Readers’ Homes

ECO-FRIENDLY COB HOUSE

Sustamabl
Home on a Blldg

Boasting impressive eco credentials, this unusual cob house
has benefitted from Jerry and Jan Sharpe's professional

background in period property conservation and restoration

Asove: Cob and lime are well-
known materials to anyone
familiar with period
properties, so when
conservation experts Jerry
and Jan decided to self-build,
these two materials were the
natural choice. Although this
was the couple’s first self-
build project, they both
relished the challenge and
have created a welcoming
family home

n 1999, historic building specialists Jerry and Jan
Sharpe decided to bite the bullet and undertake

their first self-build. When it came to choosing
suitable building materials they only had one
option if the house was to be true to their beliefs:

it had to have walls built with the fabric that had been
the basis of their restoration business — cob and lime.
Because of their professional background, Jerry and
Jan were well aware of the problems that cob (a mixture
of subsoil, straw, sand and water) can throw up as a
building material. They had no experience of building
even a small new extension in cob, let alone a whole
house, but they were determined take on the challenge.
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The property that we see today is somewhat
contemporary in style, being light, roomy and airy. It has
an outstanding array of ecological features and is capped
with a slate roof. The only sure sign that it is built from
cob, just like the surrounding thatched cottages, is the
thickness of the walls — 650mm, or just over 2ft.
Although all the external walls are cob, the foundations
and basement are concrete. The house is built on a
sloping site and Jerry and Jan were keen to make the
most of this by having a semi-basement containing an
en suite bedroom along with an office.

“We were quite prepared to accept that to get Building
Regulations consent for a basement we would need a




concrete substructure,” Jerry says. “However, we were
anticipating far more problems gaining Building
Regulations approval than detailed planning permission,
and in the end it turned out the other way round.”
Although their former landlords in the village,
Clinton Devon Estates, had identified a site in the village
Conservation Area for them and offered them a third of
an acre site for the very reasonable price of £35,000, they
were twice refused planning permission. The first time
they were told that the scheme contravened local infill
policy because it was expected that more than one
house should be built on such a large site. When this

policy changed and Jerry and Jan resubmitted their p

Using Lime

Lime is the perfect material for plastering and rendering cob houses, and has been the
select material for both these purposes, and also for use as a mortar, since mediaeval
times; many traditionalists still prefer it today, both for its eco credentials over cement
and the long-held belief that it locks better in traditional settings. When plastering or
rendering a cob wall with lime, there are generally two to three thin different coats
applied (thick coats will crack), which are built up in layers. This is followed by a
limewash which serves to protect the wall and offer aesthetic value; this may be
coloured with natural pigments. Lime rendering and plastering can be a messy job,
and the cob wall must first be dampened before the lime is applied so that there is a
good suction bond between the lime and the earth. Mixing lime with sand offers a
smooth, creamy top coat and reduces the potential for any shrinkage or cracking.
Fibres are added to the mix for extra strength and to allow for any movement in the
cob. Often they are left off the final coat to allow for a smoother finish.
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ECO-FRIENDLY COB HOUSE
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Asove: Throughout Jerry and
Jan's home you'll see a wide
variety of materials, both
traditional and modern. Here,
natural oak flooring sits
happily next to the
contemporary glass-sided
staircase

Far RiGHT: The kitchen has an
unusual ceiling, vaulted in a
series of curves — the
purpose of this was practical
as well as aesthetic. It means
that the services running
above can be concealed, while
making the most economical
use of the glulam beams that
form the floor joists and
support the ceiling

plans, they were refused on access grounds. It was only
when their district councillor called in the plans and
championed their cause as a good example of
sustainable development, and the local conservation
officer also became involved and supported their case,
that the scheme was finally passed.

All this took nearly two years, and when building
finally started in the summer of 2003, it turned out to
be a two-and-a-half-year process. “Because of the
construction method it would still have taken two years
even if we had not been at a busy period with our
business and had to take ourselves and some of our
team off the job at times,” Jerry says. “Building in cob is
not exactly a fast process anyway. There is huge bulk
involved in building such massive solid walls, and
heaving the material around is very labour-intensive.”

USEFUL CONTACTS: Architect Barry Jobson (Bedford & Jobson): 01803 840240 Structural
engineer Barry Honeysett: 01392 272510 Principal contractors J&J Sharpe: 01805 603587
Joinery WD Joinery: 01237 421164 Architectural glass Camel Glass: 01271 374200 Roof
glazing Okehampton Glass: 01837 54019 Solar water heating/solar array Southern Solar: 0845
456 9474 Roof lights Velux: 01592 772211 Central ventilation Passivent: 0161 905 5700 Oak
floors JFJ Joinery: 01598 740197 Slate roof A Mason Roofing: 01271 817433 Underfloor
heating Nu-Heat: 0800 731 1976 Rainwater goods Lindab: 0121 585 2780 Basement damp-
proofing Grace: 01753 692929 Insulation Warmcel: 01938 500643 Heating and plumbing Robin
Burch: 01769 580985 Electrics Graham Allin: 01271 858693 Kitchen Jewson: 0800 539766
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The couple encountered few problems with Building
Regulations. “Once we had realised the substructure
would have to be of concrete, we found that by packing

the lower blockwork sections of the walls with
insulation and by making the cob 650mm thick, we
could conform with the thermal insulation regulations,”

“Cob walls are forgiving, gentle and
soft — it's like living in a big tea cosy!”

recalls Jerry. “Building Control was very supportive and
prepared to accept the research from Plymouth
University on the U-value of cob, while being fully
conversant with the structural qualities of the materials.”

Once the basement structure was in place, Jerry and
Jan used timber shuttering to hold the cob mix in
position. This avoided the lengthy process of paring the
material back once it dries. Cob walls are built in ‘lifts)
the cob being lifted into position — in this case with a
swing shovel machine — in 5m x 800mm sections at a
time. They worked all round the walls and by the time
they got round to the beginning again it was possible to
add another ‘lift. “The system worked very well,” Jerry



recalls. “However, it still took a long time because the
house has a large number of openings, and getting the
windows correctly splayed and the lintels accurately
positioned was a tricky process.”

But how did they know the subsoil would be suitable
for mixing with sand and chopped straw to make cob?
“This was quite simple,” says Jerry. “I carried out some
tests, getting the subsoil analysed by specialists at
Plymouth University. But as the surrounding cottages
are all made of cob, almost certainly dug on the spot, we
knew there was every likelihood the subsoil would be
suitable — and it was.”

Architect Barry Jobson, of Dartington-based Bedford
& Jobson, came up with the idea of an atrium at the
south-facing rear of the house, a feature designed to
encourage maximum solar input. The energy could then
be stored for slow release in the thermal mass of the cob.
He also orientated the house so that the solar water
heating panels in the roof and full-height ‘glass wall}
with its glazed doors out to the raised decking, make the
most of the stunning views across the Torridge Valley.

For the colour of the external lime-based roughcast,
Jerry and Jan took their cue from the sand which they
obtained from a quarry near Crediton. Internally they

coloured the walls using limewashes from their own p

Making the Most of a Sloping Site

The house sits over three storeys, with a semi-basement comprising an en suite bedroom
and office. The basement is only part concealed due to the sloping nature of the site. On
the ground floor, a central hall leads off to a large kitchen and living room, while the

second floor consists of three bedrooms, one en suite, and a family bathroom. A balcony
offers views across the Torridge Valley
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company range and this has worked particularly
successfully in the sitting room, which they have kept
deliberately traditional in style, with the low ceiling
supported by an oak beam and a log burner in its large
fireplace. The light comes in at odd angles through the
deeply splayed windows and creates a lively play as it
hits the softly limewashed ceiling and slightly uneven
soft lime plaster on the walls.

“Cob walls are forgiving, gentle and soft — you feel as
though you are living on the inside of a big tea cosy,”
smiles Jan. “We like to think we have created a
combination of sustainable local materials, plus factors
that give the house a good thermal performance. In
addition to all the insulation in the basement walls,
there is a mass of pumped recycled newspaper
insulation in the roof.”

Jan’s great pride and joy is the earth floor in the
kitchen. “I saw lots of earth floors when we did some
work in Mexico,” she recalls. “Tiles are hard, and we
have oak floors elsewhere in the house, but compacted
earth is cheap, eco-friendly and very hard-wearing.
When you add linseed oil, as we did, you get the
appearance of well-used leather. It took a long time to
construct it, and drying out took
an age, but it’s so beautiful.”

.

From Asove: The lime-based
roughcast on the house’s
exterior gives a beautiful
mellow appearance; Jerry and
Jan's eco-friendly home not
only boasts a whole host of
energy-saving features, such
as solar panels, but the
property is orientated so that
the upstairs balcony benefits
from country views across the
Torridge Valley; Being situated
in a Conservation Area, the
new build is a great example
of sustainable development

The final tour de force is the
glass-sided staircase, constructed
on site by carpenter Phil Scaniszlo.
This is surmounted by a striking
angled bridge, also built by Phil.
“We love it, and so too do our two
children, Rachel, 20, and Louis,
17, says Jan.

“With blockwork the build
could undoubtedly have been
completed in under a year, and it
would probably have been a lot
cheaper on labour,” says Jerry.
“But we wanted to show that it is
possible to build a contemporary-
style house in cob. Now it is
finished it has proved hugely
satisfying and we have no regrets.

“We were extremely fortunate
with Clinton Devon Estates. Not
only did they allow us to live very
economically in a rental when our
previous house was sold, but they
also held the £35,000 price tag on
the land for several years. As we
were on a very tight budget
throughout the whole project, and
very squeezed for funds towards
the end, it was their constant co-
operation which made the whole
project viable” #

FACT FILE

NAMES: Jerry and Jan Sharpe
PROFESSIONS: Historic building specialists
AREA: Devon

HOUSE TYPE: Four bedroom detached
HOUSE SIZE: 260m?

BUILD ROUTE: Selves as main contractors
FINANCE: Previous house sale and mortgage

CONSTRUCTION: Cob with poured concrete
blockwork basement and substructure

BUILD TIME: Jun '03 — Dec 05
LAND COST: £35,000 (in 1999)

BUILD COST: £210,000 é(l:g:/Tu
TOTAL COST: £245,000 SAVING

VALUE ON COMPLETION: £485,000
COST/m? £808

COST BREAKDOWN

Professional fees ......v.eviiiivinianne £9,000
Basement/substructure ................ £12,000
L T ¥ B s £15,000
Kitchen ....... TR PRRRTRRBL N . . \{ | ([
Bathrooms ..........covvveeeneen.....£3,500
Lime plastering and rendering ..........£14,000
SEANS & v anis s e e . .£10,000
Solar panels, cylinder and controls . ... ... .£4,700
Structural components .................E8,000
CHPErAShOUr ' vae s meisonisaismsisisesiae £100,000
Miscellaneous . .......ccciovesesseve. E2n,800
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