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Rural retreat

Inspired by the far-reaching views from their rural farm in Perthshire, 
David and Pia England embarked on a self build journey to create  
a stunning bespoke home for their family 
WORDS REBECCA FOSTER  PHOTOS PHIL WILKINSON

David and Pia England’s self build journey began in 2007, 
when they purchased two rural cottages and a rundown 
steading on a 23-acre sheep farm. The pair had been on 
the lookout for a conversion opportunity for almost 

three years when they discovered this site near Aberfeldy in 
Perthshire. “My wife had just given birth to our second child when  
I heard about the farm. It was a bit further north than we’d looked 
before,” says David. “We bundled the baby up and piled into the car; 
it was one of those beautiful blue-sky days. When we arrived, my 
mother-in-law immediately told me I had to try and buy the place.”

The vendor was keen to sell the property in one block, which 
comprised the steading, two cottages and a farmhouse. But fate was 
on the Englands’ side. David raised enough finance to buy everything 
except the farmhouse, which another buyer put in an offer for.  
“The owner decided to go ahead with splitting the farm, but it was a 
nervous couple of days waiting to hear whether it had gone through.” 

Ongoing project
Fast forward almost 10 years, and the Englands had accomplished 
the refurbishment of both cottages and the conversion of the 

FACT FILE

NAMES David & Pia England, plus  
their three children

OCCUPATIONS Company directors

LOCATION Perthshire

TYPE OF PROJECT Self build

STYLE Traditional exterior, 
contemporary interiors  

CONSTRUCTION METHOD  
Structural insulated panels (SIPs)

PROJECT ROUTE  
Architect designed, main contractor 
erected structure, project managed  
by the homeowner

PLOT SIZE 4.5 acres

LAND COST Already owned 

BOUGHT 2007

HOUSE SIZE 314m2

PROJECT COST £566,928

PROJECT COST PER M2  
£1,806 

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED  
June 2016

BUILDING WORK TOOK  
72 weeks

CURRENT VALUE  
£1,000,000 

steading. However, by this time, David was keen to tackle a self  
build project that would allow him to work with a completely blank 
canvas. “It was the excitement of creating a new dwelling where I’d 
be able to decide exactly how I could have the shape, the design, the 
glazing and everything else,” he says. 

Little did the couple know when they first visited the farm in 2007, 
that a spot close to the entrance of the property was to be the site of 
their future home. “The outlook on that side is stunning,” says David. 
“I was brought up on a farm in Perthshire; I loved the open views.”

David decided the time was right to seize the opportunity. Luckily, 
the Englands are good friends with John Langley of JML Contracts 
and had worked with the firm on previous projects. John introduced 
the couple to architect Colin Potter. “Our initial conversations with 
Colin grew arms and legs,” says David. “To cut a long story short, a 
year later we had planning consent for a five-bedroom house about 
200m from where we’d just converted the steading.”

When it came to drawing up the design for the new abode, David 
sourced his inspiration largely from the site itself. “The number one 
thing was to capture the panoramic views to the north, but also to 
get the sun from the south,” he says. Another priority was to create  

a building with traditional appeal that was firmly rooted in the 
characterful aesthetic of the existing farm. 

“I didn’t want a white Hollywood box with a flat roof,” says David. 
“My wife has quite traditional taste, too. She’s Swedish, and even 
though a lot of Scandinavian design is associated with being fairly 
modern, we both wanted something with a characterful exterior.  
My hope is that in 100 years’ time, the house will still look the part.”

The design the Englands submitted to planning made it through 
the process without any significant revisions. “Colin took care of  
that side of things for us, and actually had a meeting on site with the 

officer handling our case,” says David. “It’s 
always a smart move to engage an architect 
that has a good track record of gaining 
planning permission in the local area, and 
Colin had done work in Perthshire before.”

Construction choices
When it came to selecting a build method 
for the house, David was automatically 
drawn to SIPs (structural insulated panels), 

thanks to the system’s energy efficiency and thermal performance.  
“I also liked the fact that we wouldn’t need to have a huge amount  
of structural steel,” he says. “We had required a lot of it in our 
previous conversion of the steading. I liked the fact that, by using 
SIPs, the extra support wouldn’t be necessary.” 

While David was set on a fairly contemporary construction 
technique for the house, some of his material choices were more on 
the traditional side. Stone that was already on the farm was re-used 
to clad various portions of the new property. This is complemented 
by spans of fibre cement cladding, which is laid in horizontal boards. 
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The open-plan interiors offer a bright and 
spacious feel, forming a sociable zone that 
complements day-to-day family life 
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      If we ever did move, it’d be difficult 
to find somewhere that lives up to the 
house we’ve created here
‘‘

’’

Creating a highly airtight structure was a key priority for David,  
so triple glazed windows were installed throughout. Establishing  
a heating setup that was sustainable and energy-efficient was 
another important goal. “I looked at biomass boilers, but after 
several conversations with the experts, it was clear the heat output 
would be too great,” he says. “In the end, we went for a Nibe air 
source heat pump, which performs really well.” 

A mechanical ventilation and heat recovery (MVHR) system was 
also installed. This extracts heat from stale air to be expelled from 
the house, before introducing warmth into the fresh supply. “It was 
quite a challenge when it came to channelling all the ducts down to 
the plant room, as each pipe has a fairly thick diameter and they all 
need to come into one place,” says David. “Suddenly, your ceiling 

height gets encroached upon because you’ve got to find a way  
to fit them all in. The space had to be very well designed to pack 
everything in.” The MVHR system complements the underfloor 
heating (UFH), which has been laid throughout the downstairs and 
in the upstairs bathrooms. Five radiators are positioned in the first-
floor bedrooms to provide an extra blast of warmth when needed.

Challenges on site
With a selection of home improvement projects already under his 
belt, David opted to take on the role of project manager himself. For 
the first portion of the build, from foundations until after the house 
was wind and watertight, David would check in with JML Contracts 
– the lead contractor – every day. “We had purchased and were 

 WE LEARNED...

DURING THE PLANNING process, 
put yourself in the case officer’s seat.  
Try and understand what the council  
has got to do within their remit, as all 
local authorities have certain strategies 
they’re working within. Talk to the 
planners and try to understand what  
it is that they want and will allow so  
that you can put something forward  
which meets their criteria.

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG on 
site, you’ve got to try and work your way 
through it by communicating with the 
trades you’ve hired. It doesn’t help to fall 
out with anyone. Of course, there were 
plenty of little things that annoyed me as 
the project progressed, but you have to 
move past these obstacles.

BE A SPONGE. You can never have 
too many conversations with people, 
both before and during the project. You 
can always learn more, whether it’s 
through friends or by chatting to 
professionals in the industry.

SUBSCRIBE TO MAGAZINES  
like Build It and read them thoroughly.  
I discovered some of my suppliers – 
Solarcrest MVHR and HardiePlank 
cladding – that way.

living in the farmhouse by that point, so every morning I’d stop and 
chat to the JML’s site foreman,” says David. “Checking in every day 
really made a difference. He made sure I was thinking three or four 
weeks ahead in terms of materials, and he’d let me know if there 
were any issues that needed to be resolved.”

Once the shell was complete and the underfloor heating installed, 
David took over the site management and sourced the remaining 
specialists himself. “I still had 12 trades to sort out; I ended up 
spending much longer on site. Often, it was two or three hours in  
the morning, at the same time as taking work calls and emails,” he 

says. For David, this was the most 
challenging part of the project. “Completing 
the last 5% – the internal fitout – was really 
fiddly. It’s all about attention to detail. 
Installing the winding balustrade for the 
staircase was particularly tricky, as it was 
quite intricate to put together. The joiners 
were pulling their hair out on that one!”

Looking back on the project, David  
recalls the erection of the SIPs kit as one  
of the highlights of the project. “It was great 
seeing where the house was going, knowing 
where the windows would be and how 
everything sat on the land,” he says. “The  
bit that was the most hassle was definitely 
the last 10% of the build. It certainly doesn’t 
take up just 10% of the time.”

Light-filled home
While the exterior of the house oozes 
traditional charm, the interiors are bright, 
spacious and contemporary. Broad swathes 

of glazing are one of the major features, framing stunning views of 
the rural outlook. In terms of the decor, the Englands opted for a 
neutral palette to keep things simple and bright. “We wanted to 
design something that was easy on the eye, but different from the 
creamy shades we went with in the steading conversion,” says David, 
whose favourite place is the sun-soaked living room. They have laid 
oak engineered flooring throughout much of the ground floor, 
adding a characterful warmth. “I like the softness of the surface,”  
says David. In the hallway and boot room, however, travertine tiles 
have been laid as a durable, yet aesthetically pleasing finish.

Striking blue cabinetry has been paired with bright 
white quartz worktops. The kitchen island 
functions as a central hub for the culinary zone

A contemporary woodburner provides an  
attractive focal point in the sun-drenched living 
room, enhancing the cosy feel of the space

Engineered oak flooring has been laid throughout  
the kitchen-living-dining area, and broad swathes  
of glazing take in the spectacular views

Rooflights in the landing throw brightness down 
into the property’s spacious entrance area
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“The kitchen is a little more modern this time, as we went for a 
white quartz worktop and blue units,” David says. “It was quite a big 
decision getting the shade of the cabinetry exactly right. You need to 
specify something you can live with.” In terms of gadgets, the instant 
hot water tap in the culinary zone is another one of David’s favourite 
features. He also loves the Sonos sound system that pipes music 
throughout the property. “We’ve got six or seven zones in the house,” 
he says. “Our three young children absolutely love it. They’ve got the 
Sonos control app and it gives them the flexibility to listen to what 
they want, wherever they are in the house.”

Now the build is complete, David has no major regrets. “In 
hindsight, we made a couple of mistakes – but nothing big,” he says. 
“There’s one switch I already want in a different place, because the 
kids always leave a certain light on!” And this serial home improver 
has started eyeing up his next scheme. “We’ve got a plot in Sweden 
we’d like to build something on one day, but that would be more of a 
summer house,” he says. “If we ever did move, it’d be difficult for me 
to find somewhere that lives up to the property we’ve created here. 
You get a bit spoilt – I designed and built this home for my family, 
tailored it to our needs, and we love the way it works for us.”

A clean finish...

closer look

For David, selecting the right material to complement the 
characterful stone cladding was an important part of the self build 
process. “Larch is popular with a lot of architects, and I can see the 
attraction. However, my wife and I don’t like the fact that if you 
walk around a property, the boards will have weathered at 
different rates. Some will be brown, some will be grey and some 
will be black. It’s not for us,” he says. After much deliberation and careful 
research, David and Pia opted to go with a fibre cement product called HardiePlank. 
“Ultimately, we felt it would weather better in the climate up here, where it would be very 
exposed to the elements,” says David. “Unless I tell people, they don’t know it’s not wood. It’s  
also got a clean, uniform finish that we both like.”

Fibre cement is a composite material made of cement reinforced with cellulose fibres. It is an 
ultra durable form of cladding as it is water resistant and does not rot, warp or crack. It is also 
impervious to termites and a range of other pests. In addition, it is fire retardant and will not 
ignite when exposed to direct flames or extreme heat, in short, it is a non-combustible material.

F ibre cement cladding

Useful contacts

ARCHITECT Architeco 01369 701988 www.architeco.co.uk SIPS SUPPLIER JML Contracts 01764 663271 www.jmlcontracts.co.uk STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS 
Cowal Design Consultants 0141 406 1688 www.cowaldesign.co.uk HEATING Glendevon Energy 01577 840579 www.glendevonenergy.co.uk AIR SOURCE HEAT 
PUMP Nibe 0330 311 2201 www.nibe.co.uk MECHANICAL VENTILATION & HEAT RECOVERY SYSTEM Solarcrest 01625 423020 www.solarcrest.co.uk  
SOLAR PV PANELS AES Solar 01309 676911 www.aessolar.co.uk OUTDOOR INFRARED HEATERS Solamagic www.solamagic.com ALUMINIUM GUTTERING 
ARP 0116 298 6501 www.arp-ltd.com CLADDING James Hardie Building Products 0800 068 3103 www.jameshardie.co.uk WINDOWS & DOORS Nordvest 0121 
311 3480 www.nordvest.co.uk Velux 01592 778225 www.velux.co.uk WOODEN FLOORING The Reclaimed Flooring Co 020 7250 1108 www.reclaimedflooringco.
com TILES Fired Earth 01295 812088 www.firedearth.com Edinburgh Tile Studio 0131 629 3780 www.edinburghtilestudio.co.uk Strathearn Stone and Timber 01764 
684836 www.stoneandtimber.co.uk Topps Tiles (Perth) 0800 783 6262 www.toppstiles.co.uk CARPETS James Barclay Carpets & Furnishings 01738 622789 www.
jamesbarclayhomefurnishings.co.uk KITCHEN, UTILITY & BOOT ROOM UNITS The Design House (Perth) 01738 633222 www.designhouseperth.co.uk BATHROOM 
FITTINGS The Bathroom Company 01738 440333 www.thebathroomcompany.co.uk LIGHTING Terkan Lighting 01738 552481 www.terkan.co.uk WIFI, MUSIC & IT 
James Morrow Home Entertainment Systems 0131 229 8777 www.james-morrow.com

Floor plans

Ground floor First floor

House plans re-created using  
Build It 3D Home Designer software.  

www.buildit.co.uk/3dsoftware

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN

Elements	 Cost m2	 Cost %	 Total cost

Grand total			   £566,928

Preliminaries	 £164	 9%	 £51,398

Groundworks/foundations	 £170	 9%	 £53,479

SIP kit (incl. assembly)	 £375	 21%	 £117,734

External envelope	 £363	 20%	 £114,059

Balcony	 £61	 3%	 £19,030

Porch	 £66	 4%	 £20,626

Doors & windows	 £125	 7%	 £39,074

Underfloor insulation & screed	 £32	 2%	 £10,013

Internal joinery	 £137	 8%	 £43,165

Miscellaneous, incl. kitchen  
& bathrooms	 £313	 17%	 £98,350

Note: The costs shown here reflect the original prices for materials, labour 
and services at the time this project was undertaken. As a general guide, 
inflation in the construction market runs at about 3%-4% per annum.

The master suite on the first floor leads directly onto  
a covered outdoor balcony – it provides the perfect  
spot for soaking up the glorious countryside vistas

Featuring a tall freestanding bath and large Velux 
windows, the master ensuite is Pia’s favourite 
place in the whole house
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