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A 19th-century building on the East Sussex 
coastline has been turned into a comfortable 
B&B full of Victorian splendour Words Nione Meakin

W hen Paul oxborrow and stephen 
Groves bought a modernised flat 
in a late-Victorian building in st 

Leonards, East sussex, in 1995, they 
were not content to nod to its vintage with 
a solitary marble fireplace or a claw-footed 
bath. Instead, they embarked on an 
ambitious project to fully restore every 
inch of their home to 1880s splendour. 
Now, nearly 20 years later, and having 
acquired the flat above and basement 
below, they have transformed the entire 
house and run it as a B&B.

st Benedict, as it’s known, is an 
imposing red brick that looks from the 
outside much like the other houses on 
Pevensey road. But step inside and the 
impression is of a place frozen in time. 
Everything from the opulent wallpapers  
to the candelabra on the drawing room 
mantelpiece have been carefully chosen  
to evoke what stephen describes as ‘a 
traditional home in the flavour of the 19th 
century’. He adds: ‘We did it for ourselves. 
It’s not historically purist, more a jumble of 
patterns, colours and fabrics that we love, 
but it has that cluttered 19th-century  
look and somehow it works.’

A PERSONAL PROJECT
It has been a major undertaking for  
Paul and stephen, by day a religious 
studies professor and a music teacher 
respectively. ‘all our houses have been 
done up, but this has gone further  
than anything previously,’ says stephen. 
dividing walls have been knocked through 
to bring back the drawing room, where 
the couple reinstated the fireplace and 
introduced a marble surround. staircases 
have been moved and rebuilt, ceilings 
raised or lowered and decorated with 

authentic plaster mouldings. doors  
have been fitted with stained glass, and  
all modern fixtures and fittings replaced 
with their 19th-century equivalent.

they did much of the work themselves 
but also had help from friends and tolerant 
tradespeople. as stephen points out, 
finding a plumber willing to work with 
Victorian cisterns and sinks is not easy: 
‘We had a few people flounce out before 
we found someone who would do it.’

the few traces of modern life – a 
washing machine and fridge – are hidden 
away in the scullery on the lower-ground 
floor adjacent to the kitchen where the 
couple cook breakfast and occasionally 
dinner on an old aga. dishes are 
traditional English but of the 21st-century 
persuasion; it quickly transpired that even 
those willing to forgo showers and tV drew 
the line at devilled kidneys and kippers. 

the plates are then hoisted upstairs  
on a dumbwaiter to be served on period 
crockery in the dining room, which is 
painted green, a colour the Victorians 
thought suppressed the appetite. 
Latecomers beware – the brass gong 
outside isn’t just for announcing 
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dinner, it is also used to rouse those who 
have overslept for breakfast.

DESIGN DETAILS
In the sprawling back garden, the couple 
have designed and built a pond, trellis 
tunnel, greenhouse and potting shed, 
which they have filled with Victorian 
trowels and other tools picked up on their 
many visits to junk shops and auction 
rooms. they also had a small chapel built 
in the Eastern orthodox style, a reflection 
of their shared catholic faith and Paul’s 
interest in world religions.

Further inspiration came when they 
acquired a box of deeds for the house 
wtih names and occupations of former 
inhabitants. While the room next to the 
old Nursery at the top of the house has 
been named for the fictitious Nanny 
Hawkins, a character in Evelyn Waugh’s 
Brideshead Revisited, we are shown to 
the colonel’s room, where a photograph 
of the real colonel Vallings, who once lived 
here, looks down from a bookshelf.

the attention to detail is staggering, 
from the ebony vanity set on the dressing 
table to the antique sheets on the bed. 
there is even a chamber pot, although 
this is just for show; each of the four 
double guest rooms has its own private 
bathroom with a claw-foot bath. 

the couple have always loved collecting 
things. ‘there is always something we 
have our eye on – we’ve been waiting for 
years to find another 1880 chair for the 
drawing room.’ they pick up much of their 
treasures in the local area, although they 
will admit modern inventions such as the 
internet have been invaluable in sourcing 
bricks, tiles and architectural salvage.

 despite the museum-quality 
surroundings, it’s a comfortable house, 
thanks to its friendly, if slightly eccentric, 
owners who take care of every detail  
from the crochet-covered jugs of milk left 
outside the bedrooms for morning tea to 
the eggs from their own hens scrambled 
for breakfast. ‘the Victorians really got the 
art of living comfortably,’ says stephen, 
‘although it would be more comfortable  
if we had the two servants the Victorian 
occupants would have had!’

Guests love to gather around the 
fireplaces in winter or take tea in the 
garden in the summer. ‘We get a real  
mix of people,’ says stephen. ‘the thrill  
of running a B&B like this is seeing their 
faces when they walk in. they come and 
enthuse about the house and really feel 
they’ve stayed somewhere unusual.’ 
St Benedict, 81 Pevensey Road,  
St Leonards, East Sussex. Rooms  
start at £90 per night (01424 434973,  
victorian-bed-and-breakfast.com). 

l For antique lace, fabric  
and mismatched buttons  
sold by the cup, visit Wayward,  
an old-fashioned haberdashery. 
Norman Road, St Leonards, 
(07815 013337, wayward.co).

l Find salvaged Victorian 
fireplaces and furnishings at 
the clockwork crow, a cornucopia 
of antiques, junk and architectural 
reclamation. Westhill Arcade, 
George Street, Hastings (07979 
528633, theclockworkcrow.co.uk).

l Dress up in corsets and 
crinolines before taking lessons 
in etiquette and reading tea leaves 
at the singing Victorian tea room 
in the upstairs parlour of the 
Jenny Lind Inn every saturday  
and sunday, from noon to 5pm. 
69 High Street, Hastings (01424 
421392, jennylindhastings.co.uk). 

l Designed to recreate the 
look of a turn-of-the-century 
household shop, aG Hendy’s 
Home store is a must-visit. Pick 

up an ostrich feather duster, or 
stop for lunch in the Victorian-
kitchen-cum-restaurant at the 
back of the shop. 36 High Street, 
Hastings (01424 447171).

l Hastings Antique Centre  
is the best place around for  
a range of junk and antiques, 
according to st Benedict’s owner 
stephen Groves. take your  
time and you’re bound to find  
a bargain. 59-61 Norman Road, 
St Leonards (01424 428561).
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