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REAL HOME

When Emma Smith came to 
decorate her Devon home she had 
two baby boys and a husband who 

enjoyed sports to consider. ‘Even then I 
knew I would have to find a way to create 
something that was going to be stylish 
enough for me and yet practical for the 
future,’ she says. ‘When you have sons you 

can’t be too precious about things.’
Working round the fact that ‘no one 

remembers to take their shoes off in 
this house,’ Emma has achieved a home 
where everyone can feel comfortable 
and which reflects her passion for gentle 
embellishment – pompom throws, glam 
sequins and pale, feminine colours. 

The family moved to the village of Topsham 
in 2002 after Graham’s job brought them to 
the area. ‘We were looking for a house with a 
bit more garden and came across this place 
with a river frontage and four bedrooms,’ 
remembers Emma. The property had only 
belonged to one family and its owner, an 
elderly lady, was moving to a retirement 
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    A sequinned basket, Baroque-esque 
shelf and a Moroccan-style mirror from 
Lark create a pretty spot in the busy 
entrance hall. Emma found the marble and 
wrought-iron shelf at an antiques sale: ‘I 
liked its size and the fact that you can get 
a basket underneath it,’ she says. 

    Emma sourced a 
railway sleeper from a 
reclamation yard to use 
as a mantelpiece in place 
of a formal fireplace, as 
she thought the stove 
was already enough of a 
statement. The table, wall 
light and sheepskin are 
from Lark, while the mirror 
is from Nest in Topsham 

You can’t be precious 
about a home with  
teenage boys in it  
Emma Smith boy-proofed her home with stylish accessories and practical ideas

    Boat paintings nod to the views from 
the river-facing living room. Emma has 
softened the room’s practical sofas 
with accessories from her shop. ‘I like 
to try things out here first because if 
they withstand my home they’ll be fine 
anywhere!’ she says. The coffee table, 
cushions, lamp and sofa are all from Lark

If the room has several 
windows, choose blinds to dress 

them for a less fussy feel.

Good idea!

WHO LIVES HERE?
Emma Smith, 47, co-owner of homewares 
shop Lark, her husband Graham, 48, a 
leadership development consultant, with  
their sons Angus, 17, and Max, 15, and  
Roxy the Pointer.
THE HOUSE 
A four-bedroom detached house built during 
the 1920s in Topsham near Exeter in Devon. 
WHAT DID YOU LEARN?
‘I would move out while the building work 
was being done – the dust is hideous when 
you have a family to feed and washing to do.’
ANY DIY DISASTERS?  
‘The worst was leaving the decorators to paint 
the living room while we went on holiday. 
I hadn’t used a tester pot and the colour 
I’d picked looked awful – a kind of Barbara 
Cartland lavender. I had to ask them to start 
again with the grey colour we have now.’
BEST ADVICE?  
‘Shop at independent stores as you’ll always 
see things you wouldn’t find elsewhere. 
WHAT INSPIRES YOU? 
‘I love to look at foreign interior magazines 
and see how their shops display items and 
how their restaurants are decorated.’ 
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REAL HOME

‘We sell the sheepskins 
in my shop but somehow 
they keep ending up on 

my floors, sofas  
and chairs.’
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home. ‘It was virtually untouched since 
it had been built,’ says Emma. 

Their first move was to install a wood-
burner in the south-facing sitting room 
while they waited for central heating to be 
installed, then they set to work, extending 
the existing kitchen into the garden to 
create a dining area which allowed for a 
balcony above. They knocked the two 
smaller bedrooms into one then extended 
the front of the property over the 
playroom, giving another double bedroom 
and enough space for an en suite leading 
from their room. 

‘It’s a clever house because there are 
almost no rooms facing north; they all face 
south and get the light and heat all day,’ 
says Emma. “When the sliding doors are 
pulled back, I can sunbathe in my kitchen.’ 

Upcycle a butcher’s block by 
replacing the wooden top with 

an offcut of marble.

Good idea!

When it came to decorating, Emma says, 
‘The outside definitely determined what 
we did on the inside. For example, we 
didn’t choose bi-folds in the dining area 
because we wanted as few breaks in the 
window as possible so that the view isn’t 
interrupted.’ Emma also took her colour 
cues from the outdoors – the soft, hazy 
blues and greys of the River Exe and the 
muted yellow of the reed beds. 

Emma was already at a huge advantage 
when sourcing the accessories and soft 
furnishings that give her home its warmth 
and character, having started Lark, the 
lifestyle store she runs with her business 
partner, and being a passionate local 
shopper in Topsham’s many interiors 
shops. ‘I like to buy as much as I can locally 
in Topsham,’ she says; ‘It saves time  

and I am always finding individual things.’
Visiting trade shows and having to 

carefully consider what to order helped 
Emma hone her look. ‘I think textures are 
the most important thing in decorating; 
if you look in my living room you’ll see 
slate, marble, limestone, linen, velvet and 
sequins,’ she says. She has also applied the 
same eclectic principles to the flooring, 
using Berber rugs and cowhides that were 
originally bought for the shop. ‘We do sell 
them but somehow the sheepskins 

    The wall art in 
the kitchen’s living 
area balances the 
red of the Aga at the 
opposite end of the 
space. ‘I wanted to 
make a statement but 
didn’t want it to look 
like a party political 
headquarters so I took 
a chance on this as it 
has a lovely, distressed 
look to it,’ Emma 
says. The sofa was a 
second-hand bargain, 
‘No point in anything 
new,’ says Emma, ‘as 
Roxy sneaks up on 
there when we aren’t 
around.’

    There’s plenty of space for all the family, 
including Roxy the Pointer, in Emma’s 
family kitchen, which was created for her 
by Robert Charles of Taunton. ‘He designed 
the central island which is brilliant because 
it’s packed with storage and has a large 
work surface,’ she says

     A mix of styles gives Emma’s dining 
area a relaxed vibe – the sideboard is a 
family piece and sits alongside red chairs 
found in an antiques shop. Nicholas Mosse 
cups are displayed in the square shelving 
unit from Lark; the rustic boat paintings 
are from Topsham artist, Caroline Hart; the 
tablecloth is from Cooks Aweigh and the 
extendable lights are from Nest in Topsham

    Emma found the 
Aga for £400 on eBay. 
‘I think it was cheap 
because it’s red,’ 
she says. She chose 
ceramic tiles from 
Fired Earth for the 
splashback and had a 
shelf created from an 
offcut of the Carrera 
marble used for the 
kitchen worktops. 
The ampersand light 
is from Lark; the 
butcher’s trolley came 
from Ikea and Emma 
replaced its wooden 
top with marble
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5IDEAS TO STEAL

HEART ART
The heart above 
Emma’s bed adds 
a touch of natural 
texture to the 
scheme.

Driftwood heart, 
from £29 for a 20cm 
size, The Saltwood 
Company

SITTING PRETTY
Quirky chairs painted 
bright red give a bold 
touch to the kitchen.

Fir wood Karin chair, 
£111.60, SedieDesign

keep ending up on my floors, sofas and 
chairs,’ she says.

Continually updating her stock made her 
realise how quickly you can change a look 
with a cushion – ‘Velvet in warm colours 
for the winter or autumn, and linen ones 
for a lighter look in the summer,’ Emma 
explains. Cushions, along with throws, are 
one of her top tricks for layering a little 
glamour into her home. ‘With teenage 
boys there is never any point in having 

    ‘We chose the wall panels because guest 
bedrooms can sometimes be bland plus 
it’s a small room and we wanted to inject 
some personality into it,’ says Emma. The 
panels are made from floorboards, stained 
with Cuprinol’s Sage wood preserver. 
Mirror, scarves and similar hooks are 
available from Lark

    The mahogany French bed in Emma’s 
bedroom was a wedding present and she 
has dressed it in bed linen from her store. 
She painted the mahogany bedside tables 
to ensure the bed stood out against the 
walls, which are painted in Dulux’s Swedish 
White. For a similar bed, try the Antoinette 
by Newtons Furniture

    Colours used in the 
guest room echo those 
in the boat painting 
above the bed. ‘The 
room isn’t huge so we 
wanted a wardrobe 
with an in-built chest of 
drawers,’ says Emma. 
The wall light and the 
cushions are from Lark

     An exotic throw, patterned floor 
cushions, hammered metal tray and 
sequinned basket for the plant create 
instant, Moroccan-style chic on Emma’s 
balcony that overlooks the River Exe. The 
balcony is on top of the kitchen extension 
Emma and Graham had built. The tray and 
basket are from Lark

Buy plain linen bedding in 
different but complementary 

colours so you can create  
new bedroom looks.

Good idea!

    Emma has given 
the family bathroom a 
nautical air, with wooden 
cladding, bulkhead 
lighting from John Lewis 
and striped accessories. 
The towels are from 
Cologne and Cotton, the 
blind fabric was found 
at Ikea and similar hooks 
can be found at The 
Saltwood Company

‘It’s a clever house 
because there are 

almost no rooms facing 
north; they all face 

south and get the light 
and heat all day.’

a white sofa, but if you are mindful that 
you have to be practical, then you can 
still change things with accessories,’ she 
says, indicating her hard-wearing grey 
linen sofas which are softened with a riot 
of fascinating cushions. ‘In the end,’ she 
says, ‘The perfect house is the one which 
works for you!’ YH

SHINE ON
Emma uses glamorous metallic touches 
indoors and out.

Brass finish aluminium 36cmDia crocodile skin 
texture tray, £45, Broste

HOUSE CALL
Update displays with 
seasonal accessories 

and grouping 
different colour 
combinations.

Metal painted 
Amsterdam 
tealight 
holders, 
from £5.95, 
Dotcomgiftshop

GO FOR BOLD
For instant ‘wow’ try a piece of statement wall art.

Union Jack wallpaper mural, £25 per sq m, 
Murals Wallpaper


