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Eye-catching art house
Inspired by the iconic Fallingwater, Sara and Richard Alden 
have built a sleek contemporary home in the Green Belt 
complemented with some vibrant art installations.
STORY: DEBBIE JEFFERY  PHOTOGRAPHY: TOM HARGREAVES

HOMES NEW BUILD

EXTERIOR 
The house 
is situated 
on a steeply 
sloping site 
overlooking the 
market town 
of Abingdon. 

“We gave away most of 
our possessions to 
charity when we built 
our new home because 
our old furniture 
wouldn’t have suited 

such a contemporary space,” explains Sara Alden 
of the modernist structure she and her husband, 
Richard, built in an Oxford hamlet. “For more 
than 30 years we’d lived in a large, three-storey 
house, where our children grew up,” she continues. 
“There were two-and-a-half acres of cultivated 
gardens to tend, the Crittall windows rattled in the 
wind, and we’d accumulated too much clutter.”

As their children grew older, the couple wanted 
to downsize both their house and land, but while 
Richard liked the idea of buying an apartment in 
the centre of Oxford, Sara preferred to remain 
living in the countryside. When a house became 

available on the same lane, directly opposite 
them, the Aldens decided to buy the property, 
which stood in two-thirds of an acre.

“It was a small, thin-skinned, split-level house, 
with spectacular 270-degree views over the 
Downs towards the Chilterns,” explains Sara. 
“We had no real views from our old house and 
buying this plot gave us the opportunity to design 
a replacement home to meet all our needs.”

The couple’s daughter, Heidi Alden, is the company 
secretary at Khoury Architects, based in Stourbridge 
in the West Midlands, and is married to founder and 
managing director Andrew Khoury. “We thought 
really hard about working with family members, 
because sometimes it’s not great for relationships, 
but Andrew came up with a design we loved and 
everything was run extremely professionally,” Sara 
continues. “We wanted something smaller and energy 
efficient, with south-facing glass to enjoy the view.”
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PROJECT New build
LOCATION Oxford
COST £1.1m in 2013

SPENT £1.5m
WORTH £2.6m+

IN BRIEF “We’ve always admired Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
work and wanted a mini Fallingwater.”
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Inspiration for the new house came from renowned 
American architect Frank Lloyd Wright, who built 
Fallingwater in rural south-western Pennsylvania in 
1935. Facing a nine-metre waterfall in the Bear Run 
Nature Reserve, and taking cues from the rock edges, 
the cantilevered floors from Fallingwater’s three 
levels project over the water’s edge at the rear, and 
it was this house which the Aldens asked Andrew 
to use as a starting point for their new home.

“We’ve always admired Frank Lloyd Wright’s work, and 
wanted a mini Fallingwater,” Sara explains. “Although 
we’ve never been there it’s definitely on our bucket list.” 

Building a new house in the Green Belt is 
always challenging and, coupled with the site’s 
topography and low water table, the Aldens’ 
project presented several obstacles. 

“We thought really hard 
about working with family 

members… but Andrew came 
up with a design we loved.” 

Fallingwater, 
designed 
by architect 
Frank Lloyd 
Wright in 1935.
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HOMES NEW BUILD

Andrew’s design embraced the sloping site by 
creating a low-level building which, upon entry, 
expands to reveal double-height volumes and 
extensive views. A single-storey entrance opens out 
into a double-height lounge, suspended mezzanine 
office and a cantilevered master bedroom suite, with 
integrated courtyards and terraces throughout.

“We really didn’t change much at all, because it 
was such an amazing design,” says Sara. “Everything 
is so clean and minimal – we were determined 
to avoid cluttering it with belongings.”

As well as undertaking pre-planning discussions with 
the local authority, Khoury Architects also consulted 
local residents and conducted rigorous site analysis 

GARDEN 
The dramatic 
two-storey 
dwelling has 
panoramic 
south-facing 
views and a 
swimming 
lake that 
features 
enormous 
boulders 
brought 
from Wales.
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HOMES NEW BUILD

LIVING SPACE
Sara and 
Richard 
spend most 
of their time in 
the open-
plan kitchen/
dining/
living space 
which opens 
seamlessly to 
the outdoor 
terrace 
through 
sliding glass 
doors. The 
living room is 
located at the 
intersection of 
the two wings 
which make 
up the house.

before submitting the planning application. There was 
unanimous support for the scheme at a meeting of 
the planning committee in November 2013, where the 
practice delivered a joint presentation with the Aldens.

Initial tenders estimated build costs in excess of three 
million pounds, but Khoury Architects’ cost schedule 
showed the scheme could be achieved for closer to the 
Aldens’ £1.2m budget, if the timescale could be extended. 
Instead of working with a main contractor, the practice 
directly employed both a site manager and a project 
manager through a construction management contract.

“We sold our old house and gave away the 
contents, then lived out of suitcases for the next 
two-and-a-half years, staying at friends’ homes 
when they were on holiday,” says Richard, who owns 
a butcher’s and fishmonger’s business in Oxford.     

Extensive excavation on site produced large quantities 
of spoil, which was recycled wherever possible, with sand 
used in the construction work, and waste materials from 
demolishing the old house recycled to form hardcore.

An underground watercourse ran through the site 
and building a basement under the property effectively 
created a dam, which meant that approximately 
5,000 litres of water per day was accumulating. A 
system was designed to redirect this water, which  

works alongside a sustainable drainage system and 
irrigates the garden, as well as supplying an appealing 
swimming lake and waterfall. The lake seemingly 
emerges from the house by passing beneath the master 
bedroom cantilever abutting the drystone walls.

The lower part of the new building was constructed 
using a steel frame and in-situ concrete retaining walls, 
which hold back the higher ground levels. The upper level 
has a steel frame - either rising up from the foundation 
or mounted on retaining walls - with a concrete 
beam-and-block floor spanning between the steels.

“A delay with the steelwork put the project back 
four months, which was frustrating,” says Richard.

The structural frame is supplemented with a timber 
frame for walls and roofing, packed with insulation, 
sheathed in ply and insulation board and then sealed with 
cementitious board, finished with acrylic through-colour 
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KITCHEN
The kitchen opens 
seamlessly into the 
garden through 
large glass doors.

PROJECT
Architect Khoury Architects: 

khouryarchitects.co.uk
Structural engineer Lyons 

O’Neill: lyonsoneill.co.uk
Building services engineer 
Alan Nicholas Associates: 

01902 780455
Environmental & geotechnical 

engineers Southern Testing: 
southerntesting.co.uk

Consulting civil engineers 
Infrastruct CS Ltd: infrastructcs.co.uk

STRUCTURE
Pebbles and rocks for 
lake, aggregate Miles 
Stone: milesstone.co.uk 

Front and garage doors CSJ 
Windows: 01527 850004

External render External Wall 
Services: externalwallservices.co.uk 

Glass balcony, fire surround 
First Impressions: 

first-impressionsuk.com

FIXTURES & FITTINGS
Kitchen Reflections Studio: 

reflectionsstudio.co.uk 
Pedestrian side gate Empire 

Gates: empiregates.uk 
Ironmongery Williams Ironmongery: 

williams-ironmongery.co.uk 
Sanitaryware Junction 2 Interiors: 

junction2interiors.co.uk  
White acrylic doors DIY 

Homefit: diyhomefit.co.uk 
Floor and wall tiles Rock 

Revelations: rockrevelations.co.uk
Art installations My Dog 
Sighs: mydogsighs.co.uk
Curtain fabric Designers 
Guild: designersguild.com

Curtains and installation, internal 
blinds The Curtain Shop Oxford: 

thecurtainshopoxford.co.uk
Curtain rails Silent Gliss: 

silentgliss.co.uk
Wardrobes Ikea: ikea.com
Furniture, sofa The Conran 

Shop: conranshop.co.uk

IN DETAIL
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HOMES NEW BUILD

The house is predominantly single 
storey, with a large utility room, 
kitchen/diner and living room, 
three en suite bedrooms and 

a mezzanine office. The design 
evolves into a two-storey structure 

to the south, and a plant room 
is located in the basement.

MEZZANINE

GROUND FLOOR

FLOORPLAN

render. Upper walls are clad in glass or walnut while 
grey-blue Purbeck stone was used for drystone walling.      

A typical flat roof construction features single-ply 
membrane laid over a ply deck and the roof parapet 
profile is a maximum depth of 450mm to achieve a 
slim floating roof plane. Extensive glazing is protected 
from solar gain by automated blinds and specialist 
solar films, which allow light in but keep heat out. 
More than 90 per cent of the south facade is glazed 
and incorporates solar shading louvres and blinds 
that operate automatically, depending on internal 
temperature levels and external wind conditions. 

A single glass pane, 2.5m wide and 5.5m high, 
slides fully open in a bespoke frame. “Having so much 

glass is phenomenal, and we rarely need to turn 
on any lights,” says Sara. “Our bedroom faces east, 
and the sunrises from there are extraordinary.”

Internal floors are typically tiled, with some 
defined carpet areas. Walls are white painted 
plasterboard, to offer a blank canvas for art, 
while fireplaces and feature walls are covered in 
tiles to reflect the external drystone walling. 

As a home for a mature couple, the design includes 
shallow pitch stairs, minimal level changes, well-lit 
spaces and future proofing for single-level living. 

“We like clean, sharp lines and knew exactly what we 
wanted for the kitchen, which is where we spend most 
of our time,” explains Sara. “The distance from the sink 
to the island hob is just 900mm, so that we can turn 
around and put a pan straight in the sink. Everything is 
in the right place: mugs are under the kettle, the bread 
is near the toaster and the dishwasher’s by the plates.”

Running costs for the building have proved lower 
than the initial target of £1,200 per annum. Air 
source heat pumps were installed, with underfloor 
heating, mechanical ventilation with heat recovery 
combined with a geothermal heat pipe supply, 
and a hot water system with energy recovery 
direct from the mechanical vent systems. 

The building was completed, on budget, in 2017 and 
the final input from the Khoury Architects team was to 
introduce Richard and Sara to acclaimed urban artists 
and to procure art installations to two key spaces. 

“We commissioned some modern art for external 
walls from My Dog Sighs, which used spray paint to 
create a brilliant 3D eye and colourful, fun figures,” 
says Sara. “They’re now quite famous artists, so we 
feel honoured to be able to look at their work every 
day. It sums up everything about the house and 
build, which was fabulous fun from start to finish.”
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SUNKEN LOUNGE
The lounge is 
modelled on the 
living room in the 
family’s previous 
home and features 
an unusual circular 
wood-burner 
standing against a 
wall of brick slips. 

BEDROOMS & 
BATHROOMS
The bedrooms 
are simply 
furnished, with 
the glazed 
master suite 
opening onto 
a cantilevered 
balcony.

OFFICE
A mezzanine 
office and 
kitchenette 
double as 
a fourth 
bedroom 
and leads 
onto a large 
roof terrace.

What was the high 
point of the project?

Acquiring a plot in such a 
great position, choosing 

everything new, and 
creating the garden.
…and the low points?

The project took longer 
than we’d first planned 
and there were issues 

with underground 
watercourses which 

needed to be resolved.
Your best buy? 

Our artwork, which brings 
the house alive. My Dog 
Sighs has even painted 
silhouettes of us at the 

centre of the realistic eye.

Your biggest 
extravagance?

The bright orange sofa 
and tulip-patterned 

double-height curtains 
in our living room. The 
curtain material was 
designed by Howard 

Hodgkin and made up 
by our local curtain 

shop in Oxford.
Any top tips?

Employ the right architect 
for your design and live 
in a house before you 
fully furnish it, to get 
a feel for the spaces. 

Don’t rush, and – most 
importantly – have fun!

FINAL WORD


