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Left & right: Siberian 
larch cladding and  
a smooth coat of 
pewter grey render  
form a contemporary 
partnership on the front 
facade of the house

Top: The building was 
once used as a church 
hall, a nursery and, in 
recent years, a picture 
framers and art gallery

Above: When Christine 
decided to convert the 
front of the building into 
her home, the space 
consisted of one large 
hall, complete with drop 
ceiling tiles, and a series 
of small rooms for the 
kitchen and toilets

Left: Christine got 
hands on with the 
project, scorching  
all the larch cladding 
with a blowtorch

When Christine Hamilton was mulling over  
the idea of renovating a family-owned former 
church hall in her hometown of Kelso in the 
Scottish Borders, her initial thought was to 

reroof and update the property so she could rent it out for extra 
income. But her plans soon changed into a full conversion project. 

“My family bought the church hall over 25 years ago as a location 
for our children’s nursery business,” says Christine. Since moving 
premises 10 years ago, the property was leased out as an art gallery 
and framing studio. “I always loved the building. So, I began to 
think about giving it a new lease of life,” she says. 

Initially, Christine considered splitting the property in two, 
creating a large family home for her parents at the back of the  
long building, with a smaller separate house at the front. “At the 
time, my mum and dad weren’t quite ready to move into town  
and I couldn’t finance the whole thing myself,” says Christine.  
She decided to scale the project back and started investigating  
the options for developing just the street-facing portion of the  
hall into a compact family home, while retaining a commercial 
element in the form of a storage and office space at the back.

Design details
It was seeing a modern property designed by local architects, 
Chambers McMillan, called Ramp House, that inspired Christine 
to take on the ambitious conversion project. So she approached 

architect Ian McMillan and design director 
Thea McMillan to come up with a design 
for her conversion. “I was keen to retain  
as much of the original structure and 
character of the church hall as possible,  
yet also have an accessible house,” says 
Christine. “At the time I lived in a converted 
hospital in Edinburgh, where my gran once 
worked, so I love a building with a history, 
connections to family and a story to tell.” 

Christine discussed her ideas with Thea 
and Ian, and they worked out what would 
fit in the space. One of the main challenges 
the designers faced was a lack of outdoor 
space. “Following our initial discussion 
with Christine it was apparent we needed 
to get some light into the building and 

some outside amenity. Plus, the path up the side is a common 
access that didn’t belong to the church hall,” says Thea McMillan. 

The solution was to take a chunk out of the hall to bring light 
into the centre of the building, allowing the reconfigured living 
space to be arranged around a central courtyard. “This would 
create a private outdoor zone,” says Thea. “It also establishes  
a connection between the front of the house and the back.” 

The proposal presented to planning was for an accessible  
three-bedroom home spread across two levels, with an open- 
plan kitchen and dining zone to the front of the house and a main 
double-height living area tucked behind, with access to a new 
glazed courtyard. The master bedroom is located at the building’s 
former entrance, and a main bathroom and study/bedroom also 
feature at ground level. A new staircase, leading to the living room 
below, leads to an upper level, where the former attic has been 
opened up by means of extending the hipped roof to the front of 
the building, forming a gable. This area now includes a bedroom 
and shower room, as well as storage space. As the project offered 
preservation and the continued life of the building, full planning 
consent from commercial to domestic use was granted.

The build begins
Christine took the plunge and decided to project manage  
the entire scheme herself. She decided to appoint tradespeople 
directly, many of whom she had worked with before during the 
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Christine Hamilton successfully transformed a church 
hall in the Scottish Borders into a three-bedroom house

A HOME WITH HISTORY
WORDS CAROLINE EDNIE PHOTOS DAVID BARBOUR

The inclusion of an 
internal courtyard 
allows natural light  
to reach the centre  
of the floorplan
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course of her career. “I was determined to use local people and  
all work together,” she says. “I really enjoyed collaborating with 
everyone in the team, chatting through every decision.”

When construction began, Christine initially commuted from 
Edinburgh (over an hour’s drive away). However, she eventually 
moved in with her parents who live nearby. “I’ve renovated houses 
before, but I’ve never done a project like this, on this scale,” she 
says. One advantage was that Christine’s work was only five 
minutes away from the site, which allowed her to balance the 
demands of her job with her duties as project manager. “I would 
aim to be on site every day by 8am, where I’d meet all the trades 
that were in that day and discuss what the plans were, as well as 

iron out any issues from the day before. During the course of  
the project I climbed many a ladder before turning up at work!” 

Christine would also visit the site on her way home once 
everyone had left, so she could keep a close eye on the day’s 
progress and check up on any jobs that had been left for her to do. 
“I painted all the woodwork so I would often arrive to see it all laid 
out for me to get started,” she says. However, she also recalls that 
not all the tasks she had to undertake were enjoyable. “I sometimes 
had to do horrible jobs, like pulling an electric cable under the 
floor for a socket as no one else could fit into the solum space, 
(beneath the suspended floor),” she says. “But I wanted my floor 
socket so it had to be done – despite my fear of potential rodents.” 

Left: Looking through to the downstairs bedroom

Below left: A study space has been carved out 
around the corner from the kitchen 

Below: The vaulted ceiling in the living room is  
one of the property’s standout design details. The 
exposed steels overhead add an industrial flourish

Above: The striking 
kitchen table was a 
design collaboration 
between Christine and 
her joiners Mark and 
Craig Logan. Steep 
legs support the weight 
of the Mistral top, which 
has been cut to fit the 
available space

Right: The stairway has 
been painted in Little 
Greene’s Mister David 
shade, adding a bright 
splash of colour to the 
middle of the house
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FACT FILE

NAME Christine Hamilton

OCCUPATION Director of local 
children’s nursery & out of school club

LOCATION Scottish Borders

TYPE OF PROJECT  
Conversion of former church hall

STYLE Contemporary 

PROJECT ROUTE Architect designed, 
homeowner project managed &  
hired individual trades

CONSTRUCTION METHOD Original 
brickwork retained where possible, 
with RSJs to support new openings

PROPERTY COST Already owned

HOUSE SIZE 85m2 

PROJECT COST £180,000 

PROJECT COST PER M2 £2,118

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED  
May 2018

BUILDING WORK TOOK 18 months
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doors have been installed at ground level, where a ramp forms  
the new entrance and leads to the courtyard area. Smooth cement 
render in a shade of pewter grey characterises the lower part of  
the house, which is in keeping with the adjacent stone buildings  
on the street. Christine took on the task of scorching every  
piece of the larch cladding herself, using a blowtorch.  
The original concrete tiled roof was replaced with Spanish slate, 
plus black zinc finishes to the flat roof, valley gutter and flashing. 

Contemporary vision
Christine was also responsible for sourcing and designing the 
interior finishes. “I wanted the same large format tiles throughout 
the ground floor because I thought it would make the spaces flow 
into each other and open them up – and it worked!’ she says. “I  
also asked for the biggest sliding doors possible into my bedroom 
and study – they’re 2.3m high. The joiners found amazing hidden 
sliding mechanisms, so the overall aesthetic is very sleek.”

Detailing the facade…
closer look

A layer of smooth pewter grey render from K-Rend covers the 
house’s ground floor exterior, while the upper level is finished 
with vertically-laid Siberian larch cladding. The gap detailing 
between each of the timber boards infuses the property 
with contemporary wow factor. Following advice from her 
plasterer, who also applied the render to the exterior of the 
property, Christine reassessed the design and detailing of the 
external finishes. “I worked hard to ensure none of the utilities 
vented on the front of the house, as I knew it wouldn’t look nice,” she says. “I didn’t 
want this distracting attention from the external aesthetic of the house.” As a result, 
Christine decided to move the gas meter, as well as relocating the boiler from the  
planned location – all of which had to be explained to the building warrant officer.

Clean & modern edges

 I LEARNED...

AS PROJECT MANAGER, I was on call during the day so if 
anything needed to be decided or ordered, I would get a phone call 
or a request to come to site. It was helpful being self-employed, as I 
could pop out when I needed to and catch up on work later.

I KEPT THE TEAM HAPPY by providing cake, chocolates and 
sweets. I had a drawer of treats stocked up throughout the build  
that anyone could help themselves to. Plus, every now and then  
I’d commission my mum to deliver some of her legendary scones.

WHEN DESIGNING the interiors I developed a couple of simple, 
but extremely effective strategies. For instance, I drew tiles at the 
right size and colour onto cardboard as testers. Plus, when I had a 
choice to make, my joiners would create templates for me so I could 
see what the options were. Having a mockup version was especially 
handy when I had big decisions to make, such as using black tiles. 

As the building fabric was stripped back, 
Christine and the team encountered a few 
surprises that forced them to tweak their 
original plans. “When we lifted up the 

floorboards downstairs it was revealed that the joists were all 
wonky, so they had to be replaced,” says Christine. “I needed 
regular centres so I could give myself a better chance of laying  
the underfloor heating pipes correctly.”

The fabric of the existing building was fully upgraded, including 
removal of asbestos and the addition of a new roof, along with the 
restoration of the existing finials. In terms of the new structure, 
vertical steel posts with horizontal rolled steel joists were installed 
to create the courtyard space. Expansive glazed panels and sliding 

    I feel so proud of everyone’s hard work‘‘ ’’
48  readers’ homes

Left: A set of large 
sliding doors connects 
the ensuite to Christine’s 
bedroom upstairs

 
White tiles are paired with black grout  
and fittings to create a sophisticated, 
monochrome look in this bathroom
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Useful contacts
ARCHITECT Chamber McMillan Architects 0131 669 5766  
www.cmcmarchitects.com STRUCTURAL ENGINEER SDC 0131 220 
1113 www.structuraldesignconsultants.com BUILDER Phil Dunkley  
01573 226374 TIMBER WINDOWS & FRONT DOOR Allan Brothers  
01289 334600 www.allanbrothers.co.uk  ROOFLIGHTS Glazing Vision  
0330 191 6283 www.rooflights.com RENDER K Rend www.k-rend.co.uk 
SIBERIAN LARCH CLADDING, KITCHEN WORKTOP MKM Building 
Supplies 01482 345678 www.mkmbs.co.uk BESPOKE COPING STONES 
Border Concrete 01573 224393 www.borderconcreteproducts.co.uk 
SPANISH SLATE ROOF SIG Roofing 01480 466777 www.sigroofing.co.uk 
BLACK ZINC FLAT ROOF, VALLEY GUTTER, FLASHING Murdoch Kerse 
Zinc & Copper Roofing 07514 273155 STEELWORK & FENCING Gordon 
Ferguson Welder & Engineer 01573 223159 WOOD FINIALS, LIMESTONE 
SCULPTURE IN STUDY Gordon Hunter www.gordonhunterart.co.uk JOINERY 
Mark & Craig Logan 07977 130 075 SLIDING DOOR MECHANISMS Hafele 
0800 171 2909 www.hafele.co.uk UNDERFLOOR HEATING Underfloor 
Heating Direct 0800 141 2643 www.underfloorheating-direct.com TILES 
& TILING MATERIALS Topps Tiles 0800 783 6262 www.toppstiles.co.uk 
KITCHEN UNITS Howdens www.howdens.com SANITARYWARE Victorian 
Plumbing www.victorianplumbing.co.uk LIGHT SWITCHES & SOCKETS 
Trendi Switch 020 3589 9520 www.trendiswitch.com PAINT Farrow & Ball 
01202 850240 www.farrow-ball.com Little Greene 0845 880 5855 www.
littlegreene.com LIGHTING Ikea www.ikea.com John Lewis www.johnlewis.com 
Myfaktory uk.myfaktory.com Wayfair www.wayfair.co.uk BLINDS Apollo  
Blinds 01573 229036 www.apollo-blinds.co.uk ‘FOUR LARCHES’ PAINTING 
Local artist (Anna King) 07929 123694 www.anna-king.com FURNITURE 
L’Atelier Vintage www.ateliervintage.co.uk TRIPTYCH OF ART IN  
HALLWAY Greta McMillan www.studiogreta.co.uk

Grand total   £180,000

TOTAL BUILD COST BREAKDOWN

Elements Cost m2  Cost %  Total cost

Note: The costs shown here reflect the original prices for materials, labour 
and services at the time this project was undertaken. As a general guide, 
inflation in the construction market runs at about 3%-4% per annum 
(although current rates of inflation are significantly higher).

Preliminaries £118 5% £10,000

Downtakings & alterations £71 3% £6,000

Builder’s works/below  
ground drainage £259 12% £22,000

Joinery £706 33% £60,000

Cladding £71 3% £6,000

Plumbing & drainage £59 3% £5,000

Electrics £23 1% £2,000

Tiling/floor finishes £188 9% £16,000

Decoration £82 4% £7,000

Kitchen (incl appliances  
& worktop) £88 4% £7,500

Timber frame windows  
(incl courtyard sliders) £71 3% £6,000

Roofing £165 7% £14,000

Fixtures & fittings £182 9% £15,500

External work £35 2% £3,000Floor plans

The bespoke joinery, including the kitchen table and chairs 
(which are based on an adapted version of Reitveld’s Zig Zag chair) 
were made by the joiners Mark and Craig Logan, in collaboration 
with Christine. The top of the dining table is the same Mistral 
material as the worktops. “I asked for the steel in the kitchen to 
remain exposed so I could paint it a funky colour,” she says.

In terms of sustainability, the house features large amounts of 
Kingspan insulation and double-glazed windows. It also benefits 
from substantial solar gain via the south-facing courtyard, which 
opens the house up to the morning light and is in direct sunlight 
until the early afternoon (and later during the summer months). 
Underfloor heating has been laid on the ground floor. 

The project took 18 months to complete. “I decided it was best  
to be chilled about the timescale,” says Christine. “There was no 
rushing as I wanted everything to be right. I spent hours painting, 
which became quite meditative. It was very peaceful, spending  
my weekends and evenings doing it,” says Christine.

The financial and emotional investment in the project finally 
convinced Christine that the house would not end up as a rental 
property. “I feel so proud of everyone’s hard work,” she concludes. 
“I spent so many hours here and it’s so beautiful, I knew I had  
to live in it. I think I might be here forever – I love it.”
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