
The house in Clovelly, Sydney, that Trevor Hall transformed. The renovation is below. Source: Supplied 
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How the Clovelly house looks since the extra floor, designed by Trevor Hall, was added. Source: Supplied 

TO build up or to build out: that is the question. Or at least, that's the first question that springs to mind when 
you've settled on adding a few extra rooms to your house. 

And then it hits you like a tonne of bricks: the build-up option will mean an even greater descent into renovation hell: 
opening up the roof cavity, potential underpinning of foundations, moving plumbing upstairs... And at the final lock-up 
stage (the house, not you), you know you'll be facing a scarier mortgage when it pops up online. 

But as the song goes, moving on up - as opposed to moving on out - can pay far greater dividends in the long term. For 
starters, a second storey means big savings to outdoor living space, which is being increasingly devoured by pavilion-like 
single-storey extensions. It often means a shiny new look to the front of your home (which adds to the ker-ching factor 
come sale time). And there's the nesting factor: a two-storey home can function more successfully as a cocoon (call me a 
fluffy homebody, but I've always taken great pleasure from walking upstairs to bed). 

In case you've been watching too many American sitcoms from the 1960s and '70s, second-storey additions went beyond 
the standard Cape Cod style around the time Olivia Newton-John was recording Physical. Thanks to a raft of lightweight 
new building products, houses that were once unable to take a second storey can now be fitted with at least one extra 
upstairs room.  

When a young Canberra couple briefed architect Philip Leeson that they wanted something "edgy" in a two-storey 
addition to their 1960s "ex guvvie" house (in the 1950s, '60s and '70s, the federal government knocked up huge numbers 
of conservative brick butter boxes), he took them at their word. From the streetfront, his award-winning design with 
multi-coloured pastel corrugated iron panels is either a kooky take on 1960s architecture or brilliant exercise in 
postmodernism. 

The original house had two small bedrooms facing the street, a small living area that shivered during Canberra's icy 
winters and a modest kitchen and dining room. What the extension wound up giving them is four bedrooms, two 
generous, sun-drenched living areas and views over the green parkland opposite to picturesque Mount Ainslie beyond. 

"We were able to cut through the roof line without disrupting the roof of the rest of the house and create a single new 
block of living space, which we integrated into the rest of the house," explains Leeson. "The upstairs addition enabled us 
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to reorient rooms to take advantage of the light and dramatically improve outlook and views from all rooms while also 
keeping costs down."  

Which is just as well, because the project went over budget by $100,000 (the final cost was close to $500,000). But the 
couple can console themselves that their power bills are not much higher than when their home was half its present size, 
thanks to its far higher thermal efficiency.  

Some renovators have no option but to go up when building blocks are small or cramped. Architect Trevor Hall 
transformed a simple one-bedroom gingerbread house in Sydney's Clovelly into a home with a second-storey addition 
that is a modern take on a classic style. "There was a big attic space stretching over the entire roof space of the house, but 
the head height was a pretty low 1.9m, which didn't make it that habitable," Hall says. "We toyed with the idea of 
building some new big structure to the rear of the house, but as the idea became more streamlined it turned into a series 
of extruded side dormer windows."  

The home was transformed into a four-bedroom home with bright, airy living spaces facing north to the garden and a 
cantilevered balcony. "The inner city areas of Sydney are now flooded with planning controls and it can be particularly 
hard to get two-storey additions through, which means you have to orient them perfectly to the site for cross-ventilation, 
energy efficiency, and lack of overshadow on neighbours." 

A neat final touch to the $450,000 addition are the window hoods, which shade bedrooms from the heat of the day. 
Enthuses Hall: "When you set out to design something that is functional and it winds up being a successful decorative 
element as well, you have really won the day." 

Five Questions to Ask Before You Start 
1. Check with your local council. They should be able to tell you if you're permitted to add a second storey in your 
street.
2. Are the current exterior walls cavity brick? If not, seek the advice of a structural engineer.
3. Do you intend to put a new bathroom upstairs? This is usually much more expensive than building a bathroom in a 
downstairs extension, unless you can connect the plumbing to the existing works.
4. How much of your downstairs floorplan will be lost to a new staircase? Make sure the upstairs area compensates for 
lost space
5. Are you prepared to pay at least 25 per cent more to go up rather than out? While they reduce your building 
footprint, upstairs extensions cost more.

◦
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