Old beams in new places

Peter Barker's collection of ancient reclaimed oak is finding a global customer base, says Clive Fewins

Peter Barker was on a skiing
holiday in Vail, Colorado
when he received word from
his headquarters in Surrey
that a leading US antiques
dealer needed his help. He
looked out of his hotel win-
dow and realised that the
store in question, Vail Vil-
lage Antiques, was just
across the road. So he vis-
ited the owner, Sally John-
son, the next day and

quickly sold her several

wooden beams to go over
inglenook fireplaces in two
new houses her clients were
building at the resort.

The deal was no doubt

helped along by Barker's

in-person service. But trans-
Atlantic transactions are,
increasingly, all in a day’s
work for the Dunsfold-based
businessman.

Barker buys and sells
frames of old buildings and
claims to have the largest
collection of ancient

reclaimed oak beams in

the UK. With one-time
clients such as Paul McCart-
ney and the late Paolo
Gucei, he is not so much
an upmarket reclamation
dealer as an architectural
and planning consultant
who specialises in restoring
and relocating traditional
rural structures.

And in recent years, his

company, Antique Buildings
of Dunsfold, has been
attracting a more global cus-
tomer base.

Many actually make the
trip to his 18-acre complex,
where he keeps not just
wooden beams but also com-

pleted buildings to serve as
examples of his work.

Of the seven structures
on site, the oldest is
Hunterswood Farmhouse,
which dates back to about
1580. Barker and his wife
Margarette found it, stand-

ing in the way of a road
widening scheme in Hert-
fordshire, open to the
weather, leaning badly and
rapidly deteriorating, in 1977
and bought the whole frame
for £20,000. They stored it
cocooned in heavy duty poly-

thene on old railway sleep-
ers before re-erecting it two
years later, and it now
serves as their home.

A nearby cattle byre,
rescued from a field in a
nearby village a few years
ago, is now a guest wing
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Another building - an
ancient barn from Berkshire
- has an even more remarka-
ble survival story. It was left
nearly destroyed by a run-in
with a farmer’s tractor. But
Barker thought it could be
rescued so bought it in 1975
for £70, Visitors, particularly
those from overseas, take
inspiration from the build-
ings, Barker says.

A few years ago a coach
full of Japanese business-
men and their wives came in
search of materials to create
traditional British interiors,
and a “brisk” exporting busi-
ness ensued. Some Ameri-
cans and Australians have
purchased enough reclaimed
materials to build a complete
inglenook. “Once [they] pay
me a visit they generally
purchase,” Barker explains.
However, he adds, “it is
very often components and
materials rather than a com-
plete frame.

“I don’t go out of my way
to export frames because
they are far rarer nowadays
than when 1 started in the
late 19705 and 1980s,” he
explains. Also, “they now
command such a huge pre-
mium that it is more eco-
nomic to repair them on site.
I feel it is often far better if

for

they can be lovingly restored
and creatively rebuilt on the
same site where they have
stood for generations.”

That said, Barker recently
sold an entire barn to an

Peter Barker: ‘brisk’ inus

American judge who re-
erected it in the grounds of
his country home near Seat-
tle to use as an annexe for
visitors. “He had British rel-
atives and used to visit this

country once a vear,” Barker
says. And Robert Hefner, the
son of Playboy founder
Hugh, also bought a barn
frame, this one with Welsh
borders, for £95,000.

Prices on complete frames
typically range from £1,850
to £85,000, and Barker usu-
ally has about 20 in stock,
He finds most of them
through conservation offie-
ers who call him directly
when traditional buildings
are in threat of being
razed to make way for a
new development, although
supply has diminished in
recent years.

Consultancy may there-
fore be the way forward. One
wealthy American who had
built an English-style oak
framed home near Denver
with materials sourced in
the US called on Barker
because none of his chim-
neys worked. The Briton
extended another of his ski-
ing holidays to solve his
problem. “There was quite a
lot of rebuilding involved to
make the chimneys work,
[but] it was a wonderful
job," says Barker, Plus, “the
fee T was paid almost cov-
ered my holiday”.

Antique Buildings of Duns-
fold. tel:+ 44 (0)1483 200477.
www.antiquebuildings.com




