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          We had wanted to build a 
house for so long that we were 
determined to get every detail 
just right

readers’ homes  new build

When Tracey and Anthony Smith decided 
to build their own home, they envisaged 
months, or even years, spent searching 
for the perfect plot. The couple have 

three children – Ethan, 17, Gabriel, 13, and 11-year-old 
Trinity – and hoped to build a house with plenty of space 
for the family and for entertaining friends. 

“We’d read magazine articles about people who waited 
years to find a piece of land, so we were amazed to 
discover such a perfect plot so quickly,” says Tracey. “It 
was all down to the network of parents chatting at the 
school gates. I happened to mention we were hoping to 
build a house in the area and heard from one of the mums 
that her father-in-law was selling his bungalow.

Tracey and Anthony immediately went to view the 
1970s property, which stood on a rural plot of land 
enjoying far-reaching 360° views. The small bungalow was 
dilapidated and the one-and-a-half acre garden was 
completely overgrown, but the couple were smitten with 
the peaceful location and beautiful outlook.

“We’d already sold our previous home and were renting 
a house close to the children’s school, which meant that 
we were cash buyers,” says Tracey. “Both of us grew up just 
a few miles away from the bungalow, so we knew the area 
well, and initial talks with the planners indicated that we 
would be able to build a much larger replacement house 
on the site. People often think of planners as being the 
enemy, but we actually found them to be very helpful.”

Something imaginative
Despite the fact that the couple had dreamed of building 
their own home for some time, they were still unsure 
about the style of house they wanted. Meetings were 
arranged with several local architects to discuss their 
ideas, but the results were disappointing.

“The designs were all for the type of boxy ‘executive 
homes’ that you often see on estates – nobody seemed 
to get what we wanted,” says Anthony. “We just couldn’t 
understand it, because we’d assumed that architects 
would be really keen to produce something imaginative 
and show us what they could do.”

However, a visit to a self build exhibition was to  
prove the turning point for the Smiths. Whilst there,  
they met specialist timer-framing company Oakwrights  
and immediately fell in love with the concept of  

The Smiths’ oak-framed house may look traditional on the outside, 
but it comes with a with a hi-tech interior and every home comfort
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Determined to put just as much care and attention into 
the design of their own home, Tracey and Anthony felt 
that a traditional-looking manor house would best suit 
their rural site. The exterior of the property has been 
designed to create the impression of a house that has 
changed and evolved over time – including fake blocked 
up windows, decorative stonework and feature chimneys 
– but the interior layout and finishes were to be far more 
contemporary and high tech.

Tracey had already collected a huge number of pictures 
from magazines, which she used for guidance throughout 
the design. The couple also stayed overnight at 
Oakwrights’ post-and-beam show house in Herefordshire. 
The company offers the opportunity to ‘try before you 
buy’, which further convinced Anthony and Tracey that 
they were making the right decision. 

Taking time for design
 “The design process took almost a year because we’d 
wanted to build a house for so long that we were 
determined to get every detail just right,” says Tracey. “It 
was important to think about the room proportions and 
we also had to consider the structure of the oak frame and 
how that would affect the overall look of the house inside.”

At first Anthony had expressed a wish for a simple wine 
cellar, but the couple soon realised that by taking the idea 
further and excavating a larger basement it would give 

building an oak-framed house. “The company owner  
Tim Crump’s knowledge of his product made us 
confident,” says Anthony. “He’s absolutely passionate 
about oak framing.”

The couple worked with Oakwrights’ architectural 
designer John Williams, who visited the site and made 
detailed notes about the family’s needs and preferences. 
“We drove around the area with John and showed him 
some houses we liked,” says Tracey. “In fact, we drove 
slowly past one particular house so many times that the 
owners must have wondered what we were doing! It’s a 
traditional-style new build, about five miles from us, and 
we were impressed by the level of architectural detailing.”

below and bottom: a 
separate garage/office 
block and oak-framed pool 
house with a gym above, 
both by oakwrights, have 
been built near the house
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    What we 

learned
+ employing a project 

manager worked 
really well for us, 
because we didn’t 
have the time or 
the experiance 
to organise such 
a large building 
project. knowing 
that someone was 
co-ordinating all of 
the trades for us took 
a great deal of stress 
out of the build

+ building a basement 
isn’t a budget option, 
but it gave us so 
much more space for 
things like a home 
cinema and a den for 
the children, plus we 
have a plant room 
down there, a wine 
room and lots of 
useful storage

+ People often advise 
against employing 
friends, but we chose 
people we knew and 
trusted which made 
for a mostly happy 
building site

+ Try to focus on 
designing one room 
at a time rather 
than becoming 
overwhelmed by the 
entire project

+ The verdict is still out 
on our ground-source 
heat pump, which is 
possibly not quite 
as efficient as we’d 
anticipated  

readers’ homes | new build

them a games room, a den for the children and storage 
space, with a designated wine room.

The layout of the ground floor centres around an  
airy vaulted dining hall and an open-plan kitchen/dining/
day-room, with a separate sitting room, a study and a 
utility. “Like most families we tend to spend a lot of time  
in the kitchen, so this was always going to be the hub  
of the house,” says Tracey.

A contemporary staircase rises up from the dining hall 
to the landing above, where there are far-reaching 
countryside views through double-height glazing. Glass 
balustrades make the oak treads look like they are floating 
and ensure that the vista remains unobstructed.  
A vaulted section above the dining table allows views 
from the ground floor up to the high beamed roof 
structure above, creating a dramatic focal point.

Four family bedrooms, a bathroom and two ensuites 
have been positioned on the first floor, with two additional 
guest bedrooms and a bathroom located at the top of the 
house. Creating a spacious six-bedroom property over 
four storeys meant that fire-rated windows, doors and 

other precautions were required to meet Part B of the 
Building Regulations.

The main house has been augmented by a series of 
equally beautifully designed outbuildings. “We were in a 
fortunate position because we had the proceeds from the 
sale of our previous house and savings, which meant that 
we could build a garage block with an office above and a 
detached oak-framed pool house and gym, which were 
also designed by Oakwrights,” says Tracey. 

Planning permission was granted for the ambitious 
project in May 2009 and work began with the demolition 
of the existing bungalow. The couple didn’t have to look 
far to find someone to do the work. “Anthony’s close 
friend of 15 years was a builder and agreed to take on the 
role of site manager, working alongside another friend, 
who became our project manager,” says Tracey. “This was 
our first self build and we realised that we would need 
expert help to organise everything.”

The family continued to live in their rented house 
during the build, paying daily visits to the site and taking 
hundreds of photographs to record progress. The new 

Favourite feature 
“we all love the kitchen, which is the busiest room in the house. gadgets such as an 
instant boiling water tap make it practical as well as beautiful,” says Tracey.

above: The kitchen features 
granite worktops and an 
eye-catching indian walnut 
counter, with limestone 
tiles used on the floor
opposite: oak sling-trusses 
soar over the dining area
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Useful contacts
dEsIGN, oaK FraME, PooL hoUsE, GaraGE oakwrights 01432 353353 www.
oakwrights.co.uk sItE MaNaGEr aNd BUILdING coNtractor gary Stuart 07792 
598043 ProJEct MaNaGEr kevin Matthews 01332 988803 INtErIor dEsIGNEr  
Julie Sutton 07786 923077 LIGhtING dEsIGN greyblue lighting Design 0845 900 

5790 www.greyblue.co.uk hErItaGE BrIcKs furness brick 01229 462411 www.furnessbrick.
co.uk a/V sYstEM Design innovation 0845 094 1860 www.designinnovation.co.uk sWIMMING 
PooL beaver international 0115 937 5900 www.beaverinternational.com rooFING 
knightsbridge roofing 0115 944 7194 sEcUrItY action alarms 01773 531442  
www.action-alarms.co.uk KItchEN UNIts, BasEMENt UNIts & drEssING rooMs estu kitchens 
01400 231071 www.estu.uk.com saNItarYWarE Villeroy & boch 020 8871 4028 www.villeroy-
boch.com Porcelanosa 0800 915 4000 www.porcelanosa.com ELEctrIcs Deacon electrical  
0115 938 5484 LIMEstoNE FLoorING Stonell 01372 860860 www.stonell.com staIrcasE  
Mtech engineering 0115 979 4448 www.mtechengineering.co.uk

house has been built on the same spot as the bungalow 
but at a different orientation, to take full advantage of  
the views and sun.

Excavating the partial basement level was a major task, 
which involved moving substantial amounts of clay soil. 
The tanked blockwork structure was constructed  
by a specialist company, and once this stage of the project 
was completed the oak frame could then be delivered  
and erected by Oakwrights.

The Smiths had enjoyed visiting the company’s 
Hereford factory and framing yard, where carpenters’ 
marks are carved into the timbers in the age-old way, 
ensuring that the complex jigsaw of oak may be easily put 
together on site and fixed in place with oak pegs.

Watching the team erecting the frame in August 2009 
proved to be an exciting stage in the build as the huge 
timbers were lifted into position and traditionally jointed 
and pegged in place. “It took about four weeks for the 
frame to go up and everything went very smoothly,” says 
Anthony. “The pool building was the last one to be built.”

weather delays
Anthony and Tracey were involved in choosing the 
numerous building materials, including the handmade 
bricks and clay roof tiles, bespoke metal casement 
windows and decorative stonework. “There were an 
enormous number of decisions to be made – and then we 
had some really bad weather which meant that everything 
stopped,” says Anthony. 

“The hope was that we were going to be moved in by 
Christmas 2010, but by the middle of November I had to 
tell Tracey that it wasn’t going to happen. In the end we 
moved in during January 2011, before the house was 
completed, and lived here while the workmen finished  
off for another four or five months.”

Building such a large property brought with it a number 
of considerations – for example, everything needed to  

be scaled up to ensure that furniture and fixtures did not 
look out of proportion. Tracey decided to employ an 
interior designer to help with the mammoth task of 
furnishing and decorating the house, using her book of 
photo clippings for guidance.

“I had certain ideas, but felt I lacked the expertise and 
confidence to work alone on such a huge project,” she says, 
although her initial choice of designer wasn’t quite right: 
“I found the process incredibly frustrating and eventually 
I’d had enough. After taking a break from it I came across 
someone else, though, who was absolutely fantastic and 
made the final stages fun.” 

One of the further challenges of building such a large 
house was to ensure that it still felt like a home despite its 
grand proportions. “It’s at least three times the size of our 
previous house, but everything has been specifically 
designed for us as a family, which means that we do use  
all of the space,” says Tracey. “We love features such as  
the zoned lighting and being able to play music in every 
room. For us this is the ultimate house.”

homeowner Tracey used  
an interior designer to 
translate her ideas into 
reality. it was important 
that the furnishings fitted 
the scale of the larger 
rooms, so it didn’t feel ‘lost’

what started out as an idea to build a wine cellar has expanded into an entire  
basement, with a games room, den, storage space and dedicated wine room
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the plot and existing bungalow were acquired in december 2006. 
Planning permission for the replacement house was granted in May  
2009, and the oak frame itself was erected in august 2009.

build timetable
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Preliminaries 09 09 09

foundations 09 09

external walls & windows 09 09 09 09 09

roof structure & covering 10 10 10 10

internal walls & doors 10 10 10 10

floors, walls & ceiling finishes 10 10

Joinery & fittings 10 10

Plumbing & heating 10

electrics 11 11

Decorating 11 11 11

09 work in progress by year and month

owners tracey and 
anthony smith 
occupations tracey is 
a mother, anthony is a 
company director
location ashbourne, 
derbyshire
Type of build New build
Style traditional
Method of construction 
oak frame
house size 929m2  

(10,000ft2)
Plot size 1.5 acres
land cost £500,000
build cost £1,444,100
Cost per m2 £1,554 
(£144 per ft2)
Date work commenced 
april 2009
Construction time  
26 months
Current value £3.5m
VaT reclaimed £118,000

The Smith file

OUR VERdiCT
Despite the grand scale of their house, the 
Smiths have created something that’s homely, 
with a mix of traditional design and modern tech

Elements of the build Cost % Cost m2 Total cost*

Design <1% £5 £4,600

groundworks & basement 14%  £215 £200,000

house oak frame  8% £119 £110,600

garage and pool house  
oak frame  2% £37 £33,900

external walls and windows    13% £205 £190,000

roof structure and covering 3% £43 £40,000

Decorative stonework 1% £22 £20,000

internal walls  1% £22 £20,000

floor, wall & ceiling finishes 6% £86 £80,000

Joinery & fittings 4% £65 £60,000

Plumbing & heating (inc. 
bathrooms and kitchen  9%   £140 £130,000

electrics 5% £75 £70,000

external works 6% £86 £80,000 

Swimming pool 7% £75 £100,000

interiors, design, fitted 
furniture 13% £199 £185,000

Plant hire and additional 
labour   8% £129 £120,000

grand total £1,444,100

Total build cost breakdown

Oak framing
It is important to find out the lead time for delivery of 
your oak frame; it can vary enormously between 
companies, and could hold up your build. Make sure 
that access will not prove a problem for a crane, which 
will be required to winch the huge trusses and cross-
sections from the lorry. It takes between five and 10 
years for an oak beam to dry out completely and 
season, and this process often results in shrinkage and 
movement – creating minor splits or ‘shakes’ that are  
all part of the building’s charm. the current preference 
is for the oak frame to be as exposed as much as 
possible internally, and to be left natural – treated only 
with linseed oil or beeswax if a soft sheen is required.


