HOMES New Build

Contemporary

cottage
Carole and Andy Whitehouse bought the house next
door and replaced it with an energy efficient, timberframed cottage which took just five months to build.

“This house feels a
world away from
our previous home.”

Story: Debbie jeffery
Pictures: potton
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F

inding an affordable building plot can
prove a major hurdle for many prospective
self-builders, but for Carole and Andy
Whitehouse the solution was quite literally
on their doorstep. The couple had lived in
their Bedfordshire home for 25 years and had extended
and modernised the property, which stands on a quiet
country lane backing onto fields.
“It was an old house and extremely high
maintenance,” says Andy. “We loved the character,
and living out in the countryside, but wanted
somewhere more energy efficient and easier to
maintain. When the tiny run-down cottage next door
came up for sale in 2010 we decided to buy it and
apply for planning permission to replace it with a new
home.”
Gaining consent to build a replacement house on
the site of the two-up, two-down cottage proved more
time-consuming and laborious than Andy and Carole
had first imagined, and took around 18 months to
secure.
“A friend of ours had built a large timber-framed
Potton house many years ago and we’d always liked
it, so we didn’t really shop around,” says Andy. “We
wanted something more modest, and chose to base
our design on the company’s Caxton – a traditional
cottage with sloping ceilings, an inglenook fireplace and
exposed posts and beams.”

Above: The
spacious kitchen
features a brick
surround to the
range cooker,
painted cabinets
and a practical
island unit topped
with granite.

left: Dormer
windows, an oakframed entrance
canopy and
carefully selected
materials all ensure
that the new
house sits well in
the rural setting.
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Carole and Andy visited the Potton Self Build Show
Centre in St Neots, Cambridgeshire, where they were
able to walk around the Caxton show house and get a
real feel for the design. They then worked with Potton’s
architect to adapt the185 sq m property, creating an
L-shaped layout with doors opening onto a sheltered
rear terrace. “The fact that we could have whatever we
wanted internally was a huge selling point,” says Andy.
Instead of a conservatory the couple chose a vaulted
single-storey dayroom. This is open plan to the kitchen,
and overlooks the rear garden through a glazed gable
and a wall of folding sliding doors. The lounge and
dining room have been positioned to either side of
the entrance hall, and upstairs the cottage has four
bedrooms, a family bathroom and an en suite.
Dormer windows and carefully chosen materials
ensure that the new property complements traditional
homes in the area. “There were a number of
restrictions regarding the size of the house, as well as
the materials we could use,” says Carole. “We had to
lower the ridge height, and there were about four or
five amendments to the plans before we were finally
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The floorplan

Andy and Carole’s top tips:

The traditional cottage-style property has a lounge and
dining room to either side of the hallway, with the kitchen
and open-plan dayroom to the rear. Upstairs there are
four bedrooms, a family bathroom and an en suite.

n Keep a tight rein on the budget and a
detailed spreadsheet of costs.
Above left:
Exposed brickwork
and unpainted
timber doors
and architraves
add a rustic
contemporary feel
to the cottagestyle interiors.
above: The
separate sitting
room boasts a
huge inglenook
fireplace with
an oak beam.

GROUND Floor

FIRST Floor

granted approval, but we ended up with what we
wanted. Potton’s sales and design support was excellent
throughout, and we were impressed by the flexibility of
their timber frame system.”
Carole and Andy sold their house in order to fund
the build, but retained a 1.5 acre paddock to the
rear to preserve their view. They moved into rented
accommodation for a year, which placed a strict time
limit on completing their new home.
“We wanted to become mortgage free, which was
another incentive for building this house – although
in the end we needed to take out a small mortgage to
complete everything,” explains Carole.
The couple had previously built two holiday homes
for themselves in France – one in 2000 and the other
in 2009 – employing a project manager to oversee
the work for them. This relatively hands-off approach
worked well, and was something they wanted to
replicate on the Bedfordshire build.
“I was working full time,” says Andy, a project
manager for an engineering company, “but Carole
is a semi-retired financial controller, and was able
to spend time on site chasing up orders and liaising
with our project manager, Shaun O’Connor. He was
recommended to us by Potton and had built his own
Potton house nearby, which we went to visit. We
chose him because we liked him, and it was definitely
the right decision – we simply couldn’t have built this
house without him and he was able to recommend local
subcontractors he’d used on his own build.”
Work began in October 2012 with the demolition of
the ramshackle cottage, which involved hiring specialist

n Try to avoid paying day rates as it’s
better to get a fixed price for the job
wherever possible.
contractors to remove and dispose of the corrugated
asbestos roofing. The site was cleared and new
foundations were excavated, which were designed to
accommodate some large trees in the vicinity.
A block and beam floor was laid and Potton sent a
team of men to erect the post and beam timber frame
– creating a watertight shell in under three weeks. “The
weather was absolutely horrendous as we were building
through the winter, so the frame got soaked and
developed black stains,” Andy explains.
“This meant that some of the beams needed to be
cleaned once the house was watertight, and there were
a lot of settlement cracks as it dried out. In hindsight
we should have started building in the spring, but we
didn’t have that luxury because we were paying for the
rental property and couldn’t afford to wait.”
Potton supplied and installed the highly insulated
external walling system, which has been rendered and
painted a stone colour to contrast with the red brick
plinth and handmade clay roof tiles. Carole and Andy
are particularly pleased with the uneven finish and
mottled colours of these tiles, which help to create an
instantly aged appearance.
Windows are made from surprisingly convincing
oak-effect uPVC, and were chosen for their low
maintenance finish. “I didn’t want to be spending all
my time painting or staining frames,” says Andy, “and
you have to look very closely before you realise that the

pictures: The
bedrooms have
pretty sloping
ceilings, dormer
windows and
traditional
oak doors.

BEDROOM

BEDROOM

Right: The vaulted
open-plan dayroom
BOILER ROOM

has a glazed gable
overlooking the
garden.
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ABOVE: The en
suite is fully tiled to
create a wetroom,
with a walk-in
shower contained
in an alcove.
Left: The staircase
is made of oak.
above right:
Upstairs there are
four bedrooms
and an en suite.

Contacts
PROJECT

oakframesdirect.com

Design, timber frame, wall panels,
porch Potton Ltd: potton.co.uk

STRUCTURE

County clay roof tiles
Sahtas: sahtas.co.uk
Old Farmhouse bricks
Brickability: brickability.co.uk
Oak-effect uPVC windows
Frame Force: frameforce.co.uk
Oak staircase Jewson: jewson.co.uk
Garage Oak Frames Direct:

FIXTURES AND FITTINGS
Underfloor heating Nu-Heat: nu-heat.
co.uk
Air source heat pump Hitachi:
hitachiaircon.com
Kitchen Pineland: pineland.co.uk
Floor tiles Bourne Tile and Bathroom
Centre: bournetilecentre.co.uk
Sanitaryware Plumbworld:
plumbworld.co.uk

Home truths

What was the high point of the
project?

We absolutely love the glazed
dayroom off the kitchen, and spend
most of our time in this part of the
house.

…and the low point?

Waiting 18 months for planning
approval was definitely the worst
part of the project, and then building
through the winter – which in
hindsight we should have avoided.

Your best buy?

The ceramic floor tiles which we laid throughout the kitchen, hallway
and dayroom.

…and the biggest extravagance?

Handmade clay roof tiles weren’t the cheapest option, but they’re such
a prominent feature that it was worth paying more to get what we
wanted. We also splashed out on an oak staircase.
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windows and doors aren’t genuine oak.”
Energy efficiency was a high priority for the couple,
who were keen to keep their fuel bills low. Underfloor
heating has been installed throughout the two-storey
house and is connected to an air source heat pump.
“We laid carpet in some rooms and ceramic tiles in
others, and can really tell the difference when it comes
to the underfloor heating,” says Carole. “We should
have spent more time researching the most compatible
types of carpet and underlay, because the heating is
definitely far less efficient in the carpeted rooms.”
The same bricks which were used externally for the
plinth and chimney have also been chosen to construct
an impressive open fireplace in the sitting room, which
was inspired by a design the couple saw in Potton’s
Gransden show-house.
A mock brick chimney breast was also built to house
the range cooker in the spacious kitchen, and Shaun
O’Connor recommended the kitchen company he had
used for his own home to supply painted cabinets and a
practical island unit.
“We had regular meetings with Shaun throughout
the build and managed the budget between us,” Andy
says. “Overspends did occur on things like building an
oak-framed garage and putting in the driveway, which
meant that we needed to take out a small mortgage to
get the finishes we wanted.”
Five months after work started on site the couple
moved into their new home on February 1, 2013. “We
probably should have waited another two or three
weeks, but we didn’t want to renew the lease on our
rental property, so we lived in the new house with the
workmen finishing off around us,” says Andy.
Life in a brand new energy efficient house is a totally
different experience for Andy and Carole to their
property next door, which had an old oil-fired central
heating system. “Everything in the new house was
designed for ease of maintenance and we’ve already
seen a big drop in our fuel bills,” says Carole. “We may
only have moved 50m along the road, and still enjoy
the same country views, but this house feels a world
away from our previous home.”

The bottom line
Carole and Andy paid £225,000 for the original
property in 2010, which they demolished and
replaced. The new house cost £240,000 to build
and is currently valued at around £550,000.

