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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


There has never been so much demand for a better way of living, for ownership of our own homes and style or access to such a wealth of design and building techniques. But when the people who occupy a home come to renovate or extend it, the design process is often taken out of their hands. They are asked ‘what do you want?’, but the solution is presented as a large box of an extension with a couple of odd skylights thrown in if they are lucky. I know I am being facetious here, but I am certainly not exaggerating the experiences recounted to me by countless homeowners over the last decade.


The time for change is now. I want homeowners to have some control; a say in what they want and how they want to live, and for their homes to reflect that. It is a cliché to say that our homes are our sanctuary, but if every day you have to fight to find your coat, or are unable to eat in the room that you want to, or to cook dinner because you need to finish the laundry first, then we are not winning. Our homes aren’t working for us – they are working against us.


This ‘architect’s approach’ to home design seeks to give you the responses to the fundamental issues that I come across over and over again in houses and flats around the country. I have over 15 years’ experience as a qualified architect redesigning, extending and building homes. This book uses a step-by-step approach to show you how I approach a new design and give you the confidence, language and ability to communicate your vision. It will also give you architectural insight, ideas and inspiration, allowing you to be in control and become the most important part of the creative process and the build. It is your home after all.


This is my personal guide, written as if I am there with you. It covers everything from how to read a plan, to identifying problem areas and pinch points, to showing you how I approach design. It looks at all the questions and discussions you should have with your design team and builder to ensure you get the most out of your design, and ultimately love your finished home.


Going deeper than a simple room-byroom design guide, it looks at the house holistically. Once you have discovered the fundamentals of how to read a plan and create a project brief, it moves on to the design concepts that will help you achieve your dreams seamlessly.


This handbook will not only give you the inspiration and motivation, but also the confidence to tackle a building project from that initial spark of an idea to the finished build. Whether you are looking to extend, reconfigure or rebuild; if your budget is £1,500 ($1,726) or £350,000 ($402,721); you are experienced in home renovation or this is your first project, this book is a unique and an invaluable source of design ideas and practical advice, and I will be with you every step of the way. By giving you a deep insight into my thought process, The Handbook of Home Design seeks to democratize the concept of residential architectural design.


Homeowners rarely feel engaged in the minutiae of laying out their own home. Historically, a house or flat is somewhere you moved into, only really having ownership over the paint colours and soft furnishings. Very occasionally, when buying new builds off-plan, you might have the opportunity to ‘upgrade’ the fittings such as kitchen worktops, just like when buying a new car, but that is as far as it goes.


Unpicking the past, the history of our homes, gives us an insight into why we are where we are. Why aren’t cultural and societal shifts reflected in our homes? They can be seen in our choice of décor, but not in the skeleton of residential architecture. For most people, storage and utility rooms are a luxury, but for me they are the building blocks of the home. Why, from the 19th right up until the mid-20th centuries, were kitchens so cramped and tiny? When did the kitchen hatch come into common use, and what has become of it? Why do we keep our washing machines in the kitchen? Why have we reverted from the utopian designs of the 1960s and 1970s with open-plan living and large picture windows, to mock Tudor and faux Georgian new-build homes? These questions run around my head like an earworm, and I get frustrated seeing the same fundamental problems repeated in both new-build homes, renovations, refurbishments and extensions.


Being able to see your home in terms of the era it was built, its story and development, allows you to see the opportunities it holds, as well as the limitations and parameters you need to work within. No Victorian terraced house is the same, it won’t even be identical to its neighbour. Our homes have been measured and built by hand and cannot be perfectly replicated. This isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach to design, but there are similar themes when approaching a 1940s, post-war house opposed to a flat in an Edwardian terrace.


Once you have explored and touched every wall of every room, you can get started on the fun part! I will go through how to draw up your space and establish what you want and need from your home. Together, we will then build on these fundamental elements for your first dip into home design. Your first thought is never the final design, so we will look at ways to conquer the fear of the blank page and getting pen to paper. Step-by-step, with achievable aspirational ideas, insight and inspiration, we will bring your sketch ideas to fruition in your home.
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AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE AGE AND HERITAGE OF YOUR HOME WILL HELP YOU TO INTEGRATE CONTEMPORARY DESIGN IDEAS WITHOUT CREATING A PASTICHE OR AN AWKWARD CLASH OF STYLES.


My office floor is often strewn with sheets of tracing paper covered in drawings and ideas, some good and some very bad. (It has not been unknown for me to wrap gifts in my old unused drawings, I am all about reusing here.) It can be quite daunting to start to put any newly acquired skill into practice. I think there is a common misconception that design is always right the first time, and mistakes are rarely made. When walking around a friend’s house, I am often asked: ‘so what would you do with this?’ My honest answer? ‘I haven’t a clue.’ It takes me hours of sketching different ideas, drawing sightlines and the path of the sun, and imagining walking around the space to get to the point where I can finalize a layout. It can take anywhere from three hours to three days, and I have been doing it for over 20 years since studying at architecture school.


I try to achieve simplicity in my designs. The concept of making design look effortless, so that it works so well you can’t understand why it wasn’t always like this, is key for me. But don’t think that creating a design that is this simple and effortless must be easy – nothing could be further from the truth. I go by the age-old adage of the grace and beauty of a swan gliding on the water, while there is the mad frantic paddling underneath the surface. And maybe that is the reason why architects and designers don’t really want to share their ideas? In university, student architects are pitted against one another, with their tutors using long words that I always had to look up. It was instilled in us from day one that the very thought of us ending up with a career designing kitchen extensions would equate to abject failure as an architect. It has taken me years to come to terms with the fact that this is way off the mark.


But I think this contributes to the reason why so many of our homes are, and continue to be, so badly designed. Architects who are trained in turning thoughts and needs into designs don’t work on standard residential projects, and architectural technicians tend not to have the training, yet they appear to be the ones working in most of this country’s homes. I want this book to bridge that gap so that when you are asked ‘what do you want me to do?’, you will be able to confidently deliver a scaled hand-sketched concept design that you have spent time on and that illustrates what you want to build and, more importantly, how you want to live.


Instead of jumping with talk of pocket doors and chevron flooring, I have written these chapters to give you a solid foundation you can build upon. A bit like gardening, you can’t just grab a few growbags and a packet of seeds and expect to be self-sufficient in a couple of weeks. Ironically, though, that was my first approach to starting a veg patch a few years ago. Needless to say it failed. Badly. I want to demystify the process of architectural design and in doing so, give you the opportunity for real and positive change in your home; a change that you are in control of.


Armed with both an in-depth and unique knowledge of your home and your drawing skills, you can start to explore the design ideas and proposals that are essentially the translation of your brief and the fabric of your existing property into a home that is tailor-made for you.


So let’s take the first step: come with me on this home design odyssey.
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LOOKING STRAIGHT THROUGH THIS BROKEN-PLAN GROUND FLOOR YOU CAN SEE HOW THE SEATING ZONE IS TUCKED AWAY FROM THE KITCHEN AND DINING AREA AND HIGHLIGHTED BY THE ROOF GLAZING. THE BRICKWORK, BLACK STEEL-FRAMED DOORS AND BRASS IRONMONGERY GIVE AN ELEGANT BACKDROP TO THIS FAMILY HOME.





History of the home
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‘Each house is linked by a covered passageway, with the individual homes made up of one large living space with a floor of stone slabs. Around a central hearth is a fitted dresser and two bed pods with storage tanks sunk into the ground.’









How on earth did we get here?


This quote on the left may sound like a description of a progressive 21st-century communal housing development, but in fact this is a description of Skara Brae, a Neolithic settlement built some 5,000 years ago that still survives to this day on Orkney to the north of Scotland.


I know that I won’t need any evidence to back up my argument that the concept of ‘home’ is not a brand-new invention. We have been living in some form of built shelter for millennia. Yet I find it staggering that so little thought has gone into the layout of our houses and flats, how after all these years we still can’t seem to get it right. Time and time again I am given house plans that either make no logical sense, or do not work for the family for which they were intended. I visit homes both large and small that have very little natural light, are dark and cramped, without flow and my personal cardinal sin: zero storage. More often than not, I am told that the homeowner isn’t happy with their plans but felt that they couldn’t explain why it doesn’t work to the architect or builder, either because they can’t quite find the language to explain why they aren’t happy, or they don’t have the confidence to argue their point of view.


Poor housing stock can’t be excused because it is simply easier for a builder to construct a square extension with endless corridors, or a developer choosing to maximize profit over the creation of a flowing family home. To understand how we have got to this, we need to understand where we have come from.


This chapter is not a rehashing of our existing architectural history, but a narrative exploration drawing on our social history, technological advances, immigration, emigration, cultural shifts, where we have succeeded and where, as a society, we have failed. I will share my thoughts on how on earth we have got to a point in the 21st century where our kitchens are too small, our bathrooms too cramped and we are still drying our trousers on radiators.






The past the present + the future


Like fashion, architecture and design are constantly evolving and taking inspiration from the world around them, whether that is the present day, history or fantasy. The concept that the length of skirt hemlines is directly linked to the economy is well-known, with the mini being mainstream fashion in times of prosperity, and maxi dresses appearing in times of recession. We are used to being able to express ourselves through quickly changing and affordable fashion, yet it has only been in the last 20 years or so that we have had the equivalent choice in how we decorate and furnish our homes. Now we can embrace and revel in styles of interior decoration like never before, yet the majority of new homes are still based on centuries-old designs. Why is this?


Let’s take a step back in time. In the 19th century, the British population expanded from roughly 11 million to 32 million people. Catalyzed by the Industrial Revolution, the 2 million residents of our cities boomed to 20 million. Workers lived in high density, poor housing with little or no sanitation or fresh water. Overcrowded, disease-ridden, urban slums were synonymous with the huge powerhouse industrial and ship-building cities of the north, as well as London, Birmingham and Glasgow. On the flipside, there were not only individual fortunes to be made from manufacturing and trading, but also huge swathes of employment opportunities for skilled labour, technical and clerical roles. Men – it was undoubtedly mainly men – were now defined by their job rather than their background. The expansion of the railway network in the Victorian era increased the mobility of both this new, burgeoning middle class and also the transportation of materials and goods around the country. In the late Victorian and early Edwardian period, new villas and large detached houses were built for these upwardly mobile families. For those of more modest means, terraced and smaller, semi-detached houses were built in great numbers, creating suburbs with ostentatious, classical details as an outward show of wealth, maybe to separate themselves absolutely and visually from the poor, renting, working class that they, their parents or grandparents, were once a part of.


It is commonplace for architectural history to focus on the development of housing built for the increasingly rich middle classes. But by 1914 these owner-occupied homes made up only 10 per cent of properties in England. The remaining 90 per cent were the rented homes of factory and mill workers, colliers and miners, immigrants fleeing persecution and people from nations where the labour of previous generations had supplied the cotton that fuelled the mills and made the sugar that fed rich and – increasingly – poor alike. Although over the centuries there were many movements to improve living conditions and provide sanitation for all, generally, mass housing was cheaply built and of extremely high density, with back-to-back terraces and tenement flats often creating contained courtyards with communal latrines and wash houses. I can’t possibly begin to imagine the deprivation suffered by the people who lived in these overcrowded slums, yet I wonder whether a deep sense of community was forged through adversity and proximity. Maybe a gritty, generations-deep sense of pride of place that you don’t get in, say, Sevenoaks or Welwyn Garden City.


Mining towns such as Ferndale in the Rhondda valley, South Wales, built hierarchy into mine workers’ homes. Set on a steep hillside, the terraced homes that housed the general pit workers had a front door that opened straight onto the street. Several streets up, the terraces of the more skilled workers were set back slightly from the pavement. And yet further up the hill, the pit managers enjoyed a small front garden and their homes looked down over the valley. In order to move into those larger, more gentrified houses, those working at the coalface knew that all they had to do was work. Hard.


Home as a marker of status and personal achievement is deeply rooted in our collective psyche. Those in the working classes who possessed the skills that allowed them to follow a career leading to personal wealth, be it small or large, were afforded options, mobility and, crucially, homeownership. The ability to own your own home is one of the reasons that boundary disputes and quarrels between neighbours are so common.


After World War I, there was a renewed push for new homes. Inspiration came from housing associations and wealthy, philanthropic factory owners such as the Cadbury family, who built the village of Bournville for workers at its chocolate factory outside Birmingham at the end of the 19th century. These businessmen wanted to house their workers in sanitary conditions, with a focus on outdoor green space and the occupants’ health.


Nationwide, the semi-detached model became fairly standard, each house had a garden in which to grow fruit and vegetables, and they were built on estates with tree-lined roads. The bungalow appeared and gained swift popularity, particularly in coastal towns.


The style of these homes rejected the monotonous Victorian terrace and reflected a quainter Arts and Crafts sentiment with mock-Tudor half-timbered detailing and leaded windows, despite the advances in glazing that had been made in the decades before. These new semidetached homes typically had three bedrooms, with a small kitchen, living and dining rooms, and a bathroom with a separate toilet. Homeownership boomed and, between the wars, a divide in house building began. New homes were either built well, providing excellent value with high-quality fixtures and fittings, or were quickly constructed by unscrupulous builders with features such as large windows and chimney breasts removed to save money.


Following World War II, when nearly half a million homes were destroyed but many urban slums were still occupied, rebuilding plans were revived. Advances in materials and technology, such as concrete and prefabrication, came into their own, and new ‘temporary’ houses were built. Some of these homes, that were intended to have a lifespan of 20 years, are still with us today. With the exponential increase in house building – homeownership reached just below 40 per cent in the middle of the 20th century – came the rise in profits of builders and developers. With it came the push for homes and furniture, bathroom suites and kitchen appliances, as a lifestyle statement. We had entered the era of the home as a status symbol for all. Well, nearly all.


The space race and the moon landing in the mid-20th century gave rise to an obsession with the future. In this ‘future’ everyone wore insulated silver space coats, and kids on hover boards were a menace on the spotless streets. Home design also embraced the wonder and inspiration of films such as Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, the James Bond ‘Space One’ (the actual title Moonraker always eludes me) and the beautiful set designs of Ken Adam and Rick Carter.


[image: Illustration]


In the early 1960s, the average British housewife completed about 70 hours of housework a week, as a result the market for household goods was vast. Inventions such as the automated washing machine, microwave, bedside Teasmade and the electric toaster and egg poacher came thick and fast. Some, understandably, didn’t stand the test of time.


Were these gadgets designed to give more time for the woman of the house to relax, further educate herself or start her own career? I am not convinced, but it did mean they could now clean quicker, cook more and have more children. We have retained many of these inventions from the last century, but our homes were not designed to accommodate them. The time-saving inventions of old have been overtaken by the space-saving inventions of today.


The mid-20th century was a time of huge innovation and the opening up of our world like never before. For me, home design started to get really interesting in the 1960s and 1970s as it was a time of great innovation. Councils invested in mass housing, and architects and designers saw creating places for people to live as both a valuable commodity and a sound moral and economic decision. Despite this progress, the struggle for equality in society was being fought all over the world. Local authorities blazed a trail in residential architecture. At this time, when progressive, forward-thinking housing estates were being built, it was considered honourable for a newly qualified architect to apply for a design role in the housing department of their local council.


At this time, the concept of the vertical city, created by the French architect Le Corbusier, was introduced in the UK. Homes were built in a tower that was part of a fully functioning town with shops, hair salons, nurseries, play areas and even a fantastic residents’ swimming pool on the roof. It was a wonderful concept in the temperate South of France. But when this model was adopted to create high-density housing in our cities, communal elements including the shops, the hairdressers, the entertainment and, of course, the rooftop swimming pool were removed to cut costs. Instead of an urban utopia, the reality was cheaply built residential tower blocks. The horizontal slums of previous decades were replaced by vertical ones.


Even with the best planning intentions, new town failures were not only due to economic reasons. Cumbernauld in Scotland was designed as a pedestrian paradise, removing the danger of road accidents by physically separating the cars from the residents. A great idea in theory, but in practice, the poorly lit walkways and pedestrian tunnels became inhospitable, with pedestrians preferring to take their chances on the pavement-free roads.


In the 1980s, UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher championed individualism. The butterfly effect of Right to Buy (which enabled council tenants to buy their homes), and the reduction in the power given to local authorities, continues to be felt in our housing stock. We are stuck in a time loop with developers running the show, regurgitating decades-old floor plans but adding a couple of solar panels as a gesture toward sustainability. Joined-up thinking by developers, architects, landscape architects, town planners and builders is the way ahead to ensure residents are at the forefront of design. Each member of the team must ask themselves: ‘Would I like to live here?’ The design and build of new homes must not be compromised by developers seeking solely to maximize profits. With democratic design at its heart, progressive models of housing can be created that are not only truly sustainable and economically viable, but wonderful green places to live, allowing communities to thrive.
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Historically homes were an ostentatious show of wealth, status and taste. Sadly, history is repeating itself with mini mansions on cookie-cutter estates, nearly 2 m-high wooden fences separating the minimum required outdoor space from your neighbour’s castle. It is unusual to see sensitively designed communal spaces, homes designed to fit their surroundings and landscape, and that create privacy and a sense of ownership through careful and thoughtful design, rather than expecting people to shut their blinds and tut through the fence at their neighbour’s dog barking. Things have been changing, however, and we are starting to learn from our mistakes. The number of successful housing schemes designed from the occupants’ point of view has been growing. Intelligently designed housing and council housing estates with both the individual and community at their heart are starting to win illustrious architectural awards once again.


The turn of the 21st century has seen exponential growth in the homes and interiors market. Once the province of the wealthy, interior design now feels accessible to all with inspiration and ideas freely shared from all corners of the world through magazines, social media and online. Programmes like BBC’s Changing Rooms were once compulsive viewing thanks to the mixture of excitement and horror over the clashing colour schemes, theme-park-like interiors and the designers playing an overblown parody of themselves. Today, the overarching purpose of home makeover and interior design shows is for the viewer to be enthralled by the realistic and achievable ideas and inspiration. I think that the popularization of accessible design on television and the expansion of Ikea in our towns and cities in the early 2000s kick-started our desire, and indeed our ability, for self-expression in our own homes.


Over the last few years, I have seen a dramatic shift in pride and focus away from the slick, expensive kitchen island with mood lighting and integrated coffee maker to excitement over the inner workings of a hidden larder. Now we show off our kitchen prowess, style and taste through the inside of a well-designed cupboard.


We have started to take more ownership over our homes, and once more it is time for architects, designers and house builders to see the honour in designing and building kitchen extensions with the care and thought that they deserve, collectively shedding the inherent shame that has been woven into the very fabric of architectural education.


Another consideration is that our homes must adapt to reflect an ageing population. Plus we are staying put for longer because moving home is becoming increasingly costly, and swathes of young people are unable to get on the housing ladder themselves due to sky-rocketing house prices and rent. The lack of new, affordable houses being built and the state of our existing housing stock is also a problem. Moreover, we have the pressing need to address all of these issues in a sustainable and environmentally conscious way.


Excellence in home design is slowly coming back into fashion, and it is time for our nation’s house builders to catch up.





Understanding your home
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How the home has changed
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If you ask a child to draw a house, they will draw a big square with square windows arranged symmetrically around a rectangular door, with a triangle for a roof with a smoking chimney. This is quite recognisably a simplification of a classical villa, despite what type of building the young illustrator might actually reside in. Why is this house type so deeply inset into our collective psyche? How have our homes become such an overt expression of wealth and taste?


Humans have always required shelter. Historically, our homes were either places to survive in, with communal latrines and typhoid-ridden water stands or, if you were wealthy, a status symbol with servants to empty your chamber pots and arrange the food on your dining table. As society has developed over the centuries, the idea of our homes as status symbols has endured and intensified, but has this been to the detriment of the true development of our homes to reflect our day-to-day needs?


When you research the grand houses of the 17th and 18th centuries such as Blenheim Palace, Attingham Park and Castle Howard, their architectural merit is only described in terms of the external view of the imposing palace from the perspective of the jaw-dropped visitor. You rarely read reviews extolling the virtues of how the light falls in the dinner hall just in time for tea, or how magnificent the early-morning sunlight is as it dapples the kitchen walls when the staff are preparing breakfast. The architecture is designed to inspire awe, not to marvel at the comfortable living quarters within. The ancient architectural language of classical columns, huge amphitheatres, public bathhouses, and enormous temples set in the heat of the Mediterranean sun was brought together and regurgitated to fit the grandest country houses in cold and rainy Britain. The practical considerations of this translation were deemed unimportant; it was all about the spectacle.
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BUILT ON THE SITE OF THE RUINED HENDERSKELFE CASTLE, CASTLE HOWARD IS AN 18TH-CENTURY STATELY HOME IN NORTH YORKSHIRE DESIGNED BY SIR JOHN VANBRUGH.





I like to imagine a history only documented from the servants’ perspective; architectural merit not credited on form or aesthetics, but on how easy it was to transport hot food from the kitchens to the dining room. Picture one of the great palaces being described not in the proportions of its windows, but on its naturally lit service routes that negated the need for staff to carry candles to light the way, reducing the number of fires and burns caused by naked flames.


Perhaps by delving into the history of the evolution of our typical house types, we will be able to answer the question ‘how did we get here?’. This entails not simply looking at historical references, but understanding why our homes are often split, extended or remodelled in lazy ways that don’t enhance our living space or reflect contemporary life. Rather than only concentrating on Georgian, Victorian and mid-20th-century semi-detached houses, we should shift the focus to include the plans for bungalows, tenement layouts and flats to help everyone, on any budget, re-plan, extend or rebuild with confidence.


In the 1970s Britain was influenced by radical shifts in design from Europe and America. Architects started shunning the symmetrical, typical Victorian aesthetic and progressed to an asymmetrical style with large panoramic windows and openings, rather than the tall, slim casement and sash windows of the preceding centuries. Large swathes of homes were built in this new style, typically with brick column detailing, timber cladding and tile-hung panels, large windows and open-plan living. But rather than embracing this revolution in architectural design, it was rejected by the masses who were firmly entrenched in the Victorian aesthetic. I do not think Britain was ready for it.


How did the traditional William Morris-patterned swags and tails, the chunky velour three-piece suites and heavy wooden dining tables and chairs fit with these oversized windows and large open-plan spaces? The collective love for half-timbered houses, Georgian and Victorian elegance was, and still is, hard to shake. Heading into the late 20th century, even though lifestyles and family units were beginning to change, in our homes we continued to romanticize defunct 19th-century styles with tiny galley kitchens with a washing machine crammed in; small, freezing-cold bathrooms plumbed into the old outhouse; and divided-off living rooms.




[image: Illustration]


TENEMENT FLATS, TYPICALLY BUILT IN SCOTTISH TOWNS AND CITIES, CONTAIN MULTIPLE APARTMENTS ON EACH FLOOR WITH A SHARED, COMMUNAL FRONT ENTRANCE AND A SHARED GARDEN SPACE TO THE REAR.
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