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In 2016, Calum and Sally Land decided to move out of 
London with their three young children. At first, their 
search took them into the commuter belt, until they  
visited family in Bath, where Sally found a run-down 

bungalow. “Self building wasn’t previously an ambition of ours,” 
says Calum. “But when we stumbled upon the bungalow and  
saw the boys running into the garden, we knew this was the one.” 
Although the property had subsidence, the location drew them  
in. Perched on the side of a valley with an acre of garden and  
views over the city of Bath, the setting was incomparable. 

Calum, European sales director for a publishing firm, began 
thinking about how their lives would change for the better if he and 
Sally, a newspaper columnist, could work from home. The couple’s 
original intention was to renovate the bungalow, but when their 
surveyor assessed the property, they realised this could quickly 

When Calum & Sally Land 
found a run-down bungalow  
in Bath, they decided it was 
the perfect spot to knock down 
and rebuild their new home

HILLSIDE ESCAPE

WORDS ALEXANDRA PRATT PHOTOS PETE HELME

         With the doors open 
and family and friends 
here, it becomes a really 
sociable space. We  
never tire of the view

‘‘    
’’

The couple chose an 
Equitone cement board 
to clad certain elements 
of the upstairs structure
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Above: The balcony  
is the ideal space  
for enteraining  
and relaxing, with 
breathtaking views  
of the valleys beyond

Below: Although Calum 
and Sally would have 
preferred zinc roofing, 
they chose corrugated 
concrete sheets as a 
cost-saving measure

look at some old maps of the area. “It was like travelling back  
in time to the 1600s,” he says. “Fortunately, there were no active 
mines on this plot, although I discovered our local pub has steel 
chains attached to rock to stop it sliding down the hill.”

Getting the design right
Although they were not committed to a particular design, Sally 
and Calum knew they wanted something contemporary and  
had clear ideas about how they would like to live in their home.  
They were after an indoor-outdoor layout that created a strong 
connection, making the most of the view and providing easy 
access to the garden, as well as areas for socialising and relaxing. 
The couple met with several local architects, all of whom 
suggested traditional designs, until they found architect Rob 
Elkins at Artel 31, who designed a home that fulfilled Calum  
and Sally’s wish list. “Rob was enthusiastic – he understood  
what we wanted and shared our passion,” says Calum. 

The details – and size – of the property evolved during the  
six-month planning process. The result is a four-bedroom home 
built into the side of the valley, making the property partly earth 
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turn into an expensive fix for a property that wouldn’t suit their 
needs. Knocking the original house down and rebuilding it offered  
a better solution, allowing them to design a home tailored to their 
lifestyle and saving 20% VAT on the build in the process.

Unusual site conditions
With the plot being on a slope, getting around a few construction 
challenges and incurring additional expenses were an inevitable 
part of the process. The original bungalow was demolished due  
to subsidence, and the steep gradient was a concern. “We were 
worried we would need to have piled foundations,” says Sally, “but 
we were very lucky we hit bedrock.” This enabled their builder to 
lay a reinforced concrete raft with a mass-fill toe that sits on the 
rock to prevent any downward movement of the structure.

The area surrounding Bath is not only well known for steep-
sided valleys, but also for historic mining and quarrying. Calum 
wanted reassurance that they weren’t digging into old workings, 
and his research took him to the county archive to  

The stone cladding  
is oolitic limestone, 
which makes up the 
valley on which the 
house is situated

A contemporary grey brick 
chimney draws the eye up 
over the woodland skyline

FACT FILE

NAMES Calum & Sally Land

OCCUPATION Sales director  
& newspaper columnist

LOCATION Wiltshire

TYPE OF PROJECT Self build 

STYLE Contemporary

CONSTRUCTION METHOD  
Masonry & timber frame 

PROJECT ROUTE Architect designed & 
project managed with main contractor

HOUSE SIZE 224m2

LAND COST £542,000

PROJECT COST £550,000

PROJECT COST PER M2 £2,455 

TOTAL COST £992,000

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED 
December 2021 
BUILDING WORK TOOK 28 months
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sheltered on one elevation at ground floor level, which  
houses the boys’ bedrooms and a separate sitting room.  
Earth-sheltered designs effectively insulate noise and can  
have less visual impact on the surrounding landscape, but  
it’s important to ensure the prevention of water ingress with  
this type of construction. So, in Calum and Sally’s home, the 
retaining cavity walls use a waterproof membrane and are 
reinforced with concrete to provide solidity and keep the  
interior warm and dry, along with carefully designed drainage. 

Rob proposed reorientating the building and flipping the 
layout upsidedown to take advantage of the countryside vistas. 
The upper storey is divided into two wings, which are separated 
by a courtyard balcony in the centre onto which the entrance  
hall leads out. The kitchen, dining and living space is located in  

one wing and the master bedroom suite in the other. The latter  
cantilevers over the ground floor level to maximise panoramic 
views through large expanses of glazing. 

Renewable technologies
Sally and Calum’s self build is a modern home, not only in terms of its 
design, but also its eco credentials. “Sustainability wasn’t a priority for 
us at the time, but I was learning,” says Sally. In addition to extensive 
insulation, their home is triple glazed, with timber and aluminium 
Velfac window and door frames. Solar panels on the roof provide 
renewable source of electricity, although it doesn’t completely meet 
their energy requirements as they both work from home full time. 

An air source heat pump supplies their hot water and underfloor 
heating, which is so efficient, they rarely use the woodburning stoves 

Above & right:  
The vaulted ceiling  
of the main living area 
has exposed glulam 
beams and creates a 
light-filled, airy space

Above & right:  
On the interior, the 
contemporary fixtures 
are simple and minimal, 
letting the view speak 
for itself. Meanwhile, 
blue tones and pops  
of bright yellow inject 
some personality into 
the design
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 WE LEARNED...

BE PATIENT. We moved into the house 
before the second-fix building work was 
complete, making working and teaching the 
children from home during the pandemic a 
stressful experience. But, the finished result 
was well worth the sacrifices along the way.

DON’T GET BOGGED DOWN by  
the small decisions. The expert insight  
from our architect made it so much easier  
to decide on our final design, so we didn’t 
spend too much time going back and forth.

ACCEPT THAT YOU WON’T GET 
EVERYTHING RIGHT straight away. 
Part of building your own home is trial  
and error. So, it’s often not until you try 
something that you realise it’s not the right 
approach or choice for your project, and  
you can look at alternatives.
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in the sitting rooms anymore. “The first 
winter we lived there, we had the wood stove 
on a lot more, as the air source heat pump 
wasn’t providing as much warmth as we’d 
have liked, so the service engineer came to 
check it out,” says Calum. “He asked why the 
temperature was set so low. It turned out the 
heat pump had been turned down while the 
floors were laid, but due to the pandemic, no 
one had come back to turn it up again.” 

Bumps in the road
The pandemic caused the biggest headache  
in Sally and Calum’s project. When the first 
lockdown was announced in 2020, the couple 
had completed the majority of the build and 
were still living in a rental property nearby. 
This meant they were paying both rent and 
over 80% of their mortgage when their bank’s 
monitoring surveyor asked what steps they 
would be taking during the lockdown to 
safeguard and mothball the site. “We had  
a sleepless night wondering if the bank  
would pull out on us,” says Calum. “We  
faced potential financial ruin.” 

The couple decided to move into the house 
as it was, hiring a van to do the heavy lifting 
themselves. “I was so relieved to be in the house,” says Sally. 
Fortunately, the weather was excellent, and the boys were happy  
to spend time outside, since the house was barely functioning.  
There were no lights or internal doors; the kitchen had little more  
than a microwave oven; and only two bedrooms were useable. “Calum 
was working, and his only soundproofing was a sheet for a door,” says 
Sally, who was also trying to homeschool. “It was very stressful,” adds 
Calum. Fortunately, their builders, Simpkins Developments, were able 
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from the lower ground floor, with seating so 
the family can enjoy views down the valley. 
The groundworks team created a level 
section in the middle of the outdoor area for 
the boys to kick a ball about. Below that, the 
far end of the garden is a natural playground 
with trees and wild areas they can enjoy. 

The balcony courtyard is Sally and Calum’s favourite part of their 
home. “With the doors open and family and friends here, it becomes 
a really sociable space,” says Sally. “And we never tire of the view.” 
Despite the difficult circumstances they endured during their 
project, Sally and Calum completed their new home on a £500,000 
budget. Now with the project finished, the couple are happy with 
their decision to have left city life behind. “We worked hard in 
London, and our new home is the culmination of that,” says Calum. 
“We pinch ourselves. It’s changed our lives.”

to continue on the property. “They kept away from us, and it was like  
a military operation, but it added a degree of normality,” says Sally. 
 
Dream family home
Now, the interiors are completed, and the family have been  
enjoying their new life for almost two years. The clean lines  
and contemporary design on the exterior are reflected in Sally  
and Calum’s styling choices inside. Engineered oak flooring adds 
warm tones throughout most of the home, while porcelain tiles 
provide a hardwearing, family-friendly flooring in the open-plan 
kitchen and living area. The minimalist kitchen doesn’t dominate  
the space, and despite the couple’s decision to splash out on a  
marble worktop, it cost just £12,000, representing a saving on  
the planned budget, which was originally double that amount.

 The steep acre of gardens also needed some attention to make it 
suitable for their young children. A spacious terrace now opens out 

Above: The office 
space in the wing of  
the bedroom means 
both Sally and Calum 
can now work from 
home comfortably

The couple chose large 
aluminium sliding doors for 
the slimmer sightlines and 
lightweight frame

Above: The couple 
used off-the-shelf tiles 
for their bathroom after 
an order of handmade 
Italian ones arrived  
too late as a result  
of pandemic delays



42  readers’ homes

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN

Contrasting cladding…
closer look

Calum and Sally chose three different types of cladding for their 
home: timber, stone and cement board. They wanted a mix 
of natural and manmade materials, creating a characterful 
finish that is appropriate for its local semi-rural context, with 
tasteful contemporary touches. At ground floor level, the 
masonry structure is clad in local limestone, echoing that of the 
surrounding homes. The upper storey is constructed from steel 
and timber, and mostly clad in Siberian larch, coated in black paint to 
save on costs. “Scorched timber was too pricey,” says Calum. “Painting it was one thing we 
could do to achieve a similar effect.” Two small sections of the upper storey are clad in a distinct 
pale grey cement board which the couple sourced from Marley, with the same material used 
to finish the small overhang above the front entrance to home. The alternate cladding works 
effectively with the varying shapes and angles that form the upstairs structure of the house, 
making a truly unique design that sets the home apart from its neighbours. 

The three claddings complement each other well 
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Note: The costs shown here reflect the original prices for materials, labour 
and services at the time this project was undertaken. As a general guide, 
inflation in the construction market runs at about 3%-4% per annum (although 
current rates of inflation are significantly higher).
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Useful contacts
ARCHITECT Artel 31 01249 445656 www.artel31.co.uk  
CONTRACTOR Simpkins Building & Property Development  
07812 132954 WINDOWS Velfac 01480 759510 www.velfac.co.uk   
CEMENT BOARD CLADDING Marley 01283 722330 www.marley.co.uk  
KITCHEN Wren www.wrenkitchens.com FLOOR TILES Mandarin Stone 
01600 715444 www.mandarinstone.com STAIRCASE RUNNER Roger  
Oates Design 01531 632718 www.rogeroates.com 
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Floor plans

Elements	 Cost m2 	 Cost % 	 Total cost

General preliminaries	 £49	 2%	 £11,000

Demolition & groundworks	 £134	 5%	 £30,000

Services	 £179	 7%	 £40,000

Concrete	 £223	 9%	 £50,000

Walls	 £692	 28%	 £155,000

Drains	 £40	 2%	 £9,000

Roofing	 £58	 2%	 £13,000

Carpentry	 £424	 17%	 £95,000

Plastering & screed	 £89	 5%	 £20,000

Windows & doors	 £179	 7%	 £40,000

Internal fixtures & finishes	 £53	 2%	 £12,000

External finishes &  
landscaping (incl glass  
balustrading on balcony)	 £335	 14%	 £75,000

Grand total			   £550,000


