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ever terrace apart
Robyn Willis speaks with a Sydney
architect whose latest project took
him back to his roots - literally.
Photos Bob Barker.
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AStructural "ribs" support a rowofwindows across the
roofabove thedining roomtable BFront ofthe Birchgrove
house CArchitect OliverSteele DTheslick newkitchen
features plenty ofstorage ETheviewfromonhigh of
thewindows above the dining roomtableFThe hideaway
deckon the rooftop GAn outdoorpond between the living
roomandfamily roomoffers an idealarea for relaxing

Though Leichhardt Council isn't known for
its quickapproval process, Oliversays itcould
see no real reasontodelaythe development
application once hesubmitted it.

"Councilwasn't too badat all," he says.
'"We hadno objections from neighbours
because Iapproached them before submitting
to counci l. We showed themthe plans and
amended the roof-deckdesigns beforehand:'

As it turnedout, however, ensuring the
neighbours were happy wasa relatively small
issue for thisproject.

"The house is boundedon all sides," says
Oliver. "There is a two-storeybrickwallto
the northso solaraccess,which isoneofthe
thingswestrive toachieve, is notpossible here.
It was potentially goingto bea claustrophobic,
closed-in,dark, awkward addition:

To addtotheirwoes, the original house had
a nastykitchen andlaundrydownstairs, with
a bedroom aboveit that suffered from mould
because ofa leaky bathroom.

The challenge forOliver wastocreatea large
livingand din ing spaceat the rear ofthe house
withoutlosing the modest but light-filled living
rooms at the front.

'"What often happens is you have a perfectly
decent living area, and by making another~26

F
or most architects, their relationships.
with the houses they build or renovate
and the people who livein themare
short-lived. If everything goeswell,

thearchitect or builder might be invitedover
fordinner butthat's about it. But when architect
Oliver Steele took ona project inpicturesque
Birchgrove, he knew hisconnection tothis
house would be more enduring.

The terrace house in Birchgrove inSydney's
inner west is in the street whereOliver grew up
and where hisfamily has livedsince the 1970s.

Sowhen he wasasked to convert thedamp
anddark three-bedroomhome intoa light­
filled, four-bedroom house for a family of four,
he decided ona consultative approach.

Partofa row ofheritageterraces lwhichwere
once "cheapboarding houses", saysOliver's
dad, Jeremyl, thehouseis overlooked onall
sides by equally tight blocks. Keeping everyone
happy wasa natural part ofthe process. "It is
a really friendly community here," saysOliver.
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A newtimber staircase built to match the
existing kauri timber stairs was installedto give
access to the new bedrooms, the attic and deck
beyond. "The fretwork [on the sideof the stairsl
was matched using laser-cut technology
through Budget Stairs: ' says Oliver.

Thenew stairs made room for a second
bathroom onthe mezzanine level,while storage
space was tucked in underneath.

Getting the heritage details right was an
important consideration for council.

Louvredwindowsface the back of the house,
letting hot air escape and drawing cool air
in from the small deck in summer.

A little hideaway, the deckis the perfectspot
to enjoy the best Sydneyhasto offer,with views
across the harbourto the bridge aswell as
someof the best-looking rooftops in the area.

Thetransformation from ugly duckling
to Sydney swan hasbeen little short of
astounding. And neighbourlyrelations
couldn't be better. II I

MORE INFORMATION
• Steele Associates 9319 0333;

www.steeleassociates.com.au
• Impact Design & Construct P/L041 2448475

H Bi-fold doorsmakefor an easy transit ion from
indoorsto outdoorsI The newtimber staircase
was matchedto the existingkauri timber stairs

you block off the light and lose it in the first
living space," hesays. With theadd-ons
demolished, Oliver looked at waysof capturing
and reflecting light into the rear living space.

He decidedona row ofwindowsacrosspart
of the roof, supported by structural "ribs"
to bring in the light. "Becausethe light spills
right down linto the roornl , these ribs give
the impression of lift ingabove us rather than
bearing down on us," he says.

AWINNING TILE
Thevitrified or

porcelain-tiled floor
in the Birchgrove
house reflects
light back into
the space and
provides the
idealsurface
for underfloor
heating. Andthe

larger the tile, the
less grout to show

family wear and tear.
Amberstocksa range

of large tiles in avariety
of colours to suit yourdecor.

TheTravertinerangeis made from natural
stone,with prices starting from $95
per sq m for square tiles 406mmwide.

• More information www.ambertiles.com.au

Up for achallenge
Though the kitchen and dining space offers
extensivestorage, white cupboards and floors
give it a light, streamlined effect.

Kickboards have been heavily recessed, says
Oliver,to give the impression the islandbench
"floats" in the room. However,this also meant
the integrateddishwasher at oneend of the
islandneededsteel supportsto prevent sagging.

Anold spa was removedfrom the otherwise
unloved backyard,and bi-fold doorswere
installedto make the transition from indoors
to outdoors seamless.

"When we use hi-folds wealways make sure
there is a odd numberof doorsbecause that
wayyou canoperate it as a normal lsinqlel
door," says Oliver. "If there is aneven number,
you have to open topand bottom,"

Theexposed rock at the rear of the property
DOOR TO DOOR now makes anappealing backdrop for a small
Bi-fold doorshave tr opical gardenand sculpture madeby one
become the of the owners, But the rock also proved to be
entranceof choice something of a headache,with a natural shelf
for homeowners running under almost the entire length of the
for good reason. house. The rock was partially excavated to
Advances in provide subflooraccess andventilation,with the
technology have next-door neighbourscontributing to the cost.
made these "Theyhad installedan internalwaterproofing
doorseasier membrane, which cost them $5000, but we
to use, ableto improved on that byputting in a ventilation
withstand exterior space:' saysOliver.
weathercondi tions ._ ...-.....------r- To say it proveda challenge for the builder,
and secure. Stegbar hasa rangeof Sam Kapoulas of Impact Desiqn& Construct,
hi-fold styles for doors andwindows is something of anunderstatement.
in cedar, aluminium or a combination Oliver says: "Thefirst thing any good builder
of both. Pricesbetween timber and asks is, 'What is the access like?Is there a rear
aluminium have become comparable lane or side access?' The builders took out the
in recentyears,though aluminium front window andset up a ramp."
is still themost popularchoice. Withall the new work done, attention turned

to the all-important heritage considerations.
• More information www.stegbar.com.au

MATCH POINT
Maintaining the
original features
in anold house
is onething,but
matching new
work can prove
impossible.
Budget Stairs
matchedthe new
staircase in the
Birchgrovehouse,
including the
balusters and fretwork, using laser-cut
technology. By programming the design
into a computer, it can matchany existing
timber staircasewith accuracy. It also
has awiderange of contemporary stair
styles to choose from.

• Moreinformation Budget Stairs
97742066or www.budgetstairs.com.au
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