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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!


Living rooms


‘A man travels the world over in search of what he needs, and returns home to find it.’ George Moore


I am fascinated by the way that living rooms have changed so much over the last few generations. In the good old days, your living room might have been known as a sitting room, a drawing room, a front room or a parlour. The living room was often the space in which you could grandly declare your style, status and taste, because it was here that visitors would be invited when they came to your home. In many families, the living room was a child-free zone, kept for ‘best’ to impress!


Times have undoubtedly changed, and not that many houses have space for such luxury – spreading out to fill every room in the house instead! In fact, as far as I am concerned, the separate ‘formal’ drawing room often feels like a fairly boring and redundant space – rarely used and usually not very comfortable.




If the kitchen-dining area is now the busy hub of the house – with noise, activity, socialising, eating, drinking and watching TV – maybe the living room should be the place for a peaceful retreat.





Family space


Thankfully, I was brought up in a more relaxed household, where the living room was somewhere that we would all come together as a family, chill out, have a chat and watch some telly. We had a completely separate kitchen area – which was quite small – so it wasn’t really the heart of the home for us. Instead, we shared the living-room space and I have incredibly fond memories of the many hours spent there.


Here in the 21st century, we are much more adventurous with our use of space, and it’s increasingly common to combine the kitchen-dining area, making the kitchen very much the central hub of the home. Many kitchen-diners have their own TV screens, and most homes have a number of TVs scattered throughout. For this reason, the ‘new’ living room isn’t necessarily a place for sitting down to watch TV. In fact, in my home we watch more TV in the kitchen than in any other room. So maybe it’s time that we rethink the way we use our living spaces. Sure, get a TV in there for times when you really want to flop and chill out; however, it makes sense to think about giving your living room a new role.




There are so many affordable places to shop for furnishings these days. IKEA is a good place to start.





By the fire


Today’s living rooms can provide space for reading, listening to music, having a relaxed chat and gathering around the fire. Where kitchens can often feel like ‘harder’ spaces, with functional flooring and finishes, the living room wants to be a place where you can curl up and get cosy.


It’s important that any living room feels relaxing and comfortable. It’s undoubtedly a space where you can hang out with your kids, but there is also an opportunity here to make this a space that is a little more grown-up. The TV will always be the inevitable focus of any living space (or, indeed, any room in which it is situated), but by planning a room properly there are ways to give equal priority to a beautiful, real fire. Real fires have such a powerful psychological appeal, and represent one of the very best ways to truly relax. In my home, when I’m sitting in my lounge chair looking into the fire in the evenings, it takes me a while to realise that my thoughts have often been lost for hours, as I sit there and gaze.
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Fires add real character and atmosphere to a room.





Changing your perception of space




Many of us adapt our lifestyles to match the layout of our homes, when it can be incredibly easy to match our homes to our lives – and the way we lead them.





I am a huge fan of the legendary American artist Gordon Matta-Clark (1943–1978). He was born in New York and trained in architecture at Cornell University before leaving behind the traditional world of architecture to become an artist. He was fascinated about carving up and manipulating old buildings that were about to be destroyed.


In a very radical and dramatic way, Matta-Clark reconfigured space to such an extent that it changed our perception of existing buildings. He would force his way into abandoned apartment buildings in the Bronx and, using a chainsaw, he would slice up walls and floors, and tear apart the existing structures to reveal a radically transformed piece of architecture. This was off-the-wall stuff – pushing the boundaries of what architecture means – but it had a huge effect on me as a student. This type of reconfiguration of existing built forms is something that I try to undertake in ordinary homes today – albeit in a slightly more restrained way!


Increasing your sense of space


We live in an age in which we all love a greater sense of space in our homes. Most of us don’t want to live in tiny, box-like rooms, all with a similar scale, size and proportion. Instead, we like variety in our homes, diverse spaces with plenty of light and a great flow of air. We like rooms to be sized to match our requirements; in other words, we need them to be big enough to host our lifestyles, and smaller when we want to be cosy. The lighting and finishes are then chosen to create an atmosphere appropriate to those rooms.


Knocking down walls


When I walk into a home that’s been subdivided so much that it feels like a warren of tiny rooms, I sometimes feel like I am walking into a claustrophobic egg box! Although it can seem like a dramatic gesture, it really is important to open up rooms to make your spaces work. Don’t be afraid to knock down a few walls!


I’m not suggesting that you should take a sledgehammer to every internal wall in your house to create a single, open-plan room. That kind of random approach would be bonkers! It would also be seriously dangerous, affecting the structural stability of your home. There are, however, certain walls in a property that you may feel an overwhelming urge to rip down – making two separate, boxy rooms into one elegantly combined working space. But before you get sledgehammer happy, consider the following:


1  Employ the services of a structural engineer to come and check that the wall you want to remove isn’t structurally ‘load-bearing’.


2  Load-bearing walls can still be removed, but your engineer will need to calculate the size and support of a structural steel beams and its support, which will need to be inserted to maintain the structural integrity of your home. You’ll also need to make sure that your builder knows what he’s doing when he provides temporary support to remove the old wall and install the engineer’s new beam.


3  Before you knock down the wall, make sure you’ve designed and planned the new layout of the space properly. Drawing is cheaper than building!


4  If your wall is not load-bearing – and your engineer gives you the nod – then go for it.


5  When you have combined two spaces into one, make sure that you’ve designed all of the ‘services’, such as the electrics, light switches and sockets. They will need to be integrated to work in your new, single space.


6  Removing a wall that isn’t load-bearing may seem straightforward on the face of it, but once it is taken down there will be a lot of work – and lots of different tradesmen involved in getting the space right again.


7  The flooring, ceiling and walls will have to be made good where the old wall was situated.


8  A good plumber will need to isolate and remove any pipework in the wall, and may need to relocate any existing radiators that were fixed to the original wall.


9  If the wall you propose to lose is load-bearing – requiring a new structural beam – try to inset the beam into the ceiling void to avoid any downstands or bulkheads. These always look messy and awkward between two old spaces, unless they are cleverly integrated into the new design.


10  When you get the go-ahead from your structural engineer, and the plumbing, electrics and services are isolated, it’s time to plan the new spaces in your integrated room. Once you’ve done that, you can most certainly get out the sledgehammer and smash away! Happy days!
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A dark, cramped space can be completely transformed into something light and airy, simply by taking a wall down and avoiding a flat ceiling.







Think about the balance of the rooms, their size, how they are arranged and how they link together. If you list out all of the problem areas, then you will naturally uncover a list of possible solutions – and places where you can remove walls to create the space you want.





Adding space without extending


‘Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.’ William Morris, craftsman, designer and poet


Very simple, minor changes can make a massive difference to the feeling and quality of the space within your home. Some of these changes, such as decluttering, don’t even require any building work – just a little bit of thought, time and effort. I go into many, many homes across Britain, and I can’t tell you how often families complain that they just don’t have enough space, when they seem to have mountains of stuff everywhere! The truth is that most of this stuff isn’t important to the day-to-day running of the home.




I can’t stand wasteful, unused spaces, such as dark, dingy corridors or wasted loft spaces. Make every single square inch of space work for you, and your inefficient house will become a wonderful home.





There are other, simple changes that you can make to create a home that feels more spacious, lighter and brighter, without physically extending your current home.


1  Declutter! Get rid of all the stuff that you don’t actually need. You’ve got to be incredibly ruthless for this exercise to be worthwhile. Work out the things that you really need to keep, as well as the things that definitely have a nostalgic value. Frankly, if it isn’t essential, and you haven’t used it for years, then get rid of it.


2  The things that you do need to keep should be put into integrated storage. This type of storage can be carefully designed into your space to make a room feel bigger. If you have too many free-standing storage units, the units themselves actually contribute to the feeling of clutter, making your room feel smaller! Fully integrated storage is the best way forward.


3  Try to source clever furniture that contains storage elements within it; for example, footstools, bench seating and under-bed sliding drawers are ideal ways to get the clutter out of sight and free up space in your rooms.
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