
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Should we have bought it? 

 

 Trials and Tribulations: 

Surviving the process 

- Michael Hogan & Ann Sherry 
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Should we have bought it? 

The Journey to The Abbey 

 

Virtually nothing to do with any heritage 
interest. We are not “experts” nor were we 

invested  

 

Family needs predominant driver – 
independence: “breathe my own air” 
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Should we have bought it? 
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Should we have bought it? 

Old houses have character invested in them via 
the passage of time. 

Once you have a “character house” you have 
unexpected & in some cases unwelcome 
stakeholders, including so called “heritage 
authorities” (both welcome & unwelcome) 

Everyone has a view and a sense of entitlement 

There is a also a tangible sense of excitement 
that permeates the stakeholder community 
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Should we have bought it? 

Post purchase impressions: 

“Good bones” 

“Gutsy”  “What a complete shithole” 

“Where is that animal urine smell coming from and why is 
it everywhere & how do we get rid of it?” 

“Have you seen the stove? The bathroom?” 

“Don’t look back, just focus positively on the future” 

“Do you remember the scene in the Disney film Fantasia 
with water running down the stairs…”  

“Where do we begin” 
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Should we have bought it? 

One year on: 
No real work; just envisioning what it might be and how 
we’d get there intact. Interim working kitchen and a 
working bathroom  
Some Colonisation – home office, personal spaces – 
wardrobes, bees, possums, cats, massive parties, endless 
advice, unsolicited mail from all sorts of people with 
direct/indirect relationships with The Abbey, casual entry 
by Abbey “drop-ins”, security concerns, inhouse floods, 
architect interviews 
….& the Weynton Street wall fell over in the middle of the 
night!!  
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Should we have bought it? 

“When we come back in our next lives, we will commence careers as stonemasons” 
 
Our thought process – live onsite throughout the renovation (quicker solutions, 
demonstrably clearer understanding of the issues, fear of f#ckups – others make/you 
pay, ownership of vision and outcomes, subtle pressure of 7am presentation in 
pajamas) 
The Wall 
The Architects 
The Council 
Urban planners/Specialists 
First brushes with Heritage police and policing 
Selecting a builder 
Knowledge gap – does anybody really know – forgiveness/permission 
The “heritage” Garden – trees and DA’s 
 

“What would John Young do if he had to renovate The Abbey in 21C” 
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Should we have bought it? 

Four and a little bit years on from our purchase of 
the The Abbey, we finished our (collective) vision 
for the house. 
 
In 2015, the house was awarded the National Trust 
Heritage Award for Conservation Built Heritage – 
Individuals/Communities 
& 
The Francis Greenway Award for Heritage 
presented by NSW Architecture (AIA State body) 
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Should we have bought it? 

Some Experiential Observations 
There probably will always be foolhardy folk such as we were/are who will see a 
heritage property as a solution to a family need only to discover “the property” comes 
with its own nest of issues, stakeholders, fears and apprehensions, as well as 
magnificent expenses.  
 
The heritage regulatory arena at local, state and national level was, in our case, 
unhelpful in terms of shaping outcomes and knowledge….even the heritage listing of 
The Abbey was paltry and limited re factual and narrative accuracy. We suspect it 
remains in poor shape. 
 
The Wikipedia narrative is similarly flawed. 
 
Architects are probably not helpful in budgeting for a renovation like The Abbey – D5 
were honourable throughout and flexible too; however, with every “new” 
discovery/adjustment would come a budget variation – these unscheduled outcomes 
stretch and tenderise the client relationship in unexpected ways…knowing how to live 
with ambiguity is very helpful as is expeditious decision making.   
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Should we have bought it? 

There is an Ambivalence about investment in privately owned heritage property 
 
Is it different in Europe and UK? – these countries seem to have a way of making their 
privately owned heritage properties sing again and again. 
 
With action and choice comes responsibility – if local government chooses to render 
properties like ours as constrained for development because of intrinsic “heritage” 
values, they then have a responsibility, firstly, to know what those “heritage” values 
are, and, secondly, to invest in sustaining that “heritage” valuation – the Johnston 
Street stone wall in front of the witches houses, for example. 
 
Consistency – some appalling development has been allowed by successive impotent 
Leichhardt Councils. The so-called “heritage precinct” of the shire is littered with ugly 
incompatible high rise apartment projects. This is compounded by the failure to 
regulate utility companies infrastructure adding to an eyesore rich precinct, not a 
heritage precinct. 
 
In such an environment, the despairing notion of “why bother” emerges.  
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Should we have bought it? 

The structural environment around the management and 
development of built heritage in NSW looked to us like an old 
fashioned private men’s club – a knowing wink and a nod over 
a whiskey sour in the right committee meeting might see you 
get a grant or some useful assistance, particularly in the 
publicly managed heritage building space. 
 
Who knows what happens for private investors?    
 
Is it possible the “industry” has become inbred and therefore 
open to the “insider trading” or “closed shop” critique?  
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The Abbey was lucky to find us. 
 

We are probably the first people to ever truly live in The 
Abbey as a family home 
 
We love the house and its beautiful human sized proportions 
as well as its historic virtues. 
 
John Young would be happy with the end result. 
 
We think you’ll like it too. 
 
PS: It’s probably worth more as knockdown development site 
than it ever will be as a private residence. 
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