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TRADITIONAL SELF-BUILD Readers' Homes
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T
mey and Nigel Roberts couldn't face the
thought of doing up their old house
again. Having already renovated and
extended the five bedroom bungalow­
their home for 13 years - to more than

twice its original size, the couple were ready for a
change. So they decided to fulfil a long-standing
dream of building their own home.

Mit was something we had often talked of doing and
this seemed like the right time to move," says Nigel.
MSome friends thought we were mad - we lived in a
pcacefullocation overlooking a National Trust property
- but we felt we had reached the limit of what we
could do to the house. It was time for a change.M

Fate quickly played a hand. They started looking for
land at auction and got chalting to a man who was
thinking about dividing up his one-acre garden and
sel1ingoffhalf a.s a building plot. Nigel and Tmcy
went to see it the same day, liked it instantly and a
deal was donC' on the condition that they could get
detailed planning permission from Ashfield District
Council for a detached house.

It wasn't a straightforward site. It fronts onto a busy
road and there's a five-metre difference between the
road level and a small wood at thC' bollom of the
garden, which meant there would be a 2.5-metre fall
bclwren the from and oock of thc house. MThe
gradient didn't bother us," says Nigel. Mlf anything, lve
felt it would add to the charucter of Ihe properly.M

'InC')' contacted architect Julian Owen, also the chair
of AS8A (the Association of Self-build Architects),
who suggested they write down their ideas using a
bubble diagram which would show, in very simple
terms, how thC')' wanted to move around the house,
how thc rooms should flow from one to another and
approximate dimensions. ThC')' were also told 10 take
photographs and cut out maga11ne pictures of things
they liked to help Julian to understand their tastes.

MWe booked a WC'ekend in Paris and while we were
then: we spent a number of hours sitting in the
courtyard of the Louvn: scribbling down ideas,M says
Nigel. MWc wanted Julian to design the property and
deal with Building Regulations, but we wanted 10

manage the build oUl'$I,'lvcs so \yt' could control thC'
way the house developed on a day-to-day basis.M

It took about six momhs from the design stage to
planning consent, but their plans were passed on the
condition that they built a wall on an external balcony
to give their neighbours privacy. ..
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Off-Mains Drainage
As well as building on II Iteeply Iloping lile, TrllCY lind Nigel fked another
chBlIll"9ll: -Dr.inage wal II nlghtmllrll," rllmembers Nigel. "There is no ffilIlnl
du,1Mg1l on the lite K) we had to install II IIlptic u.nk;~, _ couldn't plBCll
it lit the bottom of the garden because the Iorria wouldn't M able to get dose
enough to empty it on • ~ular basis.- They soIYed the probIMt by .....lng the
tri In the froIu gMden and, using • dYee-ton mini di9ger, buiIdlng • ...Jed grid
dr~ I}'Stlll'l'l into the back pden with II p..I'Tlp to Ulkll _a up to the tIlnk..
The ..1lled loop drainage I)'Itlll'l'l took three WIlIlb to instal. -Acc:IlSI to the lit.
_ II chIlIIenge, thougfl, - MyI Nigel -w. trftt.ed • ternpcnl)' IIope down the
side of the plot for Itl'IIlII rT'IIlChinery, and buit the house &om b«t to frorIt. -

Givrn the go-ahead, Tracy and Nigd began 10 dmw
up a highly cktailtd plan of works, 1~3rchin8 every
laM detail and onling a Khtduk 10 nuinlllin a steady
build pace from start to finish. Nigd was working four
lUys a wedt, but had Fricbys, Wttk.tnds and ~ings
to devote 10 the proj«t. Melnwhik. Trxy's <by would
stiTt with phone ca1k al 7am, an early morning trip to
t~ site, the school run and thm hours or making SU~

~ing was on track..
•Jalways apprwched thrrc suppliers lOr the.­

nutmals and asked for their best prier. I didn't want
to play than olT against each other, but I madc it clear
thai whoever came back with the best price would gel
the job in thai instance,· Sll)'S Nigel. -It seemed II folr
way to do il,-

The muplc's mc'liculous forward planning paid off.
Apart from one ~'s dday through poor ~lhtr,
lhe build ran smoothly from the start. Thue Wi\S just
o~ major design changt: when they agrMllo include
attic lrusxs in the roof space. accmtd by a solid
stail'ClK'. UnfortulllIIldy, the roof design. which
includes mo~ than a dozrn steel beams, was too
compb for standard trusses and they had to~ a
cut roof which added considcr.Ibly to thor costs. ..
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Due 10 lhe sleeply sloping nalu.. of lhe 1lII, lhe
....Intivltlg IllKes ale ell positioned OIIlhe fffll
Ooor, wllh l1li open plln kilchlllldlnlnglfamlly
room belng lhe house'l hub. A forrTllllliving
room, dinIng ,oom, utlllly and garl9l make up
the 'III ollhe floor. SbI bedrooms _liled 0Ye'

lhe g,ound level end 11Ik. The maller, oolhe
ground floor, ben,fill from an an lulle and
d'lIllng ,oom. Two other bathrooml complete
lhe fOOlprint.

Living on a Sloping Site

USEFUL CONTACTS: Ard!itKt: Jurlall Owen~tK:0115 922 9831 julienowen.co,uk
Suucturel engineer Antt-ly Rudge AIIociates: 0115 965 4028 Self-build mall69&'
Aidewoods BuildbBle: 01623 420J84 Underfloor helling Went Heating SoIutioos: O'~
250572 Kitcheon and bathrooms SImmons Kitchen llIId Bathroom.: 01623 422322 EIectria
Cunern ElKtrial Solutions Ltd: 0162J 4B6551 Buildefs' merchants.lKksonl: 01623 SlSSlS
SUlirene ....nufKtUlWf1l OiYe Durose, GIlVin Btown: 07970 798156 Pumped screed Jeff
Seeley. 0797' 263998

~We don't rtgn't it because it gives the auk space so
much more chal1lC!er," says Nigel. ~As it w;lS, we still
ClIme in under budget on the structure of the ho~.
It cost us 05,000 just to get out of the ground, which
was £15,000 more than predicted, but by the time we
reach«l roof I~I we were back on tl'ilck with the
budget. But building on a sloping site has its own set
of issues; in total, we think it cost about 25 per cen!

more than it would havt done on a level site."
A Volday tanking system was install«l al the section

al the back of the ho~ which would be built into the
slope. ['Our hund~ tOI15 of soil were removed and
ISO cubes of concrete poured into the base and
shuuered sides. It took seven \vedts to complete the
concrete slab, retaining wall and tanking. A further 20
\\ottks saw buildm usc 29,000 facing bricks to complete
the structure, which has 38 window openin~

including French doors and six Velux rooflights.
~A1though there was a lot of strw and anxiety

involved, wt' thoroughly enjoyed the whole process,~

says Nigel. "It's a full-time job to project manage the
building of your own home - so I w;lS doing two
full-time jobs for more than a yrar. It's vtry draining,
but the only w;ly to deal wilh it is 10 have control over
it, and that means being ~ry organised throughout
We also had a fantastic team of contractors, many of
them exceptional in their standard of workmanship
and reliability, which was a huge bonus.
~We would definitely do it again. The satisfaction of

.sc.'Cing your ideas bcing articulated on paper through
an architect, and then coming to life before your eyes,
is fantastic. There's something very special about
seeing your own house when it's finished and
thinking, 'We did this:" #I
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