


3 HOUSES: CONCRETE

The brief

Deborah Sauntand David Hills of
DSDHA setoutto designtheirhomeasa
testbed for theirideas on sustainability.
Theirexperiments—carried out under
restrictive Conservation Area planning
conditions—resulted inan unorthodox,
semi-underground housethat challenges
what it meansto design acontemporary
domestic space.

Thetwo-storey houseis a box-like form of
two colliding white cubes, entirely shielded
from streetview, set behind aterrace-lined
residential block in Clapham, south London.
Planning constraints limited the housetoa
single-storey height,so DSDHA decided
to partially lower the structure within its
garden plot. The pavilion-like exterior belies
aspacious interior, resulting from generous
ceiling heights and an open-plan ground
floorthat distributes the kitchen as well as
the dining and livingroom areas. A lower
floorisaccessed viaawhite concrete stair
and is divided into smaller private bedroom
and bathroom spaces, which can all be
entered offan informal living area.

The project began in 2007 with the
purchase ofan old house with alarge
overgrown garden. Two applications and an
appeal later, DSDHA finally won permission
to build in 2010.

CovertHouseisindeed acase study on
the potential for unlocking backland sites
and creating architectural opportunities
that subtly densify our residential areas. It
respondsto the urban necegsity of building
more houses close to the city centre without
encroaching onthe amenity of existing
private gardens. Allowing for more well-
designed housesto be builtin existing
private backland sites may be one way for
peopleto develop the assets they own while
alsoreleasing some of their equity.
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APPRAISAL

By EllisWoodman
Photography by Héléne Binet and
Christoffer Rudquist

uite what Deborah Saunt and David
Q Hills’ neighbours make of the name the
DSDHA directors have bestowed on their
family home we can but wonder. Invisible from
the streetand extending only a single storey
above ground, the Covert House may very well
be the model of discretion that its architects
claim, but not many in the surrounding
south London conservation area would
seemto agree. Saunt and Hills only secured
permission for their three-bedroom home on
appeal after multiple objections led to their
initial application’s refusal on the grounds
of overdevelopment.

That process added four years to what
was already a protracted programme. The
architects first embarked on the project
in 2006 when they struck on an ingenious
method of securing a site. Already living
in the area with their two young children,
they came across a nearby group of streets
lined by large, early 19th-century properties.
After consulting an Ordnance Survey map,
they identified a number with gardens of
asize that could support the construction
of a standalone house.They wrote to five
owners asking if they would consider selling
them the necessary land and received one
positive reply.

Their respondents were the elderly owners
of an end-of-terrace house, a property that
had originally been built for the occupation
of the builder who was developing the rest
of the street. As was common practice in
the 19th century, it served first as a show
home for the larger development and
incorporated a substantial builders’ yard
tothe rear. Accessed down a narrow alley
extending down the side of the street-facing
property, this ‘flag lot’ was occupied by a
smaller, run-down building known as the
Farmhouse and an adjoining garden which
had been left unattended for 30 years. In
partnership with another couple, Saunt and
Hills bought the site with the intention of
restoring the Farmhouse for their friends and
building a standalone pavilion in the garden
for themselves.

From the first, the planners imposed a set
of highly exacting restrictions on the design.
The new house would have to be finished
in white render, set a minimum of 2m back
from the fences that separate the plot from
the neighbouring gardens and should rise
no higher than 3.5m above the ground.This
last stipulation effectively necessitated the
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construction of the building's bedroom level
below ground. Two sunken courtyards located
to the north and south admit light and air

to this floor while providing a direct means

of escape from all rooms —a requirement
stemming from the fact that the house lies
beyond the reach of a fire engine’s hose.

The potentially basement-like character
of the lower storey is mitigated further by the
location of the first-floor slab 600mm above
the level of the garden. Each bedroom enjoys
glazed doors that extend to the underside
ofthe slab while the central TV area from
which the bedrooms are accessed is lit by
aclerestory. Thanks to the compact plan
and the provision of multiple openings to all
aspects, a strong connection to the wider
world is maintained throughout. Views of
the sky have even been enabled through the
introduction of a series of windows ranged
around the building's most figurative episode:
atightly winding stair which occupies a
double-height void located against the
north elevation.

The stair is constructed in white self-
compacting concrete—in contrast to the
standard concrete finish of the internal walls
and soffits —and the same material has been
employed where the slabs extend outside.
The front door is reached across one such
area—asmall elevated platform, notched
into the corner of the plan, where shoes are
removed before entry. As with all principal
openings, the door is set within deep, angled
reveals faced in mirror-finished stainless
steel, atreatment that at once amplifies the
openings’ scale and picks up the reflection of
the surrounding greenery. A dozen trees have
been planted around the building with the
ambition that it effectively dissolves into the
encircling foliage.

A reading of the house as being configured
upside down is supported by the upper level's
lower floor-to-ceiling height. The narrow
width of the foyer that extends along the north
elevation —ultimately leading to the stair -
consolidates a sense of unassuming intimacy.
However, the entrance arrangement'’s
compact dimensions operate as a foil to the
experience of passing into the generous
open-plan living area.

Here, light filters down from skylights set
within a soffit articulated by narrow down-
stand beams, but the principal orientation is
towards the full-width wall of glazed doors
which provides access to aterrace beyond.
This area looks on to the void that illuminates
the bedrooms, but the specification of its
balustrade in frameless glass maintains a

They have not only answered
buttranscended the
restrictions placed on them

view out to the garden for those inside. This
relationship lends the house a distinctly
Californian atmosphere, an association that
should be strengthened as the trees mature
and obscure the (really very far distant) view
of Saunt and Hills’ aggravated neighbours.

There have been no shortage of instances
of architects embarking on the design of their
own home with the aim of securing a creative
freedom they have failed to find designing
for others. Itis therefore not without a certain
irony that the Covert House has proved as
fraught and constrained a commission as
any that its architects have undertaken. The
results could hardly be claimed as any form
of prototype or built manifesto, but neither

do they feel a compromise. Their success
liesin the extentto which the architects
have not only answered but transcended the
restrictions placed on theirimagination.
One letter objecting to the planning
application concluded by asking: ‘Does
anybody really want to live in a bunker?’ and
in lesser architects’ hands the project may
indeed have taken on a distinctly troglodytic
cast. However, nine years after they began
searching for a site, Saunt and Hills have
succeeded in building an exceptionally
attractive family home —atribute not just
to their considerable talents as designers
but to their frankly superhuman levels
of determination.

1. (opening page)
Covert House during
construction process

2. (previous page)The C) \,ds

living space occupies the
upper ground floor

3. Development sketch by
Deborah Saunt
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4. (opposite) NnCane i b5 Lo dhande - ioib
A tightly wound
stair is constructed LT U be

in white concrete
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Lower ground floor
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Axonometric sections
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8. (opposite)The roof
slab is supported
by ribbed beams
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Section (north-south)
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RELATED PROJECTS IN
AJ BUILDINGS LIBRARY

Christ's College School, Guildford, Surrey
DSDHA

2007

The Mgller Center, Cambridge ~ «
DSDHA

Hoyle EarlyYears Centre, Bury, Lancashire
DSDHA
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