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This futuristic house
in Suffolk dares to
be different. Is it
the shape of rural
piles to come, asks
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Diesplie all thiz, 1t was: tough! 10 get
planning permission, which is probabiy

why new Enghish country houses,
especially modermnin ones ke s, gor
buile 50 rarely. For Sara Low, who com-
msisshaned it the project was a kabour of
love — and an epic (st of palience

Low, who worked as a jowmalise and
agent, as well as in televiston, develo
the biilding with Paulo Mano and Panl
Achand of Paal + 0 Architects. a London
practice. Sadiy, she died in the summer,
aged 70, having Bved in the howse for
less thisn  year, Her two sorns, Tol Se
and Nat, 35, have taken the di
decision 1o sell, and have pait the hmy;
on the market for £2.75m.

I Hﬂmm-md her architects 18
months ago, when bullding was well
under-way. | macke a number of vists to
the house, interviewing Low, Marm
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could not be seéen from a public road
or by any nelghbouring houses. The
initial response of the local planners was
less than encouraging — she was told
she would never get permission, and 1o
save her money.

“All my ke, | had lived in old period
houses,” she told me one sunny day in
May, over coffee at her dining lable,
booking out across the woods. “1 was
living in this stunningly beautiful house
nearby, but it was rather big for one
ageing widow. | decided that the thing
o do was 1o sell that house. Because |
owned the wood, which is fantastic, |
wanted to build something there — a
wonderful modern house.”

At a dinner party in 2002, Low found
herself wlking 10 Gummer and 10 the
architect Michael Hopkins, who has a
weekend home in Suffolk. Hopkins
designed Porcullis House, the parlia-
mentary building near the Houses of
Parliament, as well as the Glyndebourne
opera house, Gummer explained the
PPGT clause, while both encouraged
Low 10 push ahead with her dream.
A few weeks later, she was introduced
to Mano and Acland by a murual friend,
Trevor Pickett, the founder of Picken's
huxury goods, and the creative colla-
boration began.

“It's really entirely thanks to Paul and
Paulo, and theif incredible hard work,
that we got planning permission,” Low
tofd me at the time. “john Gummer got
behind it becauss there wasn't a single
PPGT house in Suffolk, and because
he loved the house. Michael Hopkins
also wrote a wonderfil letter 10 the
planners. There was so much amaring
support for this modemn bullding on a
greenficid site. It's sill the only one
in Suffolk ™

The two-storey, seven-bed house —
with banks of glass framing the views
and a serles of terraces maximising con-
niections besween inside and out — was
carefully positioned in the woods 1o take

d of sight lines along avenues
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carved out of the trees. Its bald, sculpted
form is softened by landscaping.

“We put forward strong arguments
to the planning comminee, and commis-
sioned a historian 10 do extensive
survey of country houses in Suffolk,”
Mano recalls, “The conclusion was that,
historically, many country houses have
been restored and few replaced. IF it
wasn'l for a forward-thinking plan-
ning committes, it might have been a
different story.

“It was also about building something
approprime o Suffalk in serms of
materials — such as the fiint and render
= a5 well as the colour, texture and light.
We thought carefully abow framing the
views and bringing light into the house
ar all tmes of day. Sara was brave in
giving us the go-ahead on quite a rudi-
mentary model, and in choosing the
boldest and most modern bdeas that we
presented to her.”

environment secratary, dl\ew up
Planning Policy Guidaline 7 (PPGT).
It allowed for one-off housesito be
Built in the countryside as ionq as
they ware “truly outstanding

terms of architecture anﬂ meapa
design, and would significanthy
anhance [thair] unmau.ala svlung

the system under PPGT, partly
of the long, drawn-out
but

&Modernist houses
are rare in rural
Suffolk, so building
her own was the
obvious — if rather
bold — solution?

Thosa designs that did get through
tended to ba modorn g of

Sara Low, above, whose determination and passion for modern architecture led to the building of Wilderness House. Full-height sliding glass doors in the fiving room, above right, make the most of scenic views

Early on, Low made a modest wish
list for the house. It included an open-
plan kitchen and dining area, a painting
studio, a double-height lbrary (whese
she tended to base herselfl when alone),
and seven bedrooms with six bath-
rooms. At the heart of the house is a
large sitting room, 50ft long, with a
sertes of sliding glass doors opening out
onto the terraces and the landscape.
Low planned the house with not just
hersell In mind, but her sons and their
families, including her four young
grandchildren.

Planning permission was secured in
aummn 2003, although work didn't
start on bullding the house untl May
2005. Low sold her former home to
finance the build, then rented a cottage
in the village, The project was also
delayed by the ecological surveys that
were conducted on the site, and by
the discovery of great crested newts

“the highest standards in

period styles.

Of the proposed country houses
featured in a Royal Institute of
British Architects exhibition called
The New English Country Houss,
back in 2003, the majority wera
pastiche houses. Ultimately, few
contemporary designs madea

it through the systam.

That afl changed in 2004, After
heated debate between neoclassical
and modermist architects, PPGT
was revised. i became PPST

¥ :
The modemisis had won the

argumant. Since than, there has
been a modest ncrease in now
schemes, with architects such as
Failden Clegg Bradiey, Asdas
and MKA, Archit

in the woods — it took six months to
relocate them,

Gradually, the house started to come
together. Ralsed on a large plinth, faced
with local knapped flint, it has a strong
geametric form that pushes outwarnds
into the woods, almost becoming a part
of its setting. The terraces and balconies
offer amazing vlews from varlous
aspects of the house. A swimming pool
is tucked away to one side of the 35-acre
plot. Ulimately, Low spent £1.5m
creating Wilderness House.

1t ks an extraordinary combination of
natural materials and high-tech engi-
neering. As the landscaping around the
house seitles in, the angular form is
being gradually softened, intentionally,
by the plaming and greenery.

“Sara was a famastic client, putting
her faith in us and trusting us implic-
iy, Marto says. "It was her idea to
baild a contemporary house, having
been inspired by an exhibition on the
work of Mics van der Rohe in Berlin,
shortly before we met her. She really
believed in patronksing the ans, whether
it be music, art or architecture.”

Toby believes the honse says a lot
about his late mother, *It is uncompro-
mising on the outside, yet warm and
wedcoming on the Inside,” he says. “The
achievement of getting the house built
says a lot about her determination and
c She was keen thar her house
would be 2lst-century g
country  house

planning permission far more
radical new designs.

Building a enunlry: house that

0t nec-Georgean still isn't o

walk In the park, but it has at least
become a lithe easier, Nor is it
impossible any more to imagine

nature of most Polficy g the whole idea of the
algo because of the hostility of which ﬂm for one-off country English country home, and
marny kocal planners 1o bullding houses If they are “truly cutstanding revitalising the tradition with

such homes on greenfield sites.

and groundbreaking”, and reflect

Innovative new designs.

For mave pletures of
Wilderness House, visit
timesonline co.uk/propery




