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A desire for more space led to antique dealer and interior 
designer Max Rollitt and his family to move from a townhouse 

to a characterful eighteenth-century Hampshire farmhouse
FEATURE CLAIR WAYMAN 

PHOTOGRAPHY JAMES MCDONALD 

Room
TO GROW

Max replaced a solid 
kitchen island with  
a rustic, eighteenth-
century industrial  
table from Arabesque 
Antiques. He chose this 
style because of its 
openness, allowing light 
through. The previous 
owners installed the 
Mark Wilkinson kitchen 
and Max updated it with 
a fresh coat of paint and 
new knobs. 

A French elm cabinet, 
dating back to around 
1880, provides useful 
storage and adds 
character to the back 
hall. The vibrant green 
Liberty Wallace Secret 
Garden wallpaper is no 
longer available, but was 
taken from a William 
Morris print called 
Larkspur, originally 
designed in 1872. Max 
sourced the humorous 
sign on the door from  
a French market.
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The Windsor armchair, 
made from ash with an  
elm seat, is from the Max 
Rollitt Bespoke Collection 
and is a copy of an original 
West Country design. The 
decorative stone quoin or 
keystone, in the top corner, 
is from an abandoned 
twelfth-century priory. 

Moving to the country happened quite 
spontaneously for antique dealer and 
interior designer, Max Rollitt. The 
catalyst came in 2009, when Max and his 

wife, movement therapist Jane Watson, decided they 
needed more space for their young sons. “We were 
living in a very nice townhouse in the centre of 
Winchester, but the backyard was the size of a postage 
stamp,” Max says. “I’ve got four boys – Laurie, Ed, 
Alfie and Will, now 32, 21, 20 and 17 respectively – 
with three living at home at the time, and they all 
needed to run around. We hadn’t planned it at all,  
but I persuaded Jane to have a look in the country.” 

Having worked in theatre around the world, Jane 
was used to the bright lights of big cities. “I had never 
contemplated life in the country,” she says. “Moving 
from London back to my childhood home of 
Winchester was quite a big leap, so the idea of living  
in a more rural location did slightly terrify me at first.” 

As often happens, life takes an unexpected turn  
and almost as if it was meant to be, Max spotted a 

ABOVE In the cosy 
sitting room, a Knole 
sofa from the Max 
Rollitt Bespoke 
Collection is 
upholstered in fabrics 
by Turnell & Gigon 
and John Boyd 
Textiles. The fire 
surround, designed 
by Max, is teamed 
with a Grove grate  
by Jamb. The red 
Eiffel Tower artwork 
was painted by eldest 
son, Laurie, when he 
was 11 – he is now a 
successful illustrator.
LEFT Max and Jane 
with their dogs, 
Ginny, an English 
Pointer and Beano,  
a Parson Terrier. 
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ABOVE LEFT The 
rush mat is from Rush 
Matters. An Italian 
altar stick, converted 
into a lamp, sits on 
top of an English elm 
chest of drawers 
dating back to 1730.
ABOVE RIGHT The 
Bergère mahogany 
chair in the sitting 
room, with cushions 
in Colefax and Fowler 
fabric, is from the 
Max Rollitt Bespoke 
Collection. The 
embroidered portrait 
of the family is by 
Hampshire-based 
textile artist  
Linda Miller.

farmhouse on an estate agent’s website that looked 
familiar. “I used to catch sight of the property on my 
regular nine-mile cycle route from Winchester to  
my former antique shop in Alresford,” Max explains. 
“When I saw it online, I said to Jane, ‘I know that 
house – that’s the place we should live.’ The 
connection was instant. We didn’t look at any other 
houses, it was quite remarkable.” 

The eighteenth-century brick-and-flint farmhouse, 
with modest, cottage proportions, is charming, but it 
was the land and dilapidated outbuildings that really 
sparked Max’s imagination. Having outgrown his small 
antique shop in Alresford, he realised the former grain 
store on the property presented a golden opportunity 
and had the potential to make a fantastic new 
showroom. “It took a while for it to all settle in my 
head,” he says. “I talked to architects about how to 
convert the disused farm buildings into something 
useful, in the right way, and the result has been better 
than I could have imagined.” Jane also benefitted from 

the move as it gave her the opportunity to create a 
studio and consulting room on the site of an old 
piggery, where she teaches the Feldenkrais Method. 
She had trained many years ago to teach the therapy, 
which improves movement, breathing and posture 
through gentle exercises. 

When it came to the farmhouse, the couple did not 
need to do any major work, and they embraced all the 
quirks that naturally come with an ancient, eighteenth-
century building. “The surveyor said, ‘Well Max, do 
you want a full survey or my comments?’,” explains 
Max. “I chose his comments and he said bluntly, ‘It’s 
over 400 years old and built on the same level as a 
river,’ which put it in a nutshell. The house has 
subsidence, so it’s been shored up in various ways, but 
it’s built to withstand movement. The River Itchen is 
on the other side of the field and there’s water all 
around us, but as we’re on chalk, it doesn’t flood.”

The main part of the farmhouse was built in the 
early 1700s, but elements of a nearby twelfth-century 
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‘I’m educated as I go along … Antiques offer an  
enormous pool of ideas that I am always drawing on’

In the morning room, a comfortable 
Max Rollitt Bespoke Howard chair, 
covered in a pretty Le Manach 
fabric from Pierre Frey, is an inviting 
spot to curl up with a book. The set 
of five witty portrait paintings 
behind it are by son Ed. A striking 
neo-classical style alabaster head 
adds to the quirky charm. The 
decorative 1920s round table lamp, 
from Rajasthan, echoes the colours 
in the Japanese hand-painted 
cabinet, which dates back to 1700. 
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ABOVE Enchanting 
portraits of the 
family’s two dogs, by 
naïve artist, Pearl 
Bugg, painted on the 
door to the master 
bedroom, adds a 
whimsical feel. The 
trailing floral Sans 
Papillions wallpaper 
by Pierre Frey 
envelops the room in 
an English country 
house charm. 

priory, abandoned during the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries, were used in its construction. Stone 
quoins on the sides of the building, for example, are 
known to have come from the priory and Max has 
discovered some original Gothic beams in the attic. 
The house was also once part of the magnificent 
Avington Park estate, once owned by Winchester 
Cathedral, until Henry VIII’s time, then by one of 
King Charles II’s courtiers, before being left to the  
3rd Duke of Chandos. 

Designing the interiors has been an evolving process 
for Max and Jane. It is clear to see that they revel in the 

rich history of the house, as well as sharing a love of 
quirky design. A mix of elegant antiques, plus stylish, 
clean-lined furniture from Max’s own workshops, jostle 
for space in each room. Max works in a non-formulaic, 
intuitive way, as each antique is unique and he has 
decorated in a style that is sympathetic and appropriate 
to the style of the house, but he also likes to push the 
boundaries. Even though architecturally the cottage-
style farmhouse is on a modest scale, Max has 
incorporated antiques with slightly grander 
proportions. “Charleston, home of the Bloomsbury 
Group, for example, is quite a rustic farmhouse, but 

The exquisite eighteenth-century 
silk bourette pelmet came from 
Peta Smyth Antique Textiles in 
London and is lined with dyed  
French antique linen. The pair  
of Dutch walnut stools have  
been covered in a vibrant 
antique, hand-dyed turquoise 
linen, which contrasts with the 
antique French floral eiderdown. 
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ABOVE Max and 
Jane’s son Ed chose 

Sang de Boeuf by 
Edward Bulmer 

Natural Paint for his 
bedroom walls and 

sourced the cushions 
and painting of the 

Moroccan woman at 
an antiques fair in 

Montpellier, France. 
The headboard is 

covered in a  
George Spencer 

Designs fabric. 

has been furnished with some beautifully refined 
antiques, and I think that juxtaposition really works.”

Decorating with antiques acts as a constant 
inspiration for Max and his business. “I’m educated  
as I go along. When I found the eighteenth-century 
pelmet, I could see how it could be adapted as a bed 
canopy for our bedroom, and I’m reproducing it for  
a client now. All of these historic forms and lines  
were really well thought through. When England was 
at its height, design-wise, it was attracting the best of 
everybody. So many continental designs influenced 
what we were doing, and we had the money to attract 
the best, so pieces made in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries were phenomenal. No matter 
how we look at it, it was a ridiculously privileged era, 

and we had some incredible resources. Antiques offer 
an enormous pool of ideas that I am always drawing 
on,” says Max.

Since leaving Winchester, Max, Jane and their boys 
have relished country life and their menagerie of 
animals is growing. As well as two dogs, Ginny, an 
English Pointer and Beano, a Parson Terrier, they  
have two pigs, Betsy and Madame Whiteboots, and 
chickens. “When I was younger, I didn’t ever think I’d 
end up in the country with dogs, but I’ve grown to love 
the peace of it and the dark nights don’t scare me 
anymore,” says Jane. “It’s also great that our sons have 
been brought up in the country, that they understand 
quiet and space, and appreciate nature. We definitely 
feel very attached to the place now.”  


