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grandmother company, and by some miracle stayed for the
next 85 years. Elsic married Alfred in 1945 and brought up
two daughters in the house, yet always trod lightly on the
imprint of her grandfather’s past. Electricity was installed,
but not heating (the wall paintings thank her for it). The
family used the sitting room only at Christmas and on spe

cial occasions, so it was mostly kept dark (another blessing).
Some things changed, though. ‘When I moved in the whole
house was painted,” Elsie said in 2009, four years before she
died. Today some of the walls need stabilisation. But as Elsie
said: ‘I’s been a privilege to be living among all this lovely
painting. I shouldn'thaveliked to have done anything to it

And so the David Parr House, against all odds, survives
asatime capsule of 20th-century family life within a Victorian
Neo-Gothic curiosity. The textiles and furniture - the 1930s
leather-effect, hard-backed sofa and chairs, piano and occa-
sional tables in the front room - the pictures, pots, ornaments
and memorabilia, layers upon layers of them, are mostly
Elsie's, collected and loved (or maybe just tolerated) over
nine decades. And yes, Elsie did use that wall oven - no won-
der she hated cooking - perhaps while listening to that yellow
plastic 1980s radio. Royal memorabilia is dotted around the
house, mingling with black-and-white family photographs,
paint-by-numbers koala bears and swans, holiday and an-
niversary souvenirs. Elsie’s 1950s dark-blue Crimplene coat
with its enamelled butterfly brooch still hangs in the hallway.
1t’s as if she just walked out the door.

Now the house is entering its third age. Historian Tamsin
Wimhurst first visited in 2009, to ask Elsie (and her front
room) to take part in an exhibition at the Cambridge and
County Folk Museum, aptly entitled A Space of One’s Own. ‘1
walked in and it was a riot of colour and pattern - so differ
ent from the modern-day idea of design, where everything
matches and is tastefully coordinated,” she says. She was
hooked. “The walls look like wallpaper, and then you realise
they’re painted, often frechand. You look at the woodwork
and it is hand-grained. Then you discover that none of the
door handles or plates or hooks matches - the beauty is in
the incredible detail, and your mind appreciates the skill and
dedication Parr must have possessed to create all this from
salvaged materials. You want to know, why did he do it?"

Soon after Elsie left in 2012, aged 97, Tamsin took over
thehouse and, with the family's blessing, setit up asa charity
run by volunteers. The aim is to give people access to the
‘Parr experience’ in creative ways, without damaging the
fabric of the house.

Now comes the hard work. Restoration is needed to sta
bilise the painted walls, the house’s contents must be cata
logued, and historical research begun. Tamsin and the team
are battling with the complexities of curating: what story do
youwant to tell; should the walls be restored as Parr intend
ed them; should the decay caused by time be eradicated or
embraced asa vital part of the experience? Money is desper-
ately needed: grants are to be written, private funders ap-
proached. Undaunted and excited about the future, Tamsin
quotes William Morris: ‘Worthy work carries with it the
hope of pleasure in rest, the hope of the pleasure in our using
that it makes, and the pleasure in our daily creative skill."
You can almost hear David Parr cheering m
For more information about going to the David Parr House (by ap-
pointment only), or becoming a patron, visit davidparrhouse.org
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