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Living together: Return of the extended family

It was the affluent culture we nurtured in Britain that has done much to dismantle the
notion of the extended family. But this has had unforeseen consequences, not least in
creating the "Sandwich Generation", those of us caught between the demands of aged
parents and young children.

There are 850,000 households in Britain in which adults aged 35-64 have one or both
parents living at home, according to research by retirement housing and finance
specialist Economic Lifestyle, which terms the trend "3G families", referring to three
generations.

The Skipton Building Society has also spotted this kind of cohabitation as a growing
trend, predicting that the number of three-generation "extended financial families" will
triple in Britain over the next 20 years from 75,000 to 200,000.

The financial benefits are obvious: fewer properties and cars to run, bills and expenses
shared, childcare and granny-care on tap.

There is also the eco-friendly aspect. "If you team up as a family, you wouldn't have to
travel to see your parents any more, which is fantastically good for reducing emissions,"
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comments Peter Head from the London Sustainable Development Commission.

He adds that "one of the biggest ways we can reduce our carbon footprint is by having
our elderly parents move in. Childcare, having people around to help, eating
communally and heating or cooling only one house instead of two or three is much more
efficient than single households."

And who knows, the chance to spend more quality time with your loved ones might even
be a pleasure. They embrace such closeness in Mediterranean countries. Why can't we?

Well, 46-year-old Lindsay Heydon has. And so has her partner, Jon Stangroome, 55,
their six-year-old daughter, Grace, plus Lindsay's parents, Myra and Tom, both in their
early seventies, and Lindsay's 97-year-old grandmother, Edith.

They all live in an old farmhouse in Booth House, Pembrokeshire, which they recently
bought for £650,000 through County Homesearch. Lindsay, Jon and Grace live in the
main house while her parents and grandparents share the new extension.

There is also a garage which they intend to convert into guest accommodation and a
large conservatory and office area, where Lindsay and Jon run an IT business.

"Jon and I considered moving to New Zealand, which I love, but I didn't want to take
Grace so far away from my dad, who she is extremely close to, and we were also thinking
about Gran, who is completely independent but had reached the point where she could
live only on the ground floor of her terraced house in Trowbridge," says Lindsay.

So all four generations left Wiltshire for Pembrokeshire - a place they knew well from
family holidays and whose green expanses remind Lindsay of New Zealand. "It took
three months from agreeing to do it to moving into our new house," she says.

"Mum was hesitant about leaving her job as an office manager, but Dad was delighted to
move to a new place with a huge garden for him to look after and we all feel happier
about having Gran with us, rather than waiting for something to go wrong."
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The family quickly sold three of their four terraced houses in Trowbridge, with Lindsay's
still on the market for £199,950.

"My parents camped on my floor for a few weeks after they sold their house, then Gran's
house sold next and Jon's, which gave us enough money to make the move," Lindsay
explains. "We have bought the new house between us, with all our names on the deeds,
but Jon and I pay the mortgage."

The joys of extended family life are immense, says Lindsay.

"We eat together during the week, taking it in turns to cook. It's like being part of a little
community. Mum and Dad are free to go away when they want to, as we can look after
Gran, and it's great for Grace to spend so much time with her grandparents and great-
grandmother," she says.

"There are also financial benefits. We need only two cars now, rather than three, and we
just have the expense of running one property between us instead of four. We have
always been a close family and this has brought us even closer."

London properties suitable for three-generational living are likely to cost well over £1?
million. Knight Frank, for example, is selling a four-bedroom Georgian house with a
separate two-bed coach-house in Clapham for £3.25?million - but there are more
affordable alternatives outside the capital.

Oldberrow Croft in the market town of Ullenhall, Warwickshire, consists of two listed
converted barns with five bedrooms spread across separate wings, on sale for £595,000
through Knight Frank.

Townends is selling a detached three-bed house in Addlestone, Surrey, with a garden flat
suitable as an annexe for an elderly relative or returning offspring, for £449,950.

"Higher house prices mean we are seeing more families looking to share costs, either
with children continuing to live at home longer or elderly parents moving in," says
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Townends' Doug Sleaper.

Rural Devon offers ample scope for 3G living, says Sue Bushnell from County
Homesearch, who was charged with finding a new home for Lucy Nicholas, 32, her
husband, David, 37, their six-year-old son, Charlie, and Lucy's 71-year-old mother,
Valerie. Lucy and David also needed business premises on site, as they run an online
riding accessory business, thesaddleryshop.co.uk.

"For £500,000 to £700,000 you can find plenty of old farmhouses with barns that have
already been converted or have the potential to be, or houses with annexe flats," says
Sue, who says she struck lucky by finding the Nicholases' 100-year-old farmhouse in
Beaworthy, costing £495,000, within two days of being instructed.

The family previously lived within five miles of one another in Eastry, Kent, and when
Lucy and David decided to move, they didn't want to leave Valerie on her own. So they
decided to move en masse, selling two properties and their shop to buy their Devon
farmhouse.

The farmhouse, formerly run as a b&b, was already split into two parts, so Lucy, David
and Charlie live in one half, and Valerie lives in the other.

"The house needs a lot of modernisation and we also want to add a second kitchen and
remove the stairs so that my mother can live on one floor in a self-contained flat," says
Lucy, who anticipates spending a further £150,000 on the house.

While sharing costs is a bonus of extended family living, it is the improved lifestyle that
Lucy considers the greatest benefit.

"It is important to give everyone their space and have separate sitting rooms so they can
watch their own television programmes, but it has enhanced the quality of life for all of
us," she says.

"We have evening meals together. Mum looks after Charlie while I'm working, and she

http://thesaddleryshop.co.uk/
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and I go out at weekends so David can do his own thing. Mum says it makes her feel
useful. She can still give me a lot of support and I still have a lot to learn from her."

Trisha Mason, who runs the French property company VEF, took her extended family to
southern France.

"The love of a house, an old watermill estate which cost £50,000 at the time and is now
worth 10 times that, took me to Limousin in central France, 20 years ago," says Trisha,
63.

Shortly afterwards, her parents, Audrey and Harold, now in their eighties, bought a
holiday home in Limousin.

"But travelling between there and London became too much, so they bought the
converted barn which was party of my property," Trisha explains.

Her daughter Kate, 37, and Kate's daughter Lottie, seven, followed six years ago.

"While visiting me on holiday once, Kate decided that France was a far better place than
London to bring up Lottie - so she never left."

But with Trisha's parents wanting warmer winters, Kate seeking more social life and
Lottie in need of a more challenging education than the one the village school could
offer, the family relocated to the historic town of Uzès, near Avignon, where Trisha
bought a large, 12th-century farmhouse with outbuildings, surrounded by vineyards and
olive groves, for €800,000 (£570,000).

She says that away from the sought-after south, similar properties in areas of central
France such as Limousin or Burgundy would cost about £200,000.

"I knew exactly what I wanted and where, so I only saw two properties," says Trisha,
who works in London during the week and returns to the Languedoc at weekends.

"The house had to be divisible so all of us could be separated or integrated as we wanted
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and I wanted somewhere I could renovate to my own taste," adds Trisha, who has spent
a further £500,000 and four years converting and extending the house, including
adding a large pool complex.

Kate and Lottie live in a self-contained area but share a kitchen with Trisha, while
Trisha's parents live in a separate part of the house.

"You have to keep your distance at first and be rigid about what you can and can't
share," says Trisha.

The family split bills and costs such as pool maintenance. "And everyone brings a skill
set - we don't need to employ a gardener because my parents enjoy taking care of the
garden.

They love spending time with Lottie, so Kate has built-in babysitters. Lottie knows all
the old music hall songs and we have time to play puzzles and cards. And I don't have to
worry about any of them.

"But the biggest saving is time," she adds. "We save on all the travelling to and fro to see
each other. This way, we are constantly surrounded by our support network."

County Homesearch, www.county-homesearch.co.uk, 01872 223349

Knight Frank, www.knightfrank.com, 0207 629 8171

Townends, www.townends.co.uk, 0800 074 0095

VEF, www.vefuk.com, 0207 515 8660

3G tips: Living together

1 Decide your communal priorities for a property: can you wait while you renovate it to
perfection or do you have elderly parents who need everything to be in good order
instantly? Just how well would you get on if sharing a living room every evening?

http://www.county-homesearch.co.uk/
http://www.knightfrank.com/
http://www.townends.co.uk/
http://www.vefuk.com/
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2 Prepare to compromise on location. London may be out if you don't have millions to
spend, but areas of Surrey, Kent or Devon have a more affordable supply of properties
with suitable outbuildings or annexes.

And factor in the relatively high costs of changing the property's configuration - shifting
stairs and creating self-contained units for elderly parents - versus a property that is
already how you want it.

3 The bigger the better. Don't think the charm of a smaller property will override each
person's need for space.

"The most popular are properties with three or more floors, or lots of space and
separation between areas of living. People also want convertible outbuildings or ground-
floor accommodation that can be semi-separated," says Townends' Doug Sleaper.

4 Set the rules as soon as you move in: who cleans what and when, how you are going to
split bills, who buys the food, whether you want people to knock before they enter.

It may seem pedantic, but without it family arguments could escalate out of control and
there's nowhere for anyone to escape to.

5 Remember you are all used to living separate lives and it will take time to adjust.

"Everyone needs to have a role, whether it's looking after the gardening, or helping out
with the ironing or babysitting," says Trisha Mason.

6 Farmhouses with thick walls to block out noise and outbuildings to convert into
additional living space are a good bet.

7 Separate sitting rooms and kitchens are essential: eating or watching television
together is then a choice, not compulsory.


