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So, in 1990, when it became 
necessary to start conceiving each of the 
thirteen rooms of Talliston, my mind’s 
eye was woefully inadequate. 
Answering questions such as “What is 
my favourite place to write?” and 
“Where in time and space would you 
want to experience Sunday morning 
breakfast?” just didn't bring back 
tangible – or indeed accurate – replies. 

While I solved the first question by 
linking to my love of 1920s & 1930s noir 
films, the ones that followed this were 
trickier. Still, I had spent those summers 
on the Cornish coast writing. I had a 
head-full of dreaming up exotic places, 
both real and fantastical, for my 
characters to live in: so now I had to 
weave those into my everyday life. 
Moving into Newton Green – or more 
importantly, away from my parental 
home – gave me the freedom to travel 

beyond the United Kingdom’s borders. And so began my 
journey and journals that would eventually bring more 
than 1,800 objects back from twenty-seven countries into 
this ex-council house in Essex. 

 
THE FIRST STEPS 
In 1986, after a messy redundancy and near-unbelievable 
payout of £3,000 I got my first chance to travel. I chose 
California as the USA was a dream destination back then, 
and I had longed for visiting Disneyland since I was 
seven. My first travel journal is just a glorified itinerary of 
things seen and done, places travelled. It has none of the 
insight and understanding of later writings. But more, as 
thrilling as that fly-drove was, with all its culture shocks 
and hilarious ‘English abroad’ antics, what I realise now is 
that then I was content to pretend to sail the Zambezi on 
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LIMINAL DAY at the start of a new year. A thick mist 
is strung out between trees, like the decorations of the 
past season. The greasy air clings to every surface of 
the landscape, obscuring the horizon. Through the 
Cornish lanes we travel, heading north-west, towards 
the Atlantic Ocean and the border which separates 
Devon and Cornwall.   

We park and descend the steps towards the sea, a metal 
hen the project to turn Britain’s most 
ordinary house into something a little 
more harmonised to its denizens, I had 
no experience of the world. Almost my 

exclusive view of ‘other lands’ was the 
family camping trip to St Austell in 

Cornwall. This took place on the first two 
weeks in August every year for eleven years in a row. 
From age four to fifteen, rain or shine, we packed my 
father’s current vehicle, hitched the trailer and set off for 
the south west. Our annual adventure began while my 
brother and I were still sleeping, usually around three in 
the morning, allowing passage across central London and 
well into our epic journey before we awoke and became a 
nuisance. The rest of the time I spent my life within the 
ring of the M25; albeit imaginary until October 1986. 

John Trevillian recounts 
his globetrotting travels in 
the twenty-five year 
journey to create Talliston 
House & Gardens 

 W�

Sjkhg; 



 

 

TALLISTON TIMES SUMMER 2018 

 

ARTS & CRAFTS 

 

an animatronic jungle cruise: now I have canoed the real thing. It is this 
transition, from dream to fantasy to reality, that mirrors the creation of the 
house and one that I would encourage anyone to pursue. From my journal 
covering a visit to Nepal & Tibet in 2009 I wrote:   
 

“Wisdom is found through the feet. 
To travel, to experience the wide open places, to gaze upon a blaze of golden 
sunset upon the crown of the Himalayas, to walk with cultures and faiths 

and people of unfamiliar creeds – this is the way to wisdom.” 
 
By travelling, by bartering for market goods and trinkets, by enquiring 
about hoodoo practices firsthand in Bayou St. John, I found a greater 
acceptance of world cultures and people. It also brought a greater 
understanding of myself and my own journey and led me to study and 
research that eventually informed the Talliston rooms and the imagined 
occupants that inhabited them. And, in a wonderful circuitous route, it fed 
the novelisation of the house and gardens – taking the entire project back 
onto the page and, soon, right back into people’s imaginations.   

     
THE LONG ROAD 
Here I have listed the twenty-seven countries I visited during the quarter 
century of conceiving and building the house. These were not the only 
countries or places I visited (there are thirty-nine travel journals in The 
Treehouse Sanctuary to illustrate that), but these were journeys all 
exclusively house-related. Notably Japan is missing from this list, as time 
and money conspired against this trip in 2014 (as we were saving the 
house from being repossessed that year!) Also, there were many locations 
that indirectly inspired (such as Stuttgart’s wonderful Merz and Benzing 

The Twenty-Seven Countries of 
Talliston House & Gardens  

1	 Belgium	
2	 Cambodia	
3	 Canada	
4	 China	
5	 Croatia	
6	 Denmark	
7	 Egypt	
8	 France	
9	 Germany	
10	 Great	Britain	
11	 Greece	
12	 Grenada	
13	 Italy	
14	 Malawi	
15	 Morocco	
16	 Nepal	
17	 Netherlands	
18	 Norway	
19	 Poland	
20	 Portugal	
21	 Romania	
22	 Spain	
23	 Sweden	
24	 Thailand	
25	 United	States	of	America	
26	 Zambia	
27	 Zimbabwe	
	
 

INSPIRATION OF THE LABYRINTH GARDEN 
Original sketch of The Cloister Gardens from my New York 2007 journal 



 

 

INSPIRATION OF THE ROOM OF DREAMS BEDROOM 
Original sketches from Rhodes 1994 journal 

emporium that yielded a fair few treasures from around the globe. 
Some holidays and visits were dead ends; or so at first seemed to be. 
Famously the kitchen, then called The Range, was imagined as a 
French Canadian affair. After two trips – one to Toronto and the 
other Montreal – no kitchen was found, but I did stumble across the 
story of Archibald Stansfeld Belaney, his transformation into Grey 
Owl, and the building of the lodge by Kingsmere Lake that eventually 
inspired The Cabin. So it would seem that no step towards any 
eventual horizon is ever truly wasted. 

Visitors to the house and gardens always seem to ask about 
favourite things; rooms, items and places visited. In a project that 
essentially captures all my favourites, that is a very difficult question 
to answer. Of all the places I have visited, each has its own highlights, 
wonders and special moments. Yet of them all Italy must win the 
overall prize as it ticks so many of my personal boxes for a holiday 
destination. While Norway has magnificent scenery, it has no castles. 
While Tibet has the splendours of Lhasa Palace, its food is less than 
wondrous. In Italy, the combination of weather, ancient buildings and 
culture, cuisine, wine, shopping, historic hillforts, towns, lakes and 
woodlands make it endlessly interesting and a constant explosion of 
surprises for all the senses. 

Eish Al Kamar (The Moon’s Nest) began 
with these ideas and very basic drawings  
Inspired by the Alhambra’s Court of Myrtles  



 

 

INSPIRATION OF THE ROOM OF DREAMS ROOF GARDEN 
Original sketches from Andalucia 2003 journal 

Start of the sketches and planning for   
The Labyrinth garden 
Inspired by the Alcázar de los Reyes Cristianos 

NEW HORIZONS 
With Talliston done, the need to travel to 
certain places is lifted and I am again 
compiling an itinerary of new places to 
visit, starting with Quinta de Regaleira, 
Sintra’s Palace of Mysteries in Portugal 
and later this year Italy’s Pompeii and 
Herculaneum. But hopefully these words 
will have shown how deep and diverse the 
project was, for everyone starts their 
journey with Talliston arriving with the 
notion they are to see how one man (and 
the 138 other friends, family, volunteers 
and crafts people that worked on it) 
transformed an ordinary house. Hopefully 

they leave seeing how this 
house transformed 
everyone who ever had a 
part in creating it.  

 


