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Near and yet so far
This Suffolk cottage contains two homes, joined internally. It could be the ideal setup

BEYONDTHE
BROCHURE

ASK THE EXPERTS
The builder
A short morning shower in our
ensuite causes no problems, but
if we take a longer, more relaxing
one, water drips through the
ceiling of the dining room below.
We can’t find any gaps in the
shower tray or tiles. What do you
think the problem might be?
Maisie Grant, by email
The most likely cause is failure of
the silicone sealant around the
joint of the shower tray and tiles,
or cracks in the grout between
the tiles. First, rule out a problem
with the shower valve, the pipe to
the showerhead or the waste by
running the shower for 10 minutes,
with the water directed onto
the centre of the tray. If there is
no leak downstairs, it will be
the silicone sealant or grout.
When replacing silicone, cut away
the old sealant and ensure the
area is completely dry before
applying new silicone. When
repairing cracked grout, it is
important to rake out the old
grout, rather than applying new
grout over the cracks.
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hristine Kettle is sure her
home encapsulates a growing
social need — but she’s not
sure people will see the
potential from the estate
agent’s particulars. “I hate
the word ‘annexe’,” she says, referring
to its connotations of second best
and making do. Her home, Whitegate
Cottage, in the Suffolk hamlet of
Coddenham Green, is “two very small
properties, but they are completely
self-contained”. It’s a pair of equal
but, as we shall see, rather different
homes combined in one house. Each
has its own front door, and they are
connected internally, but the double
doors that link them are also the
“demarcation line”.
So who would want that? Christine
thinks, and I tend to agree, that it could
suit an awful lot of us. Let’s look
at the figures. According to the
latest research, 2.5m men and
women in this country between
the ages of 45 and 64 live alone:
that is, says the Office for
National Statistics, they “have
their own home and live in it
with no spouse, partner or other
family member”. And those numbers are up by a hefty 50% since
the mid-1990s.
Now, it may be that they are
perfectly content to be entirely
on their tod. After the hell of a
miserable marriage, sweet solitude must be balm to the soul, and
not something to give up lightly.
Christine herself — who, I must
make clear, has never been miserably married herself — is entirely
happy in her independent state.
Yet there’s a halfway house between
another person breathing your air and
sharing your kitchen, and a state of
total isolation. Consider the allure of
an agreeably companionable situation,
what Christine calls “togetherness
with independence” — having more
than just a neighbour as your neighbour, but with that lockable “demarcation line” for when you want to keep
to yourself.
So what would buyers get out of
Whitegate Cottage? They’d have to
decide, for a start, which of them got
the old cottagey bit — dating from the
17th century, with a thatch on the
outside and a riot of beams within —
and who lived in the more modern
half, the “annexe”.
There’s not a lot between them in
terms of space — each is ample for a
tidy singleton, though a bit cosy for
all but the closest of couples — and each
has its own oil-fired central heating
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Hugh Best-Shaw is director of
DCM Residential; dcmresidential.
co.uk

The solicitor

The owner split the cottage with her parents
for a life of ‘independent togetherness’

Whitegate
Cottage, Suffolk,
£395,000
What is it? A 17th-century
one-bedroom cottage with a
self-contained two-bedroom
annexe near Coddenham, a village
seven miles from Ipswich
Who is selling? Fine & Country;
01449 723500, fineandcountry.com

Whitegate Cottage
Needham
Market

2 miles

Coddenham
A14
Ipswich

system. The single-storey portion
has two bedrooms, an eat-in
kitchen and a large sitting room
with french doors onto the
garden. The cottage, while less
light and airy, has bags of olde
worlde “character”. The rooms
are irregular in shape, and the
inglenook in the sitting room,
which now hosts a woodburning stove, has brickwork
from three different centuries
and an exposed bread oven. But
you get to the only bedroom and its
ensuite bathroom via a spiral staircase
that’s not ideal for anyone whose bedtime ascent is not entirely unimpaired
by the odd snifter.
Whitegate Cottage was one fivebedroom house when Christine and
her late parents — who became the
occupants of the modern half of the
house — paid £93,000 for it in 1992.
They wanted two houses in the same
village in this area of Suffolk — deep
in farming country, closest town
Needham Market, handy for the
brighter lights of Ipswich and 40 minutes’ drive from the coast. The oldsters
were looking for a bungalow and
Christine had had her heart set on a
thatched cottage since she fell in love
with a picture of one on a biscuit
tin as a child.
She set to work creating the current
arrangement, spending about £50,000
to extend the annexe and make each
section self-sufficient, and they enjoyed
15 happy years in their conjoined homes

before Morris and Ethel passed away
within a year of each other. The council
rates the two halves separately for
council tax (the annexe is band A, the
cottage a pricier band C, because the
thatch gives it a higher perceived value,
Christine explains), but it has to be sold
as one house, and could be converted
back to a single family home.
But why, when it’s so ideally set up
for independent togetherness? If two
friends wanted to buy, they would
obviously have to make sure their
lawyers drew up a clear agreement on
who owned what and how the
arrangement could end. Or it might
suit someone who wanted to rent out
one half, or even have a gloriously rural
holiday home in the quaint cottage,
with a paying tenant next door to ease
the costs. Or, as Christine found, it’s
a way for the generations to live
together in harmony.
Two friends came all the way from
north London to view it, attracted by
the shared-but-separate layout. Yet
they were put off by the “pint of milk”
test, which doesn’t score well: you’d
have to get in the car to reach
the nearest shop. And we urban types
tend to panic at the prospect of nothing
but farmland in all directions. Still,
rural isolation is probably much more
fun when you’re not completely on
your own.
If you would like Karen to cast her
critical eye over a property you are selling,
email btb@sunday-times.co.uk

We have owned our home for
the past 30 years. It was built in
the grounds of a house owned
by Bass Brewery and has a lease
of 999 years. Bass sold its
property, along with the freehold
of ours, without our knowledge
and it has since been resold.
We have paid no ground rent for
the past 10 years and do not
know who owns the freehold.
What do you advise?
WF Pulman and DJ Johnson,
Staffordshire
In such circumstances, the
freeholder can sell the freehold
without reference to you. The new
freeholder, however, should have
notified you of the change of
ownership and sent the correct
ground-rent demands. The new
freeholder is only entitled to
claim ground-rent arrears for its
period of ownership and for a
maximum of six years. You may
be able to acquire the freehold
of the house by virtue of the
Leasehold Reform Act 1967.
The Leasehold Advisory Service
and the Law Society can provide
you with details of solicitors who
specialise in this area. If the
freeholder cannot be traced,
then, provided you qualify, you
can apply to court to acquire
the freehold.
Donall Murphy is a partner at
Russell-Cooke LLP; russell-cooke.
co.uk
Do you need help from
one of our experts?
Email your questions to
propertyexperts@
sunday-times.co.uk. Advice is
given without responsibility
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