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S E L F-B U I L D

One family overcame planning difficulties and built the seaside home 
of their dreams – complete with a lift to the beach. By Cherry Maslen I an Fleming would have 

loved The Gunnery, a 
spectacular house perched 
on the cliff edge above 
Deal on the Kent coast. It’s 
easy to picture his ubiqui-
tous hero James Bond 
dropping on to the terrace 

from a helicopter, emerging from the 
lift hidden in the cliff, or shaking a mar-
tini at the bespoke bar facing the sea.

Not only would the unrivalled loca-
tion have appealed to the author, with 
views to the White Cliffs of Dover along 
the coast and across the Channel to 
France, but so would the sleek, mod-
ernist architecture. After all, he built 
his house Goldeneye on the edge of a 
cliff overlooking a private beach in Ja-
maica; The Gunnery comes with its 
own section of beach too.

The Bond links don’t stop there. The 
007 code was inspired by the number 
of the bus running between Deal and 
London, used by Fleming to get to his 
cottage bolthole under the White Cliffs.

Nothing about The Gunnery is ordi-
nary. Once inside the iron gates at 
beach and road level, you walk through 
a tunnel to a glass lift that takes you up 
through the cliff to the house. On the 
way, you see a wine cellar buried in the 
cool chalk. This underground journey 
leads to the 180 degree views through 
the house’s expansive glazing, and 
from the terrace beyond, all the more 
dramatic. From the glass-balustraded 
terrace it’s a sheer drop to the beach, 
which means uninterrupted views of 
sailing boats, beach scenes and the cel-
ebrated Zetland Arms pub on the sea-
front, a beach walk away.  

“We wanted to build something spe-
cial,” says owner Garfield Spencer, who 
bought the clifftop plot five years ago 
with his wife Rebecca. “We have four 
children, and they love going down in 
the lift and running across the lane to 
the beach. We love watching them on 
the sand from the terrace.”

The house’s name comes from the 
fact that it was built on the site of a Sec-
ond World War gun emplacement, one 
of several along the Kent coast. Spen-
cer bought the site, which by then had 
an Eighties house on it, from the own-
ers of a holiday chalet park just behind.

They had not changed the site be-
cause of difficulties with planning per-
mission, but that didn’t put off the new 
buyers. The Spencers live in America 

now but were both born in England – 
entrepreneur Garfield grew up in Lon-
don’s Elephand and Castle, while 
Rebecca is from the Wirral – so The 
Gunnery was the ultimate holiday 
home for their trips to visit family liv-
ing in the UK.

It took three years to get planning 
permission but the couple believe the 
Live and Let Die-for views were worth 
it. They had plenty of their own ideas 
about the design, to maximise the 

views and suit a family life-
style centred around the spa-
cious open plan living, 
kitchen and dining space fac-
ing the sea. They worked 
with architect Fred Court-
ney Bennett at AJK Archi-
tects in East Sussex, interior 
designer Judi Watkinson of 
Brighton-based JAW Interior 

Design (who brought in furniture from 
Living Space) and lighting expert Sian 
Baxter. “I was project managing the 
build from America so it wasn’t easy,” 
says Spencer, “but these people did a 
wonderful job.” 

Next to the main living space, the 
master bedroom suite has concertina 
doors of curved glass to make the most 
of the panorama. “It’s a wonderful 
room; we get the sunrise and sunset 
and so much sun you have to wear sun-
glasses,” says Spencer. Behind these 
rooms are two more bedrooms and a 
study, with a fourth bedroom and cin-
ema room on the lower ground floor. A 
roof terrace is reached via a spiral stair-
case, with yet more far-reaching vistas.

Spencer’s business interests in 
America have contributed to the origi-
nality of The Gunnery. “I convert old 
industrial buildings into residential 
spaces but try to keep them as authen-
tic as possible,” he says. There’s not 
much left of the gunnery itself, but the 
remains of three concrete lookout 
points have been cleverly incorporated 
into the walls of the new building, one 
forming a feature below a glass shelf in 
the bespoke bar.

Fleming would have been fascinated 
by the technology that runs the house, 
from the flat-screen television that 
drops from the ceiling in the master 
bedroom, to the sensor-controlled 
lighting, all operated from Rebecca’s 
phone. Spencer loves the tech almost 
as much as the mesmerising views. 
“Our house in Connecticut is 100 years 
old so we couldn’t go as wild on the 
tech as we have here,” he says.

Spencer prefers not to reveal what 
they spent on the build, except to say 
that “it cost more than we expected; we 
really went to town on it”. All this, how-
ever, could soon be passed on to some-
one else to enjoy as the family is selling 
up. “We love this house and we love 
this location, and Deal as well,” says 
Spencer. “But we just don’t spend 
enough time here to justify keeping it.”

The Gunnery is now for sale through 
Strutt & Parker for£8.5 million. That is 
if the owners can bring themselves to 
let go of this clifftop stunner, which 
any film location scout would pay good 
money for. “Do you know something,” 
jokes Spencer. “I really think I could be 
the next James Bond.”

A dramatic clifftop lair fit for 
James Bond – or his nemesis
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‘The children 
love going down 
in the lift and 
running across 
the lane to 
the beach’

kent cliffs
Floor-to-ceiling 
windows let in lots 
of light and have 
amazing views out 
to sea, top and left; 
The Gunnery sits 
on the edge of the 
cliffs, on the site of 
a Second World 
War gun 
emplacement, 
above

views to 
die for
Garfield and 
Rebecca 
Spencer with 
their daughter 
Isabelle, main


