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outhernhay House in Exeter is now 
a boutique hotel owned by hus-
band and wife team Deborah Clark 
and Tony Orchard – but it was not 
always in such careful hands. 

The couple, who also own the art deco Burgh 
Island Hotel in South Devon, took on the house as 
a restoration project in 2010. Originally a hand-
some gentleman’s residence dating back to the 
1800s, it had fallen on hard times and was being 
used as an offi ce block. But now the ugly insur-
ance company interior has been stripped back to 
create a stunning ten-bedroom hotel, combining 
original architectural details with quirky up-to-
the-minute design.

The project took place over seven months, 
using independent local contractors. “We had 
heritage architects work on the plans because 
the building is Grade II* listed – meaning the 
interiors are as important as the exterior,” says 
Deborah. “However, I did all the design ideas, 
sourcing and execution myself, with input from 
various antiques collectors and tactile designers 
I have worked with over the years.

“I’m very respectful of  the underlying ar-
chitecture but we also wanted to have fun with 
the decor. The aesthetic is a kind of  Paris salon 
meets Stockholm.

“Tony and I lived in Paris for fi ve years, in an 
exquisite hotel particulier on the Île St Louis that 
blew all my senses. Stockholm is just getting me 
back in touch with 20th century design aesthet-
ics. You can’t go wrong with Swedish design.”

The hotel in Southernhay, at the heart of  Ex-
eter’s beautiful Georgian business quarter, now 
houses a restaurant, private dining room, art 
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Eclectic 
elegance
Deborah Clark shows Natalie Millar-Partridge 
around Exeter’s striking Southernhay House 

Traditional design pieces 
give Southernhay House 
an understated elegance
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Channel the retro traditional 
fusion with these key pieces

deco-inspired bar and ten bedrooms.
The bar’s retro club chairs – an eBay fi nd – are 

particularly striking. “Our much-loved blue sofas 
are original but you could get reproductions from 
Scandecor, which specialises in Scandinavian 
style. It does a range of  interesting leather col-
ours, if  you’re feeling brave,” says Deborah.

Deborah describes her chandelier as a “push 
the boat out” statement piece, from local family 
fi rm Amos Lighting. Unique lighting throughout 
sets the tone for the wall art, some of  it sourced 
at very reasonable prices from The National Por-
trait Gallery and posters.co.uk.

In the bedrooms, the focus was on the beds and 
baths. “The beds are from And So to Bed – eclec-
tic, classy and unusual, they also make bespoke 
sizes,” says Deborah. 

“All our baths are from Catchpole and Rye 
– they are great products made from solid cast 
iron. We had to have the fl oors and joists re-en-
forced specially.”

The decor at Southernhay House has, in part, 
been inspired by the building’s colourful history. 
It was built in 1802 by Major General William 
Kirkpatrick, who worked for the East India Com-
pany. Much of  the design and style of  the house 
embraces its colonial past. 

“Because the time frame was so tight, I had a 
couple of  scouts out looking in auctions and on 
eBay for furniture and pictures,” says 
Deborah. “The real hero was Sofa 
Rooms, an Exeter company, where 
Paul and Cassie worked like crazy to 
re-upholster and recondition the an-
tique bedroom furniture for our open-
ing in 2011.” 

Deborah chose Farrow & Ball paints 
in muted shades, with the occasional 
colour pop such as Rectory Red in the 
Club Room. “That room really needs, 
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and enjoys, that energy. With Farrow & Ball, you 
can’t go wrong – you could almost stick a pin in 
the chart and you would be happy with the depth 
and consistency of  colour. French Grey is one of  
the most versatile neutrals I’ve come across. 

“I also became obsessed with a Farrow & Ball 
colour called Blackened – it works both in the bar 
where it is soft and almost purple, and also in our 
reception, where the light and fi ttings make it 
more of  a light grey.”

The entranceway fl ooring is made up of  large 
black and white tiles. “I had them laid halfway 
through the works, so the builders’ boots did the 
ageing work for me! Good solid tiles can be found 
at Mandarin Stone, which has showrooms in 
Exeter and Bristol,” Deborah says.

The fl ooring and fi replaces, like all the fi xtures 
and fi ttings, are new. “Some of  the best were 
found at Woodford Flooring, who laid all of  the 
fl oors and regularly maintain them.”

But for all of  its grandeur and elegance, at 
its heart Southernhay House is a practical, 
working environment, designed for enjoyment 
and hospitality. “It’s all here to be a backdrop 
to people and to be lived and laughed in,” says 
Deborah. 
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Barouge king bed frame 
£1,249 Harvey Norman

Chilewich placemat
£14 Amara
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£2.50 Wilkinson
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