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Scandi-chic

cottage

The Hemingways faced strict planning
guidelines for the look of their new self build
home, but have achieved the contemporary
open-plan style they were after
WORDS KIRSTY DOOLAN PHOTOS CHRIS SNOOK

FACT FILE
NAMES Mark & Sheila Hemingway
OCCUPATIONS Project
management specialist &
occupational health specialist
LOCATION Northamptonshire
TYPE OF PROJECT Self build
STYLE Contemporary
CONSTRUCTION METHOD
Timber frame
PROJECT ROUTE
Design & frame erection
by package company;
homeowner project managed
PLOT SIZE 506m²
LAND COST £130,000
BOUGHT 2013
HOUSE SIZE 195m²
PROJECT COST £298,650
PROJECT COST PER M2 £1,532
TOTAL COST £428,650
BUILDING WORK COMMENCED
August 2013
BUILDING WORK TOOK
40 weeks
CURRENT VALUE
£530,000

M

ark and Sheila Hemingway had long dreamt of
living in the beautiful rural village of Brigstock
in Northamptonshire, but every time they saw a
property come on the open market, it was never
the right home with the price tag they were looking for.
As their search continued fruitlessly, the couple started to
consider whether self building would be a better solution to getting
the house they were after, so visited some exhibitions to find out
more. They’d heard of bespoke timber frame specialists Potton via
friends, but weren’t convinced they'd get the style of house they
wanted. But after visiting the company’s show homes they fell in
love with the warm, country-style ambiance some of the properties
offered. “We saw some great designs we could imagine adapting to
fit our specific plot of land to suit our exact needs,” says Mark.

Unspoilt outlook
Now they were certain of the type of house they’d like to build and
the village they wanted it to be in, Mark and Sheila set about hunting
Build It February 2019

for that perfect plot of land – and it wasn’t too long until they found
it. “We stumbled across the site when driving around the village and
contacted the vendors straight away,” says Mark. “It’s positioned on a
hill overlooking a cricket green, with a really nice view onto a nearby
wooded garden. It’s in a very pretty part of Northamptonshire that’s
quite unspoilt, plus it is close to work for both of us.”
The plot was on the site of an old pumping station and there were
plans for four additional properties to be built around it. The only
drawback was that permission was already in place for a totally
different style of house – one the couple felt really wasn’t really
in-keeping with the look of the village.

Planning particulars
Mark and Sheila set a budget of £400,000, financed by the sale of
their previous home and a mortgage through BuildStore, and aimed
to spend 30% on the land and 70% on the build. The site purchase
and planning negotiations ended up taking longer than anticipated
– it was 16 months from the moment they wanted to buy the plot

‘‘

The planners were
specific about the local
vernacular architecture;
we had to select materials
they considered to be
in-keeping with the
look of the area

’’

Bifold doors open the dining
area out onto the patio

The house features an external palette
of stone and black timber cladding
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Mark and Sheila sourced reclaimed
bricks for their fireplace surround
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cladding (a pre-coloured fibre cement
product). A Spanish slate roof and alu-clad
double-glazing completes the contemporary
cottage look. “We felt limestone would work
as it’s a local material, so is very in-keeping
with the style of the village,” said Mark.
Having an eco-friendly and cost-effective
home was also important to Mark and
Sheila. They’ve installed an Ecocent hot
water system from Earth Save Products.
This uses heat recovery technology to
extract warm moist air from wet zones in
the home (ie bathrooms) and repurposes it.
It also includes an integrated air source heat
pump, which runs when it needs to reheat
the hot water cylinder. “We don’t have a

to the time they could start the build process. “The planners were
very exacting about the local vernacular architecture. We had to
select specific materials that they considered to be in-keeping with
the look of the area,” says Mark. “Our council was even particular
about what plants went in the garden and the landscaping in general,
as well as requesting we had additional ground surveys done.”
Once negotiations on the design were finalised and permission
approved, Mark and Sheila sold their previous home and moved into
rental accommodation while they built the new house. “We looked
into how much it would cost to store our furniture and it was almost
as expensive as renting a four-bedroom home with plenty of space,”
says Mark. “Being able to rent while we were self building felt less
pressured in terms of needing to get things done quickly.”
Mark decided to take on the project management, with some
initial guidance from BuildStore – which, along with Potton, also
recommended routes to finding good local trades. “I appointed the

WE LEARNED...
BUILDERS MIGHT NOT be able to work to your time scales.
Include a bit of give in your schedule so there’s a buffer if something
goes wrong and needs to be rectified. Manage your expectations
and be flexible, but stand strong when necessary.
BE CREATIVE with solutions to problems. At times we needed to
adjust our budget, but looked around for alternatives without having
to sacrifice on the level of quality. For instance, we built our beautiful
fireplace by sourcing reclaimed materials.
PAY ATTENTION to the small stuff. If I could do my project again
I’d think more about the really small details and practicalities. For
example, I think two light switches are in the wrong place.

you need specific insurance,” says Mark. “We were given a quote by a
contractor, but then discovered they didn’t have the correct coverage
in place about two weeks before they were due to start the work.
This meant that I had to make a mad dash to find a firm that could
do it at very short notice, and we were charged a premium for it.”
Internet and phone connections were also a problem. “We didn’t
get internet until four months after we moved in,” says Mark.
Another problem arose when Mark and Sheila went away for a
weekend and came back to find the roofers had tiled over the area
that rooflights were due to be inserted. “It was the only weekend I
went away throughout the whole build,” says Mark. “That made me
realise how easy it is to miscommunicate, so as project manager I
always needed to be there to avoid any misunderstandings.”
The landscaping was another issue, as the planners had been so
specific, and the main challenge with this element was managing
the cashflow. The couple ended up needing to take their time and
save up after they’d moved in to pay for the external works.

Roadtrip to reclamation
The two-storey house features four bedrooms (one with an ensuite
and another with its own sauna) and a family bathroom upstairs.
On the ground floor is an open-plan kitchen-diner, separate lounge,

utility room, WC, garage and a workshop. The couple decided on a
wider garage to make it easier to move around the car. “Downstairs
was designed to be open-plan with a good sense of flow,” says Mark.
“I spent a lot of time working in Sweden, and wanted a similar
minimalistic, Scandi-modern look to what you get there. Overall,
we were keen to create a simple yet contemporary, cottage-style
home. We particularly love the kitchen and dining area – it’s great
for entertaining at Christmas. It’s such a family-friendly house.”
The couple’s favourite feature is the brick fireplace and hearth,
built with reclaimed products from a salvage yard in Suffolk. “Our
friends helped us with that,” says Mark. “It has good memories for
us, as we all drove to Suffolk together to choose the parts and bring
them back here. The reward was provided by Adnams Brewery!”

Helping hand
Mark and Sheila were lucky that they had local friends to lend a
hand with a lot of the painting and decorating, as this helped to
keep costs down. By the end of the project they’d gone just 5%
over budget, and only two weeks over their intended time scale –
a small sacrifice to create their dream home in the perfect village.
“The best thing about the build was watching the house go up
on a day-to-day basis and seeing the details come to life,” says Mark.

The property’s plant tech
is located in a utility room

subcontractors,” says Mark. “I also carried out any tasks I felt I had
the skills to do, such as clearing away materials, minor joinery and
preparations for the first fix electrical work – basically anything
I thought I could do without getting in the way of the professionals.”

Keeping it cosy
Getting the foundations laid was very straightforward. The couple
chose a poured slab, as this was the most cost-effective option, and
specified a membrane to block radon gas as a precaution. The Potton
timber frame was erected onto the slab over the course of three
weeks and covered externally with local limestone and timber-style
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traditional boiler; instead, waste energy heats the water and it
works really well,” says Mark. “It’s a cosy house that’s always fresh
inside with no damp or condensation.” The property also has a
2,800 litre rainwater harvest system that supplies the outside
tap, two toilets and water to wash clothes.

Trials & tribulations
The couple enjoyed a fairly straightforward construction process.
But, of course, no self build is complete without a few unexpected
hiccups. “The biggest problem we had was connecting the main
drains to the sewer, as we didn’t know that to break into a roadway

The one-and-a-half-storey design features
vaulted ceilings and rooflights upstairs
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“We had a picture in our heads and the finished product really fits
that vision. It was very rewarding, so we’d definitely do it again. The
most difficult part of the process was being project manager on top
of my day job – I had to invest a lot of hours before and after work
as there was a lot of admin to do; I was exhausted.”
If they were to self build again, they’d like it to be on the coast.
“We’d create something more contemporary; diverse styles seem
to get through the planning process in seaside areas," says Mark.
"Something completely different and have a whole new experience.”
closer look

Alu-clad
windows...

Mark and Sheila
were after high
quality yet lowmaintenance
Hig h pe rfo rm
solutions where
a n ce g la zin g
possible in their
new home, but felt
that a full aluminium finish on the windows
wouldn’t suit the cottage look they were after
for their modern house. Instead, the couple
went for a high-performance powder coated
external finish alongside the benefits of a soft
and warm painted timber internal scheme.
The product suits the house perfectly and offers
the option to recolour inside if desired – the
Hemingways have gone for a soft cream look.

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN
Elements

Cost m2 Cost %

Total cost

Professional fees

£105

7%

£20,500

Insurances

£14

1%

£2,650

Groundworks

£272

18%

£53,000

Timber frame

£415

27%

£81,000

External structure

£287

19%

£56,000

Internals

£192

12%

£37,500

Heating & ventilation system

£144

9%

£28,000

Finishes & fittings

£103

7%

£20,000

Grand total			

£298,650

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.

Useful contacts
ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN & TIMBER FRAME Potton 01767 676400
www.potton.co.uk MAIN CONTRACTOR TO WEATHERTIGHT STAGE JJ
Sandberg Construction 01945 880375 www.jj-construction.co.uk FINANCE
& INSURANCE BuildStore 0345 223 4888 www.buildstore.co.uk Ecology
Building Society 01535 650770 www.ecology.co.uk WINDOWS & DOORS
Brill Sawmills 01844 202440 www.brillsawmills.co.uk Munster Joinery 0845
309 8007 www.munsterjoinery.co.uk ROOF TILES Jewson 024 7660 8235
www.jewson.co.uk LIMESTONE Clipsham Quarry (Stamford Stone) 01780
740970 www.stamfordstone.co.uk CLADDING Marley Eternit 01288 722588
www.marley.co.uk FLOORING Tile Choice 0800 1560 560 www.tilechoice.co.uk
HEATING, HOT WATER & VENTILATION Earthsave Products 01865 598158
www.earthsaveproducts.com FIREPLACE ET Webster 01502 478539 www.
suffolkreclamation.co.uk KITCHEN Ikea www.ikea.com BATHROOM Victoria
Plum 0344 804 4848 www.victoriaplum.com SAUNA Oceanic Saunas 01902
450550 www.oceanic-saunas.co.uk
Mark and Sheila’s home is currently for sale. For more information contact
Woodford & Co on 01832 274732 or www.woodfordandco.com
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House plans re-created using
Build It 3D Home Designer software.
www.buildit.co.uk/3dsoftware
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