Black beauty
First-time selfbuilders Steve Carle and Pauline Cowie
have replaced a ramshackle bungalow in the Green Belt
with a sculptural contemporary home cloaked in black.
STORY: DEBBIE JEFFERY PHOTOGRAPHY: KNIGHT FRANK

EXTERIOR

The threestorey house
is clad in black
render and
replaces a
dilapidated
bungalow on
the heavily
wooded
site. The rear
elevation is fully
glazed, with
two first-floor
balconies
opening from
bedrooms.
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IN BRIEF
PROJECT New build
LOCATION Hertfordshire
COST £550,000 (2013)
SPENT £2,400/sqm
WORTH £2.15m
The property is currently
for sale with Knight Frank:
knightfrank.com

“N

eighbours were probably shocked
when they saw our new house
before the render went on, as
the white panels were very
bright,” says Steve Carle of his
contemporary new-build home.
“Cladding the building in black render significantly
reduced its impact on the site and helped it to blend
into the woods. It was the perfect way to illustrate
why we’d chosen such a dark colour and confirmed
in our minds that we’d done the right thing.”
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HOMES NEW BUILD

LOCATION

Excavating
the plot
sunk the
house down
to retain
the ridge
height of
the previous
single-storey
bungalow.
Mature trees
located
on the plot
boundary
offer shade
to glazing.

“As an architect, I wanted to create an
impact on the streetscape, a house you
cannot ignore. It seems to have worked
– even the postman has an opinion!”

The build

The house has been
built using a steel frame
and highly insulated SIPs,
which were prefabricated
in a factory. The structure
was erected in less than a
month, forming a simple,
well-engineered building
envelope. A single-ply
membrane finishes the
flat roof, and the windows
are framed in aluminium.
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Steve is an architect by profession, and spent years
designing large commercial retail projects, but had
always dreamed of building his own home. “We hunted
for a plot for around 20 years but were always outbid,
so the opportunity never materialised,” he explains.
We eventually bought this piece of land back in 2013,
because it stands in an area where we had always wanted
to live, as it’s a beautiful spot in the Green Belt. There
was a dilapidated old bungalow on the site, which we
hoped to knock down and replace with a new home.”
Steve and his wife, Pauline, spent more than
two years trying to gain planning permission
and, once their previous home sold, they needed
to move into the bungalow, where they lived
for 18 months while battling the planners.
After several setbacks the couple decided they
would have to settle for updating and remodelling
the existing structure. “Life in the cold, uninsulated
bungalow was really tough, but we were stuck there
because getting planning took so long,” explains
Steve. “Ironically, the very council who caused the
delays later invited us to enter the finished house
for an award, where it was highly commended.”
Steve had a strong vision and was keen to
transform the bungalow into a highly contemporary
building, which would make a bold statement in an
area where every house is different. He designed
a series of modifications and extensions, based
around the single-storey building, including adding
a first floor and excavating a basement level.
“Our daughter lives in London and comes home
occasionally, but even though there are only two of us
living here full time we wanted to maximise the site and
build as big a house as possible,” he explains. “It was
daunting, but every architect dreams of building their
own home and I feel lucky to have had the opportunity.”
The plot is heavily wooded around the
perimeter, which ensures privacy, and the entire
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Flat is Back
Premium flat roofing solutions for your home

Roof Assured by Sarnafil offers self
builders and renovators an unrivalled
roofing system from the leading
manufacturer in single ply membranes.
From whole roofs and large extensions,
to orangeries, garages, balconies
and much more.

n Aesthetically pleasing
n Backed by a 15 year guarantee
n Cost effective solutions
n Virtually maintenance free
n Trained Registered Installers

t 0800 614 821
roofassured.co.uk

n 40 years life expectancy*

Find us...

*Independently assessed by the British Board of Agrément
(BBA) to last in excess of 40 years, in their opinion
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KITCHEN/
LIVING/
DINING

An expansive
open-plan
kitchen/
dining/living
room on the
ground floor
incorporates
double-height
spaces and
a bespoke
open-plan
staircase.
Corian
worktops were
chosen for
the kitchen
and the
large-scale
dining table
was imported
from Italy.
Fixtures such
as the fire are
simple and
contemporary.

IN DETAIL
PROJECT

Designer IDL Architecture: idl.eu.com
Building contractor TW Construct
Ltd: twconstruct.com
Structural engineer MLM
Group: mlmgroup.com
M+E consultant BML Design
Rooms Ltd: 0203 260 4067

STRUCTURE

SIPs panels Lowfield Timber Frames:
lowfieldtimberframes.co.uk
Windows Fusion Glazing Systems:
fusionglazingsystems.co.uk
Render Sto: sto.co.uk
Single ply roofing membrane
Skia Sarnafil: gbr.sarnafil.sika.com
Roof insulation Kingspan:
kingspan.com
Roof membrane Hambro Roofing
Limited: hambroroofing.com
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FIXTURES AND FITTINGS

Music system Sonos: sonos.com
Programmable lighting Luxon
Lighting: luxonlighting.com
Fire/security alarm Index Security
Systems: indexsecurity.co.uk
Utility kitchen Howdens:
howdens.com
Lighting Tyson Lighting:
tysonlighting.com
Tiling Craven Dunnill Project
Ceramics: cravendunnill.co.uk
Underfloor heating
Nu-Heat: nu-heat.co.uk
Mechanical installation Horizon
Air Conditioning: horizonac.co.uk
Metal fire Architectural
Fireplaces: arc-fire.com
Sanitaryware Duravit: duravit.co.uk;
Geberit: geberit.co.uk;
CP Hart: cphart.co.uk
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rear facade has been glazed, with mature trees
providing shade to the glass in summer.
“It was important that the house should fade into the
background and avoid feeling overbearing,” says Steve.
“We have neighbours to either side and excavating a
basement level allowed us to include a gym, cinema and
sauna without impacting on the site, which made sense.”
At ground-floor level there are two en suite bedrooms
to the front of the plan, with an open-plan living/
dining/kitchen positioned at the rear. Sandwiched
between these rooms, a library, office and utility are
located in the centre of the house, making it three rooms
deep, with two further en suite bedrooms upstairs.
Steve was shocked when the planners suggested
demolishing the bungalow and building a new
replacement house. “It was so difficult to understand
what they were looking for, and this house was never
supposed to be a new build,” he says. “We’d only ever

HOMES NEW BUILD

“It still feels a bit like a dream
when we walk in – like a
holiday home. We love
people’s shocked reactions
when they first see the house.”
expected them to allow an extension, but they felt we’d
made too many amendments to class it as a remodel.
At that stage we had the opportunity to go back and
design it all again, but to save time we decided to
go with the plans we had, which is why several walls
are in identical positions to the old bungalow.”
The couple stored their belongings and moved into
a small caravan on the plot so that Steve could control
SelfBuild & Design OCTOBER 2019
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HOMES NEW BUILD

GLAZING

Extensive
glazing
throughout
offers views
of the terrace,
garden and
the woods
beyond.

the build, employing a London-based main contractor
he knew, who organised the various subcontractors.
“To watch the house growing before our eyes
was a brilliant experience and we could see
changes on a weekly basis,” Steve recalls.
The bungalow was demolished and 1,300 cubic metres
of soil excavated to ensure the new three-storey house
would remain the same height as its predecessor. “Our
living area is one storey below the neighbours, and
retaining walls hold back the ground,” says Steve.
“We also needed to terrace the back garden early
on because access would be restricted once the new
house was built on the long thin site. We did our best
to keep everything as painless as possible for the
neighbours, but inevitably there were some issues.”
The main house was constructed using a steel frame
and highly insulated structural insulated panels (SIPs),

Floorplan

FIRST FLOOR

GROUND FLOOR
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BASEMENT

The house is
arranged over
three levels, with a
basement cinema,
gym, sauna and
laundry. The
open-plan kitchen/
dining/living room
is located on
the ground floor,
with two en suite
bedrooms and a
centrally positioned
library, office and
utility. Upstairs are
two further en suite
bedrooms opening
onto individual
balconies.
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HOMES NEW BUILD
LANDING

The first-floor landing
forms a glass-sided
bridge, connecting
bedrooms, and offers
a high-level viewing
platform from which
to admire the feature
lighting and views.

which were prefabricated in a factory and went up in
less than a month, forming a simple, well-engineered
building envelope. A single-ply membrane finishes the
flat roof, and the windows are framed in aluminium.
“SIPs seemed like an efficient way to build, and the panels
were then clad in black through-coloured Sto render, which
won’t need painting,” says Steve, who admits that the build
took longer than anticipated, as smaller subcontractors
were involved instead of the large companies he was
accustomed to working with on commercial projects.
“It’s very difficult to get the flow; for instance, the
subcontractor who was going to build the concrete
basement was delayed on another job and there’s nothing
you can do. Those minor delays add up and before you
know it you’ve lost three months,” he explains. “We
probably moved into the new house sooner than we
should have but we were so fed up with life in the caravan.”
Steve’s contacts in the commercial sector included
joiners, who were able to make internal fittings to his
specifications, including the kitchen. Appliances are
concealed behind white panels and Corian has been
used for worktops, as well as for bathroom vanity units
and the main feature staircase, which Steve designed.
Black porcelain tiles were laid over underfloor
heating throughout the house and across the
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LIBRARY

The one-anda-half storey
library at the
heart of the
house has a
Scottish feel,
with a tartan
carpet and
matching
green walls.

BASEMENT

The basement
incorporates a
luxurious gym,
a state-ofthe-art home
cinema, a
sauna and a
laundry room.

HOMES NEW BUILD

BEDROOMS

Two large
bedrooms
are located
on the ground
floor and like
the other two
bedrooms
have private
en suites.

INTERIORS

The lighting
and furniture
have been
scaled up to
suit the large
open-plan
living spaces.

runway-like bridge which links the two first-floor
bedrooms. This black floor contrasts with the
white walls and creates a striking monochrome
backdrop. Steve’s cosy library bucks this trend,
however, with colourful, book-lined walls and a
tartan carpet – a nod to his Scottish heritage.
“It was enjoyable planning all the details of the design,”
he says. “We matched a bathroom mirror detail to the
feature window above the entrance canopy, which
has a circular motif, allowing light into the hallway
behind. It looks wonderful at night, as the canopy also
lights up, and of course the whole rear of the house is
glass, which glows after dark when the lights are on.”
Automated lighting, air conditioning, a heat
recovery system, home cinema, gym and sauna are

just some of the high-tech features incorporated in
the house, which was an ambitious first project.
“It still feels a bit like a dream when we walk in – like
a holiday home,” says Steve, who recently retired. “We
love people’s shocked reactions when they first see the
house. As an architect, I wanted to create an impact on
the streetscape, a house you cannot ignore. It seems
to have worked – even the postman has an opinion!”
So successful was the build that Steve and Pauline are
planning to do it all again – this time in Cyprus, where
they are moving to live. “We’re already designing a new
house out there, this time with a swimming pool, and
will take away valuable lessons from this build,” says
Steve. “It’s been a long project because of the planning
issues, but now we definitely have the self-build bug!”

FINAL WORD
What was the high
point of the project?
It was a really positive
experience overall, and
when the house changed
colour from white to black
it was a game-changer.
…and the low point?
Having invested in the plot
and designed the house we
were unsure if we’d ever be
allowed to build it, which was
stressful. The long wait did
mean we had plenty of time
to make decisions, though,
and didn’t need to make any
changes during the build.
Your best buy?
The existing bungalow, as we
were able to use the mains
services already on site, so
it was nice and simple.

Biggest extravagance?
The basement cinema
has taken some time to
finish and is definitely
an extravagance.
Your top tip?
If you’re building a house on
a larger scale then make
sure that furniture and
lighting are scaled up too, or
they will look out of place.
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