HOMES NEW BUILD

Perched on high

Peter Burridge and Tracey Gilpin faced numerous challenges
when they decided to build a new beach house on their dramatic
cliff side plot, perched high above a Cornish beach.
STORY DEBBIE JEFFERY PICTURES: UNIQUE HOME STAYS

EXTERIOR

IN BRIEF
PROJECT New build
LOCATION Cornwall
COST £220,000
SPENT £4,440/sqm
WORTH £700,000+

“W

e first came to know and love
Whitsand Bay when our children
were young but our family’s
connection to the area goes
back much further,” explains
Tracey Gilpin. “My mother, who’s now in her 80s, spent
many happy summers there with her grandparents.
The adults and young children would travel up from
Torpoint on a charabanc, with the older children
walking behind, and sometimes they’d camp for a
few days in the meadow below the Clifftop Cafe.”
Tracey and her husband, Peter, followed in the
family tradition and would often take their children
to the area for seaside holidays. They noticed a chalet
was being sold at auction but it seemed beyond their
budget. Then, in 2015, another holiday chalet came
onto the market. “The old timber-clad bungalow
had no foundations, but there was mains water,
and electricity,” Peter explains. “We decided we
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Perched high
on a Cornish
cliff, Orlagh
has incredible
sea views. The
windows were
positioned
to protect
privacy and
the front door
window allows
a view straight
through to the
beach. Clad in
Siberian larch,
the freehold
chalet is
located at
Tregonhawke
Cliff, Whitsand
Bay. The
surrounding
land is
owned by the
freeholders.

could make the figures work if we rented it out and
decided to go for it because of the fantastic plot.”
It is believed that the site was first built on during World
War II, with chalets designed for Plymouth families to use
during air raids. Part of the cliff top was owned by the
Edgcumbe family and when they decided to sell about
50 of the chalet owners got together to raise enough
money to buy the land, which is now owned and managed
by the Tregonhawke Cliff Chalet Owners’ Association.
When Peter and Tracey acquired their plot in 2016,
the site contained a wooden chalet with a corrugated
iron roof, which had been built in the late 60s by the
parents of the family who owned it. Panoramic views
of the whole of Whitsand Bay can be enjoyed from the
south-facing plot and on a clear day it’s possible to see
as far as the Lizard, way down in the west of Cornwall.
“There are no properties in front of us but there is a
reassuringly large chunk of cliff,” continues Tracey,
a teaching assistant. “We see the sun rising behind
Selfbuildanddesign.com / MAY 2020
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HOMES NEW BUILD
BEFORE

BEFORE

“We deliberately remained
hands-off during the build,
although we did landscape
the garden ourselves, once
the builders had left.”

THE BUILD

The original chalet was demolished and
replaced with a timber-framed, larch-clad
cabin. The clifftop site proved difficult to
access, with concrete delivered by a mini
dumper truck from a lorry 200m above.

The floorplan

The single-storey cabin has an open-plan living/dining/kitchen space, with
a bedroom, bathroom, utility area and boot room. The space has been
carefully designed to create a flowing layout to maximise the view.

24 MAY 2020 / Selfbuildanddesign.com

the Rame Peninsula, with its little chapel silhouetted
on the hilltop, and watch it setting over the hills
behind the fishing villages of Looe and Polperro.”
There were three small bedrooms, a living room,
kitchen, bathroom and utility room in the single-storey
building and despite draughty doors and windows
and the noticeable lack of insulation the Burridges
enjoyed many weekends and holidays at the cabin.
“We needed hot water bottles in winter and
Peter often went to bed with a hat on,” laughs
Tracey. “The setting is the main attraction as it’s
about halfway up the cliff from the beach, which
we are always grateful for when returning back up
carrying wetsuits, bodyboards and picnic things.”
Tracey and Peter started to rent out the cabin on a
casual basis, being careful to describe the very basic
condition of the property. “One guest had spent a week
there every summer during his childhood and told
us that very little had changed in the last 40 years,”
Peter, a drug sample collector, recalls. “Another couple
spent their honeymoon there in 1976 and returned
to celebrate their 40th wedding anniversary.”
The cabin was growing increasingly dilapidated,
however, with unreliable plumbing and electrics, and
the Burridges considered renovation but eventually
decided that the best option would be to demolish the
old structure and build a sustainable replacement.
With no previous construction experience, they
approached McCaren Architecture for advice in
2017 and started working with Fleur Powell, who
had completed similar projects. Fleur not only
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dealt with the design but eventually managed
the build and collaborated on the interiors.
“We wanted our little house to feel comfortable
and luxurious, to make the most of the fabulous views
and blend in with the landscape,” Tracey explains.
“We also contacted Unique Home Stays to see if they
would be interested in marketing our property for
holiday rentals and they were keen, as long as the
finished building matched their customer profile.”
With its elegant curved roof, angled wooden
porch and subtle palette of predominantly grey
materials, the new cabin conforms to planning
restrictions, remaining within the footprint of
the previous building, with a ridge height just a
few centimetres higher than its predecessor.

“We wanted our little house
to feel comfortable and
luxurious, to make the most
of the fabulous views and to
blend in with the landscape.”
LIVING/
DINING AREA

Italian feature
wallpaper
incorporating
gold thread
was chosen
for the living
space, where
underfloor
heating has
been laid and
a welcoming
wood-burning
stove installed.

“We decided quite early on that we’d like a curved
zinc roof and wood cladding but the plans went
through a number of revisions,” says Peter. “We
wanted an open-plan living space, a king-sized
bedroom, a bathroom with a bath and shower, a
wood-burner, and a boot room where guests could
leave muddy walking gear or wetsuits – and we
needed to fit all this into 50 square metres.”
Obtaining planning consent proved quite slow, but no
major changes were required. “We did need to build in a
renewable energy source and wondered where to locate
the solar panels, as we didn’t want to spoil our roofline
or anyone else’s view,” Pete continues. “We decided
to place them in front of the property and fix them to
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KITCHEN

The kitchen is
tucked at the
back of the
floorplan, but
a low plinth
ensures that
there are still
ocean views.

the retaining wall. It did, however, mean we needed
to purchase an additional piece of land to do this.”
By March 2017 the plans were ready for tender
but finding a builder willing to tackle such a small
project with limited site access, 200m down a steep
path, proved difficult. The path is only suitable
for small four-wheel drive vehicles, and access is
restricted to permit holders, while no vehicles are
allowed to use it during holidays and at weekends.
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Peter & Tracey’s top tip

“Invest in a strong trolley at the outset and
don’t wait until most of the furniture has
been carried in by just the two of you!”

“At night we can stargaze because there’s so little light pollution
and we go to sleep listening to the waves crashing below.”
IN DETAIL
PROJECT

Architect McCaren
Architecture:
mccaren-aia.co.uk
Builder Bling Construction
Ltd: 07977 252019
Structural engineer
Brody Forbes:
brodyforbes.co.uk

STRUCTURE

Glulam beams
Buckland Timber:
bucklandtimber.co.uk
Zinc roof A & S Roofing
Systems: 01837 810287
Siberian larch cladding
Bond Timber:
bondtimber.co.uk
Windows and doors
Aspect Windows:
aspect-windows.com
Balau decking eDecks:
edecks.co.uk
Timber treatment
Sioo sioox.org.uk

FIXTURES AND FITTINGS

Feature wallpapers
Glamora, Italy: glamora.
it/en/collections/
Bathroom (bath, WC, sink,
black taps, shower)
Lusso Stone: lussostone.com
Engineered wood flooring
Beach Bros: beachbros.co.uk
Porcelain tiles Mandarin
Stone mandarinstone.com

Contura wood-burner
Kernow Fires:
kernowfires.co.uk
Electric blinds
Rogers Blinds & Awning:
rogersblinds.co.uk
Sound system
Sonos: sonos.com
Extractor fan
Elica: elica.com
Sintered stone worktop
Neolith: neolith.com
Worktop cutting
Mayflower Stone Ltd:
mayflowerstone.co.uk
Kitchen appliances
Neff: neff-home.com
Gold brass kitchen sink
The 1810 Company:
the1810company.co.uk
Ofuro hot tub Royal
Tubs: royaltubs.co.uk
Kitchen supply
Simply kitchens:
simplykitchensuk.com
Underfloor heating
electric matting Prowarm:
prowarm.com
Industry Anthracite
porcelain tiles
Mandarin Stone:
mandarinstone.com
Solar panels Hyde
Park Electrical Ltd:
hydeparkelectrical.co.uk
Mixed grade
Assisi flooring Beach
Bros: beachbros.co.uk
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Orlagh is
available
for holiday
rental
through
Unique
Home Stays:
uniquehome
stays.com

“The builders we contacted weren’t keen
and we began to review our finances and the
business plan, as well as investigating where
any savings could be made,” says Peter.
“By the end of 2018 things were looking more positive.
Martyn Tambling, of Bling Construction, had completed a
project for our architect and had been let down on a job
he was due to start in 2019, so he was looking for another
project and his enthusiasm boosted our confidence. We
signed a contract and he started work in the February.”
The existing chalet was demolished and the site
cleared, with the pathway and stone walls rebuilt and
extended using stone from the excavations. Transporting
concrete for the raft foundation from a lorry 200m
down a cliff was a major issue, as it was only possible
to half-fill a small dumper truck on each trip. The
builders only just managed to finish work before the
lorry driver needed to rush off and clean his hoses to
prevent the concrete setting inside them. Fortunately,
the weather remained dry throughout the build.
Siberian larch, treated to quickly weather to grey, was
chosen to clad the exterior of the new timber-framed
building and complements the sleek curve of the waveinspired zinc roof. Dark grey porcelain tiles on the patio
meet up to the low stone wall to the front of the cabin
and a sustainable hardwood deck was built to one side.
Inside, dark oak floorboards run through the living area
and bedroom, with grey porcelain tiles in the bathroom
and boot room designed to make the most of the
underfloor heating in these areas. Stained ply emphasises
alcoves and window ledges, contrasting with the white
ceiling and pale glulam beams arching towards the front
of the building, which is made almost entirely of glass.
“Fleur not only managed the building project,
but also worked with us on the interior design,” says
Tracey. “We didn’t want the typical beach house

BEDROOM

Bedroom
alcoves are
lined with
blackstained ply
with the
grain still
visible, and
dramatic
dark grey
wallpaper
with gold
splashes
has been
used behind
the bed.

BATHROOM

Made-to-measure waterproof wallpaper with a nautilus design covers the rear
and end walls of the spacious bathroom, with its free-standing bath, walk-in
shower, stone sinks, underfloor heating. There is a door to the hot tub outside.

of pale wood and white cotton so there are little
glamorous accents of gold and splashes of colour.”
Fleur adds: “The success of this project lies in the
strong rapport and understanding that developed
between designer and client, and in a mutual
commitment to maximise the site’s potential. This
collaborative attitude extended in the construction
phase to include a talented contractor, who paid close
attention to detailing and finishing to deliver the
shared goal of producing somewhere truly unique.”
Once the 10-month build was finished, the Burridge
family and their guests could begin to enjoy the luxury
of the new cabin. “We deliberately remained hands-off
during the build, although we did landscape the garden
ourselves once the builders had left,” says Peter.
“At night we can stargaze, because there’s so little
light pollution, and we go to sleep listening to the waves
crashing below,” says Tracey. “In the day, we watch the
birds darting around the scrubby bushes or soaring on
the sea breeze. It really is the most relaxing place to be.”

FINAL WORD
What was the high
point of the project?
Working with a fantastic
team of people: our
architect has such an
eye for detail. Fleur was
always professional and
enthusiastic, with a great
ability to empathise,
and our builder was
completely unruffled by
any aspect of the build.
…and the low points?
Our project ran incredibly
smoothly, although the
builder did struggle
getting the bath into the
bathroom. Our trickiest
problem involved
siting the TV, as wall
space is limited, so
we had a table made
to our specification,
with the TV hidden

inside and sockets set
in the floor below.
Your best buy?
Probably the plot itself
and the view it affords.
Biggest extravagance?
The bathroom is quite
big for a property of
this size and has a
large Lusso stone bath,
as well as a walk-in
shower, with made-tomeasure waterproof
wallpaper featuring a
green nautilus design.
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