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W
hen self-builder Jeff Dobbie first viewed 
his neglected 1960s house in West Sussex 
he felt as though he’d walked on to the set 
of a horror movie. “The property hadn’t 

been lived in for years and looked just like something 
from The Amityville Horror,” says Jeff. “In fact, as the first 
viewing continued and I reached the loft, I almost 
expected to find a dead body lurking there.”

But having already completed his first self-build project, 
in Guildford, Jeff had the vision and experience to 
appreciate that this unattractive ‘house of horrors’ could 
actually be a diamond in the rough. The tired property 
was set in an extremely picturesque plot close to a pretty 
millpond, with a south-facing garden and far-reaching 
views of the rolling South Downs.

 “As it stood, the old house was a total blot on the 
landscape, but the site had planning permission to build a 
good-sized family home,” says Jeff. “After talking it over 
with Joanne we decided to go ahead, and made an offer 
that was quickly accepted.”

Jeff has been bitten by the self-build bug. He explains: 
“For as long as I could remember I’d wanted to build my 
own house. The prospect of creating something that 
would outlive me really appealed. I also had a bit of a 
caveman instinct – I felt the urge to provide for my family 
by building us all a lovely home.

 “My first project was a great success and even though 
we sold when the credit crunch first started to kick in, we 
still made a profit,” he says. “It was extremely rewarding to 
improve on something that had previously been there and 
going through the whole self-build process gave me the 
hunger to want to do it again. 

The Dobbies snapped up a dilapidated house for its plot and took 
on board local opposition to a modern design, resulting in a home 
that’s reassuringly rural outside and smartly contemporary inside   

DiamonD 
in the rough

Method Brick and block Build cost £400,000 Location 

       successfully negotiating 
the trials and tribulations of this 
project has made me even more 
determined to self-build again

‘‘

‘‘

Method Brick and block 

Build cost £652,000

Location West sussex

readers’ homes  new build

The double height windows at the front give the house a barn-inspired look The large garage reflects the style of the main house Changing roof heights and materials give a dramatic look The large patio area provides space to relax and enjoy the garden

Left: Sandstone and red brick were chosen for the exterior, 
to blend with the clay roof tiles and wooden window frames
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“Joanne was brought up near the coast and we felt that 
the quality of life down in West Sussex would beat the 
pants off where we were in Surrey,” he continues. “The 
thought of taking the children sailing or to the beach more 
regularly was very appealing.”

Snapping up the Sussex plot proved to be a catalyst for 
career change, too. “I decided that this time, instead of 
paying someone to be a project manager, I would take on 
this role and combine it with looking after the children,” 
Jeff explains. “Meanwhile Joanne decided to forge ahead 
with her career as a company lawyer.

“Resigning from my job in IT seemed to make sense 
and, apart from saving ourselves the project manager’s 
fee, I felt that I was equipped with the necessary people 
and organisational skills required for the build.”

Best-laid plans
In August 2006 the Dobbies applied for permission to 
alter the existing plans. “The original plans were for a 
fairly safe and traditional pastiche of a country house,” 

Favourite feature 
“i think the large hallway with its lovely wooden staircase works really well in  
our home,” says Jeff. “it’s spacious and gives the house a very individual feel.  
it creates impact from the moment you step inside.”

says Jeff. “Joanne and I favoured something rather more 
contemporary and, having discussed this with the 
planning officer, I felt fairly optimistic that it would all go 
through without any problems.”

However, when Jeff’s application was eventually  
heard in April 2007 it was rejected – much to his and  
the family’s dismay. “I wasn’t prepared for the feelings  
of opposition from the locals, compared to Guildford,” 
he reveals. “I could have gone to appeal but I knew  
that time meant money. Instead, I decided to listen to  
the local feedback and change the design to something 
more in keeping with the original plans but with  
enough of a contemporary flavour to keep us happy,”  
says Jeff. “The whole process was painful and drawn 
out – although I could appreciate the parish council’s 
desire to protect the village and the countryside, which is 
very respectful.”

In July 2007 Jeff was delighted when, finally, the new 
plans were approved. After putting the project out to 
tender, local building firm Agincourt Contractors was 

The open-plan interior reflects the Dobbie’s taste for a 
contemporary home with traditional touches. Large 
folding sliding doors help to keep the space bright and airy
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hired as the main contractor and, in February 2008, the 
builders began clearing the overgrown site.

Jeff says: “Having been told that we’d bought in one of 
the best small valleys in West Sussex I was determined to 
capitalise on the site’s fabulous location and make it as 
family-friendly as possible. I wanted to open the plot out 
to maximise its potential but since it’s a clay site with a 
sloping terraced area to one side, we knew right from the 
outset it would be challenging and that preparing the site 
would take several months.

 “Drainage was one of the main issues. Obviously the 
house had to be water-tight, particularly since the plans 
included a basement that was to become our cinema room.”

 Although Jeff did consider installing a ground-source 
heat pump and a rainwater harvesting system, when he 
looked into these eco-friendly features he felt that he 
couldn’t justify the extra expense. He says: “My main  
aim was to create a functional home with a large atrium-
type hall downstairs with rooms branching off it. I’d 
established a good rapport with the architect during  

 Top tips
x Be on site as much as possible so that you can 

double-check every detail along the way

x Try and be thick skinned and never be afraid to 
ask your builder or architect lots of questions

x Think carefully about how you will use your home 
as a family – there is no point building rooms that 
you won’t use

x To avoid any potential problems with planning 
applications try to get to know your area and 
nearby residents as well as possible so that you 
can gauge local opinion

x never give up – even when things look 
bleak. keep persevering and you will get 
there eventually

Good idea
Creating a large boot room and utility 
room is an extremely practical choicefor a 
busy family. they provide plenty of hidden 
storage space and help to keep the rest 

of the house as uncluttered as possible – not to 
mention keeping muddy feet off clean floors

our first project and had no hesitation in choosing the 
company again.”

 Work on the new house began in earnest during May 
2008, when the trench fill foundations were laid. 
Gradually, the new home began taking shape.

 “I was keen to give the house a barn-style appearance 
with a combination of traditional and contemporary 
features both inside and out,” says Jeff. “Sandstone and red 
brick seemed like a good choice for the exterior, and I 
think these materials blend well with the red clay roof tiles 
and wooden window frames.”

 
raising the roof
Although the bulk of the project went smoothly, there 
were a few unforeseen problems that needed to be ironed 
out along the way. The main issue was discovering that  
the roof wasn’t high enough – after it had been erected 
and all the steelwork was in. “After some discussion with 
the architect we realised that there had been a mistake 
and we’d have to sort this out by cutting the steels to raise 
the level by about 12 inches,” says Jeff.  

“Another problem occurred when the retaining garden 
wall at one side of the house began falling down. 
Thankfully both problems were sorted out swiftly. 
Ironically, it’s been beneficial to us: we now have more 
headroom in the rooms upstairs and the retaining wall  
has been reinforced to make it even stronger.

 “The builders were great to work with and any niggles 
were resolved quickly and smoothly. Every day they swept 
up and tidied and took real pride in their work.”

Although connecting most of the utilities was 
straightforward, Jeff was confronted with another 
challenge when he decided to get rid of the old cesspit  
and connect to the mains drainage in the village. He says: 

The kitchen was planned 
carefully to work with the 
family’s needs
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“When we looked into this we realised that there wasn’t 
enough fall from our site to the nearby mains drains – we 
had to fork out just under £7,000 to install an extra 
booster pump system.”

Other costs that forced up the budget, on top of the  
extra £5,000 to sort out the steelwork, included £2,000 for 
lead flashing and an additional £3,000 to install new 
drainage pipes. Jeff adds: “Our initial budget had been 
around £550,000 and we financed the project mainly 
through bank loans and the sale of our first project. These 
costs and others unfortunately meant that the budget 
went off schedule. 

“The financial strain, plus the transition of moving to a 
new area and job changes, did mean that the whole 
process ended up being rather fraught. However, now that 
life has settled back down and we are living in such a 
fantastic home, we are far happier than we were living in 
Surrey and it’s actually brought us closer together.”

 But would the couple ever tackle another project? Jeff 
reveals: “If anything, having successfully negotiated the 
trials and tribulations of this project has made me even 
more determined to self-build again. Next time I’d love to 
go for a more nautical design with a New England feel, 
incoporating elements of both this house and our last 
project. Time will tell, but for now we are all thoroughly 
enjoying family life in this house.”

Useful contacts

 
ArChiteCt Mistral Design and Management 
01730 233884 www.mistral.me.uk Builder 

agincourt Contractors 01730 301002 
www.agincourtcontractors.co.uk sAnitAryWAre 

The Bath room 01428 606080 lAndsCAPe gArdener 

Oasis 01730 265724 Audio VisuAl Custom home 
Technology 07850 057376 KitChen design And suPPly 

kitchen Connection of ascot 01344 883777  www.k-c-a.
co.uk interior design Tara Wake interior Design 07711 
604433 www.tarawake.com Wood flooring V a 
hutchison Flooring 01243 841175 www.hutchisonflooring.
co.uk floor And WAll tiles Classic Tile Centre 02392 
699602 www.classictilecentre.com CArPets in house 
Carpets 01708 527754 stAirCAse  Pear Stairs 01938 553311 
www.pearstairs.co.uk

right: The ‘statement’ 
staircase is one of the 
highlights of the house.
Below: Jeff spotted the 
millpond on the formerly 
dilapidated site, and fell 
in love with the view

The use of traditional 
materials in a contemporary 
fashion continues in the 
bathroom, giving it a 
polished finish
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the couple bought the plot in August and sought planning permission 
soon after, but this was rejected in April 2007. new plans were approved  
in July and work started in february 2008

Build timetable

Schedule of the build
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Preliminaries 08 08 08

Foundations 08 08

external walls and windows 08 08 08

roof structure and covering 08 08

internal walls and doors 08

Floors, walls and ceiling finishes 09 09

Joinery and fittings 09

Plumbing and heating 09 09 08

electrics 09 09 08

Decorating 09 09

08 Work in progress by year and month

Floor plans
Owners Jeff and Joanne 
dobbie 
Occupations Jeff is a 
househusband and Joanne 
is a company lawyer
Location near Midhurst, 
West sussex
Type of build self-build
Style Contemporary
Method of construction 
Brick and block
house size 350m2 (3,767ft2)
Plot size 1.35 acres

Land cost £650,000
Build cost £652,000
Cost per m2 £1,862 
(173 per ft2)
VaT reclaim £2,500 
Date work commenced 
february 2008
Construction time 
74 weeks
Current value 
£1.75 million
SaP rating 
Approx 80

The Dobbie file

OUR VERdiCT
The Dobbies didn’t let the initial planning 
rejection hamper their enthusiasm. With a few 
tweaks they were able to create their dream 
home without a hitch. 

Elements of the build Cost % Cost m2 Total cost*

Foundations     2%    £36      £12,600

Basement    12%  £228    £80,000

external walling  8.5%   £157     £55,200

Steels  3.5%    £63     £22,000

Windows and entrance doors     6%    £112     £39,500

Scaffold      1%     £21       £7,400

roof structure 2.5%    £48     £17,000

roof covering, insulation, 
wood and lead    5%    £98    £34,400

internal walls      3%    £52      £18,200

Floor – block and beam  2.5%    £50      £17,600

Floor – hollow core 3.5%    £63     £22,000

Floor, wall and ceiling 
finishes    6%    £113     £39,800

Plumbing and heating 5.5%   £101    £35,300

electrics    3%    £52     £19,000

Joinery    2%    £41     £14,500

Floor tiles    2%    £37     £13,000

Oak floor and carpets     1%     £17      £6,000

internal doors including 
ironmongery     1%     £19      £6,500

kitchen/utility room     4%    £80    £28,000

Decorating     2%    £34     £12,000

Sanitaryware (Laufen, Lakes, 
hansgrohe)     2%    £37     £13,000

Professional fees     5%    £94    £33,000

Service connections     4%    n/a    £26,000

retaining garden wall 2.5%    n/a      £17,500

Drive 2.5%    n/a      £17,500

Landscaping     7%    n/a    £45,000

Total £652,000

Total build cost breakdown

Plans re-created in 3d Architect home design software – the  
perfect tool for all self-build and home improvement projects.
0800 988 2438 • www.3darchitect.co.uk • arconsales@eleco.com
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