HOMES
Cassandra Ellis and Ed
Prichard call this corner of their
Peckham Rye, south-east London
home their “Spanish corner”,
a tribute to Ed’s time in Madrid as
a child; the lamp and painting were
both bought by his parents when
they lived there; the table dates
back to the 18th century.
OPPOSITE A self-portrait by Ed’s
mother, who died recently, painted
when she was 19, greets guests in
the living room; it sits on a 19th
century Spanish table, which
becomes the bar whenever the
couple are hosting a party; says
Cassandra: “It’s the keeper of many
memories and spills!”
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A RESTFUL STATE

New Zealander Cassandra Ellis makes beautiful quilts
in the tranquil London townhouse she renovated
WORDS ANDREA WARMINGTON / PHOTOGRAPHS CATHERINE GRATWICKE
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HOMES
(clockwise from top right) The 1930s French club chairs were
bought at an antiques fair and restored and re-covered with antique
Hungarian hemp: “They’re awfully heavy, but very comfortable,” says
Cassandra. Cassandra Ellis at home. Although the antique French chair
in the living room needs restoring, Cassandra quite likes it with a
sheepskin thrown over it; a copper kete from New Zealand hangs on
the wall above the “very old, very peeling, but perfect radiator”.
Antique urns are planted with flowering plants all year round.

The armchair in the
drawing room, which has been
covered in wool felt, is “probably the
only new piece of furniture in the
house”; Cassandra’s best eBay find
was the Georgian sofa in the
background; she had it rebuilt and
re-covered with artist’s linen; the
candlesticks on the mantelpiece
“could kill a man, they’re so heavy”
and the fireplace features handmade
Moroccan tiles, which are beautiful
when the fire is lit.
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assandra ellis doesn’t believe in buying “makedo” furniture. The ex-pat Aucklander would much
rather leave a gap and go without – be it for days,
months or, on occasion, years – than live with notquite-right items.
Three years ago Cassandra, who has made a name for herself
in the UK as a designer, quilter and author, bought a five-floor late
Victorian townhouse in Peckham Rye, south-east London with
her English husband Ed Prichard. And every chair, painting and
candlestick chosen for the home they share with Ed’s teenage
children, Frankie and Oscar, and dogs Lily and Mr Darcy, has
been carefully considered, with no superfluous clutter in sight.
Though others might have been tempted to fill the house with
more stuff, Cassandra says it is “as full as I want it to be. I think
an excess of ‘things’ can be overwhelming. Nobody needs three
tellies. We’re lucky to have some beautiful things, but they are
purchased with thought and care and usually quite slowly.” >
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(clockwise from right) A quiet corner of the dining room
overlooks the garden; the antique chair is awaiting restoration. A glass
ceiling brings light into the dining room, which is home to an 18th
century Flemish table; called the “tiger table” by the antiques dealers
who sold it to Cassandra, it is hand-painted around the base and
legs and has been the location of “many, many fantastic dinners”.
A collection of antique cutlery.
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The antique table is
“unbelievably heavy and quite
fragile, so I think it’s staying in
this corner,” says Cassandra;
the antique wooden bowls are
Hungarian and were originally
used for curing meat; in the
background is one of Cassandra
and Ed’s most recent purchases,
an 18th century ebonised
bibliothèque (bookcase) from
France: “It’s extremely beautiful.
I stare at it a lot,” says Cassandra.
THIS PAGE
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After all, says Cassandra, “How can you think if your home
is cluttered with crap?” A house that is conducive to creative
thought is an important consideration for Cassandra, who
works from home in the light-filled studio-cum-library on the
top floor. It’s from here that she runs her eponymous design
studio, which she established upon returning to London from
Auckland to be with the Ed, the love of her life, seven years ago
(she also lived in the city in her early 20s).
Cassandra has swung between business – including, years
ago, working for NZ House & Garden’s marketing team – and
creative pursuits throughout her life. However, upon arriving in
London, the recession demanded quick thinking and flexibility
if she was to have any career at all. She had experience designing
and making homewares and decided that would be a logical way
to make an income. Several design publications picked up on
Cassandra’s handmade quilts and, in her words, “off it went”.
Her day-to-day work now encompasses quilt commissions
and interior design projects, as well as writing and styling books
on contemporary craft and interiors (her latest book is A World
of Quilts) and teaching quilt-making workshops. More recently,
she’s begun applying her pared-back aesthetic to developing
other homes in London, which will be let to holidaymakers. >
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(clockwise from top
right) The cooker no longer
works but is a “marvellous wine
storer,” says Cassandra: “It hogs a
lot of space but I would be loath
to remove it just to have more
cupboards.” The kitchen was
built from “Ikea carcasses” with
handmade doors and ash wood
for worktops. Cassandra bought
the Egyptian wall lights in New
Zealand; the “much-patinated”
silver champagne bucket from
the Conran shop was a 30th
birthday present: “It’s a precious
piece that has travelled around
the world and back with me.”
OPPOSITE Everyone gravitates to
this corner of the kitchen, says
Cassandra; the glass cupboard is
an Indian antique and the old
pub table was found buried in
the rubble in the garden;
the chairs were bought from
Cassandra’s favourite dealer
at a local antiques fair: “I stand
by the truck and watch as
she unloads.” >
THIS PAGE
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Somehow, amid her many other commitments, Cassandra
also managed to carve out the time to restore her and Ed’s
120-year-old house. When they bought it three years ago it was
“verging on derelict,” says Cassandra. “It was also the filthiest
house I’ve ever stepped inside. The removal men helped me to
clean it because it was so disgusting.”
Cassandra took responsibility for the home’s restoration
which was “hard work, really, really hard work. At times I was
really frustrated by it; so many things were difficult – dodgy
plumbers who flooded the kitchen, a broken sewerage pipe; all
challenging, but none insurmountable.”
She sanded and oiled the floorboards by hand (“that was a
month on my knees”); the home’s many fireplaces were returned
to working order wherever possible and each room stripped and
returned to what Cassandra describes as its “restful state”. “The
kitchen was hand-built and planned to be quiet rather than
a statement – this is not a house that would take kindly to a
kitchen island – and the bathrooms are simple but efficient.”
Furnishing the home took a little longer than the restoration,
with Cassandra’s measured approach to decorating ensuring
that every single item in the house is either well-used or wellloved – or, better yet, both. Much of her furniture was bought at
antiques fairs and then restored. “Even eBay has turned up a few
gems,” says Cassandra. “Frankie’s antique faux bois [imitation
wood] cast-iron bed was a £130 steal and the fragile gilt chair in
the living room was a whooping £15.” >

Frankie’s bedroom
features an antique faux bois
(imitation wood) metal bed,
which Cassandra found on eBay;
the chandelier was bought at an
antique store in Grey Lynn and
the jug on the mantelpiece was
made by New Zealander Bob
Steiner; the Spanish mirror is
from the 1950s.
OPPOSITE (from top left) Lily –
“still cute if a little crusty now”
– moved with Cassandra from
Auckland to London. An
“absolutely beautiful” 18th
century chest of drawers with
gilt detailing in Cassandra and
Ed’s bedroom. A Tord Boontje
light fitting hangs above the
bed. Cassandra made the quilt
on the “frighteningly expensive”
four-poster bed from MDF Italia.
A linen cupboard in the snug.
THIS PAGE

“There is a very real joy in making things
you want or need for your home”
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A few treasures from New Zealand have also found a new
home here in London; the kauri table in her top-floor studio,
a very fragile table in the corner of the snug that her mother
bought for her years ago (“I’m not sure how many more moves it
will take,” says Cassandra) and the well-worn leather saddle in
her studio, which belonged to her late sister.
And then there are her handmade quilts, for which Cassandra
is perhaps best known. She has at least 50 – all of which she made
herself. Along with her handmade cushions, they are in constant
rotation on the beds, armchairs and chesterfield sofas throughout
the house, the rest kept safely in a very large store cupboard until
they are called to duty.
“Quilts are the ultimate storytellers,” says Cassandra. “They
are practical and very, very personal, which means that they
become completely precious to the individual and family. There
is a very real joy in making things you want or need for your
home. I believe we have an essential need to make. Most of us
work at desks in offices, which, although necessary for the types
of jobs we have, isn’t conducive to 100 per cent happiness.
“We were born to use our hands: whether you have become a
gardener, baker, sewer, woodturner or knitter in your spare time,
you know you feel better when you have created something.” ■
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Q&A
My favourite room: Is the snug, or the garden room, which is
what I call it. It has the best light and is the perfect size. If I’m at
home on my own I’ll be in here and I often write here if I need
added inspiration.
I like to use fabrics that are: Either old or ethnic or both. I like
the handmade element and would always choose these over
new prints. The chairs in the living room are covered in antique
Hungarian hemp and most of the cushions are either old linen
or Indian block prints.

(clockwise from top left) The snug features a chesterfield
sofa and a table bought for Cassandra by her mother; upon it sits a
Verner Panton Panthella lamp. The brick fireplace “should probably be
plastered properly but I like its dishevelled state.” The bathrooms are
deliberately simple, says Cassandra, who prefers bathrooms to be
restful, functional and “easy to keep spotless”.
OPPOSITE (clockwise from top left) Cassandra works from home in the
library/studio on the top floor; she “almost had to wrestle someone to
the ground” for the chandelier in the stairwell at an antiques fair.
Custom bookshelves and an old kauri table from New Zealand. The
chimney breast “took 20 litres of paint and many, many hours to get to
this painted state. I’m very pleased I did it now – though I wasn’t so
much halfway through,” says Cassandra.
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Finding light is very important in London: We’re only a
couple of miles away from the city so it’s dense, but this house
has incredible light, which makes me incredibly happy.
One of the things I love most about London is: You can take
dogs anywhere. Lily and Mr Darcy have been on more trains,
boats and tubes and shops, department stores and pubs than
you can imagine.
I love this house because: I’m with Ed and the animals, which
is the most important thing (oh, and our books). It’s been a
place of many gatherings, celebrations and much change, so it
is a place of memories.
Cassandra Ellis
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