
47 Click here for more Case Studies from  SELFBUILD
& DESIGN

F looding precautions and planning battles did 
not deter Faye and Tony Arnese from taking 
on a challenging restoration and extension 
project to a former river signal station in Bristol. 
The couple had never previously tackled any 

building work and knew that the property required 
major alterations, but were determined to create a 
unique home in a waterside setting. “It was definitely 
the most stressful thing I’ve ever done,” admits Tony, a 
TV presenter, reporter and producer for BBC News. 

“Faye was literally the girl next door and after 
meeting in 2010 we married two years later. Our flat 
overlooked the Downs in Bristol but we wanted to 
find a project which we could make our own and I 
was away skiing when Faye first sent me the property 
details saying she’d found the perfect house.”

The quirky building has a three-metre diameter 
tower and is situated in a fantastic location, with 
uninterrupted river views. It appealed to the couple 
but also posed a huge challenge. “We didn’t want a 
suburban home in a street of identical houses but we 
knew there was a chance we wouldn’t be able to expand 
the signal station, so we took a gamble,” explains Tony.

EXTERIOR
The house has been refurbished 
and extended to create an energy-
efficient four-bedroom home on the 
banks of the River Avon, with a new 
glazed balcony above the front door.

IN BRIEF
PROJECT Extension 

and remodel
LOCATION Bristol
COST £250,000+
SPENT £300,000
WORTH £1.2m+

The property was owned by Bristol City Council, who 
invited sealed bids above £250,000 for the building. Tony 
has a degree in housing and surveying which proved 
useful, as he undertook research and put together 
a valuation, ultimately making the winning bid. 

“Our architect completed a search and said that 
the property didn’t exist on planning records, but 

A tale of the
riverbank

Faye and Tony Arnese have extended a former signal station 
beside Bristol’s River Avon, using insulated concrete formwork.
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we think the original building dates back to the 
1950s – although it definitely has an Art Deco feel 
with the curved lookout tower,” says Faye. “There 
would have been equipment in the tower, which had 
its own entrance and staircase, while the attached 
brick house had a separate entrance and stairs.”

The tower would once have served to signal boats 
coming in and out on the River Avon, which has a tidal 
range of 15 metres – the second highest in the world. 

Inefficient night storage heaters had been installed 
in the house, which had a sitting room and kitchen 
on the ground floor, with three bedrooms and a 
bathroom upstairs. “We were determined to create 
a green and energy-efficient home,” says Tony. “The 
wiring had been surface-mounted, so this all needed 
to be chased into the walls, generating a horrendous 
amount of dust. We stayed living there throughout most 
of the work and drew up plans for a new extension 
to modernise and increase the living space.”

Although the property is not listed, it is a building 
of local significance, which meant that the planning 
process was far from straightforward. In addition, Sea 
Mills was once the site of a Roman settlement, known 
as Portus Abonae, and an archaeological watching 
brief was required which unearthed Roman remains, 
including pottery, although nothing of significance. 
Shallow raft foundations were necessary for the 
extension to avoid excessive site disturbance.

An architect friend worked with the couple to 
design a sympathetic two-storey addition to the 
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“We were determined to create a green and energy-efficient home.”

THE BUILD
The new 
extension is 
clad in anodised 
aluminium, with 
a fibreglass roof. 

FLOOD 
DEFENCE
A substantial 
flood defence 
wall has been 
constructed 
from steel and 
concrete, and 
a detached 
boathouse 
was also built in 
Beco Wallform. 

Extending the house and 
incorporating the tower have 
created a spacious detached 

property with an open-plan living/
dining area on the ground floor, 

kitchen,  utility, pool room, WC and 
curved stairwell. Upstairs, there are 
four bedrooms, a family bathroom, 
master en suite and dressing room.

FLOORPLAN

FIRST FLOORGROUND FLOOR
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existing rectangular house. Tony and Faye also 
decided to make the tower accessible from inside 
the house for the first time by knocking through 
on both floors where the two buildings meet. 

“We loved the tower and wanted to pay tribute 
to this with a smaller semi-circular stairwell at 
the back of the structure,” says Faye. “The council 
rejected a few designs and steered us in the right 
direction, so that it still looks like the original building 
from the river, with the extension to the rear.”

The new layout, incorporating the tower and extension, 
totals 234 sqm – almost doubling the size of the original 
120 sqm brick house. A kitchen, hallway, pool room, utility 
and WC have been added, with a fourth bedroom and 
family bathroom above. The master bedroom includes 
a walk-in wardrobe with access onto the balcony.

When the existing interiors were stripped out 
and some partition walls removed, the extension 

could be constructed, with the architect suggesting 
building the new elements in Beco Wallform. He was 
concerned that limited access by the river could make 
heavier materials difficult to transport to the site. 
The planners also requested that the new structure 
should not be built using matching bricks, to ensure 
it is distinguishable from the existing house.

Beco pioneered the building system in the UK known 
as insulated concrete formwork (ICF), where large 
interlocking blocks of expanded polystyrene form a 
hollow wall structure into which concrete is pumped to 
produce a strong, highly insulated building. “We’d never 
heard of the product before, but when we realised how 
quickly the walls could be built, and how highly insulated 
they would be, we were keen to go ahead,” says Tony. 

“Our plot has stunning views but is in an exposed 
location, which means we can experience strong 

KITCHEN/
DINER 
The three-
metre diameter 
tower has been 
integrated 
into the main 
house to create 
a dining area 
on the ground 
floor, opening 
off from the 
kitchen/diner. 
The former 
kitchen is now 
a dining area 
featuring four-
metre-wide 
bifold doors 
overlooking 
the river. 

PROJECT  
Architect Logic Construction 

Project Services Ltd: 
logiccps.co.uk

STRUCTURE
Insulated concrete 

formwork Beco Wallform: 
becowallform.co.uk

Brick cream Stormdry: 
stormdry.com

Fibreglass roof Roofing 
Company Bristol: 
roofingcompany

bristolltd.co.uk
Staircase MDB Stairways 

and Joinery: 
mdb-stairways.co.uk

Render K-Rend: k-rend.co.uk

FIXTURES & FITTINGS
Kitchen, flooring 

Wickes: wickes.co.uk
Worktops Avon Marble: 

avonmarble.co.uk
Appliances Neff: 
neff-home.com

Air source heat pump 
Almondsbury Ecoheat Ltd: 
almondsburyecoheat.co.uk

Solar panels 
Paul O’Brien Solar 

Installations (SW) Ltd: 
0117 953 3234

Underfloor heating 
Polypipe: polypipe.com

IN DETAIL
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“We loved the tower and 
wanted to pay tribute to 
this with a smaller semi-
circular stairwell at the 
back of the structure.” 

HOMES EXTENSION & REMODEL

ROOF LIGHT 
AND STAIRS
The new 
stairwell and 
landing in the 
ICF extension 
are lit from 
above by a 
long roof light.

winds and heavy rain, so it was rewarding to see 
the extension built in under six months and clad in 
anodised aluminium sheeting, which looks great and 
has a long life expectancy. We also built a boathouse 
to one side of the house using Beco Wallform.”

Faye and Tony decided to employ subcontractors 
and a project manager, sourcing a structural 
engineer and roofer themselves. Faye’s father, 
who had completed building work on his own 
house, was also heavily involved throughout, taking 
over as project manager in the later stages.

A new steel and concrete flood-retaining wall 
was required, which was inspired by steps the 
couple had seen at Lake Como in Italy. “The wall 
was a precautionary measure so that we are 
protected against flooding,” explains Tony.

Light was a priority inside the house, and four-
metre-wide bifold doors were installed, together with 
new window openings on every side. “The existing 
white uPVC windows had been put in by the council, 
which ironically then told us to replace them,” Tony 
continues. “It hadn’t been part of our budget plan, but 
they would have looked so odd beside our new grey 
aluminium doors and windows, so we found the money.”

The existing brick walls have been coated in 
Stormdry, a masonry cream which protects against 
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penetrating damp, and the cavity was filled with 
insulation. “When we bought the house, it was rated F 
(24) on the energy performance certificate, but once 
we’d finished the work this was improved to C (71), 
which was an impressive difference,” Faye explains. 

Before renovation, the tower was not an integral part 
of the main building and was uninhabitable and in a poor 
state of repair, with cracked render, which has been 
replaced with insulated external render. The couple 
blocked up the old entrance, removed the staircase and 
created a dining room on the ground floor and circular 
snug upstairs, with double-glazed windows installed 
which are faceted to follow the curved structure.

“It really is unique…we 
feel exceptionally lucky 
every day we are here.”

UPSTAIRS
Faye’s parents 
gave the 
couple the 
free-standing 
roll-top bath. 
This has been 
positioned 
below three 
slot windows 
in the new 
extension, 
which exactly 
mirror three 
slot windows 
that were in 
the original 
building.
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“Every day we enjoy incredible sunsets 
and watch passing boats and wildlife.” 

“It was stressful making so many decisions, as 
we were keen to get everything right,” recalls Tony. 
“Internally, we’ve kept the fit-out quite minimal 
and Scandinavian to create a greater feeling of 
space, which is open plan with simple lines.”

Laminate flooring was laid over the underfloor 
heating and a white Italian kitchen is teamed with 
black quartz worktops. “We added things as we could 
afford them and still have plans, but we needed to 
stick to our budget,” says Faye, whose parents gifted 
a Victorian cast iron bath they had been storing for 
25 years, which took four people to carry upstairs. 
Faye’s dad and uncle also undertook a huge amount 
of the hands-on work, including installing the 
underfloor heating, flooring, kitchen, and bathrooms. 

Solar panels have been fitted onto the original 
flat roof, which benefit from the Feed-in Tariff, 
while an air source heat pump reduces heating 
and hot water bills even further, thanks to the 
Renewable Heat Incentive scheme, all resulting 
in annual energy bills well below £1,000.

“Our view of the river had been partly obscured but 
once the garden was cleared and levelled, we could 
fully appreciate the amazing outlook,” says Tony.

 “Every day we enjoy incredible sunsets and watch 
passing boats and wildlife. People often wave from 
the other bank of the river, and our house is always 
being photographed. It really is unique, and we 
doubt we’d ever sell – it’s just too special, and we 
feel exceptionally lucky every day we are here.”
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What was the high point 
of the project?

Seeing how quickly the Beco 
Wallform was being built and 

enjoying the view of the river once 
our plot had been cleared.

…and the low point?
The dust produced when the 
wiring was chased into walls.

Your best buy? 
Our bifold doors make the living 
area look huge when they open 

onto the patio in summer.

Biggest extravagance?
Replacing the existing uPVC 

double glazing with aluminium 
doors and windows to match.

Any tips for other selfbuilders?
Build the best possible house you 
can within your budget – if you get 
the fundamentals right you won’t 

look back with regret. Projects 
tend to drag on, so set a definite 

end date, because the sooner 
you can create your dream home 
the longer you’ll have to live in it.

FINAL WORD

https://www.selfbuildanddesign.com/casestudies

