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Resilience
& light
Catherine and Tim didn’t want to knock down their
1930s-era house, but they did want to future-proof
it to make space for a growing family and protect
their access to sunlight from possible high-density
development next door.
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LOCATED BETWEEN SYDNEY AIRPORT
and some of the most densely urbanised
suburbs in Australia, Catherine and Tim’s
street is one of the few left in their area with
a single-storey planning covenant, but they
don’t expect it to last.
“In the neighbourhoods around us,
development is now typically three to four
storeys,” says Tim. “We aren’t complainers
and accept other people need to do what
they need to for their own lives, so we took
that into account [in the renovation].”
Over three years, they worked with
architects Dunn and Hillam to create a
design everyone could agree on. “Our goal
was to extend the building’s life for another
100 years,” says principal architect Lee
Hillam, “and make sure it performed well
in the Sydney climate, because they wanted
to live without air conditioning. By the end,
Tim and Catherine were almost living in it
in their minds before it was even built.”
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They decided on a strategic renovation
of the 1930s-era double-brick house with
a modest split-level addition at the back.
A realignment of rooms in the original
house allowed for two bedrooms and a
separate playroom for their three children,
plus a centrally located home office and
bathroom. The addition has everything else,
including the main bedroom, living area,
kitchen and dining and a homework nook
under the stairs, deliberately integrated
with the kitchen. A new laundry leads out to
a covered clothesline, and casement doors
open to a sheltered patio.
The entry forms a ‘bridge’ between the
old and new, and is fundamental to the
house’s traffic and air flow. Louvre windows
to the north and south of the bridge allow
cross-breezes to cool the house in summer,
and there is ample room for school bags to
be dumped inside the front door. “Last time
I was here there was a table set up for Lego
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Hard wearing, cement-based cladding was selected because it will never need painting, and forms part of the ‘breathable’ skin of the
addition which has allowed Tim and Catherine’s family to live comfortably without air conditioning for three years. Storage along the
boundary has replaced the need for the garage, which was demolished as part of the build.

“They would now have
to have something
over four storeys go
up next door before
losing their light.”
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The spacious entry is for the stuff of living, including school bags, and also acts as the ‘bridge’ between the old and the new. The light
planning in the house is sophisticated: the sunken study nook under the stairs and the adjacent kitchen, gains its natural light from
between the stair treads. Roof windows to the south bring natural light into the kitchen. LED task lighting is discreetly tucked under
cupboards, but is never needed during the day.

l
“The kitchen is kind of a
kooky plan,” says the
architect. The clean-up
zone is at the back under
the stairs, so not in full
view, and its placement
next to the study nook (also
under the stairs) is
deliberate: “It recognises
that we are always doing
five things at once:
cooking, paying bills,
reading a recipe, helping
with homework, and
monitoring internet use.”
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High, north-facing windows bring in light
and vent any warm air that makes its way
inside. This family has embraced rather
than blocked out the climate; everyone
knows which windows need to be opened
and closed to keep the house comfortable
through summer.

j
in this space, now it’s being used for piano
practice,” laughs Lee. “This is a house for
living in.”
To help keep internal temperatures even
year-round, the whole house is insulated
above minimum standards, including the
ceilings and floors of the original house.
Summer sun can be blocked with shutters
on the east-facing windows, and large eaves
shade windows and doors from the north
and west sun.
Hard wearing and maintenance-free
CSR Cemintel Barestone cladding was
selected for the addition and forms part of
the ‘breathable’ skin of the building.
“The cladding is battened off the main
frame and air can pass up behind it. The
structure essentially ventilates itself, by
allowing air to be drawn in from the bottom,
pushing any warm air out the top of the

cladding panels,” explains Lee.
To keep the roof height within the
single-storey covenant, the main bedroom
is tucked into the roof space and is accessed
via a walk through wardrobe. “Originally
we wanted a bigger bedroom but after
discussion with neighbours we moved
the south wall across,” says Tim. That
constraint, rather than compromising the
design, allowed for smarter storage and
space for roof windows to be installed into
the kitchen. “We don’t ever need lights
on during the day because we have light
flooding in from multiple points. Even in
the study nook the light is coming from the
entranceway, through the treads of
the stairs.”
The likelihood of higher density
development next door was factored into
the whole design process, and led to the

The architect says the
covered patio becomes an
extra living space: “All
spaces are interconnected
but it’s not ‘open plan’ in
the sense of many rear
additions. Space is highly
articulated and the
relationships between them
are sophisticated and
specific.”
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striking, angular shape of the rear addition,
with its high clerestory windows set back
from the north boundary. “The chances of
that light ever being lost is zero,” says Lee.
“They would now have to have something
over four storeys go up next door before
losing their winter light.”
By focussing on needs rather than
wants, Tim and Catherine were able to
reduce each room to its core function.
“There is not one wasted space in this
house. Lee was always saying: ‘What are you
going to use it for? What are you going to

put there? What are you going to do with it?’
If it wasn’t practical, we didn’t do it,” says
Tim.
This design discipline made the
decision to demolish the garage a nobrainer – for seven years it had only ever
collected clutter: “There was no chance of
getting the car in!” says Tim. “So, we got it
down to what it was we actually needed:
to get the kids and shopping out of the
car in the bucketing rain, plus the storage
component. We got those needs sorted
in other ways.” The ‘garage’ is now a neat

WEST ELEVATION

SOUTH ELEVATION

storage shed along the boundary; a simple
awning stretches from the front door to
shelter one side of the car.
“Ultimately what you get here is a good
life,” says Lee. “When working with clients
I’m always banging on about environmental
design and that the most important thing
you can do is to keep it small, compact and
make every square metre really work hard.
“I didn’t need to convince these guys
– but with this approach what you are
creating is a nicer place to be.”
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Bedroom
Dining
Kitchen
Living
Bathroom
Laundry
Entry
Outdoor living
Study
Awning
Void
Robe
Stairs

C+T House
—Specifications
Credits

Sustainable Features

DESIGNER
Dunn & Hillam Architects

WATER SAVING
– Aquip Aquaplate 5000L water
tank used for garden watering
and plumbed to toilets and
laundry
– All fixtures are minimum 3-star
WELS.

BUILDER
Life Structures
PROJECT TYPE
Alteration and addition
PROJECT LOCATION
South Sydney, NSW
SIZE
House 135 sqm;
Land 558 sqm

l
The discreet, split-level
addition has an ‘attic’
bedroom tucked into the
roofline with windows
carefully set back from the
neighbours for privacy. The
awning over the entry acts
as a carport and protects
people and shopping from
Sydney’s bucketing rain.

PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING &
COOLING
– Ventilated ‘rainscreen’
system for external walls, that
stops heat buildup behind
the cladding and therefore
transferring through the wall
– A long north-facing bank of
windows scoops light into all
levels of the house and allows
for hot air to escape
– The alterations and
additions were designed to
take advantage of the solar
orientation and employ cross
ventilation throughout the plan
– The house is insulated
well beyond minimum
requirements and a focus
was on minimising thermal
bridging where possible to
avoid transfer of heat or cold.

BUILDING MATERIALS
–C
 ladding: CSR Cemintel
Barestone cladding on battens
with R1.5 insulation and
ThermoSeal wall wrap heavy
duty sarking. Single skin
bagged brickwork - commons
with 90 x 45mm stud frame,
plasterboard internal
–L
 ysaght longline 305 roof
sheeting in colour windspray.
–S
 potted gum used for floor and
decking
–C
 eiling insulation polyester
R2.0 on ceiling, 250mm air gap
then Kingspan Insulbreak 65
(R2.7 with sheet metal roof).
WINDOWS & GLAZING
– Oiled hardwood frame windows
with Viridian VLam double
glazing or Altair Louvres in
clear laminate, custom made
by Sullivans Joinery
–T
 imber is FSC-certified PNG
rosewood.
–V
 elux double-glazed and
manually operated skylight.

ACTIVE HEATING AND
COOLING
–H
 unter Pacific ceiling fans.
LIGHTING
–A
 ll lighting is compact
fluorescent or LEDs. Outdoor
lights and can lights from Tovo.
Internal uplighters LED Inlite
Platform.
PAINTS, FINISHES AND FLOOR
COVERINGS
–T
 imber: Intergrain low VOC
–F
 loors: Synteko Natural Oil,
zero VOC
– Paint: Dulux wash and wear low
sheen, low VOC, Vivid White
–D
 ulux professional Envir02
Tintable ceiling flat in Vivid
White.
OTHER ESD FEATURES
–T
 he design keeps the build
footprint as small as possible to
use fewer resources and reduce
maintenance and running costs
–T
 he plan is efficient and
compact to maintain as much
of the garden as possible
– The siting of the alterations and
additions takes advantage of
solar orientation and increase
cross ventilation through the
house, while protecting access
to that light from any possible
neighbouring developments
–T
 he owners were enthusiastic
to try to live without air
conditioning and have now
happily lived through three
Sydney summers without it.
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