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OWNERS Rob and
Hannah Elkins

LOCATION Wiltshire

HOUSE TYPE Contemporary
detached

SIZE 300m?2
BUILD COST £390,000
SITE COST £200,000

WORDS Alexandra Pratt
PHOTOGRAPHY Pete Helme

TIMELINE

Build commenced
OCTOBER 2018

e

Moved in
FEBRUARY 2020

- e

House completed
AUGUST 2022
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ewere firmlyinlove with life in Bristol,”
says Rob Elkins, “but I was unhappy with my

carbon footprint, from doingalot of driving
everyday. Plus I wanted to cutout the commute
and spend more time with my children.”

Now, Rob and his wife Hannah live just afew
stepsfrom Rob’s work as creative directorat

architectural practice Artel31in Chippenham,
Wiltshire. Theirnewhomeisacontemporary
sustainable design close to the town centre, but which
hasthefeelofaruralretreat.

Thesiteislocated onaquietthroughroadclosetoa
parkand had planning permission for multiple homes
when the owner, anational housebuilder, agreed tosell it

ontoRob, hisparentsand hisbusiness partner. Reducingthe
numberofhouses onthesite tojustthree, eachbuilt their family
home, with Rob taking the middle plot. A five-bedroom home
thatappears modestand compacttothefront,itisactually
over 300m2and full of bold ideas and innovations around
sustainabilityinboth design and materials. Although each
family designed their own home, theyall agreed on overarching
themesforthesite.

A TOUCH OF SOUL

“Wetalked about elements such as materials,” says Rob.
“Allthree homes are different, but they contain the natural
elements of stone and wood.”

When he designed theirhome, Robwasled by the fact the
south-facinggardenistheleastprivate partof the home
andthisisnowenclosed byasignificantrammed stone wall.
Practicalities aside, Rob wanted to satisfywhathe seesasthe
need for ‘soul’inanewbuild. “It’s a positive manifestation of
mylife,” he explains. “The courtyard, for example, reminds me
oftimes spentin Australia. Every dayhasasense ofhistory, of
my lifeand myfriends.”

Rob’sfamilyalsolove the outdoors,“so, there’slots of light and
vistas; the opaque glazed gablesbringin the easternlightin the
mornings, butit’sdappled, like walkingunderneath atree.”

AN OUTSIDE VIEW

Indesignterms, Rob’sinspiration comesfromboth the
minimalist Japanese tradition and the more familiar rustic feel
ofaWest Countrysmallholding. Asaresult, the house appears
as “threebarnsclustered on ahillside,” says Rob, with each
being connected by green-roofed links or open courtyards and
offersviews across the park. Structurally, the house contains
acombination of masonry, steel and timberframes, clad with
stone, oakstripsoragricultural tin.

While the structural steel of the houseisleft exposedinside,
thegarageisarare example ofastructure thatisexposed onthe
exterior. “The expressed structure has an external honesty,”
says Rob. “Itisdifficultto achieve watertightness and some
peopleloveit, while some hateit.”

GREEN MATERIALS

Materialswere central to this projectand Rob’s priority was
toensureeverythingwasreclaimed,low-carbon andlocally
sourced, such asthe oak cladding, which came from anearby
sawmill. Much of the stone, which is used for external cladding,
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pathsandevenasaninternal wall finish,isreclaimed oreven
designated ‘waste’. Theroofs are either planted sedumortin,
with photovoltaic (PV) panels on the southwest pitch. Robalso
used thisblack-coloured tin to clad the pantry, which projects out
fromthekitchenandisapartofhisrusticinspiration. “Tinhasan
agricultural aesthetic —there’snohistoric prestige, soit’sread as
unimportant,” says Rob.

LIGHTENING UP

Although the house has substantial triple-glazed windows
incomposite timber and aluminium frames, the church-like
eastern gable uses twolayers of clear polycarbonate sheeting.
Naturally opaque, it createsaverysoftillumination and doesn’t
degradein UVlight.Italso offers surprisinglylow Uvalues and at
acostofjust £2,000,saved Rob almost £40,000 againstthe price
ofareeded glass window.

Robssaysthe question of building sustainablyisnotjust
aboutthe materialsused, butalsothe ongoingenergyneeds

22 homebuilding.co.uk
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ofthe completed home. The PV panels generate more than
enough electricity for the family’s needs during the summer
months, although the familybecome netimporters fromthe
National Gridin winter.

GREATER EFFICIENCY

PVisjustone partofasuite of ‘eco-technology’ builtinto the
home. Robalso opted foravertical ground source heat pump
forthe domesticwater and the underfloor heating. Once
significantly more expensive than the horizontal type (which
takesupfarmoreland) the cost premium of the vertical type
isnowgreatlyreduced. A mechanical heat ventilation system
ensures the airisalways fresh, despite the exceptional levels of
airtightness and insulation. These systems work by extracting
the warmth fromstale air thatis expelled and then transferring
ittothefreshintake.

“We’ve had no problems with any of the systems,” says Rob.
“The onlyslightissue hasbeen timingthe underfloor heating
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pump to ensure hotwater for the kids’bath. That was the only
adjustmentwe’ve had tomake.”

INSIDE JOBS

Whenitcomestointernal finishes, Rob’s sustainable values
mesh easilywith hisrestrained and honest approach todecor.
Notonlyarethe structural elements ofthe buildingleft exposed,
butso, too, isthe fabric —here, plywood and the soft tones of
raw gypsum plaster dominate. There’s no paintortrim, just
pared-backinteriorjoinerycreating shadow gapsinplace ofthe
architrave or skirtingboards.

Rob’scleverand patient sourcing means most ofthe finishes
andfeaturesarereclaimed or ‘waste’. The timber floorin the
mainlivingareacame outofasportshall in Poland, while the
floorinthe masterbedroomis chipboard fromthesite, which
when sealed, creates awarm and tactile finish underfoot. The
kitchen worktop has character and practicality, with offcuts of
granite setinto asemi-polished concrete worktop made by Rob.
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SPOTLIGHT ON LANDSCAPING
FOR BIODIVERSITY

Rob’s sustainable approach to the family’s new home extended to the
landscaping. The family have a fairly large plot backing onto a park,
which has a river running through it. This blurs the boundary with a
‘borrowed landscape’ and creates a soft perimeter accessible by wildlife.
Within this, Rob has established a rich tapestry of habitats, including a
pond, wetland (using rain run-off from the roof) and wilderness areas.
Rob used materials from the build, most of which are already
reclaimed or ‘waste’, in the garden. The rammed walls are soft enough
for solitary bees to make small holes by burrowing and waste wood is
stacked to offer space to reptiles, while built-in alcoves and nooks offer
nesting sites for birds. Any deadwood is left to create a bat habitat, while
large, flat stones encourage sunning by grass snakes. The planting is also
wildlife friendly — goldfinches make annual pilgrimages to the thistles,
while badgers, deer and hedgehogs are year-round visitors. Rob also
planted rare varieties of more common species, such as the Black Poplar.

homebuilding.co.uk 23
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“There’s a sense

of privilege about |
living in this space
and it makes us
all so happy” ‘
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The soft eastern light filters through the
unique polycarbonate gable window,
making this a perfect area for breakfast.
In the living room (bottom right), natural
lightis aided with the help of triple

_ glazing that includes a long narrow
'\.ng-level window
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Artel31’s construction team, led by Elliot Noyes, carried out most of the work
onsite, with Rob project managing. The build went smoothly, and the only real In the kitchen and throughout

challenge was the existence of asmall patch of knotweed, of which Rob was aware the first floor, the timber steels
are exposed as part of Rob's
ethos of being “honest”
about a building

fromthe start. Ratherthan poisonitorhaveittaken away, Robdugouteveryroottoa
depth of 7m, leftitexposed for agrowing season, thenencaseditinarootbarrier and
buriedit. “Knotweed can stay dormant for up to 20 years,” he points out. “But after
that,itwould be safe ifyouwere todigthere.”

Nowthe family are movedin, and the final landscaping works are completed,
Robappreciatesjusthowmuch self-building theirhome has changed all theirlives
forthebetter. “Ilove waking up herein the mornings,” he says. “There is asense of

privilege aboutlivingin this space. It’s changed ourlives through our connection to
natureand, asaresult, it makesus all so happy.” @
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REAL PROJECT ECO SELF-BUILD
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Right Rob chose
to keep the original
colours from the
reclaimed sports
hall flooring, asa
playful touch

Below In the
bedrooms, as
elsewhere, the raw
gypsum plasterwork
onthe walls has a
softening effect and
reflects Rob’s desire
for a natural look
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THE DETAILS

THE PLANS

LOUNGE

INTERIOR
COURTYARD

CARPORT || GARAGE

LIVING

GROUND FLOOR

WORKSHOP
BASEMENT

GROUNDWORKS The groundworks for all
three plots were undertaken at the same time fo
minimise cost and disruption to neighbours.

STEELWORK Steel portals were used as the
principal structure then infilled with lightweight
panels which can be easily replaced over time.

BEST BUILD

DECISION

by simply buying a house.”

“Our best build decision was definitely the decision o start,” says Rob. “After that
firstjump, there’s no going back. Obviously there are risks, butthey are easily
manageable. Self-build is more accessible than people think. It's such a wonderful,
liberating experience and you'll always get a better-quality home than you will get

SUPPLIERS
DESIGN AND BUILD Artel31:

www.artel31.co.uk

KITCHEN BASE UNITS Cathy Morris at

Kitchen Flair: www.kitchenflairuk.com

KITCHEN DOOR/DRAWER FRONTS

Husk: www.madebyhusk.com

WINDOWS Velfac: www.velfac.co.uk;
Varico: www.varicoltd.com

TIMBER CLADDING Robin Parfitt at Vasterns
Timber: www.vastern.co.uk

RECLAIMED MATERIALS eBay:

www.ebay.co.uk

WASTE CONCRETE STAIRS Leroc:

www.lerocproducts.co.uk

WASTE STONE FLOOR Kayleigh Murphy

at Boniti: www.boniti.com

WASTE QUARRY STONE DUST Veizeys
Quarry, Tetbury: 01666 504689

LANDSCAPE DESIGN Hither Garden

Designs: www.hithergardendesigns.co.uk
ROOFING Tata Steel: www.tatasteel.com
FLASHINGS Kytun: www.kytun.com

STEEL FRAME AND GUTTERS
Ashmore and Allen/Ellis Steel Group:
0117982 8131

ELECTRICAL AND SMART SYSTEMS
RPE Contractors:
www.rpecontractors.com

PLUMBING AND HEATING
Meadows Plumbing & Heating:
www.meadowsplumbingandheating.co.uk

RENEWABLES (GSHP, MVHR, PV)
Andy Perkins at Energy Zone:
www.energyzone.co.uk
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