to secret museum storerooms in New York.

Restoring the sixteenth-century Gwydir Castle reduced the couple to near penury and almost put-paid to their wedding in the castle’s chapel. It turned their lives into a curious blend of real and imaginary, past and present. But the magic of the house, its history and the landscape ensured that they stayed to tell their own unique story of escape and homecoming.


About the Author

Judy Corbett is an antiquarian bookbinder. Her husband Peter Welford is an architectural historian and painter. Despite its glittering history (monarchs from King Charles I to Queen Mary have stayed here) and its grand dimensions – about 10,000 square feet divided into fifty rooms – Gwydir is very much the Welford’s home.


PRAISE FOR CASTLES IN THE AIR

‘The story of its restoration is not so much a fairy story, it’s more a detective story and a mystery.’

Griff Rhys Jones, Restoration

‘A funny, intensely romantic, bat-infested story.’

The Sunday Telegraph

‘Hugely enjoyable … the ups and downs of the resourceful Corbett’s five-year renovation programme makes an entertaining and fascinating story. Corbett writes with great style and energy.’

The Daily Mail

‘A fascinating account of leaving London for the wilds of North Wales to restore a crumbling castle.’

Good Housekeeping

‘A charming account of a young couple’s extraordinary five-year restoration of Gwydir Castle … there are moments of whimsy and romantic reverie … highly amusing … the best first-hand ghost story I have read in years.’

Country Life

‘The remarkable tale of one couple’s quest to restore a Welsh castle to its original, authentic grandeur – against all odds. Beautifully descriptive, this is a tale that reverberates with romance, suspense and great humour.’

The Good Book Guide

‘This is a beautifully written and compelling account of one optimistic couple’s painstaking restoration of a crumbling 15th-century Welsh castle. A wonderful lazy-afternoon read.’

Home

‘A beautifully written book with many stories, some funny, some very moving.’

Historic House

‘Simply inspirational.’

Period Living and Traditional Homes
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Prologue
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I HAVE JUST had to dry the sheets with a hairdrier again before getting back into bed. I left our two lurcher dogs bundled up in the blankets hoping they would keep the bed aired a bit; but it’s no good, everything is damp again. I can cope with the damp if it’s warm damp; it’s the cold damp that defeats me. I also found two woodlice in the bed which I blasted out with the hairdrier. It’s been a long night, almost not worth going back to bed, but the cold is a very good reason to burrow back beneath the blankets.

My husband, Peter, is still out there in the dark passageway emptying rainwater from innumerable buckets. My areas of duty are the Hall of Meredith, the west wing and the Royal Bedroom. It is four thirty in the morning and in total we will have emptied sixteen buckets: but the situation is improving. In the beginning we used to empty thirty-six buckets between us. I say buckets, but in fact there is an eclectic assortment of vessels (anything from seed trays to casserole pots) scattered across the floors of the castle which catch the drips from our leaking roof. Certain drips can be awkward to catch, especially the ones that roll down the walls and this is the type we have most of. It requires a vessel that will allow itself to be squashed up tightly against the wall and we have found that washing-up bowls with the rims cut off are the best type of receptacle for the job. When it’s very dark in the castle and the batteries have run out in the torch and I can’t find a dry match to light a candle, the symphony of drips guides me through the rooms. I have learnt to distinguish a coal scuttle from a paint pot and know exactly where I am by the tone of the drip. Once, some do-gooder rearranged my buckets and that left me floundering in the dark having to feel my way round the walls.

This is the darkest place I have ever known. Wonderfully, there is no light pollution and if there are no stars or a moon it can seem lighter if you close your eyes. The darkness laps around you like a great invisible sea; you fall into it and it closes, softly, over your face. Blindfolded by darkness, my fingers have learnt to read the crevices in the walls like Braille.

On these night-time manoeuvres around the house I have taken to wearing Peter’s dressing gown with wellingtons and a bobble-hat which my mother gave me. He says he can always tell where I am because of the sound of my wellingtons slapping the backs of my legs, which apparently sounds like wet fish hitting a marble slab. Since I have stolen his dressing gown for its fleecy lining, he has taken to wearing a T-shirt, a tweed jacket and wellingtons. The draughts must be cold on his legs but at least we look equally ridiculous, which can be a comfort at times.

The rain is driving hard against the windows again. Because this side of the house faces north it gets quite a battering from the wind and rain. None of the windows fit in our bedroom because the stone mullions were replaced by cheap wooden frames after the fire of 1922. Consequently, rain blows in through the gap between frame and wall. The window sills are hopeless places for storage. I’ve got tons of soggy books because of them. Now I understand the stealth of water and how insistent it can be, I don’t take any chances.

We are living in the one wing that has some semblance of a roof, but even that is minimal. In the beginning we had no hot water, no heating and very little electricity. It felt like an endurance test which took a great deal of determination to cope with in the very cold, wet weather. Hot water is the greatest luxury; it’s marvellous for unfreezing toes in the winter, though it’s very bad for chilblains. But when I think of the adventures and the joy this house has given us, even under these conditions, I can forgive it anything.

We bought Gwydir Castle in North Wales almost five years ago to the day. How extraordinary that sounds. We actually own Gwydir Castle! I still have to keep telling myself this because it hasn’t quite sunk in yet, which is strange after all we’ve been through. Peter was twenty-nine and I was twenty-six. We weren’t married then. It seems like a kind of miracle that we are still here and there really are elements of the fairy tale to our story. On paper the odds look fairly stacked against us being here at all: firstly, the castle wasn’t on the open market; secondly, it was full of squatters (though they wouldn’t thank me for calling them that); thirdly, we had a cottage-sized budget; and fourthly, the castle was little more than a crumbling ruin by modern standards, and certainly not fit for human habitation.

The house, which was described in some old sale particulars I found recently as ‘one of the best-known Seats in the Country’, came with a gatehouse, a coach house (both derelict), ten acres of wilderness which had once been a formal garden, twenty peacocks and Sven. Dear Sven. I was just thinking about him as I came back to bed. I hope this rain isn’t finding its way into his old caravan. He used to live up by the log shed at the back of the house, in an area which has become known as Upper Svenham. He was here when we bought the house and for a long time came in every day for a hot meal and a wash. He was about fifty then, very mean-looking on account of his broken nose and stubble-covered head, but his looks very definitely belied the inner man in that regard. His broad Liverpudlian accent made communication very difficult indeed and we were forced to adopt a form of sign language which allowed for limited conversation. I have tried many times to think up a fair job description for him: groundsman implies that we have fine lawns and neat borders to maintain, which we don’t (ours is more chainsaw gardening at present); odd-job man sounds too menial, so I shall opt for the middle way and say handyman, though a less handier man with tools and machinery I have yet to meet. Sven toiled in the garden.

Gwydir is ‘partly ruinous and inhabited by poor persons’, wrote the Reverend W. Bingley in 1800. Nothing much has changed in that regard. On my way down to the kitchen earlier, I tried to remember how the house looked when we first moved in. It gets harder and harder the more things we do to improve the state of the rooms. The mess was split between romantic mess and sordid mess. The romantic mess revolved around what nature had been allowed to do in the uninhabited parts of the house, such as the ivy cascading in through the little leaded windowpanes which bathed the rooms in an eerie green light, and the Virginia creeper which poured in through the roofless parts of the house. The sordid mess entailed what the previous occupants had done to it: the bar, the swirling carpets, the flimsy partitions, the stale stench of beer and cigarettes and municipal disinfectant. To the previous occupants it was nothing more than a funky place to have a party. To me, it was the incarnation of a childhood fantasy.

Most of the castle dates back to the beginning of the sixteenth century, but the two stair towers are much earlier and are said to have come from a nearby abbey during the Dissolution of the Monasteries. A substantial portion of the house was demolished circa 1819 by Lord Willoughby d’Eresby but the oldest parts remain. Further wings were added in the 1550s and 1828. It is my very favourite kind of house where all the different periods have been kneaded together by the passage of time into one harmonious chain of limestone walls and plum-coloured roofs.

The wing we sleep in had a very nasty makeover sometime during the late 1960s (1969 according to Peter, who likes to be specific about dates) when the worst style of interior decoration was in vogue. There were French windows and patio doors leading out into a wilderness that was once a garden. The bathroom had pink fittings, pink walls and brown and cream tiles, and the downstairs looked like the inside of a very sleazy nightclub, which indeed it was before we bought the castle. There was even a ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gents’, complete with malodorous urinals and an Expelair, which had been punched through the leaded lights of an original sixteenth-century window.

So much has happened since we first moved in. I know the house so well now it could almost be an extension of my own body. It lives in me as much as I live in it. I know every sound it makes, every squeal of every door. I know how each window needs to be shut – some slammed hard, others eased back into their frames. I know how to journey across the house without making a floorboard creak.
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Finding the Castle
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WE FOUND THE castle on a warm afternoon in late spring. Peter and I had spent a lazy day in Llanrwst, which was then to us an anonymous little market town about fifteen miles south of Conwy, in the heart of northern Wales. The distant mountains were streaked with white where a late snow had gathered in the contours of the slopes: Cnicht, the Carnedds, the Glyders, and mighty Snowdon itself, Yr Wyddfa in Welsh, which towered eagle-spans above the others.

Ostensibly we were house-hunting, but a town with an antique shop and a good parish church always delayed us. There were lines of very shabby bunting criss-crossing the streets which appeared to have been hanging there since the previous summer. A string of home-grown shops lined the narrow streets, a few boarded up with FOR SALE signs in their windows and leaves banking the doorways, but mostly the town still retained a gentle pre-war atmosphere.

We found the parish church of St Grwst on the banks of the River Conwy. We arrived on the hour as a bell chimed from a stone tower. The door to a side chapel was open. We slipped in and were engulfed by the smell and the atmosphere of the past. Inside, the cool, green flagstones were dappled with squares of light from the leaded windowpanes. There was dust on the mouldings of the wooden panelling and a strong smell of candle grease; it was a balm to the senses. The past was a refuge where we both hid from the rigours of the modern world. Peter’s enthusiasm for history was boundless. He had a way of speaking of the distant past as though it were yesterday. My interest was more instinctive, less academic. It was simply that I felt more comfortable with the dead than I did with the living.

There was Llewelyn the Great’s sarcophagus conspicuously resting in the shadows. The massive stone chest which had once held the body of the great Welsh prince now held only spiders. The walls of the chapel were covered with memorial brasses to the Wynn family: ‘Heere Lyeth The Body of Sr John Wynn of Gwedvr Kt And Baronet who Died Ye First Of March 1626.’ A tablet erected to the memory of his sons on the far wall also caught my eye with its enigmatic inscription: ‘FUNUS, FUMUS, FUIMUS, ECCE’ (‘Death comes, Breath is a vapour, We have been, Behold’).

Gwedvr, we were told by a helpful churchwarden, was the ancient seat of the Wynn family, now called Gwydir Castle, a house nearby I vaguely recalled visiting as a child when it was open to the public. Somewhere beyond the thick walls of the church I heard the mew of peacocks.

A memory stirred. I remembered the peacocks at Gwydir Castle but nothing more of my visit there. I must have been no more than four or five. My recollections of the day had been overshadowed by the trauma of finding my hand resting next to the sleeping body of an adder, on a wall in nearby Betws-y-Coed.

Usually, the only way I could persuade Peter out of an historic building was by offering to take him to another. The use of this tactic meant we would sometimes spend whole days plodding around a string of historic sites, which could include anything from a grand country house to a prehistoric burial chamber. After spending two hours scrutinising every possible iconographic detail of the late medieval rood screen in the church, I suggested we visit Gwydir Castle. His eyes lit up. We left the churchwarden polishing the brass candlesticks on the altar.

We harboured a dream of one day buying a ruinous old mansion and renovating it as accurately as possible and living in it without electricity or any concessions to modern life. My dream was to wear a chatelaine round my waist, and keep wolfhounds and tend bees in some quiet corner of a walled garden. I had a strong sense of the Gothic in me, and neglected houses, in particular, appealed to something deep within my psyche. Peter said he would be happy to fall in with anything, provided the house was pre-1670 and had held Royalist allegiance during the Civil War; living in a Parliamentarian house was out of the question. My mother said we had ‘allusions’. I’d lost count of how many times we’d trudged across water-logged fields to see crumbling old farmhouses with trees growing out of the chimneys. We were skilled in the art of trespass and had learnt to judge the amount of real menace in a collie dog’s bark. The whole thing was a pipe dream really but the fantasy kept us sane. Without proper jobs or a steady income, buying somewhere seemed an unlikely eventuality. Peter had trained as an architectural historian at the Courtauld Institute in London and I had trained as a bookbinder at the London College of Printing. Neither profession was likely to make our fortune or fund the megalomaniac restoration schemes we fantasised about.

When I was younger, growing up on a hill farm in North Wales, I forged stronger bonds with houses than I did with people. Houses were secure, reliable; they provided unconditional sanctuary from a world I didn’t quite fit into. The landscape of my childhood was littered with abandoned farmhouses. Often the families had just walked out and left all their belongings behind. I wondered what could have happened that would make a family abandon their past in such an abrupt way. These were solitary, lonely places. One in particular stays with me. It was an old stone farmhouse built into the side of a hill, surrounded by gorse bushes and mossy walls that the sun never reached. A grass path led up to a small cast-iron gate that had subsided gracefully into a patch of nettles. No sheepdog barked on the end of a chain. The chimneys loured without the benign presence of smoke to soften them. Pushing open the warped front door with its peeling paint, I was gripped by that old familiar fear of the unknown. I held my breath in expectation of the warty hag I knew must come lurching towards me. But the blackness remained quiescent and I forced myself to step across the threshold knowing instinctively that if I could conquer my fear here, alone on the side of this mountain, somehow life would be a little less troubling in the long run. Once inside, it was an altogether different proposition. I was enfolded in a world of secrets and the quiet whisperings of the past. There was nothing to be afraid of. The little parlour was as it had been the day the family left, except that nature had crowded in on the scene. An old Welsh bible lay open on the table, now smeared with swallow droppings; the table was laid for tea with dusty blue and white china cups and plates; there was even a jar with a hard nugget of fossilised jam inside. Ivy entwined itself lovingly around the turned banisters like a silk scarf encircling a pale throat. These scenes of quiet dilapidation frothed through my hungry imagination like an overfilled glass. It was here I was happiest, abstracting the self in this landscape of dreams.

When I was very small I used to visit the house of a neighbour and friend. On the stairs of her house were a series of sepia photographs in two large burr-walnut frames. They were of a large, romantic country house that had beautiful gardens and sweeping lawns. It was archetypal in some undefined way. It was redolent of threadbare tapestries and suits of armour. There was something about the cloistered atmosphere of this house that made me carry those images right through my teenage years. I would go there in my mind when the real world deserted me. If I had a choice (though the possibility of choice did not register as a likelihood then) this was the house I would spend the rest of my days living in.

‘Wales? Why Wales,’ asked our friends (with an eye to the weekend break) when they heard we were looking for a house to restore. ‘Why not Andalucia or, even better, Tuscany?’ Put simply, we didn’t want to live abroad. Notions of deserting sinking ships came to mind, but more profoundly I happened to love Wales. Hiraeth, the Welsh word for homesickness, has become a cliché now, but I felt it so strongly when I lived in London; that strange and acute yearning of the heart for the place of one’s birth. It was the old Wales I loved, not the Wales of the tourist: of ladies in stovepipe hats and railway stations with unpronounceable names; but the Wales of the Mabinogion, and the poet-bards, Dafydd ap Gwilym and Iolo Goch. I loved rain, mountains and Dylan Thomas – what better reasons for wanting to live in Wales? And despite the Act of Union in 1536, Wales had managed to cling on to its own language – a kind of miracle when one considers the logistics of such a thing. I may have been born and brought up in Wales but I didn’t speak the language, so there was plenty of scope for feeling like a foreigner in my own country – there just wouldn’t be any sun or olives.

Every weekend we would race up the M40 back to North Wales where my mother still lived, and I would feel like a salmon fighting its way upstream to the place of its birth. Peter, too, had been infected by this deep love of Wales, by its wild, moody beauty and ancient heritage. He longed to get out of London and nurture his own dream of one day becoming a full-time artist. The modern world bewildered us. Wales provided us both with a mechanism for escape. Peter, in particular, sought refuge in the past of the seventeenth century. His knowledge and understanding of the period was prodigious, his passion for it often eerie in its acuteness. There were large areas of Wales that were still unspoilt; and where modern man treads least there is a stronger contact to be made with the past.

Every weekend, armed with the appropriate ‘Royal Commission on Ancient & Historic Monuments’ volume, we would take an area on the OS map and comb it thoroughly for ancient, derelict houses. We covered everything from sheepfolds to mental hospitals. It was staggering how many really important Welsh houses had been pulled down since the 1950s. Sometimes it felt as though we had lived under the worst excesses of a Stalinist regime. By the early ’90s the demolition had virtually ceased, but change of another kind continued as the craze for double-glazing and pebbledash carried on the wind like a plague to the remotest spots.

We once returned together to that farmhouse of my childhood. A four-wheel-drive jeep stood in the newly tarmacked driveway and a satellite dish covered the 1741 date stone. The swallows had left and a Dobermann eyed us over the garden wall. I felt physical pain when I saw what had been done to that house. It was like meeting an old friend who was suffering from total amnesia, who couldn’t now remember me. Peter led me away past the stumps of two felled oak trees as though from a graveside. For people who cared about the look of things, this was a difficult age to be living in.

After that we decided to penetrate deeper into the wilder parts of the country, further away from the urban tremors of Manchester and Liverpool. We saw some haunting sights. Often the old country house had disappeared altogether; an overgrown drive lined with ponticum, or a flight of garden steps to nowhere. Sometimes there would be more poignant reminders: a pile of old stones, a shoe, a book, or a lead water hopper poking out of the rank grass. We spent five years searching for an unspoilt derelict house, but the ones we liked the most were never for sale and even if they had been, we could never have afforded them. Most farmers had very inflated ideas of what their Tudor hall house, now a ruinous pig shed, might be worth.

As students we spent what little money we had buying early oak furniture in anticipation of the great house we would one day own. For those with a little specialist knowledge there were still bargains to be had in the junk shops of London. It took time and perseverance. Our rented accommodation bulged with Jacobean chairs and coffers, candlesticks and carvings. But perhaps our most eccentric purchase was 2,500 square feet of Jacobean small-field panelling which we stored in my mother’s garage for five years. She was very patient. What on earth did we want with 2,500 square feet of oak panelling? she had asked. Good question. Neither of us were sure at the time but we had a feeling that one day it might just come in useful.

As we drove out of the town towards the castle the sun broke through the clouds. There was an awesome grandeur to the scenery. High up, on the valley slopes, the sunlight caught the limestone crags which pushed out through a dense canopy of spruce trees. We crossed the River Conwy by way of a narrow stone bridge that bore the date 1636. The white blossoms on the horse chestnuts stood erect like candles on a German Christmas tree. We looked to our left across a bald field of sheep-cropped grass and saw a flash of stone peeping out of the trees. There was nothing to match the excitement of catching that first glimpse of an interesting old house. We wound down the windows to try to get a better look, and then suddenly, there it was – not so much a castle but a large stone mansion nestling at the base of a massive, peninsula-like crag. It kept disappearing and re-emerging between the trees: soaring chimneys and mullioned windows, and a tall, narrow tower with a row of little arched windows running down its front like buttons on a coat. Perched on a rock, elevated a little above the castle, was Gwydir Uchaf, once the summer house of the Wynn family, the dynasty that had ruled the Conwy Valley since the fifteenth century. Next to it I could just make out the east window of a tiny stone chapel.

We took a left turn, skirting a broken-down wall, hoping to find the entrance, and a little further along, as the road doubled back on itself, we came across a weathered old gateway banked with leaves. There were two stone lions with shields on either side of two massive oak gates flanked by the initials IW and the date 1555, which, Peter told me, stood for Iohannes Wynn (Iohannes being the Latin for John). The sandstone was crumbling like a good Lancashire cheese and weeds sprouted in the mortared joints. A rotting rope dangled from a bell which creaked eerily in the thin breeze. Further along the road we found a shabby farm gate and a home-made sign which said ‘Gwydir Castle – Coach Parties Welcome’. My heart sank when I saw that sign. It conjured up images of fake stocks and mock medieval jousting tournaments – everything in fact that represented the lower end of the ‘fast-food’ heritage industry. It did not bode well for Gwydir.

After the tantalising glimpse we had had of the castle, trespass was inevitable. With the agile skill of Russian gymnasts, we were up and over the gate and into the garden in moments. All around, the lawns had reverted to ragwort and thistle and the laurel hedges were bolting for the blue sky. It was like another world within the confines of those high stone walls. We patted the huge girth of a fine cedar of Lebanon. A sign nailed to its trunk said ‘This tree is one of twelve cedars planted in 1625 in honour of Charles I’s wedding’.

An arch at the end of a narrow path beckoned us forward. Carved into the spandrels were a lion and an eagle, their foreheads troubled by frowns. A wall of tangled foliage kept the house hidden until the very last moment when we ducked under the archway into a large courtyard. Peter and I stood speechless. It was a moment of profound revelation to me. It was the house in the sepia photographs, the memory of which I’d carried around all these years. It was the dream incarnate.

I felt like some medieval pilgrim come in from the desert happening upon some ancient and glittering city for the first time. In all our searching I had never seen such a beautiful place.

The house was almost completely hidden under swathes of wisteria and ivy. The pale afternoon light picked out the sandstone mullions around each window and made the little leaded panes glint randomly like the blocking of a crossword puzzle. The house seemed always to have been there. It was as though the mountains had grown up around it. A line of white doves flew out of an upstairs window and encircled the house. A forest of weeds and small holly trees grew out of the top of each chimney stack. Squares of thick black plastic covered holes in the roof and many of the windows were smashed. It looked empty of life and abandoned. An inquisitive peacock eyed us from the wall.

It didn’t appear, at first glance, to conform to any building type I had seen before. It looked like several houses all tacked together as one. The hall range which faced us was low and long, collegiate almost, like an Oxford college or an abbey, and pinned to its front was a little stone stair tower with arched Gothic windows, which together with the ivy gave the house an otherworldly, Morte d’Arthur look. It was as though someone had baked a house to meet our requirements: a bit of late medieval and Tudor for Peter, a bit of nineteenth-century Gothick for me. The hall range was attached at the corner, at right angles, to an immense square tower, the Solar Tower, which rose to four storeys and looked rather daunting and keep-like in comparison. It had a lofty porch glued to its front and a tattered Welsh flag hanging from a drooping pole gave it the air of a house deserted by its garrison.

We found we were standing in some kind of box-hedge parterre. Amidst a wilderness of scutch grass and buttercups we could just make out a knot garden planted in the shape of a Tudor rose. In the centre, marooned in a sea of weed-infested gravel, was a stone column, naked without its sundial. The sad cry of the peacocks echoed around the courtyard.

We knocked at an oak door studded with rusty nails. Nobody came. We knocked again. Still no movement from within. The house seemed asleep beneath its wrapping of foliage; silent and waiting. We tried the handle and to our surprise the door opened, squeaking marvellously on unoiled hinges. It took a moment for our eyes to adjust to the darkness. The windows were veiled by undergrowth, but in the green and mysterious light we could see the detritus of a recent party: crunched beer cans, streamers, crumpled serviettes, smashed glasses strewn across the flagstones. Although a fire smouldered in a huge fireplace, the house appeared to be empty. This was our chance to see the house – if we hovered tentatively on the threshold we might never get the opportunity again. We stepped down onto the sweating flagstones and were engulfed by the gloom and an overwhelming smell of municipal disinfectant and mushrooms.

What immediately struck us as we crept silently around the house was that the Victorians, or someone later, had done their worst to the interior. Every last vestige of plaster had been hacked from the walls and only a fragment of panelling remained in an upstairs passageway. Every room had been thoroughly picked over, stripped of everything that might conceivably have a value. Most of the inglenook fireplaces had been stripped back to the beam and then infilled with 1940s grates. In some rooms electric trunking zigzagged the walls and smoke alarms dangled from the ceilings. But in spite of the modern disfigurements – and there were many – the sense of the past was almost tangible. It hung on the air like incense. It was redolent of heavy velvet drapes, candle wax and cobwebs. And it was eerie. Never before in my life had I felt so embraced by the past.

The central hall range was the most intact. Climbing up the spiral staircase, our feet cradled in the worn-out hollows of the steps, we emerged into a vast hall where ancient, blackened timbers supported the roof. The view from the mullioned windows, out across the neglected garden to the conifer-cloaked mountain beyond, was breathtaking. The avenue of twenty-two yew trees harboured the ghosts of topiaried shapes and there were vestiges of old terraces in the slope leading down to a weed-filled fountain basin. From this elevated position we could see that the bones of the old garden were still there, like the cheekbones of a beautiful face; but nature had been given its head and the lawns had become a rippling wilderness of buttercups. There was a pony grazing in the lower garden and some chickens were scratching around at the base of a yew tree. It was a wild place now.

Like sleepwalkers we wandered on down dark passageways where treacherous floorboards threatened to give way beneath our feet. One room which had ‘Danger’ chalked on the door was full of rotting carpets and sodden mattresses, and looking up you could see grey sky peeping through the holes in the roof. Someone had daubed their initials across the floorboards and up on the roof timbers. I wondered who DWR and EMER were and what had provoked them to leave their signature on the house, like tomcats marking their territory. In places, ivy crawled up through the floorboards and anaemic-looking mushrooms grew out of the walls. There were doves roosting in the Great Chamber. The yardstick by which I measured the suitability of any potential house was whether I could imagine myself reading in it. Gwydir was unquestionably a reader’s house: there were window seats and dreamy views and, most importantly, apart from the peacocks, there was absolute silence.

I was so saddened that such a venerable old house had been brought to its knees in this way. I wanted to wrap my arms around it and comfort it as you would a small child. The more I saw, the angrier I became, angry with the people and the authorities who had allowed this to happen. And with that anger came another, fiercer emotion which took me completely by surprise. I knew as I ran my fingers over the damaged walls and as I picked up the broken shards of stained glass which lay scattered across the floorboards, that I would be prepared to do anything to save this house. I knew Peter felt the same. Maybe, just maybe, the owners, whoever they were, might be prepared to sell the house to us. They clearly didn’t value it, so why not? It was such an extraordinary notion, I laughed out loud. ‘Calm down and be rational,’ I told myself. ‘No, no, don’t be rational,’ an inner voice said, ‘grasp the nettle.’ Peter and I both knew, as we had never known anything before in our lives, that we had found the house of our most irresponsible dreams.
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I AM SITTING up in bed now with my notebook resting against my knees and I am tolerably warm. The dogs have taken Peter’s place by my side and their legs appear to be taking up about two-thirds of all the available bed space. Still, it is a great comfort to have their warm, breathing bodies next to me.

The bed we sleep in is a bit rickety. We made it ourselves about a year ago and it is already beginning to show signs of homemadeness. It is a four-poster in the most literal sense, in that it consists of four fence posts and a mattress. I have been meaning to dress it with velvet for months if only to chasten it a little, but somehow our comfort always comes last on the list of priorities. The rain is continuing to batter the windows and there is no great incentive to get up just yet, so I will allow myself a few more moments of warmth before I throw myself into the day.

I have to work very hard to make my mind go back to the early days. My memory is always a bit reluctant to call up something which gave it trouble at the time. But go back to it I must, if I am to give an accurate picture of how we came to be at Gwydir.

The castle was owned, it transpired, by a financially stretched doctor and his sister, though how they came to own it, we never did find out. In their absence, a ‘caretaker’ called June ran it for them along the lines of a very rough nightclub. But as far as I could see, there wasn’t a great deal of care being taken of anything. One wing of the house was being used as a makeshift recording studio; the less derelict areas hosted the kind of parties that could easily have ended up with a police raid. The rest of the house was simply being allowed to slip away peacefully in its sleep. We went back one afternoon to find one of these parties in full swing. ‘Good Lord,’ breathed my mother as we emerged into the courtyard. There was someone asleep in the knot garden wrapped up in a Welsh flag and there were people dressed up as pikemen on the roof tipping beer onto people’s heads down below. It seemed we had gatecrashed a Civil War re-enactment party, though Peter remarked that their costumes were more reminiscent of Star Wars than any civil war he could think of. It turned out to be the annual gathering of a group of cut-throat fanatics, who had formed their own splinter battalion after being thrown out of the English Civil War Society for being too rough. In the house, huge, toothless women in smocks stoked fires of bonfire proportions and groups of youths, wearing Mad Max jerkins and Doc Martens, honed flick knives on the soft sandstone of a door-surround. My mother edged her way carefully round a body in a sleeping bag, while Peter eyed something on the fire which looked suspiciously like oak panelling.

It was the first time we had met June. We were taken to the Hall of Justice which had a bar in it, with a row of optics behind, screwed straight into the crumbling surface of a Tudor fireplace. June was a small, round, tough-looking woman. She seemed a little sad to me, as though the hardness of her features blanketed some deeper, inner despair. She was a publican by trade. You could tell she’d seen a thing or two in her life: perhaps smacked a few heads together, maybe punched the lights out of a few drunken troublemakers in her time. When she knew our business, she pulled out some glasses and a bottle of gin from behind the bar. Not wishing to appear stand-offish, we accepted her offer of a drink. We made friends very quickly after that. She pushed a bubbling cauldron of sweet-smelling stew towards my mother. It was never emptied, June admitted proudly, just added to for extra flavour.

With the tush, tush, tush of house music in the background June told us that the doctor was on the verge of selling the castle. I felt my heart leap in my chest and thanked the gods of impeccable timing for arranging such a moment in my life. As she scribbled down his telephone number
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