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From A Military Hospital To
A Handsome Family Home
His father said to him when he purchased No.2 Half Acres: “That house will either kill
you or bankrupt you, if not both!” There were times when Simon Stevens, local
businessman and owner of this prestigious town house in Bishop’s Stortford, thought
maybe he was right.
Simon and his wife, Tanya, bought this tired but handsome Grade II Listed Georgian
house through Mullucks Wells in 2006 with the intention of creating a lovely family
home for them and their young son. Built in 1780, it had been regarded as one of the
finest homes in the town. However, during the last century, it had gradually become
less practical as a family home and was in need of a serious rethink. It had served as a
hospital during the First World War and, with the exception of some decorative
maintenance and subtle structural repairs, had received minimal updating since.
What the Stevens’ bought was, ultimately, a disjointed collection of rooms that no
longer worked for modern day living. A small and very cold kitchen was situated at the
side of the house looking out onto the road and there were several other small rooms
without any functional flow. The two large principal reception rooms with their
beautiful bay windows overlooked the garden to the front and, to make the most of
these glorious views, it made sense to move the kitchen to the other side of the house
and open it out into one of these rooms creating a large kitchen, breakfast and family
area.

Also, the Stevens’ were keen to make some structural changes to the outside rear of
the house, which was unbalanced and unattractive, whilst reconfiguring the rooms at
the back to create a large airy reception hall, two sumptuous new bathrooms and a
spacious utility room. Further structural alterations were required to improve the layout
of the rooms on the first and second floors and these would even require the cutting
through of the roof plate to create a doorway and the adding of a central gable
window on the second floor.
Simon and Tanya had fairly firm ideas about what they wanted to do to the house but
understood that, because the house is listed and in a Conservation area, the process
would not necessarily be as straightforward as it might otherwise have been. Upon the
recommendation of a friend, they employed local surveyor Robert Ward-Booth and
architect, Ian Abrams, experts in the listed and conservation sector. Both Robert and Ian
listened carefully to their ideas and then worked with them to refine their plans,
suggesting many improvements along the way.
Their first plans were submitted to the Council in late 2006. As expected, there were
some objections raised. However, as Simon discovered, objections do not necessarily
mean ‘no’ and can sometimes be overcome through a combination of perseverance
and compromise. One of the objections raised related to their plans for the front garden.
Despite the size of the property, there was only a very small parking area at the rear of
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The original sitting room
before the wall was
removed to create the
spacious new kitchen/
breakfast/living room

the house. With a large garden to the front of the property, it made sense to create a
larger parking area here. However, an ancient Listed wall, part of which had been
recently rebuilt after a tree fell onto it, surrounded the garden. A small part of this
rebuilt section of wall would need to be removed; something the conservation officers
were keen to avoid. On top of this, they objected to their plans on the basis that, by
opening up the area to the front of the property to create an additional access point,
there could be an unacceptable increase in traffic using this narrow lane.
Protracted discussions ensued with the Stevens’ arguing that, since the house was built
on a hill and the land was slipping and slowly pushing against the wall, extensive
remedial work would be required in any case to avoid the wall collapsing into the lane.
Their proposal involved removing around 500 tonnes of earth and lowering the garden
View of the town from the new gable window on the second floor

The main drawing room was created by extending the back of the house and
features bi-folding doors opening out onto the new courtyard

level by around 7ft to ensure long-term protection of the rest of the wall.
With a combination of careful negotiation, the skills of an architect with the
appropriate expertise and the family’s persistence, they finally received permission to
create an opening in the garden wall and to create this additional vehicular access to a
new parking area and build an attractive triple garage block with storage space above.
They worked through all the objections raised by the council methodically but also
delayed the project themselves by adjusting the plans on a few occasions as their ideas
developed which meant having to resubmit planning applications. As a result, it was
four years before they finally got the go ahead to create their ideal home.
Despite the happy arrival of a second baby son, this period signified a very difficult time
in their personal lives when Simon was diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. After
finally overcoming this, a near-fatal road accident put him out of action for a year.
Whilst recovering from his horrific injuries, Simon was forced to take a step back from
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By raising the pitch of the roof at the back of the house they were able to increase the floorspace on the second floor to create this luxurious new bathroom

his various business interests. Although frustrating for him, it did free up his time to
allow him to take on the role of project manager, something he wouldn’t recommend
on such an enormous project without a significant amount of previous experience.
In August 2011, with all appropriate permissions in place, building works could finally
begin and the Stevens’ set about creating their much dreamed of family home.
After tendering the project, the Stevens’ employed local builders G I Hutton and local
landscaping company All Seasons. The combination of their respective expertise in
restoring period properties, their excellent attention to detail and their ability to
‘hand-hold’ their novice project manager paid off and the project moved forwards
rapidly, with the main house being more or less completed by autumn 2012.
“We are absolutely delighted with what we have collectively achieved” says Simon.
“By restoring this important house, we feel that we will leave a lasting legacy in the
town that will serve other families lucky enough to live in the house for hundreds of
years to come.”
Many people are put off purchasing a Listed building believing that this status will
prevent them from making any changes. However, the Stevens’ have proved that this
is not always the case.
“We purchased this house because we loved its period charm and were keen to
preserve and restore where possible. Listed building status exists for good reason and
providing you are not disturbing the fabric of the building, permissions can normally be
obtained, albeit with conditions that can sometimes be costly and time consuming.
In our case, this meant that we had to restore the original sash windows, which were
in a fragile state with many of them painted shut under many layers of paint and with
most of the sash cords missing, instead of simply replacing them with new timber
sashes. We also had to source the original hand cut clay roof tiles, which had been
made especially for this house. Despite the cost and the time this took, we do believe,
in retrospect, that the decision was the right one for the integrity of the building.”
“Buyers are often put off older properties because of the running costs but you can
work with the quirks of the building to improve its energy efficiency. We created walls
within walls to allow for insulation, levelled uneven floors to install under floor heating
and installed an energy efficient boiler which has resulted in a warm house with
reasonable running costs.”

“It has been a long and challenging process which, at times, we thought we would
never see the end of but what we have achieved has put all the hard work into
perspective. From an investment angle, too, we believe it has also made very good
sense overall.
My advice to anyone considering embarking on a project of this nature would be to
join and get free advice from the Listed Property Owners Club (LPOC), an invaluable
resource for anyone with a listed property. Make sure your expectations are sensible
and that the amount of time, money and angst that goes into the project does not
outweigh the pleasure you will get from living in a beautiful house at the end of the
day. Also, whilst some ups and downs are inevitable, ensure that you forge a close
working relationship with your architect and builders and be persistent to ensure the
compromises you make don’t impact the pleasure you will get from living in your
completed home.”
Footnote:
All interiors by Neil Smith of Smith Adam Interiors in Stansted
www.smithadaminteriors.co.uk
Listed Property Owners Club www.lpoc.co.uk
G I Hutton (Builders) Ltd www.gihutton.co.uk
Ian Abrams www.ian-abrams-architects.co.uk
All Seasons Landscape Specialists Ltd www.allseasonslandscape.co.uk

Before ....

.... After

Before ....

.... After
www.mullucks.co.uk

73

