
For years, writer Joanna Briscoe dreamt she was 
back in her childhood home. She describes how 
a house can haunt the human psyche 

t here is only one. A single great 
love. A unique passion we can't 
get over. The one that haunts us, 
threading its way through dreams 

and never quite letting go, however many 
others come into our lives. 

I'm talking about houses, of course. 
For most people, there is one place that 

becomes, over time, a touchstone - a 
talismanic residence so deeply entrenched 
in our emotional landscape that at some 
level it will always be "home". This is not 
necessarily the largest or most aesthetically 
pleasing house or flat we've inhabited. It's 
just somewhere, even a holiday cottage, 
we've felt truly at home: at ease, comforted 
and protected, and, beyond that, moved 
or inspired - by a particular atmosphere, 
or smell, or beam of light from a window. 
This house-of-our-life represents a refuge, 
the equivalent of a castle keep; somewhere 
soaked with the most vivid, personal, 
keenly preserved memories, until it has 
become almost mortal in our minds, 
an unconscious template for all others. 

For me, that house was Jordan Manor, 
a thatched Dartmoor longhouse that is 

mentioned in the Domesday Book, 
tucked in a river valley outside 
Widecombe-in-the-Moor. I was 10, 
and had already lived in a London 
flat followed by a series of picturesque 
cottages and small houses in Hertfordshire 
and Somerset, when my parents saw an 
advertisement for Jordan Manor in a 
paper and, struck by its beauty, decided 
that a trip to Dartmoor with a glimpse of 
the house thrown in would make a good 
family day out. 

It was instant love. They uprooted their 
lives, and my father began a daily 130-mile 
commute to work, while my mother drove 
a 60-mile round trip along tiny lanes to 
complete the school run - on the days we 
weren't snowed in. 

Jordan Manor resembled an overgrown 
cottage, long and low-slung, sprawling 
into Georgian extensions at the back. It 
was set in 10 acres of grounds, with eight 
barns to play in, views of the moor, pony 
meadows, waterfalls and streams, a 
spring-fed pond, and a fast-flowing river 
at the end of the front field, whose expanse 
formed a backdrop to all life in the house. 

What followed was a childhood played out 
between river rapid and horseback, the 
moss-oozing valley in which the house dozed 
a contrast to the bleaker moors above - yet 
those miles of scarred moorland were only 
a short walk up a lane, past wild ponies. The 
house itself was a warren of low-ceilinged 
sloping bedrooms, curved plaster, wildly 
creaking floors, room-sized open granite 
fireplaces, flagstones, windowsills so deep 
they made seats - and a trapeze hanging 
from a beam in the sitting room. 

It sounds idyllic. I now think that 
externally it was, but it was not always 
happy: I was over-sensitive, shy to the 
point of self-despair, and sent to schools 
specialising in illiteracy. Yet that house 
settled into my consciousness, seeped 
into me, spoiled me forever, I begin to 
understand. It made all else seem tame. 

Within a year of our move to Dartmoor, 
the commute had defeated my father, and 
we went back to Somerset to live near > 
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