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I n the passpo rt queue in fro nt o f me at
Giro na Airpo rt, a gaggle o f plump German
w o men, bo ttle-bleached hair, deep go ld
tans and big heels, are in high spirits. T hey

rummage in w hite handbags fo r ID  and giggle as
lipsticks and Puiz Buin bo ttles get scattered acro ss
the flo o r. T hey’ve clearly just arrived raring to  hit
the C o sta Brava bars and beaches.
I leave them to  climb abo ard o ne o f the fleet

o f co urtesy ho tel co aches w aiting o utside. I’m
heading into  the heart o f C atalo nia to  a regio n
in co mplete co ntrast to  the package- ho liday

Ahead in the cloudsÉ

Taking on the renovation of a medieval masía in the heart of Catalonia has
been an epic project for writer Matthew Parris. The result is spectacular
however and here he shows us round his own castle in Spain

Words and pictures by Sarah Monaghan

reso rts o f To ssa de M ar, Llo ret and R o ses 
w hich have been big such to urist pulls fo r the
Germans and w e Brits ever since the 1960s.
I’m go ing no rth- w est into  the mo untaino us

interio r, in the directio n o f the co untry tow n 
o f Vic and L’Avenc, the ho me o f the fo rmer M P
M atthew  Parris. T he drive is a dramatic affair
w ith the w eather in theatrical mo od. In an 
ho ur it puts o n a display o f brilliant sunshine,
to rrential rain, lightning, thunder, hail and mo re
dazzling sunshine. Evergreen fo rests flash past
betw een the co lumns o f lo ng viaducts
suspended betw een deep valleys. Every few
kilo metres, as I emerge fro m heavyw eight
tunnels hew n thro ugh the mo untains, I catch 
a glimpse o f the Pyrenees glow ering.

T he ro ute leads thro ugh the M o ntseny
mo untain range into  the C o llsacabra (literally

M o untain Pass o f the Goats).At the small village
o f Tavertet, I hit a dead end. M atthew ’s w arned
me o f this:“T he road w ill lo ok like it goes
now here but turn left and a track w ill appear”. It
does, at a terrifying angle – up. It fo llow s the cliff
edge and is an ascent into  and o ut o f the clo uds –
to  the left, cow s are grazing coarse grass and w ild
thyme; to  the right, a tho usand metres o f sheer
cliff falls aw ay. T hro ugh the rain clo uds sitting
sto lidly in the valley below , blurred silho uettes o f
the Pyrenees po int to  a silver strip –  the M ed,
w here, by now , no  do ubt, the German Fräulein
are in ho tel ro o ms unpacking capacio us sw imsuits.
As the track curves, the hulking shape o f

L’Avenc veers into  dramatic view . Fro m the first
glimpse, I can see precisely w hy this magnificent
ho use captured M atthew ’s imaginatio n. It sits,
iso lated, in its ow n spectacular do main, o n a

Above and right

Matthew Parris on the veranda of LÕAvenc. The house 

is built from a hard sandstone called gris which comes

from across the Pyrenees in France; the morning view

from the house: cloudscape over the Montseny mountains
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ÒFrom the first glimpse, I can see precisely why this magnificent  house captured 
MatthewÕs imaginat ion. It  sits, isolated, in its own spectacular domain, on a rocky 

plateau just 200 metres from the cliff edgeÓ

rocky plateau just 200 metres fro m the cliff edge. It co uldn’t be better
pro tected fro m its enemies – they must have been seen fro m miles aw ay.
Sure eno ugh, as I drive up, M atthew  is w aiting:“I saw  yo u co ming,” he says.

M atthew  first came acro ss the fo rtified masía 20 years ago  as he w as
hiking alo ng the GR 2 – o ne o f the Grandes R utas, great natio nal hiking
paths, that criss- cro ss Spain. D eserted and succumbing to  the ravages 
o f neglect, the three- sto rey ho use had a co at o f arms and a date, 1559,
chiselled into  its façade. It had been uninhabited since the 1950s.
M atthew  remembers the day he first prised open the vast so lid o ak 
fro nt do o rs. D esigned to  be large eno ugh to  allow  men w ith their ho rses
to  ride straight in, they are framed by a magnificent sto ne arch and gave 
a hint o f the grandeur to  co me. “W e expected derelictio n o f co urse, and
w e fo und it,” he says. “T he w o oden flo o rs had half ro tted aw ay but as 
w e clambered up the remains o f a staircase, w e realised that this w as no
farmho use at all. It w as a stately ho me – a small chateau.”
Bo rn in Africa in 1949, M atthew  grew  up in C yprus, R hodesia, Jamaica

and Britain as he and his five yo unger bro thers and sisters moved fro m
co untry to  co untry w ith their father Leslie’s cable- laying business. T he final
po sting w as C atalo nia w here Leslie arrived in the 1970s to  run a facto ry.
H e and his w ife T heresa liked the area so  much that they settled, eventually
retiring there, and sent their yo ungest children to  the local scho o ls. T hree 
o f them, Belinda, D ebo rah and M ark have now  all married C atalans. Being
the o ldest, M atthew  missed o ut o n the C atalan scho o ling (he w as already at
O xfo rd by this time) but it’s clear that he’s fo rmed a deep bo nd w ith this
co rner o f Spain. M atthew  w ent o n to  w o rk fo r M argaret T hatcher befo re
beco ming an M P in 1979. H e left to  present LW T ’s Weekend World and to
beco me the parliamentary w riter fo r T he T imes.

W hen, in 1997, the ow ner o f L’Avenc put it o n the market, M atthew
didn’t hesitate. H e jo ined fo rces w ith his sister Belinda and her builder

Right and left

Matthew aboard the bulldozer currently employed in

excavating the new swimming pool; LÕAvenc with the new

holiday cottages to the rear; original stone carvings in

the Gran Sala (State Room) seem to represent monks Ð

during the 13th Century the house was the home of the

Bishop of Vic Galceran Cacosta and his brother Guillem,

a knight of the King of Arag—n 

husband Jo aquim, and his bro ther Francesc,
and bo ught the place. T hey paid £ 160,000.
Fro m the start, M atthew  admits, they had no
idea w hat they w o uld do  w ith the pile. H is
father w arned it w o uld be “un po zo  sin fo ndo”
(a bo tto mless pit) but, M atthew  w as reso lute:
“All my life I’ve been biting o ff mo re than I can
chew  and it’s w hat has pushed me o nto  pro jects
I hardly tho ught myself capable o f,” he says.
M ind yo u, after signing fo r the deeds, he w ent
back, he says, to  take a lo ng hard lo ok at the
place “w ith the eyes o f a cash- strapped ow ner
rather than a star struck rambler” and realised
that:“It w as a shambles”.
It w as. T he w ho le ro o f needed to  be replaced.

Says M atthew :“It w as a go od deal bigger than the
ro o f o f an English tow n church.”Add to  the to -

replace list co llapsed flo o rs, do o rs and w indow s
hanging fro m ro tten frames, crumbling o utho uses,
and yo u get the scale o f the job to  be do ne. O h
and there w as no  plumbing o r electrical pow er…
But the Parris family, it’s obvio us, have

no thing if no t vast quantities o f self- reso urce
and determinatio n. Take M atthew ’s mo ther,
T heresa, now  79 – she still teaches yoga three
times a w eek to  residents o f an o ld people’s
ho me in her lo cal C atalan village. O ver the past
seven years they have steadily transfo rmed the
w reck into  the noble property it o nce w as.
In the co urse o f it, they’ve learned mo re abo ut
the great ho use’s histo ry and fallen mo re under
its spell. T he o ldest part dates back to  the 13th
C entury and under the cellar remains o f a
R o man ro ad have been fo und. Part o f the ho use

is clearly Go thic and has the dramatic sto ne-
carved w indow s and arches to  prove it. T he
crumbling co llectio n o f o utho uses has been
transfo rmed into  pretty co ttages. Electricity is
now  supplied via so lar panels above the ho use.
A car park has been excavated into  the hillside
so  that it is hidden fro m view . A sw imming po o l
is under co nstructio n. T hey’ve all been invo lved;
sister Belinda has acted as clerk o f w o rks; sister
D ebo rah as ho usekeeper, bro ther- in- law
Jo aquim as ideas man and pro ject manager.

O n the veranda o f L’Avenc, the ring o f a
mobile is breaking the silence. M atthew  is
fielding calls. A BBC  producer is pho ning to
bo ok him o n Question T ime; a jo urnalist w ants 
his view s o n Ken C larke’s pretensio ns to  the To ry
thro ne; his publicist at Penguin needs to  arrange a
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bo ok launch date… Lo ndo n, w ith its crow ded streets, is a w o rld aw ay.
“Puce faces, bo ld headlines, ridicule and anger, grey streets and grey 
skies … these occupied ano ther universe fro m the blues and brow ns 
and so ft greens o f the C o llsacabra … Perhaps that is w hy the ho use
seemed to  draw  me,” says M atthew . T his year, he has escaped to  his
C atalan bo lt- ho le over 20 times:“I co me fo r a few  days at a time and 
buy R yanair flights fro m Stansted to  Giro na ahead w hen they’re cheap.”

H e is keen to  pro mo te the o ther side o f C atalo nia that few  people
see:“I might be spitting in the w ind,” he says, “but if people ventured
aw ay fro m the C o sta Brava beaches, they w o uld be amazed at w hat 
they w o uld find.” Surprisingly few  to urists do  go  mo re than a few
kilo metres inland but if they did, they w o uld discover stunning
mo untain scenery, natural parks and valleys do tted w ith R o manesque
churches. R ural C atalo nia, he says, is a secret w aiting to  be discovered.

So  w hat no w ? T he truth is that the Parris family is no t really 
sure and w hile finishing to uches to
the interio r take place, they are
thinking it thro ugh. T he co ttages are
likely to  be rented o ut to  w alkers
w hile L’Avenc itself, w ith its receptio n
ro o ms and grand entrance hall, w o uld
make a superb venue fo r co nferences
o r functio ns. T hey are sure tho ugh
that w hatever purpo se the property
finally takes, they w ant it to  allo w
them to  co ntinue to  live there… 
Says M atthew :“ Fo r me simply staying
here w as alw ays my dream.”

For enquiries about renting the cottages at
LÕAvenc, email: info@avenc.com

Above and below

The pretty Romanesque church of San Joan at Rupit Ð LÕAvenc is located on the cliff

above; Matthew outside the magnificent main entrance to LÕAvenc

A Castle in Spain by

Matthew Parris is

published by Penguin on

October 6th, £17.99
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