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OF THE PAST
Returning to the Devon farm where he grew up, interior 
designer Rupert White seized the opportunity to turn a 

tumbledown barn into a bright, inviting home for his family

FEATURE SERENA FOKSCHANER PHOTOGRAPHS JAKE EASTHAM
STYLING LOU EASTHAM

A sense

THE ENGLISH HOME 45

The welcoming entrance to 
the new extension was 

designed as a practical hall 
and bootroom which leads to 
a new utility room and guest 

cloakroom. The walls are 
painted in Blue Blood from 

Paint & Paper Library. 
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Rupert White’s children have disappeared. 
“But I’m not worried,” he says cheerfully, 
opening the door to his Devon home where 
rainjackets and tweeds hang across the blue 

walls of the hallway. “I know exactly where they are. 
They’ll be across the farmyard at my parents’ home, 
watching telly and eating Polos,” laughs Rupert, who 
lives on the family farm with his wife Trish and two 
daughters, Matilda, seven, and Nancy, five. It is an 
arrangement, both modern and traditional, that suits 
all generations. “We can pop in for a chat and the 
children can see their grandparents every day, without 
it feeling like a formal visit.” 

When Rupert left home at 19 to pursue a career  
in interior design in London, he had always imagined 
returning to live in rural Devon, but not, he says, 
opposite his parents. Then, events intervened. “One 
day my father rang to say that their tenants had moved 
out and would we like to move in to the stable block? 
We’d outgrown our terraced house and our friends 

were moving out of London. So 10 minutes later  
we rang back and said ‘why not?’,” says Rupert, who 
honed his design skills at leading interiors firms, 
including Colefax and Fowler, David Seyfried,  
Pierre Frey and Vaughan. 

At first the Whites lived in the stable block: a 
cheerful but squashed arrangement of three bedrooms 
and a kitchen that multi-tasked as office, dining room 
and laundry-strewn utility. But two years later, when 
Rupert inherited a small legacy, he decided it was  
time to knock through and reinvent the adjacent 
tumbledown barn as a modern, family space. The 
upside-down layout, he explains, was dictated by the 
scale of the building which had been untouched by the 
family for decades. Upstairs, on the first floor, where 
the ceiling of the former hayloft soars to seven metres, 
is now a convivial kitchen, eating and dining space. 
Downstairs, a new wide hallway leads to a utility and 
dog room, guest cloakroom and, most importantly for 
a designer who takes a quiet delight in orderliness 

ABOVE In the sitting 
area, a Naz in Blue 
cushion by Alidad 

from Chelsea Textiles 
sits on the sofa from 

David Seyfried, which 
is covered in a fabric 

from Colefax and 
Fowler. The fender 
from Acres Farm is 

covered in Mogador 
by Lelièvre.  

ABOVE RIGHT The 
growing ‘picture wall’ 
is lined with pictures 

by artists including 
Katharine Lightfoot 

and Charles ‘Snaffles’ 
Johnson Payne.
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“It can be difficult to tear guests 
away from the island,” says Rupert 
of the kitchen, designed from 
scratch and made locally to feel 
more like furniture than fitted 
cabinetry. The long table is made 
from scaffolding planks used in the 
building works. The curtains are in 
Bukhara by Lewis & Wood.



(and a pained acceptance of “the deluge of plastic toys” 
that goes with bringing up children), a hallway lined 
with coat hooks. “Thirty-six to be precise,” he says.

Ever since he turned a boxroom into a bedroom 
lined with junk-shop prints when he was seven, Rupert 
was intent on becoming a designer. “My brothers are 
the horsey ones; I lacked their hand-to-eye co-
ordination which is why I throw chintz around,” he 
laughs. He now runs his own interior design practice, 
describing his style as “traditional with a kick”, an 
English hybrid of antiques and deep seating enlivened 
with fresh, modern colours and fabrics, which suits his 
clients. “Living in the country, everything has to be 
comfortable and practical; somewhere you can put 
your feet up and dogs can jump on the sofa,” he says, 
adding, “I’m fascinated by the minutiae of how people 
live; where they have their coffee in the morning for 
instance. The best homes reflect our lives.” 

Does Mrs White agree with all his schemes? “She’s 
rather clever at planting a seed of an idea and then 
letting me think it’s mine,” he says, leading the way up 
the new, green-oak staircase to the bright kitchen. The 
original openings, once frequented by roosting doves, 
have been turned into windows for views of the 
swaying laurel trees. Rupert used scaffolding boards 
salvaged from the building work to make the sociably 
long table. The Aga was inherited and Rupert designed 
the kitchen cabinets, which were made locally. 

A warm wall colour, illuminated by a scattering  
of table lamps and Edison-style pendant lightbulbs, 
cements the relaxed mood. “It’s a large space so the 
challenge was to make it feel cosy whilst keeping the 
open-plan look; we had to think carefully about 
creating separate zones whilst keeping the flow of the 
layout. I feel it’s worked because now I can read on the 
sofa in peace, whilst the children watch Peppa Pig.” 
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ABOVE LEFT The 
former hayloft, to  
the left, has been 
converted as an 
extension to the 
converted 
stableblock, to the 
right, which now 
houses the family  
and guest bedrooms 
and Rupert’s office. 
ABOVE RIGHT 
Rupert with his  
wife Trish and  
two daughters, 
Matilda, seven  
and Nancy, four.



‘I’m fascinated by the minutiae of how people live...  
The best homes reflect our lives’



The project took 11 months and was done by the local 
farmer who moonlights as a builder. “At one point he 
had to leave to do the sileaging. But that’s what 
happens in the country.”

Transforming the barn gave Rupert the excuse to 
start again in the stable block. The former kitchen and 
sitting room are now comfortable bedrooms for family 
and guests. Like next door, the decoration is an easy 
“non matchy-matchy” mix. In the master bedroom,  
the Edwardian four-poster bed, inherited from Trish’s 
great-grandmother, is festooned with curtains brought 
from a previous home. “It took four months to dress 
the four poster,” says Rupert. Throughout the house 
the walls are lined with a mix of prints unearthed in 
junk-shop portfolios and paintings. “All my art used  
to be lucky finds, now I tend to spend too much time 
in galleries; it is my one weakness,” he explains.

French doors in Rupert’s new office open on to 
what used to be the farmyard, which in his childhood 
was messy and workaday, with the family’s point-to-
point horses milling about, too. Now it is as neat as the 
interior. But the setting of glassy millponds fringed by 
tall beeches and oaks and quiet views across the valley 
is exactly as Rupert remembers it from boyhood. “In  
so many ways nothing has changed, which is the nice 
thing about coming home,” he says.  n
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ABOVE In the 
converted stable-
block, the former 
kitchen has been 

turned into a guest 
bedroom. The set of 

prints were a 
housewarming gift 

from Trish’s mother. 
The lampbases are 
from Där Lighting 

and the bed is 
upholstered in Facet 

by Ian Sanderson. 
RIGHT In the master 

bedroom, the 
headboard is covered 

in Damask by 
Blithfield, the drapes 

and valance are in 
Bowood by Colefax 

and Fowler, the 
lamps are from 

Vaughan and the  
quilt is from Oka. 


