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Symphony  
    in straw bale

14

We don’t do things by halves,” laughs Marci 
Lutken-Rudd when asked about her dream 

home. “We wanted a home that connects us to 
the earth, a home that confirms our passion for 
and commitment to the environment.” Marci and 
her husband, singer-songwriter and didgeridoo 
virtuoso Xavier Rudd, chose to build a completely 
autonomous home complete with an off-the-grid 
solar power system, 40,000 litres of water storage, 
straw bale walls, and solar hydronic water and 
space heating. 

Although less than 100 kilometres from 
Melbourne, their five acres of bush along the Surf 

Coast is a world away from the hustle and bustle 
of city life. “Xavier and I can be on the road for up 
to six months a year. We wanted our home to be an 
antidote to the frenetic pace of touring, and a place 
where we could raise our children with a working 
knowledge of sustainability. One of our son’s jobs 
is to go through the house each night turning off 
appliances at the wall.”

Xavier had a personal history with the area and 
the site in particular. As a boy he’d grown up in the 
area and with his family he’d camped by the creek 
near the spot where they would eventually build 
their home. “The house is built on Wathaurong Xavier Rudd’s Surf Coast haven

By Verity Campbell

The house is clad 
with silvertop 

ash, a bushfire 
resistant timber
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 Xavier and I can be on the road for up to six months a year. 
       We wanted our home to be an antidote to the frenetic pace of touring  
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Select    
    salvage

Try to picture a house built on a shoestring budget 
using mostly second-hand materials sourced 

from a demolition. You’re probably conjuring a 
rambling structure with a hodgepodge of materials. 
Au contraire. This professionally designed house is 
built largely from reclaimed materials, but it cuts 
no corners in terms of style and comfort.

Kir Larwill and her brother Sid are close. Sid 
and his family were looking to buy a property in 
Castlemaine, one of Victoria’s former gold mining 
towns. Kir was also looking for a new home, so 
Sid and Kir decided that they’d buy a block with 
enough space to build a modest house down the 

back for Kir and her young son. The family found 
a site within walking distance of the town centre, 
and Sid took on the role of project managing the 
construction of Kir’s place.

Given Kir’s restricted budget, she was planning 
to buy a kit house until her friends Kim and Jeremy 
offered the materials from their partial home 
demolition in Melbourne. (Sanctuary 3 profiled 
their extension, by Zen Architects.)

The Larwills contacted Robyn Gibson and Paul 
Hassall of Castlemaine firm Lifehouse Design. 
Robyn and Paul welcomed Kir’s brief to design a 
house to her budget using reclaimed materials. 

Two homes share 
the low-maintenance 

garden, watered by 
a 7100L water tank

A Melbourne demolition is revived in rural Victoria
By Fiona Negrin
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Think local,  
     act global

32

In little Woombye (pop 2094) on the Sunshine 
Coast hinterland, Queenslanders Norm and Betty 

Morwood concluded their search for the perfect 
site for their sustainable rural home. Ticking all the 
Morwoods’ boxes, it faces north, is on the top of a 
hill and is only a 10-minute walk to a train station 
(and the pub).

Designed by Brisbane architect Neville Kurth 
of Sustainable Buildings, and constructed by the 
Morwoods’ builder son Tony, the Morwoods’ home 
is funky and modern with an angular roof and 
minimalist colours. It’s a home you might pass and 
think, “that looks pretty cool”. But this house is a lot 

more than just eye candy.
Neville’s design, over a single level, is perched 

in the elbow of a slope that was once part of a 
pineapple farm and falls away to a creek and small 
forest at the bottom of the hill. The home is wide 
along the slope, but only really one room deep. 
Almost the entire home is open to indirect sunlight 
and fabulous views of trees and rolling hills.

On entering the house you are immediately 
struck by the fabulous views. In only a few steps 
you cross the living area and are on the huge 
veranda that runs along almost the entire length 
of the house. Open to the living area and kitchen, 

 The stunning rammed earth wall that runs along the southern entry side 
of the home utilises the dramatic red dirt in the area 

Native plantings and local building materials 
are the keys to this sustainable house
by Danielle Dunsmore
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Warmed by  
 the sun

The beautiful village of Coningham, just south of 
Hobart, is a domain of rolling green hills and 

eucalypt forests set on the wide sweep of North 
West Bay. It’s blissful and sun-soaked – the kind 
of place where coming home must feel like a quiet 
waterside holiday.

When a 4.3 hectare waterside block of land came 
up for sale a group of like-minded Coningham 
residents jumped at the chance to buy the acreage to 
protect the area’s character. Says Arko Lucieer, one 
of the purchasers, “A developer was proposing to 
subdivide the block into 26 house and land parcels.” 
Arko and his fellow residents had other ideas.

Punctuating the sweeping green pastureland 
of what was once a micro-sized farm are now 
just five houses built on sustainability principles, 
using natural materials like straw bale, stone 
and rammed earth. There are no fences between 
the houses and each household has equal access 
to 6000 square metres of common land that goes 
right down to the beach and includes a pretty reed-
fringed dam and plenty of trees.

One of the new homes here is the rammed earth 
house of Arko and his wife Vanessa. “We’d seen 
mud brick and liked the organic qualities of that, 
and then we saw how rammed earth could be used 

A rammed earth beauty in 
Tasmania’s gorgeous south
By Gabi Mocatta

Large eaves over 
equally large 
double-glazed 
windows are not 
only architecturally 
striking but provide 
light, views and 
year-round comfort
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Rebirth of an icon
 The Queenslander reimagined  By Michael Day

50

When Mark Thomson, himself a proud 

Queenslander, bought into the vernacular 

building form a couple of years back it would have 

been unthinkable for him not to have preserved it.

But moving from a purpose-built sustainable 

house on Brisbane’s outskirts to a 0.5-star rated 

existing house in an established suburb was never 

going to be an easy transition.

The Queenslander form is iconic and in many 

ways climatically appropriate, but as with most 

old buildings this old digs could do with a  

sustainability makeover.

“The real challenge with Queenslanders is trying 

to maintain the original construction form,” explains 

Mark. And he should know. “I’ve been working in 

sustainable design for the past 15 years, and this 

renovation was a great opportunity to put a lot of my 

ideas into practice.”

Beside being an architect, Mark’s other 

professional hat is as President of the Australian 

Green Development Forum, which brings together 

the building and development industries and the 

sustainability lobby. He is also the author of a book, 

The Environmental Brief: Pathways For Green 
Design, published by Routledge Architecture.

With his own home, Mark’s challenge was to 
retain the heritage value of his building, keeping it 
in sympathy with its surrounds, while at the same 
time improving its environmental performance.

“Queenslanders are generally timber, so we’ve 
maintained that and not used any plasterboard 
throughout the new work. From the outside it looks 
fairly conventional, but on the inside we have added 
thermal mass in a way that is not conventional for 
old Queenslanders.”

Add insulation and clever strategies for bringing 
in ventilation and light, and you have a period-style 
house whose liveability has moved from 0.5 stars 
to five stars.

 Any timber that is not   
      recycled has been  

              sustainably sourced 
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One of the challenges with renovating a 
Queenslander is bringing light into it. The central 
rooms of a traditional Queenslander can be gloomy 
places. “Queenslanders are known for being quite 
dark inside,” agrees Mark, “so with skylights we’ve 
brought light into the house.” In the new addition 
Mark has gone one better. “We’ve used light shelves 
to bounce light onto the ceiling, which means in the 
daytime we don’t need to turn lights on.”

Cross ventilation was dramatically improved in 
the old house by opening up the previously closed-
in verandas “to get those prevailing north-easterlies 
flowing through the house.

“High ceilings and ceiling fans mean that even 

on those really hot, humid days we get good airflow 
through the rooms.”

High-level louvred windows in the new addition 
further increase ventilation while optimising 
natural light.

The project afforded another opportunity to 
redress another failing of the old Queenslander 
design. “The old Queenslanders were really cold 
in winter.” The lightweight construction style 
meant that heat from inside the house always 
escaped to the outside. “What we’ve done in the 
new extension is introduce some thermal mass – 
suspended concrete floors and split-face concrete 
block walls. It really helps retain the heat in winter 

and keep the cool in summer.”

splitface	concrete	blocks

A splitface concrete block is a decorative  
or architectural block that has a rough, 
stone-like texture created by splitting the 
block during production. The look is rock-
faced masonry (see picture p54). It has good 
thermal mass and low embodied energy.

As someone long familiar with lightweight 
construction styles, the difference that thermal 
mass can make in the semi-tropical Queensland 
climate came as a revelation. “It’s quite amazing. 

 We’ve experienced
four or five degrees 

temperature difference 
between the areas with 

thermal mass and the areas 
with more lightweight  

construction 
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AFS/01-31-38

Boral Timber is proud to have achieved full AFS Chain of 
Custody certification for its hardwood products.

Chain of Custody certification means that hardwood products from 
Boral Timber can be trusted as sustainably and legally sourced 
and produced. Each link in the Boral Timber process has met or 
exceeded the stringent standards required by the Chain of Custody 
Standard AS 4707-2006.

Architects, specifiers and builders can confidently specify and use 
Boral Timber hardwood products on projects that require certified 
timber, knowing that AFS is the only forest certification scheme with 
an Australian Standard AS 4708-2007.

Boral Plywood and Sawmiller Exports products also hold the AFS 
Chain of Custody certification.

For more information 

National free call 1800 818 317
Email timberspec@boral.com.au or
visit www.boral.com.au/timber

building a
sustainable future
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A beautiful 
marriage of green 
technologies and 
sublime design 
by Judy Friedlander

74

Engineers, as Graeme Jessup proves, can 
also be ardent environmentalists. And what 

a combination it is. His background working 
for the NSW government’s Sustainable Energy 
Development Authority has enabled Graeme to 
understand and apply cutting-edge sustainable 
technologies in his own home.

Graeme and his partner Barbara Elkan worked 
closely with architect John Choi of Choi Ropiha 
Architects to design their house, located in the 
northern Sydney beachside suburb of Mona Vale.

“We wanted a house that was dropped into the 
environment, which features native timbers and a 
garden that grows up to meet the structure,” she 

says. “John, our architect, understood this and has 
succeeded in helping us design a natural house 
that blends into the landscape.”

Technologically, the home’s piece de resistance 
is its solar hydronic heating system. The system 
involves evacuated tube solar collectors on the 
roof heating water which runs through pipes 
embedded in the concrete slab floor. Graeme’s 
intention with the system was “to show how a 
modern home can be both a joy to live in and have 
minimal impact on our environmental footprint”.

Graeme says, “We expect the hydronic heating 
to supply about 50 per cent of our space heating 
needs. On cold winter nights we will need to 

Tomorrow   
 house

The south-facing living 
room features sea views 
so a deck and extensive 

glazing were unavoidable, 
but solar hydronic 

heating and clerestory
windows help offset the 
problematic orientation
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Bathroom exterior: 
louvred windows 

are positioned 
to provide good 

cross ventilation

The two 
bathrooms 

are fed 
entirely by 
tank water

With the whole house connected to a 15,000-litre 
rainwater tank and pump, “we shower using 
our own rainwater and heat from the sun,” says 
Graeme. “The water lathers beautifully – what 
more could you want?”

“On the deck we can sit in the sun listening to 
our solar-powered waterfall as it cascades down 
the slope in the landscaped native garden.”

A year’s measurements determined that the 
tanks contributed 99 per cent of the home’s water 
needs.

Domestic hot water is provided by a conventional 
solar hot water installation using an instantaneous 

gas water heater to bring the water up to the 
required temperature on less sunny days. Graeme 
and Barbara usually have the gas heater switched 
off in the summer.

Cooling in the house is provided by a well-
designed air flow and ventilation system 
comprising of generous openings on all four 
sides of the house, high-level clerestory windows 
to enable the escape of warm air and induce 
airflow at times of no wind. The only active system 
comprises seven reversible ceiling-mounted fans.

General lighting is provided by efficient compact 
fluorescent lights and localised reading lights avoid 

the need for a high level of general background 
lighting.

Audio and TV appliances in the lounge are 
connected to a separate power circuit so a single 
switch can ensure they are completely turned off 
when not in use. This helps to minimise standby 
energy use.

Barbara Elkan says the concept she and Graeme 
visualised has been realised in this superbly 
designed but “natural” house. 
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Batchelor 
pad The $178,000 

house that looks a 
million bucks
by Rachael Bernstone

When Darryl Butler and Graeme Cheater did 
the rounds of architects in Darwin to discuss 

their plans for a low-budget house, they could find 
only one who was willing to take them on. It had 
everything to do with the budget: $150,000 to build 
a new house in Batchelor, 100km south of the city.

It was at the offices of the Architects Studio 
where a previously unknown local connection 
sealed the deal. Architect and heritage consultant 
Peter Fletcher had a photograph of the Wesleyan 
Methodist church on his office wall. Built in 1897, 
and one of Darwin’s oldest surviving buildings, the 
church was restored and moved to the city’s Botanic 

Gardens in 2000. “See that baby in the photograph, 
that’s me,” said Graeme to his surprised partner 
and the architect. Graeme’s father, a builder, had 
worked on the church many years previously.

Having appointed Peter as their architect, Darryl 
and Graeme suggested he could help them convert 
a shed into their new residence. When that proved 
too costly, Peter offered to design a back-to-basics 
home to suit their lifestyle, influenced by the 
historic church and early Territory homesteads. 
These pioneer structures were built with steel 
frames to resist termites, corrugated steel walls 
and roofs, which were easy to transport, and wide 

overhangs and shutters to keep the sun out and let 
breezes in. 

“In the 19th century, houses were built by lay 
people, not builders or architects, who came up 
with ideas because of the extremes of climate 
here, and they lived reasonably comfortably in what 

Shade from the 
surrounding 

garden helps 
keep the house 
cool year round

advantages	of	steel	in	top	end	construction
Termite-proof, minimal heat retention, allows 
single-skin construction and minimal use of  
other materials (plaster, glass, paint etc).  
Extensive local steel fabrication expertise. Light 
weight of materials minimises transportation 
costs and site disruption.
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The house features 
timber decking 
and covered 
transitional 
spaces that blur 
the lines between 
inside and out




