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A profusion of family heirlooms, paintings and an ancient Aga are 
enjoyed by three generations in this elegant Grade II listed family home

FEATURE HANNAH NEWTON PHOTOGRAPHY AND STYLING SOLESBURY & WORTHY

Guardians of
FAMILY HISTORY

The kitchen is in the oldest 
part of the house dating 
back to the 1640s. The Aga 
– once fuelled by coke, then 
oil and now gas – has 
faithfully worked for four 
generations of the family. 
Local woodworkers, The 
Genesis Project, made the 
table using church pews  
and an existing table top. 
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The deep clanging of a hammer banging  
an anvil can often be heard floating  
across the large, mature gardens of Rachel 
and Edward Leigh-Wood’s home, as can  

the whirring of a potter’s wheel or the hum of a lathe 
and the gleeful shouts of children playing. 

After several years in London, Rachel – who  
was working in marketing – and Edward, a maths 
teacher, felt it was time to give their young sons  
an appreciation of the natural world together  
with a country upbringing, and all the freedom  
that entailed, and so in 2000 they moved to  
Somerset, to the family home that Rachel had  
grown up in. Following their move west, they  
quickly realised that the great house, with its 
wonderfully rambling gardens, was not only the  
most magical place to bring up their own children,  
but should be shared with others. So they began  
to establish their dream: a children’s club based  
on freedom of play for every child. 

Rachel and Edward believe that play and nature are  
of fundamental importance in childhood, and from 
this, Swainswick Explorers was born. Today it is a 
thriving pre-school with outstanding Ofsted status,  
an after-school and school-holiday club for children 
and teenagers, as well as offering hiking for adults. 
Although parts of the house – including the kitchen,  
sitting room, artist’s studio and the grounds – are  
used by the club, the family keeps the drawing room, 
the upstairs and other rooms private.

The house was owned by Oriel College, Oxford  
from the mid-1700s until 1924,  when Rachel’s 
great-great-aunt Mary Aylmer bought it for the  
princely sum of £2,000. In due course, it was passed 
on to great-aunt Nancy, who in turn gave it to  
Rachel’s grandparents, Joan and Fred Todd. 

Built in 1640, with Georgian and Regency 
extensions added later, this handsome property is set 
in a verdant Somerset valley, with the ancient spires  
of Bath’s historic Abbey impressive in the distance. 

ABOVE The soft 
furnishings are 
influenced by 

Rachel’s love of 
William Morris and 

Mulberry. The 
antique Chinese 

screen has been in 
the house for as long 

as anyone can 
remember. 

RIGHT One of 
Rachel’s mother 
Joanna’s sketch 

books is laid out on 
the writing desk in 
the drawing room.

TOP The house’s beautiful exterior and elegant Georgian proportions can be seen to best 
advantage from the garden.
ABOVE In the mid-1970s, Rachel’s parents Joanna and George decorated the hall and stairs  
with beautiful, traditional wallpaper from Cole & Son. The clock was rescued from Edward’s 
grandfather’s house in Cumberland Place, London prior to the Blitz. 



Singer sewing machine, antique sewing box, pin 
cushions and cotton reels are still in the sewing room.

An abundance of artwork in the house – many of 
which were painted by Joanna, a respected local artist, 
as well as being passed down from other members  
of Rachel’s and Edward’s families – give the house  
a sense of narrative and warmth, as does the vast set  
of crested china residing deep in a sideboard in the 
pantry. Plates, soup tureens and more are all  
decorated with the Todd family crest and their motto 
‘Oportet Vivere’ – ‘One Must Live’ – a sentiment 
adhered to with a sense of gumption by all.

In the drawing room, on top of a sumptuous, 
polished marble console table once owned by Edward’s 
grandfather faithfully stands ‘Henry’s hoof’. This is the 
preserved hoof of a horse called Henry, which Rachel’s 
grandfather, Fred Todd, rode in the Royal Artillery 
during the First World War. When Henry died in 
India in 1920, Fred asked his quartermaster if he  
could keep the hoof as a memento. Fred had been  
a great horseman who also rode for England in the 
1924 Paris Olympics. Joanna remembers using the  
old mounting block in the stable yard to clamber  
onto her ponies when she was a little girl.
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Rachel, Edward and their three children – George,  
now 18, Tobias, 17 and Arthur, 13 – are just the  
latest generation to live in and preserve this rich  
slice of their familial antiquity. Rachel’s mother, 
Joanna Cacanas, moved here in 1946, as a little  
girl of six, and remembers how tough life was  
during the years following the war. “There was  
no central heating then and few bathrooms,” she 
recalls. “My parents were very modest and we lived 
simply, so the house was cold and felt rather empty.” 
She also recounts how Rachel’s great-great-aunt Mary 
dressed in austere Victorian black lace and kept two 
live-in servants, Jessie and Ruth. She had a gardener 
too, named Frank, who – 90 years ago – planted the 
still-flourishing, espaliered pear tree on the vast,  
west wall of the property. Frank also chauffeured 
great-great-aunt Mary in her car – a luxury back then. 

Despite the introduction of central heating and 
mains sewerage in the 1970s, little else has changed 
over the years. The generous rooms hold an abundance 
of family memories and curiosities, each one passed on 
by the previous generation and cherished by the next.
There are tapestries made by great-aunt Nancy, who 
had a love of tapestry and sewing, and whose original 

ABOVE Edward loves 
playing the grand 

piano in the drawing 
room. A selection of 

rare and antique 
books grace the 

shelves of the 
bookcase. 

RIGHT A portrait  
of Edward’s father, 
painted in 1960 by  
the artist Dorothy 

Sims-Williams, hangs 
above Rachel’s 
dressing table.

TOP The ornate hand-painted trunk in the master bedroom 
was a wedding present and the delicate china bowls are 
keepsakes from great-aunt Nancy. The throw on the bed  
is a Molly Bedspread from John Lewis in duck-egg blue. 
ABOVE In the dressing room, the painting of Trafalgar 
Square is by British-Estonian artist Elo Allik-Schunemann. 
On top of the writing desk is an antique Barograph – a 
weather instrument from the turn of the last century.



Rachel and Edward both have an enduring love of 
cycling and it was on a second date in London, when 
Rachel turned up on a bicycle, that Edward decided 
she was the girl for him. “Life is all about the journey” 
has since become their motto, and they feel extremely 
fortunate to be able to live and run their business in 
such beautiful surroundings. 

The house and gardens offer a treasure trove of 
enticing adventures. “To spend time in a house like 
this is a privilege for us and the many children who 
have played in this garden, climbed the trees and 
roamed the house over the years, and it adds to the 
many stories this house holds,” says Rachel.

The sun shines into the large kitchen, lighting up 
the ancient Aga, whose warming nerve centre has 
sustained family life for several generations and 
continues to quietly warm the heart in this many- 
layered home; from the children who come to play  
and enjoy freedom in the natural surroundings  
to the family – the three generations who regularly 
gather around the table to plan their next project.  n

ABOVE Great-aunt 
Nancy’s original 

Singer sewing 
machine sits on top 

of the chest of 
drawers in the  
sewing room. 

RIGHT Rachel’s 
mother, Joanna, has 
loved painting since 

she was a child.  
She and her  

husband George 
converted the apple 
storage room by the 
stables into a studio 

in the 1980s. 
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“To spend time in a house  
like this is a privilege”


