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A Note From George


When I wrote the Home Bible back in 2010, I wanted to create a book that would improve the quality of ordinary homes and the lives of people across Britain. The world of home design may have moved on since then but the core principles of everything I wrote remain the same. The Home Bible was about space and how to make rooms work rather than about stylist fashions and that’s what makes the book timeless. That’s what this Room by Room series is all about: breaking it down into separate projects, equipping you with all you need to know about each space and how to transform the home you live in.


Every single home – and type of home – in the UK has potential. Bags of it. Whether you live in a tiny flat or apartment, a grand detached home or something in between, it’s important to remember that it’s not the size that matters, but the way you actually use your space. Small rooms can be beautiful. There are solutions for every scenario, whether you’re working on one room or the whole house.


Each ebook contains a fully comprehensive list of resources, from the planning process and costing, to managing the build and finding the right experts. It will help you to create spaces that work to suit the specific needs of your family, transform your lives and hopefully add a bit of value. Complete with tricks of the trade, expert design know-how, layout planning and materials to suit all budgets, this series should be accessible and inspirational for everyone – it’s your home bible.


I hope that you enjoy these ebooks and they help you to make the most of your home, Room by Room.




Room by room


‘We shape our dwellings, and afterwards our dwellings shape us.’


Winston Churchill


Every single decision you make – from the smallest design detail to the selection of finishes and furniture, and the overall arrangement or layout of a room – has an impact on the way that your entire home feels. Together, these decisions can have a profound effect on the way you live your life, and the dynamic you create within it.


One question that I am regularly asked is: Which rooms should I start refurbishing in my home, if I have a limited budget? There are some pretty clear answers to this but they will, of course, depend upon the way that you use your home.


Take my home for example. After refurbishing every one of my previous homes bit by bit and room by room, over a long period of time, I was relieved – not to mention lucky enough – to be able to do the entire building from top to bottom at the same time. Well, not the basement, but I’m calling that phase two! This is undoubtedly the most cost-efficient way of doing a project, as you’ll have all of the materials and labour on site at the same time, and they can get on with it in a faster, more efficient way. But this approach takes money, and that isn’t always an option. You’ll also have to factor in the cost of living in rental property while the building work is being undertaken – unless you don’t mind living without electricity and loo facilities for a few months!


Converting existing cellars


If you are lucky enough to have a small cellar underneath your house – perhaps used for nothing more than some storage or a place to keep some wine cool – you may be able to change this into much-needed, usable space. One of the problems with existing cellars is that they have no natural light – and no natural ventilation. It is also common for cellars to have very restricted headroom.


Utility space


If you are working to a tight budget then your best option is to waterproof the existing space as it is, paint and decorate it, install some decent artificial light and some mechanically extracted ventilation, and then use the space as a decent family utility room. The great thing about putting washing machines and dryers in this sort of underground space is that the surrounding walls give a large amount of acoustic protection. It’s great to move all of these noisy appliances from the ground floor down to the cellar.


If your budget can stretch a bit further, why not consider digging out the cellar’s ground slab, and building in a new, insulated concrete floor at a lower level, to give you some increased headroom. If you have a few more spare pennies stashed away, you can always look at enlarging the cellar and extending it underground – either towards the front or back of the property. This may provide you with the opportunity to install some glazing at ground level – to allow natural light into the basement spaces and encourage some good, old-fashioned natural ventilation.


This makes your basement utility room a much nicer space in which to spend time – rather than being shut away in a dark and dingy dungeon. The truth is that any additional space for utility-room storage, which can be easily accessed by a cellar staircase, is always going to be a great asset and a selling point for any good family home. Even with the tightest budget, any conversion of an existing cellar is going to be a good use of space.


Creating new basements


If you are anything like me, and you’ve increased your sense of space by decluttering, knocking down walls, reconfiguring spaces to make open-plan areas work, done your loft conversion and your side-return extension – or even a rear extension – and had a go at converting your garage or cellar into a utility room or a little extra space, then you probably think you’ve reached the maximum that can be done to refurbish your existing home.


Well, there is one more thing you can do, and it may actually be easier than you think. I know because I’ve not only helped design these types of spaces, but I also created one in my own home. You can construct a full new basement underneath your house. Your first thought to this suggestion may be: How the hell am I going to do that! However, although the prospect sounds daunting, the reality of the project is definitely far less so!


New basement technology has moved on so much over the last 15–20 years and some pretty amazing things are now possible. When I started in practice it was common to see new basements being formed on sites where no existing buildings stood, but it is now possible for you to create a full new basement right underneath your old existing house. It’s unbelievable!
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A clever way to maximize light in a new basement conversion.





Constructing your new space


The construction processes vary depending on the type of property that you live in, but the general principles of creating a new basement under an existing building go something like this:


1  The basement company constructs a hoarding at the front of your house, which allows them to start digging through your front garden.


2  Once they have dug down to the basement level, they then start to make their way underneath your house, by forming a one-meter-wide tunnel right down the middle of your home. They go down the middle because all of your structural foundations run along the edge of the house. For the time being, they have to stay away from them.


3  They then have a skip located on the road outside your house and a conveyor belt that goes from the underground space up through your front garden – over the top of the street footpath and into the skip on the road. As the guys dig out the mud, they throw it on to the conveyor belt and it goes from the subterranean space and into the skip. The skip is unloaded regularly by a lorry with a grabber.


4  They then tunnel off to the corners of the house and begin to underpin the house with huge, deep, new concrete foundations. They gradually and very slowly do this in sections to provide the much-needed structural support to your foundations before they can remove the surrounding soil.


5  They underpin, remove a bit of soil, then put up some Acrow props to provide some temporary support for your flooring above.


6  Once all of the perimeter walls and foundations are completely underpinned, the remainder of all the soil under your house is removed.


7  Steel beams and steel columns then span beneath your existing ground floor to keep it in place.


8  Light wells are formed at the front and the back of the property, to allow in as much natural light and ventilation as possible. These can either be sunken external courtyards or glass skylights inserted at ground level.


9  Next, the waterproof tanking system is put up against all of the concrete walls.


10  Insulated concrete slabs, under-floor heating pipes and screeds are installed.


11  All the drainage and plumbing is installed.


12  The walls are timber-batoned, dry-lined and plaster-boarded before being given their final finish.




Basement worries


The main thing that concerns people about new basements is that they may damage neighbouring properties or affect the ground water table. Neither of these is true. What’s more, with a good, reputable company running the project, any structural movement will be absolutely minimised.


Unless you live near an underground stream, the water table won’t be affected, either. The biggest thing that you and your neighbours have to worry about is the disruption and the noise. But even that hasn’t been as bad as I thought it would be!





I am completely astounded by the simplicity of this process. Not only is all of this work done quickly and efficiently, but you don’t have to move out for a single day! All of the work happens underground, while you remain living in the rest of your house. Being able to create this newly formed space from something that didn’t even exist before completely blows me away. In fact, I was so blown away by the possibilities, that I decided to get in touch with the London Basement Company, to do one for me.
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This is how they do it! A conveyor belt takes the newly extracted soil to a skip waiting on the road outside.





My new basement


When I’d refurbished my house from top to bottom, and added as much space as I possibly could, I decided to begin the design drawings for a full new basement under my house. I had to ask myself some very serious questions before moving forward, because I had to make sure that it made financial sense. From a family and lifestyle point of view, a basement made perfect sense. I didn’t want to move house and even though we were comfortable in the space we had, having additional room was great for when parents and other family members came to stay. I also knew my kids weren’t getting any smaller and that they would, in the long run, love some more space. But did it stack up financially? Some serious number-crunching was in order, and I asked myself the following questions:


•  How much would a basement, with a footprint that was the same size as my house actually cost?


•  Once the basement was completed to a high specification, what sort of increased value would it add to my home?


•  Was there a danger that adding so much space and increasing the value of my home substantially would break through the ceiling of house prices that people would be willing to pay in my local area?


•  How long would the build realistically take and what level of disruption would it actually cause for my family?


•  Overall, was it actually worth it? With the extra capital I would need to spend, combined with the level of disruption, would I be better off just moving and buying a bigger house elsewhere?


With a little research, all of these questions could be quickly answered. The London Basement Company gave me a ballpark price based on some quick sketches. Yes, the price was only an estimate at this stage, but these guys have bags of experience so it was a pretty good guess. I was already aware of the property prices in my area, but I still put a call in to an estate-agent friend to find out if I was over-investing in the property. Even with all of my financial cards on the table, he said that there was no chance of my property going through the financial ceiling for our area. So doing the work as a financial investment made sense.


I then had to look at whether it would be easier and more cost-effective to move. Looking at bigger properties in my local area and some larger houses beyond, I realised I would have to commit a substantial amount of capital money in order to climb the property ladder while staying in the same area. Add to that the cost of selling my house, agents’ fees and VAT, as well as stamp duty, legal fees, removal costs and potential refurbishment of a new home, and creating a basement looked like the best proposition by far!


In a matter of two days, the decision was made. It was new basement time!


At the time that this book goes to print the basement won’t be fully completed. We were granted planning permission in the early winter of 2009 – relatively straightforward considering I live in a conservation area with very tight restrictions.


At the time of writing, most of the house has been underpinned and the majority of the underground space has been formed. The next stage is for all the waterproofing to be done, the slabs to go in, and the space to be made wind- and watertight. We can then begin fitting the internal walls and dealing with the finishes. I can honestly say that every time I go down the ladder to those newly formed underground spaces, I am absolutely amazed.


Due to new legislation that’s been brought in to protect green garden spaces, this underground garden structure has to be built at an even lower level than the main basement, so that there can be a 1 metre clear zone on which the garden’s top soil and grass can be re-established above the office’s basement box.


The total floor area for this new basement is 1100 square feet! To put that into perspective, the area of the original two-storey house was only about 1600 square feet! You couldn’t maximise a very ordinary, two-storey, Edwardian semi-detached house any more than this. I’ve used every single square inch of available space and more – and have managed to do all of this with a huge number of planning constraints that are the result of living in a conservation area.


What originally started as a simple, Edwardian two-storey house has become a four-storey home flooded with light from top to bottom.




I knew that if I overdeveloped my property to push it through the price barrier for my area, there would be a danger that someone would choose a better home in a better area, for less money than mine would be worth.
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	There is a light well to the front of the property where a new basement bay window has been built underneath the existing one.




	[image: alt]
	This provides natural light to a new double bedroom and en-suite. This is a guest room for friends and family when they come to stay.
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	Towards the centre, and the darkest part of the plan, we have created a new utility room. All of our washing machine, dryer and butler-sink facilities can be relocated down in the basement. This frees up additional storage space, which is a huge bonus on the ground floor.
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	Alongside the en-suite and the utility area, there is a staircase that leads you from the ground floor to the basement.
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