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SPACIOUS LIVING Tom McPhail and Helen Burgess 
finally achieved their contemporary home 
after overcoming a number of planning 
issues, as well as some tricky situations 
with newts and neighbours
WORDS KATY DONALDSON PHOTOS JEREMY PHILLIPS

FACT FILE

NAMES Helen Burgess  
& Tom McPhail 

OCCUPATIONS Artist & pensions 
expert working for a financial 
services company

LOCATION Bristol

TYPE OF PROJECT Self build

STYLE Contemporary  
dormer bungalow

CONSTRUCTION METHOD  
Timber frame 

PROJECT ROUTE  
Potton designed the home & 
created the timber frame. Helen 
project managed the rest alongside 
a local building firm

PLOT SIZE 0.5 acres

PROPERTY COST £640,000

BOUGHT March 2015

HOUSE SIZE 261m2

PROJECT COST £625,000

PROJECT COST PER M2 £2,395

TOTAL COST £1,265,000

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED  
February 2017

BUILDING WORK TOOK  
11 months

CURRENT VALUE  
£1,200,000

Husband and wife Tom McPhail and Helen Burgess had 
always lived in period homes, but had begun to grow 
frustrated with the traditional layout of the narrow 
individual rooms and often draughty living quarters  

of Victorian and Edwardian properties. They decided to radically 
change the way they lived and set about looking for a suitable place. 
They knew that they couldn’t afford to buy the sort of home they 
wanted in the areas they liked, so came to the conclusion that they 
would have to build it themselves. Helen is an artist and wanted a 
light-filled home with airy spaces and room to work. She was keen to 
build a home that blurred the lines between indoors and outdoors.

The couple spent two long years in their search for the right plot. 
They looked at villages in a 10-mile radius around Bristol, even 
venturing over the border into Wales. They found a bungalow to  
rent in Abbots Leigh only a mile from Clifton and decided to live 
there, with a view to continue their search until they came across the 
perfect spot. The couple couldn’t believe their luck when they were 

able to buy the bungalow – which they thought was ripe for a knock 
down and rebuild – instead of renting it. The location was perfect 
with easy access to the city of Bristol but on the edge of this quiet 
village with a lovely rural outlook down a wooded valley. 

 
Newts & naysaying
Helen and Tom set about designing their perfect home, opting for 
one of Potton’s timber frame designs. They followed the advice of 
various property shows they’d watched and took their plans around 
the neighbourhood to discuss their ideas for the house with the local 
residents, who seemed supportive. No alarm bells rang, so they went 
ahead and sought planning permission from the council – only to 
find there were numerous objections from neighbours. “We thought 
we had approached it in the right way,” says Helen. “So we were very 
surprised and disappointed at the response.” 

The first planning application was refused – the proposed house 
was deemed too large and not in keeping with the local area. So the 

Left: The mixture of crisp white render  
and pale timber cladding give the home  
an elegant and contemporary finish
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family decided to bring in a planning consultant to work alongside 
Sean Adams from Potton, to reach a design that would be acceptable 
to the local planners. This revised scheme was submitted only to  
be met with even more objections from residents. There were also 
more hurdles to overcome with restrictions to the roof height, green 
belt building constraints and aesthetic considerations. Ultimately, 
the planning officer in charge of the case organised a meeting at the 
site with the concerned neighbours to listen to their objections. 
Thankfully, in the end they decided in favour of  the couple’s project 
and awarded planning consent for a dormer bungalow on the site.

While these negotiations were going on, the discovery that great 
crested newts, a protected species, had previously been found in 
neighbours’ gardens created even more delay and stress for the 
couple as surveys and reports were organised. “Sometimes it felt like 
we were in an episode of the Archers, with one drama after another,” 
says Helen. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the last of their problems.

As a whole, the planning process had taken a year and a half of 
compromise and concessions. It was a steep learning curve for the 
novice self builders. “We had read loads of articles, watched all the 
programmes and done a great deal of research before we embarked 
on this self build adventure,” says Helen. “But however well prepared 
you are, it is impossible to predict what will crop up.”

Deep pockets 
Delighted to have finally gained their planning permission,  
Tom and Helen were eager to get started on their new home. The 
bungalow was easily demolished and the now muddy site was ready 

for the next stage. The couple had been led to believe that their new 
home would require standard concrete foundations, so they had 
budgeted the advised £40,000. To their horror, the soil test revealed 
very poorly draining land that would need much more work – and 
money – than originally anticipated. 

They discovered that enormous amounts of soil would have  
to be removed and vast volumes of concrete used to create a stable 
enough base on which to build their new house. They were initially 
quoted £160,000 for this work, which would blow a huge chunk of 
their budget before they even started. The couple had put aside a 
total of £350,000 for the build (on top of the cost of the original 
bungalow), so they had gone off schedule almost immediately. But 
they had to resign themselves to  the extra cost. “What else could we 
do?” says Helen. “We had already knocked down the existing house 
so we had no choice but to carry on!” In the end, the foundations 
were built for £120,000; cheaper than the couple had feared, but  
still three times the original estimation.

Tom and Helen had hoped to be mortgage free by doing this new 
build. They planned to use savings, shares and the capital from their 
previous home to finance the works, but the unexpected foundation 
costs involved meant that they did end up borrowing after all.

Managing the project
During the build, the family moved into a rental house nearby, until 
the last few weeks when they lived in a camper van parked in their 
driveway. Helen was on site every day coordinating the builders and 
trades. One day a week she had the help of a project manager, who 
was the director of their building company. She found her trades 
through various routes – some had been recommended by Potton, 
some were subcontracted by the building firm and others she found 
through local knowledge and word of mouth. “Communication is 
absolutely key when there are so many different companies and 
people on site,” says Helen. “In my naivety, I thought the various 

trades would communicate with each other about what was going 
on and what was needed, but I very quickly realised that was not  
the case and that I had to take responsibility.” 

The plot is on a slope, so the couple worked with a landscape 
gardener very early on in the project, as it was crucial that the 
various levels of the house would match up with the land outside. 
The timber frame was quick and efficient to erect, and the block  
and render materials for the external walls were straightforward. 
However, several large steels were needed to create the large open 
spaces that had been carefully designed. It was only after these were 
installed that Helen discovered they should have had service holes 
pre-cut into them, to allow pipes and cables to be passed through. 
Unfortunately, this wasn’t noticed until the time came for the 
plumber and electrician to do their first fix, when holes had to  
be cut retrospectively into the steels with blowtorches.  

The windows brought further problems – when they arrived, 
some didn’t fit and others couldn’t be manoeuvred into position at 
the rear of the property because the access was too tight. Eventually, 
these had to be craned into place over the house, but as the windows 

The sleek, contemporary kitchen incorporates an island for informal 
dining. The patio doors open out to the garden and a level paved 
area, blurring the lines between interior and exterior space

The barrier-free interior lets light flood through uninhibited –  
the glass balcony area enables sunshine to cascade down  
from the rooflights to the main living areas
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 WE LEARNED...

TAKE A LOOK at local planning history 
to help you work out what property styles 
are likely to be accepted or rejected. 

TALK TO YOUR NEIGHBOURS 
before you start your project, but don’t 
assume that you have their support.

GET SOIL SAMPLES done before 
you demolish an old building. It is all too 
easy to tear down the existing structure, 
but you may end up with nowhere to live  
if you find any problems with the land.

WHEN IT COMES TO PLANNING 
your living space, draw out the furniture 
on the floor to make sure you are going to 
have enough room to move around and 
to fit in everything you need.

THE POSITION OF SOCKETS and 
switches must be thought about carefully. 
And then think about it again. Then get 
three other people to check out the 
placements and give their opinions.

ALLOW A MUCH LARGER 
BUDGET for landscaping than you 
anticipate. This is often a very important 
element of the project and usually gets 
left until the end, when the money has 
been used up. Landscaping can make  
all the difference between a successful 
and unsuccessful home.

had been sourced through Potton, the team there dealt with these 
issues and the extra costs did not fall to Tom and Helen.

Eco credentials
Helen was keen for the house to be very energy efficient and stressed 
this to all the builders and tradesmen throughout the project, but 
she wasn’t convinced that they were taking her very seriously. “I  
was a first time self builder, trying to project manage and a woman,” 
says Helen. “So I fear much of what I said was dismissed.” The whole 
family banded together and taped every single insulation sheet 
carefully so that they could make sure it was being done correctly. 
Iona, Helen’s 21-year-old daughter, was brilliant at it, but the family 
couldn’t take on other areas of the build due to inexperience.  

When the time came for the house to be tested for airtightness  
at the end of the build process, they discovered that air leakage 
wasn’t as good as hoped, especially in the ceiling voids. A lot of the 
downlighters had to be refitted and resealed several times in order  
to meet these standards. In the end, the house scored 2.8 air changes 
per hour per m2 - within the threshold the couple had been aiming 
for. In line with their green philosophy, Helen and Tom opted for  
an air source heat pump (ASHP) and 18 solar panels, a woodburner 
and underfloor heating along with a mechanical ventilation and heat 
recovery (MVHR) system for increased efficiency.

All the children had been very involved and supportive all the way 
through – Helen’s 23-year-old son is a designer, so she had plenty of 
help when it came to making interior decoration decisions.  Now 
complete, the home is light, spacious and airy, and provides the 
family the inside-outside feeling they wanted with the large doors 

leading out to the garden. “The house has been finished to a very 
high standard and we are delighted,” says Helen. “We’ve got the 
sociable, spacious lifestyle that we wanted.” 

Armed with some experience, Helen says she would do another 
project at some stage in the future, but she would tackle it differently. 
“I have learned that you probably get better results if you take your 

time. Do research, talk to people and don’t worry too much about 
getting things done quickly,” she says. “Next time, I’d try not to make 
decisions after a full day’s work. It is not advisable to be discussing 
positioning of sockets with your partner at 2am. Above all, I would 
find a flat plot, with planning permission already in place and I 
would have soil samples done before anything else!”

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN

Zoned illumination...

closer look

Good lighting is very hard to achieve, and is something you should 
budget for from the outset of the project. Helen used a lighting 
designer to cleverly zone the different areas of the open-plan 
ground floor. A large pendant light with a shiny copper coloured 
coating inside gives a warm glow over the sofas in the sitting room 
area, while two minimalist pendant lights illuminate the kitchen 
island. Up and down lighters are also used in the main space and  
in the landing, spreading soft light over the walls. 

Elements Cost m2 Cost % Total cost

Kitchen pendant lights

Useful contacts

ARCHITECTURE & TIMBER FRAME Potton 01767 676400 www.potton.co.uk 
HEATING Nu-heat 01404 515877 www.nu-heat.co.uk HOME AUTOMATION 
Aperio 01793 220525 www.aperio-av.co.uk PLUMBING Gas & Renewable 
Services 07841 871834 www.gasandrenewables.co.uk KITCHEN Harvey  
Jones 0800 389 6938 www.harveyjones.com BATHROOMS Mayflower 
Bathrooms 01823 665663 www.mayflowerbathrooms.co.uk WOODEN 
FLOORING Neptune 01793 427300 www.neptune.com TILES Mandarin 
Stone 01600 715444 www.mandarinstone.com WINDOWS Bereco 01709 
838188 www.bereco.co.uk SOLAR PANELS Sunlight Future 0117 325 0324 
www.sunlightfuture.co.uk LANDSCAPING DESIGN Andrew Jordan 07793 
551464 www.andrewjordangardendesign.com 

Floor plans

Ground floor

First floor

House plans re-created using  
Build It 3D Home Designer software.  

www.buildit.co.uk/3dsoftware

Grand total   £625,000

Preliminaries £88 4% £23,000

Foundations £460 19% £120,000 

Potton £728 30% £190,000 

Roof structure & covering £115 5% £30,000

Tiles & wooden floors £50 2% £13,000

Joinery & fittings £88 4% £23,000

Heating & plumbing £330 14% £86,000

Electric £306 13% £80,000

Decorating £38 2% £10,000

External works £192 7% £50,000

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.

The full-height patio doors open onto  
a balcony with stunning views

Recessed lighting and a subtle palette  
give this room an elegant feel

Below: The ensuite 
bathroom features 
handy space-saving 
alcoves
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