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‘This is the heart of our 
home. The sofa means 
there’s always somewhere 
to relax,’ says Keri. The 
reconditioned factory lights 
over the island unit were 
eBay bargains that Keri  
paid just £45 each for;  
Paul added a modern 
orange flex to give them  
a contemporary twist. 
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Keri Johnson has used colourful ‘visual 
noise’ to create a uniquely eclectic home

TURN UP 
THE VOLUME

May 2016 | 23www.periodhomesandinteriors.com

real homes | VICTORIAN TOWNHOUSE

>>

Key
facts

the owners Interior 
designer and psychotherapist 
Keri Johnson lives here with her 
husband Paul, a management 
consultant, their son Joe, and 
Barney, the Wheaten Terrier.
the ProPerty A Victorian 
townhouse in County Down.
Date PurChaseD 2010.
imProVements maDe 
The layout of the three-storey 
property was completely 
reworked. The kitchen was 
moved from the back to the 
front of the house, and a large 
open-plan living room/diner 
was created on the fi rst fl oor.
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With woodchip on the walls and 
ceilings, this beachfront period 
terrace was more like student digs 

than a dream home. ‘No, it wasn’t exactly 
love at first sight!’ admits Keri Johnson, who 
spotted the County Down property online 
when her husband’s work commitments called 
for a move to her native Northern Ireland. 
‘And it wasn’t that much better when we 
actually got to view it. But at least, standing in 
these lovely old rooms with their high ceilings 
and generous proportions, we could see the 
potential – and the spectacular sea views.’

reworking the layout
Having lived in a similar property in Bath 
for the previous 10 years and completely 
renovated that too, Keri and husband Paul at 

least knew what they were letting themselves 
in for. ‘The main issue we faced was that 
the original layout wasn’t ideal for us, so we 
took our time to redesign and reorganise the 
space. One of the most significant changes 
was moving the kitchen from the back of 
the house to the front to capitalise on the 
sea views. We tumbled the wall between the 
original lounge and dining room to create a 
large open-plan kitchen/diner and carved up 
the original kitchen to create a new family 
room, downstairs loo and utility room.’

The lounge moved upstairs, combining 
two former bedrooms to create an open-plan 
living area that maximised those views. ‘We 
then decided to divide an unnecessarily large 
bathroom into a shower room and a single 
bedroom/study and we moved our master 

‘Don’t put up with a layout that doesn’t work for 
you. We moved our kitchen to the other end of the 
house because that’s what suited our family lifestyle’

above left ‘The grey 
multi-drawer cupboard is 

a vintage haberdasher’s 
unit from an old shop that 
I painted,’ says Keri. The 

twin wall lights above it are 
vintage pub sign lights. 
Keri found the scales in 
an antique shop close 

to where she grew up in 
Northern Ireland’s Lakeland, 
Co Fermanagh. For similar, 

try Vintage Scales Online 
(01937 843736, www.

vintagescalesonline.co.uk). 
above right ‘I’m a bit 

of a magpie and among 
the many things I collect 

are tin boxes. Vintage are 
best – I love their patterns 

and the colours,’ says Keri. 
opposite ‘Paul made the 
floorstanding light using a 
salvaged surveyor’s tripod 

and a tractor light. But I 
couldn’t resist the 1950s 

yellow larder cabinet when 
it came up at auction – just 
like my granny’s!’ says Keri.
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Style advice
‘Be confident with 

furnishings – mix and match. 
Don’t get hung up on making 

sure everything is perfectly 
co-ordinated. Your  
look will then be  

your own.’
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bedroom onto the second floor, again at the 
front of the house. We changed the room 
next door into our family bathroom and the 
old shower room became a spare bedroom by 
borrowing some space from the hallway.’

breaking the rules
It was not all plain sailing though. ‘The  
lowest point of the build was the few 
weeks when we’d neither kitchen nor 
bathroom. In fact, we moved out into rented 
accommodation for the sake of my sanity!’ 
says Keri. However, with the dust settled and 
the builders finally gone she was able to  
enjoy styling their home by the sea. ‘I’ve 
recently set up an interior design business  

(www.kerijohnsoninteriors.com), so the house 
has been the perfect backdrop for my gallery. 
My style is hard to define. I have a bit of a 
scattergun attitude to throwing objects and 
colours together by instinct rather than rules. 
I get a real kick out of an unstructured, 
unpredictable approach.’ 

The two rooms where Keri particularly 
favours this unstructured look are in kitchens 
and bathrooms. ‘I absolutely love using one-
off freestanding vintage and antique pieces 
in these rooms, which immediately creates 
a unique space,’ she says. ‘I also try to fit in 
either a sofa or at least an armchair so the 
overall feel is then transformed from purely 
functional to cosy and luxurious. The 

‘I have a scattergun attitude to throwing objects  
and colours together by instinct rather than rules  
– I get a kick out of an unpredictable approach’

>>

above Keri and Paul 
knocked two bedrooms into 
one to create an open-plan 

living and dining area on the 
first floor. ‘We wanted to 

maximise the views – that’s 
also the reason I kept the 

window treatments to a 
minimum. Roman blinds 
let in lots of light without 
compromising the view,’ 

she says. The G-Plan  
coffee table is from  
Vintage Homebird  

(www.facebook.com/
Vintage-Homebird).
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above left ‘I’ve been 
obsessed by interior design 
from a very early age. When 
my friends were out and 
about on their bikes, I was 
painting my bedroom and 
designing and sewing soft 
furnishings for it!’ says Keri, 
who painted this vintage 
bureau in Parma Gray 
by Farrow & Ball (01202 
876141, www.farrow-ball.
com). above right Keri 
mixes it up with an antique 
chest, a Venetian mirror and 
a contemporary egg chair, 
which she bought from eBay. 
left ‘It was really my friend 
Heather who introduced 
me to the world of vintage. 
I became fascinated by the 
treasures she had in her 
home and through her I 
discovered my passion for all 
things vintage,’ says Keri. The 
Arkana dining set from Oscar 
& Oscar (028 9002 0999, 
www.oscarandoscar.com) 
was a real find. It dates from 
the 1960s but the design is 
as fresh today as it ever was.
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designer Abigail Ahern talks about “visual noise”, 
which means the amount of colour, pattern 
and decoration you can tolerate in a space. I’ve 
discovered I have a particularly high tolerance 
to visual noise!’ 

time to enjoy 
So now Keri has had a chance to draw breath, 
how does their place by the sea work for them? 
‘I think the biggest success was moving the 
kitchen. It’s one of my favourite rooms. The 
large bay window floods the room with natural 
light, and the additions of the Aga and the sofa 
have made it a cosy and comfortable space for 
the whole family to hang out. Also the sea 
provides an ever-changing backdrop to daily 
life, with its colour and constant activity. In fact, 
Paul has really embraced whole idea of coastal 
living and took part in last year’s Christmas Day 
swim. And as for the sunsets over the bay – well, 
they are just spectacular!’  PH&I

left ‘I want to encourage 
people to be more daring 
instead of following trends 
when it comes to what 
they put into their homes,’ 
says Keri, whose eclectic 
style has created a unique 
bedroom. The Swallows 
wallpaper is by Sanderson 
(www.sanderson-uk.
com). The love seat 
came from Old Bank 
Antiques Centre (www.
oldbankantiquescentre.com) 
and the bedside cabinets 
were from Bangor Auctions 
(028 9145 0494, www.
bangorauctions.co.uk). 
above ‘I’m influenced by 
Tricia Guild from Designers 
Guild, who gave me a love 
of colour and pattern. She 
talks about putting colours 
together that “sing” when 
they sit next to each  
other,’ says Keri.

‘I want to help people be more daring 
instead of following trends when it 
comes to what they put in their homes’
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‘The bath was a Gumtree 
find, but when we went 
to collect it, in the middle 
of nowhere, it was buried 
in an old shed!’ says Keri, 
who restored it with Stone 
Blue paint by Farrow & Ball 
(01202 876141, www.farrow-
ball.com). The Flamingos 
wallpaper is by Cole & Son 
(020 7376 4628, www. 
cole-and-son.com).

‘I love using one-off freestanding 
vintage and antique pieces in 
the bathroom, which immediately 
helps to create a unique space’
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