
 

The ultimate fixer-upper: Historic pile gutted by fire is yours for 
£3m (but it'll cost £20m to restore) 

 
Parnham House is currently on the market for £3m with Knight Frank 

Arabella Youens  
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Set down a half-mile drive, just outside the town of Beaminster in Dorset, lies what remains 
of Grade I listed Parnham House. At first sight the John Nash-designed main façade of 
honey-coloured hamstone walls belies the reality. 

With soft focus vision – and helped by a certain degree of landscaping undertaken to tidy up 
the approach – it almost looks the part. 

Examine closer, however, and greenery is creeping through glassless mullioned windows, 
while the gables and chimney stacks lack a roofline behind, the shell of a house that suffered 
catastrophic fire damage in the early hours of Easter Saturday last year. 

It took four days of firefighting until the last flames were extinguished. Parnham’s owner, the 
late Austrian -financier Michael Treichl, was initially arrested on suspicion of arson; two 
months later he was found dead in Lake Geneva, with the family releasing a statement saying 
that he had been suffering from depression. In October last year, Dorset Police said that their 
investigation had concluded, and they were not looking for anyone else in connection with 
the fire. 

Earlier this year, Historic England reported that the house was at risk of collapse. The 
receivers, appointed by the bank that Treichl had his mortgage through, have instructed 
Knight Frank and Sanderson Weatherall to act as agents. The property is on the market for 
£3 million, which includes three-bedroom Dower House, a two-bedroom cottage, two flats 
and 131 acres. 
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The smoking ruins of Parnham House after the fire 

A bridleway leads through the grounds of the house directly into Beaminster, a small town in 
Hardy country with a clutch of shops, a butchers and Brassica, a well-regarded restaurant, all 
set around a square. It’s picture-perfect, or will be again, once damage caused by a stolen 
tractor ram-raiding the town’s ATM is repaired. Some are touting it as the “next Bruton”, the 
trendy hotspot in Somerset. 

Parnham was built for Robert Strode and his wife in 1552 and remodelled by Nash in 1810. It 
is widely regarded as one of Dorset’s oldest – and most spectacular – stately homes. Having 
been sold out of the Strode family, it had various incarnations during the 20th century as a 
country club and nursing home. During the Second World War, Parnham was requisitioned 
by the US Army as General Patton’s HQ during the D-Day landings. It was registered as 
Grade I listed in 1953, an elite club as only two per cent of listed buildings fall into this top 
category. 

Furniture designer John Makepeace bought Parnham in 1976 and established a college 
where he helped transform British design; one of its best-known alumni is the Earl of 
-Snowdon. Makepeace sold the house to Treichl, in 2001, for a reported £4 million. Treichl 
then spent many years (and many -millions) transforming the house into a family home, 
with the help of the decorator to Prince Charles, Robert Kime. 

Owning a Grade I listed house is an expensive undertaking. When Lord Hesketh sold Easton 
Neston, his family’s Northamptonshire home, in 2005, he said: “The rough number I use is 
that, in a good year, it loses £500,000 and in a bad year, it could lose £1.5 million.” 
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Restoring one is potentially fortune-evaporating. Easton Neston’s owner, the Russian 
businessman Leon Max, is believed to have spent over £25  million transforming the house, 
which included taking out several -bedrooms to make 13 new ones complete with en-suite 
bathrooms. 

Taking on a Grade I listed house that has been damaged by fire brings its own challenges, as 
the National Trust knows only too well. Major works are currently under way to restore 
Grade I listed Clandon Park in Surrey, built by the Venetian architect Giacomo Leoni in the 
early 18th century, after it was destroyed by fire in 2015. With interiors measuring just over 
11,000 sq ft, it’s less than a third of the size of Parnham, yet the construction budget set for 
firms in the competition to lead the restoration was £30 million. The final costs of the work 
are as yet unknown. 

Restoring a high-profile house that is open to the public rather than a family home brings 
further hurdles: the Trust has its members to answer to and parts of the house are currently 
open to visitors. “The hugely complex -nature of the project is one of the -biggest challenges 
in itself,” explains -Sophie Chessum, senior project curator for Clandon. 

But there are some plus sides: “We didn’t have any historical record of when the building of 
the house had started and finished. By studying the beams, the results indicated that the 
house was built roughly 10 years later than anyone had thought.” 

 

Clandon Park is being restored by National Trust      

It’s someone with a deep interest in history who is likely to buy Parnham, believes Daniel 
Hardy, the joint receiver of the property. He points to various layers of room remodelling 
that have gone on at Parnham over the centuries that have now been peeled away and 
exposed by the fire. 

In his 25-year career as an architect specialising in classical and traditional buildings, Hugh 
Petter of ADAM Architecture has worked on a number of Grade I listed houses. “My clients 
are all conscious that they are taking on a piece of the nation’s built heritage. What I always 
say to them is that the reason to buy is because you love it; there has to be a deep emotional 
connection.” 

People often think that it’s impossible to do anything worthwhile with a Grade I listed house 
because they fall under the watchful eyes of both local conservation offices and Historic 
England. But this is not actually the case, argues Petter, providing you follow the right path. 
“I’m a strong advocate of working from the outset in close collaboration with both the local 
conservation officer and Historic England, evolving the design in concert.” Working this way, 
he has seemingly managed the impossible by installing lifts, creating family kitchens at the 
heart of the home, and constructing new outbuildings located next to Grade I listed 
buildings. 

Mark Lawson of The Buying Solution, Knight Frank’s independent buying arm, says that 
whoever buys Parnham needs to go in “with their eyes open”.  



As a general ballpark figure, he estimates the costs of restoration, given its listing and the fire 
damage, and with professional fees on top, could run to close to £20 million. “It’s critical that 
the buyer takes professional advice, not only on planning but also on value, as that will be 
capped,” he explains. 

Some of the unknowns in terms of costs includes the conservation work required to restore 
such a special building. Skilled experts working on Clandon will include carpenters, potters, 
painters, stonemasons, sculptors, carvers, specialist conservators and wallpaper makers. 
“The list is endless,” admits Chessum. 

There are two positives though, points out Lawson: “By the time the work begins, it’s likely 
that the house will have stood empty for two years, which means that VAT payable will be 
five per cent, as opposed to the standard 20 per cent. And the condition of the house means 
that the asking price is relatively low compared to its eventual value once restored. The 
stamp duty due will be significantly less as a result.” 

Despite the obvious challenges, interest in Parnham has already been “extraordinary”, says 
James McKillop of Knight Frank. Enquiries have come from America and the Far East; a 
party from New Zealand has already viewed the property. “It’s impossible to predict who 
might buy it,” says McKillop. “But my gut feeling is that the eventual buyer might be a very 
successful businessman or woman who is coming back home to Dorset.” 
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