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From left, Vicky 
Krieps, Day-Lewis and 
Lesley Manville in 
scenes from the film

ago, lived primarily in smaller rooms
on the top two floors, where there is a 
kitchen. Reality bites compared to the 
silver screen.

“I was sad when the filming ended,” 
admits Ivan Tachev, who has been the 
caretaker for the past 10 years. “Now the 
house feels so empty. It was such a nice, 
friendly bunch of people. One day we
had 75 extras in the house, I have never 
seen anything like it. Daniel Day-Lewis 
was very nice — he would sit outside on 
the bench in the square when he was on
a break, and people would walk by, but 
they would leave him alone. But the 
public would take pictures every time
an old Rolls-Royce pulled up.” 

The real thing may be a comedown 
from cinematic glamour, but perhaps the 
elegant world depicted on screen will 
inspire the new owners to whip the place 
into shape — rather like Woodcock, with 

The final cut
The grade I listed 
house on Fitroy 
Square features 
in Day-Lewis’s 
new film, 
Phantom Thread, 
about a couturier 
in 1950s London. 
The sweeping 
staircase plays
a starring role 

The real thing may be
a comedown from 
cinematic glamour, but 
perhaps the elegant 
world depicted on 
screen will inspire the 
new owners to whip
the place into shape

‘‘
out for two years, so when I heard it was 
coming out now, I thought, ‘Great, we
can use this,’” Lock-Necrews says. “A few 
years ago, we sold 33 Portland Place, 
where The King’s Speech was filmed. That 
definitely generated interest. To have the 
house where the most Oscar-winning 
[male] actor of all time did his last film, 
that’s fun.” 

Yet Phantom Thread, while visually 
elegant, is not exactly the feelgood film
of the year. One critic described it as a 
“bleak and unremittingly joyless 
masterpiece”. Reynolds Woodcock is a 
cantankerous, self-obsessed control freak 
who can’t bear disruption to his routine: 
when his lover, Alma, played by Vicky 
Krieps, scrapes her toast too loudly, and 
serves him butter with his asparagus, 
rather than his preferred oil, he is 
apoplectic. Alma lives in a gilded cage;
the staff, too, walk on eggshells. 
Woodcock remarks: “There’s an air of 
quiet death in this house.” 

A FITTING
LOCATION
Yours for £15m: the grand London house where Daniel Day-Lewis filmed 
Phantom Thread, and decided to retire from acting. By Hugh Graham

Regent’s
Park

Regent’s Park

Great
Portland
Street Warren

Street

A501

A400

FITZROY SQUARE

400yd

When a grade I listed
property comes onto
the market on Fitzroy
Square, a Georgian
enclave in fashionable

Fitzrovia, it’s a roll-out-the-red-carpet 
event in the London property world. 
Especially when it was designed by Robert 
Adam, a god of 18th-century neoclassical 
architecture. “It is the first grade I listed 
property I’ve dealt with in my 15 years 
working in the area,” says Christian
Lock-Necrews, head of Knight Frank 
estate agency’s Marylebone office. “This
is a rarefied category.”

Yet the five-storey, seven-bedroom 
mansion, on sale for £15m, has more going 
for it than English Heritage credentials:
it’s now part of cinematic history, too.
The 10,400 sq ft pile is the setting for the
soon-to-be-released Phantom Thread, 
starring Daniel Day-Lewis. On top of that, 
this will be the three-time Oscar-winner’s 
final film: he announced his retirement 
from acting last year at the age of 60, 
although it’s not the first time he has quit 
the profession. He took five years off in 
the late 1990s, when he disappeared from 
public view and reportedly devoted 
himself to making shoes and chopping 
down trees. This time, he says he’s not 
even going to watch Phantom Thread.

Opening here on February 2, the latest
movie from the Hollywood director Paul 
Thomas Anderson has won rave reviews 
and two Golden Globe nominations. It’s a 
moody portrayal of Reynolds Woodcock,
a fictional high-society dressmaker in
1950s London, who creates immaculate 
gowns for debutantes from his townhouse 
atelier, and shapes and moulds his lover 
with similar precision. 

The visuals are wonderfully romantic,
evoking a bygone age of silver tea
services, toast racks, crystal decanters, 
maids in starched black uniforms — and 
needle-sharp wit. The interiors are 
sumptuously shot. A sweeping spiral 
staircase, topped by a domed skylight, 
plays a starring role — it was made for the 
cinema, and features in an emotionally 
charged scene between the two leads.
The staircase is backed by a supporting 
cast of fruity, richly patterned wallpapers, 
vintage dolly-light switches and gilded 
wall sconces. 

The film evokes a glamorous era of 
capes, hourglass shapes, intricate 
lacework and tailored coats: the swishy 
gowns enhance the grandeur of the
first-floor reception, complementing the 
parquet floor and towering sash windows. 
Firelight gives Woodcock’s bedroom a 
warm glow. The period details — elaborate 
ceiling roses, decorative mouldings,
lacy iron balusters — seem tailor-made
for the icy, fastidious dandy Day-Lewis 
portrays. Outside, the regal Ionic columns 
are made even grander by the vintage, 
chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royces that pull up 
to the door in the film. 

In one sense, Phantom Thread could 
not be a better marketing tool for this 
house, which was on the market in 2016 
before being taken off for the shoot,
which took place in the first four months 
of 2017. “I thought the film wouldn’t be 

What’s more, Day-Lewis is a method 
actor who is renowned for immersing 
himself in character and settings — he 
confined himself to a wheelchair for My 
Left Foot and trained as a butcher for 
Gangs of New York. This time, he learnt to 
thread a needle. To prepare for the film, 
Day-Lewis re-created a dress designed
by Balenciaga, watching archive videos
of fashion shows from the 1940s and 
1950s, and learning to sew. He also spent 
months working as an apprentice for
Marc Happel, head of the costume 
department at the New York City Ballet.

The actor told W magazine: “There is 
nothing more beautiful in all the arts than 
something that appears simple. And if you 
try to do any goddamn thing in your life, 
you know how impossible it is to achieve 
that effortless simplicity.”

Day-Lewis consulted his wife, the 
novelist and filmmaker Rebecca Miller, 
when it came to re-creating some of the 
more intricate details. He was unable to 

use the dress itself for reference, because 
it is housed in the Balenciaga archives
in Paris. Using Miller as a model, he said 
he found one element taxing — though 
ultimately rewarding. “Rebecca was very 
patient,” he said. “The code that I had to 
crack was a very particular gusset in the 
armpit. You couldn’t tell from the photos 
how the gusset was designed. Rebecca
has worn the dress. It’s very pretty.” 

Yet during the shoot, in London, he 
became “overwhelmed by sadness” — 
enough to convince him to give up acting. 
There’s certainly a forlorn air on the 
December day when I visit. The rooms are 
empty, as the owners haven’t lived there 
for 10 years. There are pockmarks on the 
walls where light fittings have been ripped 
out by departing film crews. 

Stripped of its chandeliers, antique 
furniture and klieg lights, the house feels 
gloomy — and cold. In fact, the lower 
storeys don’t have heating: the owners, 
when they bought it more than 20 years 

PH
IL

 Y
EO

M
AN

S/
BN

PS

Len and Helen Prior
have a sign on a
kitchen cupboard
in their bungalow in
Andalusia that says:

“Make do and mend.” It sums 
up the couple’s pluck and 
reminds them of what they 
have endured.

Helen’s eyes well up as she
recounts the harrowing day
10 years ago — on January 9, 
2008 — when a small army of 
officials and police came to 
pull down their two-storey 
villa on the outskirts of Vera,
a town in the southeastern 
province of Almeria. 

The lengthy drama that has
dogged the couple’s life started 
in 2002, when they were 
granted a licence by the local 
council to construct their 
dream Spanish home. They 
weren’t alone. During the 
building boom from the late 
1990s until the economic crash 
of 2007, thousands of expats 
bought off-plan properties or 
built their own villas, breathing 
life into decaying villages and 
boosting local economies. 

Yet Spain has notoriously 
convoluted planning laws, and 
the myriad local councils — 
there are 103 in Almeria alone 
— failed to police the explosion 
of construction. More than 
300,000 homes in Andalusia — 
including 15,000 in Almeria — 
were deemed to have been 
built illegally. 

A year after they moved in,
the Priors’ building licence 
was revoked by the Andalusian 
government because the 
house had been built on
“non-urban” land. Unaware 
that the legal wheels were 
moving to have their property 
knocked down (no one at the 
council had told them), the 
couple spent two happy years 
settling into their home, which 
cost them about €350,000 — 
€110,000 to buy the plot and 
the rest for construction costs. 
They only became aware of
the regional administration’s 
intentions in May 2006. 

Despite frantic efforts by 
their lawyer, the government 
hastily proceeded to carry
out the demolition. “The case 
was in litigation, but they
still barged in with their 
bulldozers,” recalls Helen, 74. 
The couple were given just a 
few hours to clear out their 
belongings before the villa
was razed to the ground. 

The authorities had 
underestimated the Priors’ 
determination to seek 
restitution. “If we had honestly 
believed we had done 
something wrong, we would 
have saved the little money
we had left and gone back to 
the UK, rather than spend the 
last of our cash fighting this,” 
Helen says. “But we knew we 
had done nothing wrong.” 

British expats, with the 
couple at the helm, held rallies 
demanding clarity in the 
buying process, just as dozens 
of new cases and threats of 
demolitions began to stack up 
in the courts. Following a 
damning European Parliament 
report into planning abuses
in Spain in 2009, the EU 
became involved — and for
the expat property rights 
association Auan, the Priors’ 
case was the perfect cause 
célèbre with which to 
spearhead its “compensation 
before demolition” campaign. 

This culminated in victory
in March 2015, when Spain’s 
Senate voted in favour of 
approving a measure that 
means the authorities can no 
longer demolish an “illegal” 
house if the owners bought in 
good faith and were unaware 
that the developer or council 
was violating planning law. 

Gerardo Vazquez, Auan’s 
lawyer and founder, believes 
the couple’s case was a
game-changer. “They were
the symbol of everything
that was wrong with Spain’s 
planning laws,” he says.
“They were the martyrs.” 

As for the Priors, the bitter
rollercoaster ride is coming
to an end. They now live in a 
prefab bungalow they have 
built on their plot, and last 
October the regional high 
court ruled that Vera council 
had to give them €220,344 
(£195,700) for the loss of their 
original home and €9,194 in 
“moral damages”. The mayor 
has until the end of February 
to pay, otherwise the courts 
will seize council assets and 
levy up to €40,000 in interest 
on late payments. 

The compensation falls 
short of the €560,000 that
the couple originally claimed, 
based on the market value of 
the villa — and, after lawyer’s 
fees and court costs, they may 
not have much left. But they’re 
finally ready to move on. 

TEN YEARS 
OF PAIN 
IN SPAIN 
At long last, justice for a British 
couple whose ‘illegal’ home was 
demolished. By Richard Torne 

his keen eye and thumb-worn tailor’s 
tape, who makes his customers look and 
feel like better versions of themselves. 
This makeover, Lock-Necrews reckons, 
might cost as much as £5m and take two 
years. He doubts the buyer will be a film — 
or DDL — buff, but instead will be a fan of 
the exquisite plasterwork, sash windows, 
delicate fanlights and Georgian shutters. 

Other draws are the attached mews 
house behind (where Day-Lewis took 
breaks and had his make-up done), the 
traffic-free central London address (the 
square is pedestrianised) and the fact that 
it has “the best staircase in the square”. 
The agent is right about that: regardless of 
whether they’ve seen Phantom Thread, 
and liked or hated the film, whoever walks 
down that sweeping flight of stairs will feel 
like a movie star. 
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