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 Marc Fiedorowicz had been living in his grandmother’s 
house for some time. “It was an old 1940s dwelling, 
with three previous extensions and no insulation,”  
he says. “It was damp and leaky, in desperate need  

of an upgrade.” But when he brought in architect Allister Godfrey 
and planning consultant Michael Gilbert (who has since retired), 
they suggested shifting focus to another building on the same plot. 

The idea of transforming the workshop into a contemporary 
home hadn’t initially occurred to Marc; however, moving there 
would free up the old house for his parents and sister to live in,  
so all the family could stay close by. So, with the help of his dad, they 
legally separated the area with the workshop from the land with the 
house. Marc then applied for planning permission to convert the 
building. “Green belt policy normally precludes building new 
dwellings in open countryside,” says architect Allister Godfrey. 
“However, where there are substantial non-domestic buildings 
available for reuse, there can be exceptions.” 

While there were a few neighbourhood objections, ultimately 
these were rooted in opinion and not planning policy – and Michael 
Gilbert was able to get the local council on side. “It’s a sympathetic 
conversion using wood weatherboarding, metal cladding and a  
steel frame,” says Marc. “Allister and Michael were great to work  

By converting an old workshop, 
Marc Fiedorowicz has created  
a contemporary house in the 
green belt for just £220,000
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Above: The workshop 
was in a poor state,  
but offered the perfect 
conversion opportunity 

Top & right: A 
combination of  
treated timber  
and metal cladding 
give the modern  
home an industrial  
and agricultural look  
so that it sits well in  
its surroundings 

Secluded 
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woodland home
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with and it’s a really high-quality design.” A few compromises  
and stipulations were made in terms of materials choices and 
planning was granted in 2016 – but it would be another three  
years before building work started on site.

Putting plans in motion 
Marc runs a doggy day-care and had originally planned to fund the 
build with a combination of savings and a gift from his parents. But 
when the sale of their house fell through, Marc was on his own. “I 
was struggling to get a mortgage, so I spent three years saving and 
then started work before the planning permission ran out,” he says. 

During that time, Marc decided on some of his fixtures and 
finishes; even buying the windows a year in advance. “The ones I 
wanted were in a Black Friday sale for a really good deal,” he says. 
Planning ahead and spreading out the cost of materials in this way 
meant that Marc could access savings that might not have been 
possible if he was ordering as-and-when required on site.

In March 2019, armed with a budget of less than £250,000, Marc 
approached South Oxford Building Services. “A client of mine had 
recommended them to me,” he says. “They’re a team of brothers  
who work very well together, and I found them easy to get on with.” 
Marc hired the team to project manage most of the works – though 
he had already bought some of the materials himself. He was also 
still living in his grandmother’s old house, so he was on site and in 
contact with the builders every day. “Throughout the construction 
Allister provided pragmatic advice and helped source products and 
components,” says Marc. “If ever we weren’t sure of making changes 
to his design, we knew we could speak to him.”

Before the builders could get started, Marc and his dad set about 
clearing away the overgrowth. “We hired a digger to smooth the 
slope of the site and provide easy access for vehicles and deliveries,” 
says Marc. “We also cleared out any trees that had to be removed.” 
The messy job was digging service trenches to provide electricity 
and water supplies to the new property. “Our entire area is made  
up of clay, so we spent a whole week digging a 300m-long trench for 
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FACT FILE

NAME Marc Fiedorowicz

OCCUPATION Dog day-care owner

LOCATION Oxfordshire

TYPE OF PROJECT Conversion

STYLE Contemporary

CONSTRUCTION METHOD Steel frame

PROJECT ROUTE Architect designed, 
main contractor project managed

PROPERTY COST Already owned

HOUSE SIZE 105m2

PROJECT COST £220,542

PROJECT COST PER M2 £2,100

VAT RECLAIM £4,714

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED 
March 2019

BUILDING WORK TOOK 24 weeks

CURRENT VALUE £850,000
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Above: Marc specified 
Velfac’s aluminium-
timber composite 
windows, which he 
sourced in a Black 
Friday sale a year 
before the build

‘‘
’’

         I would be hard pressed to get 
another plot like this – with no 
neighbours and amazing views

Marc has zoned off the living room with a space 
for socialising around the television, and an 
area to enjoy the woodburner and views out

Build It January 2023

039-048_BI.0123.indd   38-39039-048_BI.0123.indd   38-39 05/01/2023   10:28:4605/01/2023   10:28:46



40  readers’ homes    readers’ homes 41

www.self-build.co.uk

the utilities,” he says. “There were four truckloads of waste; it was not 
a nice job.” Still, getting stuck into this element of the project within  
a couple of months of breaking ground meant that Marc wasn’t 
waiting around at the end to connect his utilities.

Rescuing the structure
“When the construction drawing phase began, it became clear that 
it was not economically feasible to retain, strengthen and modify  
the existing steel frame,” says Allister. “Allied to this, the ground  
floor slab – originally built by Marc’s father – was not up to taking 
the load of an additional storey. The frame was dismantled and 
remedial works to the concrete slab were undertaken to ensure 
structural stability.” In order to support a corner of the build, the 
team excavated below the ground floor slab and built a supporting 

Marc installed the sleek modern kitchen 
himself – after five two-hour design 
sessions with in-store designers at Ikea

The open-plan living-kitchen-diner 
downstairs is ideal for socialising and 
flooded with light thanks to Velfac windows

 I LEARNED...

GET RECOMMENDATIONS from friends and family when 
hiring people for your project. I found Allister Godfrey Architects by 
knocking on the door of a house they had designed in the area and 
the homeowners were very happy with his standard of work. 

COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR BUILDERS so that they know 
who is buying what and who is responsible for getting materials to 
site on time. I wasn’t managing the project but had bought a few 
items, so there were some moments of confusion. 

FOCUS YOUR BUDGET on elements that matter. I spent less 
than £6,000 on a kitchen from Ikea, which meant there was more 
money to spend on the actual fabric of the building. 

PLAN AHEAD and buy materials and components in advance to 
take advantage of sales and discounts. You can get better value for 
money and still achieve a high-quality spec on a budget.

wall. “As the slab sits on clay, the building inspector was concerned 
about any future movement of the ground,” says Marc. He also 
commissioned a new purpose-built steel frame, selling the old  
one on Ebay to recoup some costs. “Working with a completely  
new steel structure made the job easier,” he says. 

The new steel frame is insulated with thermoblocks, which makes 
for a very comfortable living environment with low heating costs. 
New wiring and plumbing were installed with South Oxford 
Building Services managing the first and second fix, with Marc  
still involved. “I sat down with the electrician and we went through 
the plans, discussing where all the light switches etc should be,” he 
says. “It’s not a smart house – it’s not even particularly complicated!” 

Marc has had electric blinds installed over the glazed doors and 
windows. As well as privacy, these offer protection from overheating 

Above: Chevron-
patterned flooring 
flows through the 
downstairs. The 
staircase from 
Stairbox has 
modern appeal 
with a black 
balustrade
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in the hot summer months (now a 
major consideration for Building 
Regs). A single sliding door and two 
sets of French doors also form a 
continuous connection to the garden, 
whether Marc is in the kitchen, dining 
or living zones. The space features an 
open ceiling with additional windows 
positioned high up and a galleried 
landing overlooking this double-
height section of the building. 

Eco-friendly spec
Thanks to the well-insulated design, 
the modern dwelling has very low 
running costs. Underfloor heating  
is laid throughout both storeys, 
powered by an air source heat  
pump. “All in all, it costs about  
£200 a month to run,” he says.  
“The heating has been off since 

February, though, as the house is warm enough as it is.” Composite 
aluminium-timber windows from Velfac also help keep the house 
cosy, thanks to excellent insulating qualities. 

In lieu of connecting to the mains sewage system, Marc installed  
a Klargester septic tank, which has the capacity to serve both 
properties on the land. This is a low-maintenance modern septic 
system that only requires emptying every two years. The sludge  
is removed and the waste water sent to an on-site soakaway. 

The property sits sympathetically in its woodland setting, with a 
treated softwood cladding and metal dormer. “The wood has started 
weathering to a nice silvery colour,” says Marc. “I like that I don’t 
have to maintain it as it’s already been treated – though I might 

change it in 20 years or so.” The dormer looks like zinc but is actually a 
type of steel called GreencoatPLX (see the closer look for more info).

Modern living space
“The use of a steel frame gave us the flexibility to play with the internal 
volumes,” says Allister. “Open-plan, double height spaces for living on 
the ground floor creates a sense of space and fluidity that belies the 
compact nature of the house.” The modest floorplan comprises a social 
kitchen-dining-living hub with a WC and utility tucked away. There are  
two bedrooms upstairs, one with a full ensuite. Pocket doors have been 
used between the main bedroom, ensuite and dressing room to help 
maximise the floorspace. “Storage is the only issue,” says Marc. “But 
that’s to be expected in such a small house. If anything, it prevents  
me from hoarding stuff, which can only be a good thing!”

Looking back on the process, Marc is surprised at how smooth 
sailing it all seemed to be. “The worst part was the mess, especially  
from digging those service trenches,” he says. “But we got quite lucky 
that there were no fall outs with our build team or any major planning 
hurdles.” Limited by his budget, the house is missing some renewable 
features, such as a solar PV array and rainwater harvesting – though 
Marc may add both in a few years’ time – once his funds have 
recovered. “I took out a personal loan to finish the build,” he says.  
“But once that’s paid off, I’ve got no mortgage on the property, so  
there’s plenty of scope to change things up as the years go on.”

As for his grandmother’s old property, plans to redevelop this are  
well underway. “Allister has redesigned the house so that my sister and 
her family can live there, along with our parents,” says Marc. “I plan  
to be pretty involved in that, as I’ve got a good idea of how these things  
go, now.” But he’s unlikely to self build from scratch or move from the 
house. “I would be hard pressed to get another plot like this – with  
no neighbours and amazing views,” he says. 

Top & above: The 
galleried landing 
upstairs doubles-up  
as a quiet workspace 
and social zone  
when interacting  
with people below

The main bedroom features a run of windows to 
bring in plenty of light, and is a cost-effective 
alternative to huge, oversized panels of glazing
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Grand total   £220,542

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN

Elements Cost m2  Cost %  Total cost

Professional fees (architect, 
planning, surveys, etc)  £171 8% £17,928

Site setup £21 1% £2,250

Service trenches & connections  £133 6% £13,961

Drainage & rain soakaway 
incl septic system  £134 6% £14,078

Brick & blockwork to DPC level  £28 1% £2,903

Steel frame supply & erect  £109 5% £11,487

Blockwork  £105 5% £10,973

Scaffold  £59 3% £6,216

Roof structure  £58 3% £6,096

Windows & doors (supply & fi t) £183 9% £19,230

Rainwater goods & cladding 
(supply & fi t)  £109 5% £11,469

Carpentry & joinery £260 12% £27,292

Plastering & insulation  £160 8% £16,786

Deck balustrade  £21 1% £2,200

Flooring  £73 3% £7,700

Plumbing, heating & 
sanitaryware £133 6% £14,000

Bathroom tiling £24 1% £2,509

Electrics  £102 5% £10,749

Painting & decoration  £62 3% £6,513

Kitchen  £54 3% £5,700

VAT at 5% £100 5% £10,502

Note: The costs shown here refl ect the original prices for materials, labour 
and services at the time this project was undertaken. As a general guide, 
infl ation in the construction market runs at about 3%-4% per annum 
(although current rates of infl ation are signifi cantly higher).

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

www.buildit.co.uk/3dsoftware
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Useful contacts

ARCHITECT Allister Godfrey Architects 01235 760693 www.
allistergodfrey.com STRUCTURAL ENGINEER Consult HB Keith Barnes
07714 246225 MAIN CONTRACTOR South Oxford Building Services 01844 
278100 www.southoxfordbuildingservices.com CLADDING The Metal Roof 
Company 020 8810 0120 www.themetalroofcompany.co.uk JE Gibbings & 
Sons 01454 776622 www.jegibbings.co.uk SANTIARYWARE Grant & Stone 
01865 402059 www.grantandstone.co.uk AIR SOURCE HEAT PUMP Freedom 
Heat Pumps 02380 274833 www.freedomhp.co.uk STAIRCASE StairBox 
01782 832555 www.stairbox.com WINDOWS & DOORS Velfac 01480 
759510 www.velfac.co.uk KITCHEN Ikea www.ikea.com FLOORING Tiles 
Direct 0113 253 0005 www.tiles-direct.com Fired Earth 01295 587100 www.
fi redearth.com Wood & Beyond 020 3869 0900 www.woodandbeyond.com 
ELECTRIC BLINDS Powered Blinds 0800 0146123 www.poweredblinds.co.uk

Consult HB Keith Barnes

Sustainable cladding…
closer look

Marc and Allister worked to specify materials that would help 
the contemporary house blend into its rural setting. Treated 
softwood covers the majority of the property, and is widely 
considered a carbon-neutral material. As this weathers to a silver-
grey, it will complement the surroundings. � e dormer is clad 
in Greencoat PLX; a cost-eff ective, steel alternative to zinc. “As 
long as the construction is warm, there is less need to ventilate 
behind the cladding, unlike with zinc, which helps remove some labour and 
materials costs, too,” says architect Allister Godfrey. Greencoat PLX boasts great eco-credentials 
as it’s recyclable and made using rapeseed oil. It’s also a high-quality material that off ers rust-
prevention for a low-maintenance fi nish, which is often key for a lot of homeowners. 

behind the cladding, unlike with zinc, which helps remove some labour and 

Low-cost zinc alternative
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