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An open approach to design pays big dividends on all fronts, writes Robyn Willis

They say houses have their own 
personalities. Some are warm and 
welcoming while other are less so.

When architect Mark Szczerbicki and his
young family laid eyes on this tired two-
bedroom cottage, it definitely fell into the 
latter category.

“It was built in 1926 but the front had been
stripped of any shingles or finials that were 
still evident on the neighbouring houses,” says 
Mark. “At some point, it had been rendered 
and the windows had been replaced with 
aluminium frames and steel bars. 

“It was a cold and uninviting house that 
was a bit menacing from the outside.”

To complete the look, the backyard had 
been completely concreted over.

“When we bought it there was not a bit of
green to be seen,” says Mark.

The fortress-like approach was at odds with
the location of the cottage, which was in a 
friendly neighbourhood in Wareemba, a little 
pocket of a suburb in the inner west.

But where others might have chosen to 
clear the block and start afresh, Mark had 
other plans. 

Open minded
Despite the closed-off nature of the house, 
Mark says it was clear from the start that the 
original bones of the house were still there.

“We were happy with the size of the 
rooms,” says Mark.

In fact, the various inappropriate changes
to the house had their advantages.

“We felt it was a blank canvas where we 
could restore some of the heritage features 
and save a few bits but also give it our 
interpretation,” he says.

In their efforts to reinforce the
structure of the house, the former owners

had inadvertently set the tone for
Mark’s renovation.

“One brilliant thing the previous owners 
did was put a large steel beam across the living 
area and then cover it with a plasterboard 
bulkhead,” says Mark. “It was an inspiration to 
uncover that beam and it helped us with 
setting the character of the house. 

“The look is not quite industrial but that 
beam gives you a licence for industrial style.”

Although the front two rooms remained 
the same, Mark made some small changes to 
help them work better.

“The structural layout of the rooms was 
fine but the openings to the rooms and the 
circulation was not the best.

“We reconfigured the entryway to the two
front bedrooms so that they did not come off 
the hallway into the middle of the house.”

A third room at the rear currently serves as
a playroom for Mark’s two children but has 
potential to be a study or guest room.

“We opened that room on to the hallway to
make it a playroom so it’s a multi-purpose 
room,” he says. 

“Then we got a custom-made track with 

The brief
To take an old, closed-down 
and unloved two-bedroom 
cottage and create a warm and 
open family home without 
increasing the existing footprint.

Renovate

Are you renovating? Tell us about it at
facebook.com/DThomemagazine

With a whole lot of heart
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The steel beam set the style
for the kitchen and living area.

RENOVATE

sliding doors to make the doors a feature
in that space.” 

While Mark says they were happy to 
strip the house back to its bare bones, they 
were not keen on making unnecessary 
changes to the footprint.

“We tried to work with what we had,” he
says. “The former owners had recently 
replaced the roof and we didn’t want to 
disturb things unnecessarily so we left it.

“We increased the size of all the 
windows, including a north-facing window. 
The work was largely cosmetic.”

Neighbourhood watch
Mark was also keen to make the most of the 
backyard, which had a garage at the rear. 

“We knew the space with the separate 
studio at the back would double as a garage 
but we also saw it as an excellent extension 
to the living space,” he says. “We are a one-
car family and we have the bus almost 
outside our house so the garage is more 
than somewhere to put the car. The kids can 
make a mess there or we can have parties.”

Mark was also keen to open the garage
up to their second street frontage to make a 
stronger connection to the neighbourhood.

Open-door policy
The renovation was completed within the 
Complying Development controls.

“We removed the roller doors to make it
less garage like and put barn-style doors on 
to make it feel more homey,” he says. 

“We can open the doors to the street and
when the kids are playing, the neighbours’ 
kids can see and they can come in.”

Mark also decided to capitalise on the 
idyllic north-facing position and installed 
a vegie patch, which he maintains with help 
from his children.

“It takes us out of the house and into the
front yard so we have met the neighbours 
because we are out there so much,” he says.

Now they grow more food than they can
eat. It’s a far cry from the home’s former life 
as a fortress. A new era begins.
robyn.willis@news.com.au
Pictures Mark Szczerbicki 

Done in detail 
It’s the small things that 
make this renovation sing. 
Attention to detail like a 
little storage nook in 
timber or the modern take 
on a parquetry floor make 
this house a home. The 
charcoal joinery with crisp 
white Caesarstone bench-
top completes the look. 
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A sink
and some 
simple 
storage in 
the garage 
means it is 
well suited 
to parties, 
play
dates or 
whatever 
the day 
brings.


