
 
 

Renovating property: how to turn an ugly duckling 
into a swan 

First impressions matter when it comes to houses, but a little work can make 
a big difference, says Max Davidson.  

 
Makeover: Eastwood Farm, a rundown farmhouse (inset), was transformed into a stylish home modelled on a 
French château  

By Max Davidson 
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Worried your house is looking shabby? Well, you should be. Very few things put off buyers more quickly than a 
property that, however smart inside, is an eyesore from the street. Perhaps the paint is peeling, or the 
windows are hideous, or the roof slopes at an odd angle. Whatever the problem, the property will lack what is 
known in the trade as “kerb appeal”. This is the indefinable something that lures buyers in off the street and 
persuades them to part with their money.  

“Properties with immaculate exteriors tend to sell much more quickly,” says Giles Hannah of London estate 
agent VanHan. “At the moment the average property in prime central London is taking just seven weeks to 
sell. But if a property has an exterior that is unattractive, for whatever reason, it can take four or five times 
longer, particularly if there is no development potential or the property is listed.”  

That may sound like simple common sense, but it is surprising how many people miss the obvious point. 
Home-owners are sensitive souls, quick to take offence. Calling a property ugly is a complete no-no. Even if a 
house has been built by cowboys, battered by hurricanes or blighted by the erection of a wind farm at the 
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bottom of the garden, you will not find estate agents resorting to the U-word. “Characterful”, 
“Unprepossessing”, “In need of some attention”, or “Typical of the period” – every euphemism in the lexicon 
will be used instead. Nobody wants their precious home to be branded an ugly duckling.  

They are blunter about these things in America, where the splendidly no-nonsense website 
webuyuglyhouses.com, does exactly what it says on the tin, purchasing distressed properties at knock-down 
prices and finding someone, anyone, prepared to take them on. “Frankly we couldn’t care less how ugly your 
home is,” says the gung-ho prospectus.  

Whatever you call them, the point about ugly ducklings, as everyone knows, is that they are prospective 
swans. “The uglier the property, the greater the potential to improve it,” says Michael Holmes, author of 
Renovating for Profit and presenter of television shows such as Don’t Move, Improve. “Even in a stagnant 
property market, it is quite possible to buy a property for £400,000, spend £50,000 on it and sell it for 
£600,000 12 months later. It is just a question of finding the right property and improving it in a systematic 
way, getting to the bottom of what makes the property ugly, and then addressing those issues, not wasting 
money on purely cosmetic improvements.”  

Holmes is also the spokesperson for the National Home Improvement Show in London in September. He 
believes that the ugly duckling properties most susceptible to improvement are not the kind of dilapidated 
Victorian or Georgian piles that might appeal to a romantic. These may be listed buildings or in a conservation 
area, restricting the room for manoeuvre. Rather he suggests going for houses built shortly after the war. This 
was a time when austerity ruled and cheap building materials were used as standard. The prevailing 
architectural mood could best be described as Brutalist.  

“Some of the properties built in the 1950s and 1960s were pretty grim,” says Holmes. “Nobody would pretend 
that PVC windows and pebble-dash render have stood the test of time. On the other hand, those houses 
tended to have bigger gardens than new-built houses today. So the potential is there, particularly if the 
location is reasonable. My advice to anyone interested in undertaking a major renovation project would be to 
look for the worst house in the best street you can afford, and take it from there.”  

Individual houses, Holmes reckons, are more easily improved than bog-standard terraces or houses on a drab 
estate. “It is important to take what is there architecturally and try to work with it, rather than starting from 
scratch,” he says. One of his most successful projects was the conversion of an ugly 1960s chalet into a stylish 
Arts and Crafts-style home. But depending on the ugliness of the duckling being given a facelift, there is no 
point in skimping, or imagining that a lick of paint will do the trick.  

“The trouble with run-down properties is that there is usually so much wrong with them that it is hard to know 
where to start,” adds Holmes. Often the roof of a property, even if it is not actually leaking, will be so 
unattractive that it needs to be replaced or substantially modified before the property can really come into its 
own.  

Windows are another vital piece in the jigsaw. Depending on the size of the property, you might have to spend 
between £4,000 and £10,000 replacing PVC windows with something that is a bit easier on the eye. But it will 
be a worthwhile investment and, with modern windows being more energy-efficient, you will save on your gas 
bills.  

Every estate agent in the country has had to handle ugly-duckling properties, and they have all evolved 
strategies for making them saleable. “Remove any pebble dash or cladding, then remove any replacement 
windows that are wrong for the property,” advises Richard Barber of the London estate agent WA Ellis. “Tidy 
outdoor paving and remember a well-tended front garden will always make a good first impression. With 
those improvements, you can expect to add approximately 10 per cent to the overall value of the property.”  

Not every homeowner who takes on an ugly duckling and embarks on an extensive programme of building 
works wins out in the long run. Some spend so much on renovations that they forfeit any chance of a fat profit. 
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Others buy an ugly duckling surrounded by so many other ugly ducklings that it is a lost cause from the start. 
But one man who is pleased he took the risk is Michael Brown of Cambridgeshire.  

“When we first saw the house in 2006, we didn’t even get out of the car,” says Brown. “The property had been 
built in the 1970s and fallen into a severe state of disrepair. Luckily, the agent insisted that we have a look at 
the garden, which was overgrown and unloved, but otherwise extraordinary.”  

Seven years later the house, in the picturesque village of Barrington, is on the market for £1.35 million with 
Fine and Country. This is more than double the £630,000 which the Browns originally paid for it.  

The owners spent £200,000 on improvements. These included replacing PVC windows and cheap render and 
building a new extension. But even allowing for this expenditure, an unpromising property has not only 
become a highly desirable residence, but has proved a nice little earner.  

Like all good ugly-duckling stories, this one ends with a perfectly proportioned swan.  

Case study 1  

Freddie Stockdale, who founded and runs the Pavilion Opera touring company, bought a run-down farmhouse 
in West Sussex in 1995. He has since converted it into a stunning house modelled on a French château.  

“The original house was pretty nondescript from the outside, but had one or two nice rooms inside,” says 
Freddie. “Knocking it down and building a new property from scratch would have felt like vandalism, so we 
conceived Plan B – encasing the old house in its entirety with new walls. I had always wanted to own a 
property based on a château in the Loire Valley of which I had seen photographs when I was a boy, so here 
was my opportunity.  

“The architect, Robert Adam, has made a splendid job of it. The dining-room and the library are pretty much 
unchanged from when we bought the house and, in a way, what we were doing was quite traditional. All over 
Sussex you see properties with Georgian or Queen Anne façades masking much older interiors. And with 
double-thickness walls, of course, the house is superbly insulated.  

“The renovation costs were obviously substantial, but the run-down property for which we paid £330,000 in 
1995 is now on the market for more than 10 times that.”  

Eastwood Farm, Herstmonceux, West Sussex, is on the market for £3.5 million with Savills.  

Case study 2  

Hugo and Bernadette Mills bought Outwood, an unattractive 1970s bungalow in Beaulieu, Hampshire, in 2009. 
They have since converted it into an elegant cedar-clad modern home.  
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In need of some TLC: Outwood as it looked when the Mills family bought it  

“Apart from the wonderful location, the bungalow didn’t have much going for it,” says Bernadette. “And as it 
was on the Beaulieu Estate, that effectively added another layer of planning permission. There was no 
question of demolishing it and starting again. But we changed the floor plan, extended the house on either 
side and re-aligned the windows, so that they were horizontal rather than vertical.  

“The biggest stumbling-block was the roof. We were forbidden to change the roof line under a special 
covenant, but the existing plywood roof was terrible. When we opened it up we discovered leakage, rot and so 
on. We had to put on a new roof with new beams and rebuild some of the walls.  

 

The new-look bungalow today  

“Doing a major conversion of this kind always ends up costing more than you expect. We have spent about 
£600,000, which, when added to the £700,000 we paid for the property in 2009, means that it has appreciated 
only modestly in value in four years. But the fruit of our efforts is a stylish contemporary property which we 
are proud to own. We are selling up to move closer to London, but we will be sad to leave.’  



Outwood in Beaulieu, Hampshire, is on the market for £1.55 million with Knight Frank  

Want to turn an ugly duckling into a swan without breaking the bank?  

Target properties built between 1945 and 1980. These offer more scope for improvement than some older 
properties. Make a list of “ugly” elements in a property. Tackle them in order, starting with the ugliest.  

Don’t underestimate the cost of simple-seeming improvements. They will be worth it in the long run, but do 
not always come cheap.  

Don’t buy in a conservation area without checking out the likelihood of getting planning permission for your 
improvements.  

Consider replacing synthetic building materials with natural ones such as slate and cedar cladding.  

Be prepared to spend money on decent modern widows – you will recoup your investment with interest.  

Pay particular attention to the roof. It is often the main reason a property is an eyesore.  

Deal with essential repairs such as leaky roofs before making cosmetic improvements.  

Don’t make false economies – your “new-look” property could end up looking like just another ugly duckling.  

Don’t risk buying an ugly-duckling property in an ugly-duckling street. If your neighbours don’t raise their 
game, you will regret it.  
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