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Preface 

'How to Build Your Own Timber Frame House’ is a comprehensive insight 

into what it takes to plan, manage and build your own timber frame house.  

It delivers an interesting insight into every facet of the self build process based 

on the personal experiences of Tania and John (that's us) a couple from 

Buckinghamshire who decided to leave the corporate life style behind for life in the 

countryside.  

We’ve now taken all our experiences and put them into these pages you are 

reading right now. It’s the sum total of everything we learnt along the way, 

documented as if we were in front of you explaining it, right now. It’s all written from 

the heart and includes our own conclusions, backed up with the facts gleaned from 

our personal experiences, both the good AND the bad. 

Excerpts from the book include: 

 

• How to find a new build opportunity 

• How to manage your relationship with the planning and building control 

officers 

• Discover the ‘real’ cost of building your own timber frame house 

• Learn the secrets of becoming a good Project Manager and saving literally 

thousands of £’s on your build costs 

• Suggestions when considering the location and design of your new build  

• How to find reputable timber frame suppliers 

• How to manage your sub contractors, keep them happy and keep them to 

a schedule  

• Understand why it’s important to maintain a safe and tidy site 

• Find out the real cost of installing ‘Green’ technology and if it will save you 

money 

• The fun we had along the way and the pain of dealing with contractors 

… and a whole lot more besides! 
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Why do I need this ebook? 

You have (two) potential uses for this ebook; as a reference for your own build, 

or perhaps you might enjoy reading about the experiences we had along the way. 

This includes, the good and the downright painful, like the time we flooded the family 

room the night before we were due to move in! A painful experience at the time, but 

looking back it really could have been much worse. 

Each chapter builds on the previous to create a comprehensive personal account 

of how to plan, design and construct a typical timber frame house.  

Throughout the book we detail each stage with helpful tips and examples of 

how to avoid costly delays and reduce overspend, which can plague any building 

project, if not managed properly. 

As we are 'hands on' self builders you’ll also discover how deeply involved we 

were in our build and how, by taking on the project management, we were able to 

keep control of our costs and bring the project in on time and on budget. 

We’re confident you will find this book invaluable as you navigate your way 

through the maze of decisions that lie ahead.  

(Self-build) isn’t for everyone, but with careful planning and the support of your 

family and friends, you too can have the house of your dreams. So, grasp the 

nettle and give it a go … you never know, you just might enjoy it! 

We wish you every success with your project. 

Best wishes, 

John and Tania Richardson 
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Introduction 

My guess is that you’re reading this ebook because you have either been 

thinking about building your own home, or have already taken the plunge and are 

about to start your own project. 

I suspect you're not sure if you should build using traditional building 

methods or go for a more contemporary method, like a timber frame kit house. We 

faced exactly the same decision when we were considering our own build.  

In the early stages we approached various house builders and whole kit 

suppliers, but decided to go for timber frame construction mixed with traditional 

building techniques, for the following reasons. 

• We wanted a quick build (we planned to use this as a learning exercise and 

move onto our second build within a year) 

• We are both experienced DIYers and know which end of the hammer to hold 

AND which end to clout your finger with. 

• Styles have improved considerably since the early Scandinavian style (self 

build) bungalows of the 70’s and 80’s. 

• The quality of materials and the construction methods have improved vastly 

in today's timber frame builds, providing you choose a reputable supplier. 

We did explore traditional methods of construction, like block and brick, but 

found it either too expensive or didn't sit well with our philosophy to build 

responsibly and leave a legacy that we can proud of. 

Today, we live in deepest Hampshire in a beautiful house that uses the sun to 

heat the water, rain to flush the toilets with a beautiful kitchen garden that grows 

most of our fruit and vegetables. It took a lot of hard work but the end product 

certainly justifies all the effort, and you can also achieve your dream house with a lot 

of planning and the help of this ebook. 

We had always dreamt of building our own place in the country since we were 

first married, but never for one minute did we think it would one day become a 

reality. I’m not sure where the desire for the simple life came from but I'm pretty 

sure the endless repeats of The Good Life had something to do with it.* 
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My wife (Tania) and I had been working pretty much flat out over a period of 20 

years, holding down reasonable jobs and bringing up our 3 children. 

I was flogging myself into an early grave climbing the corporate ladder and 

Tania was working in the local infant school as a classroom assistant, so there was 

little time for grand ideas like building our own house, but deep down we both 

hankered for a more sustainable lifestyle.   

It was in November 2007 when we finally got round to discussing the prospect 

of building our own house.  My mother had died a year earlier and Tania's parents 

lived over 70 miles away on the borders of Wiltshire and Hampshire. With only one 

son still at home we decided there was nothing really holding us in Bucks, other than 

a few friends and lots of memories. 

Don't get me wrong, we’d worked hard renovating our 4-bed semi in Green Lane 

and we’d brought our children up there, which of course made it special, but we both 

knew we were in danger of heading for middle-aged mediocrity unless we did 

something about it.  

Looking back it was probably the best decision of our lives.  

John Richardson. 
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Why self build? 

Before we get into the actual build process, we thought we should explain how we 

managed to raise the funds by selling our old house and how we went about finding 

our building plot, including the various decisions we made along the way. 

Motivation 

The thought of being intimately involved in the design and layout of our own 

house was exciting to us. We knew if we could find the right opportunity we could 

generate a reasonable profit, providing we kept on top of the budget.  

We’d also read that a self-build could yield as much as 25% – 30% more than 

the total build cost. If we could achieve 20% then we’d be very happy!  Also you 

don’t pay VAT on materials or labour providing you can prove it is attributable to the 

build; so there’s another 17.5% saving which in the end represented over £25,000. 

Also we knew we would get a lot more for our money, as we’d planned to do a 

fair amount of the work ourselves.   

Not only could we achieve a better, more sustainable lifestyle, but we could also 

achieve a healthy profit, providing we could sell for the right price of course!   

There are always doubts with any decision, not least when you’re spending 

money, and in our case we were about to spend pretty much everything we had on 

what was no more than a pipe dream at that stage.  

Would we have the time?  

What would it do to our health? 

Would we be able to persuade the planners? 

Would the sub contractors be up to the job? 

Could we really live in a mobile home for (9) months? 

Yes, it would be fair to say we had several challenges ahead of us, but we were 
determined to make it happen. As you’ll read in the coming pages we overcame most 

of these and a lot more besides before we would be finished. 
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Decision time 

From memory it was a Friday evening after a particularly fraught week when I 

just came out with it.  "Shall we sell up and move to the country? Or better still, why 

don't we move to the country and build our own house! We felt we still had enough 

energy as we were still in our 40’s (just about), to take on a self-build.  

Ha! So we thought. 

After a short debate about the risks of leaving a comfortable existence for the 

relative unknown of the countryside, Tania agreed. I should explain that our 

(three) children were all grown up by this time and off doing their own thing.  

I'd been unhappy in my job for some time and thought redundancy might be 

around the corner. There was talk of a recession that might be the worst since the 

Second World War, so it was a definite possibility. 

Unfortunately my prediction came true in January 2008 when my new MD called 

a meeting and explained he “needed to make cost savings” and as “one of the best-

paid employees in the company he really had no choice” yada … yada …  

Fortunately for us I was entitled to (3) months paid ‘garden leave’ (basically 

what the corporate world call your redundancy period). 

I was really quite worried at the time, but redundancy helped me to focus on our 

future. It also meant I would be paid for a further (3) months for basically … doing 

nothing. Every cloud has a silver lining as they say! 

At long last I was able to concentrate ALL my efforts on getting the project off 

the ground. 

We need a plan 

Before any of the dream could become a reality we needed a plan, I needed to 

raise funds, not only to secure the purchase of the plot, but also to build a new (eco) 

friendly house that we could be proud of. 
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Although I may have forgotten some of the detail, the sale of Green Lane and 

the purchase of Peach Grove went like this: 

o I purchased the plot in Hampshire while we were still living in the property at 

Green Lane. (Essentially we were supporting two mortgages for a period of 3 

months, throughout the formal planning period) 

o Secured a loan of £25k for a period of 1 month, as a deposit on the new plot. 

o Met with the local chief planner and put our initial ideas on the table so I 

could be confident we would be able to build, before committing any money 

to the project. 

o Agreed a purchase price of £320,000 for the bungalow and associated land. 

(Approximately 2/3 of an acre in total) 

o Bought a mobile home for £2,500, which would be our accommodation for 

the duration of the build. 

o Met with Potton the timber frame manufacturers Ltd and placed an order for 

a 4-bedroom Gransden timber frame structure.  

o Instructed an Architect who prepared all the formal working drawings, 

Planning Permissions and associated Building Control Applications. 

o Sold Green Lane and moved anything that we wouldn’t need to survive in the 

mobile home, into store.  

o Moved into the in-laws house as they were in South Africa and the weather 

turned really cold, and it began to snow heavily and we didn’t much fancy 

the mobile home as the night time temperatures dipped to 11 degreed 

below.  

How we found Blackbirds 

We started looking for a plot. We tried all the usual suspects, Plotfinder, the Web 

etc. Also registered with various estate agents across Dorset, Wiltshire and Devon.  
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We had discussed moving to Devon for a while, but after visiting one 

development opportunity in Buckfastleigh we realised Devon was a very long way 

from anywhere; most especially London, which is where most of my work was 

located. 

Clearly if we were seriously considering going so far I would have to 

contemplate forgetting working in London and becoming a member of the rural 

economy. Unfortunately any plans for an organic enterprise were still on the drawing 

board. 

Tania’s parents had found a bungalow sitting on about ¾ acre of land. We had 

nothing to lose so headed down to rural Hampshire and meet the agent on site. We 

were pleasantly surprised, and the agent was confident we would be bale to 

demolish the bungalow and build a sizeable property in its place. 

We decided we would go for it, and so instructed the local estate agent to start 

marketing our property. Managed to constrain them to a 1.5% commission rate and 

agreed a further discount of the total VAT bill on sale of the property. It’s always 

worth asking for as much as you can, they can always say no. 

First viewings on the house today and the first couple through the door put in an 

offer at the full asking price. We accepted and everything was smelling of roses! So 

we thought, a week later they came back for a second viewing and decided they 

didn’t really want it. Grrrr….. 

The second couple that viewed the house offered the full asking price and we 

agreed to sell. Three weeks later they also dropped out, as they were unsure if they 

had sold their place. We were nervous at this news, so decided to pull out ourselves 

and put the house back on the market. 

A couple that lived around the corner from the house approached us and asked if 

they could look around. They wanted it all along,  but hadn’t sold their own place and 

so didn’t think we would be interested.  

We agreed to put the sale on hold for a further (2) weeks, by which time if they 

had sold their house they could have it.  Good news is they did sell their house and 

we concluded the sale at the end of March 2008. We had to drop the price by £5k so 

we notified the seller of the plot in Hampshire and they did the same, which kept the 

deal alive.  
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The SOLD sign went up on the 18th March 2008. 

The National Homebuilding show 

Every (self-builder) should take a visit to the National Home Building show in 

Swindon. It’s the best place to see everything relating to the process of building your 

own home.  

You will find timber frame manufacturers, heating specialists, roofing experts, 

eco suppliers and the odd celebrity. Tommy Walsh was making an appearance the 

day we went. 

There are also mortgage companies selling accelerator mortgages and all 

manner of financial services. We went for an accelerator mortgage, which essentially 

means the funds are provided as stage payments on completion of each nominated 

phase of the build. In our example the mortgage company proposed the stages as 

follows: 

 

Stage 1 – Complete to foundations 

Stage 2 – To erect kit 

Stage 3 – To achieve wind and water tight 

Stage 4 – To complete first fix and external rendering 

Stage 5 – To complete the property 

 


