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Terraced houses make perfect modern homes — once  
you overcome their design flaws, says Natasha Brinsmead

➤

TERRACED HOUSE

With the majority of these houses being built during the 
18th and 19th centuries, their layouts rarely suit modern 
lifestyles and so a degree of reworking and tweaking is of-
ten required in order to mould them to our 21st-century 
expectations.

While layouts and quirks vary from house to house, there 
are certain typical features that modern homeowners are 
usually keen to change, while still retaining the character 
associated with this style of housing. Here we look at the 
top five design problems associated with terrace homes 
and how to overcome them.

The terraced house has become something of a 
British icon over the years, from elegant crescents 
of stuccoed Georgian terraces to the rows of Vic-
torian terraces present up and down the UK.

The recent decade or so has seen a huge surge in the pop-
ularity of terraced houses, with their solid construction and 
original features appealing to first-time buyers and young 
families alike, as well as to empty-nesters downsizing. This 
rise in popularity has been reflected by a steady increase 
in their value, meaning their average price has risen faster 
than any other house type in the past decade*.
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The Design Dilemma:
Ground Floor Bathrooms
Perhaps the most impractical of all the lay-
out issues common to terraced houses, a 
ground floor bathroom is not only hard to 
live with, but will also deter future buyers if 
not dealt with.

A large number of pre-20th century 
houses were not built with any bathrooms 
at all, relying instead on an outside WC 
(hello bedpans) and a tin tub in front of an 
open fire. This meant that when bathrooms 
became more commonplace in the home 
(which wasn’t up until the 1950s and even 
the 1960s in ‘working-class’ terraced hous-
es) they were generally tacked on to the end 
of the kitchen within a single-skin brick-
work extension. Alternatively, the old coal 
store or outside WC would be transformed 
into a bathroom, leading off the kitchen. 

There are several ways in which to nav-
igate this problem, some simpler and less 
costly than others. Take the time to research 
the ‘ceiling price’ of houses on your street 
and assess whether the price you will pay 
for the work will be worth it. 

If you are considering a single-storey ex-
tension as part of the renovation, bear in 
mind that building a two-storey extension 
instead is actually a cost-effective method of 
gaining extra space — 20% cheaper to build 
per m2 than a single-storey extension. This 
is because the groundworks and roofing 
costs are basically halved — in other words, 

MOVING THE BATHROOM: 
A CASE STUDY 
“When we renovated our house we knew we 
would have to relocate the bathroom from 
the cold, uninsulated 1960s extension on the 
ground floor to the first — in order to stop the 
daily trek through the cold house to the show-
er and back,” says architect Dan Stewart.

“Our first port of call was a local plumber 
who, in addition to upgrading our boiler and 
central heating system, installed new pipe-
work to feed our new bath, shower, basins and 
toilets, and installed the new drainage. The 
work involved was extensive, and involved 
li!ing all of the floorboards and removing all of 
the plaster to the external and internal walls. 

“Planning the bathroom layout is key, as 
well as bearing in mind drainage. We consult-

you would need these for your single-storey 
extension anyway and you are only paying 
extra for the less expensive ‘middle bits’. 
This solution means that not only will you 
be able to avoid sacrificing a bedroom in 
the name of your new bathroom, but will 
also provide the opportunity for increasing 
landing space and possibly adding an addi-
tional bedroom, too. It will also allow you to 
bring in some extra natural light onto the 
landing space.

The next option is to consider turning one 
of your bedrooms (preferably the one over 
the kitchen or bathroom below to keep the 
plumbing simple and cost-effective, par-
ticularly when connecting to the soil pipe) 
into your new bathroom. You could poten-
tially make up for the loss of a bedroom 
through a loft conversion — you might even 
have space for an en suite up there, too.

A less expensive option is to steal space 
from each of the largest two bedrooms 
in order to create a new bathroom. While 
there is no minimum size requirement for 
a bathroom, at least 4.5m2 provides a com-
fortable space.

Finally, you may just have to accept that 
you are going to lose a bedroom in order to 
gain a first floor bathroom. In the case of 
small box rooms this is not usually too much 
of a sacrifice, but do consider future buyers. 
Most would prioritise an upstairs bathroom 
over a tiny bedroom, but if you are renovat-
ing with the rental market in mind, consid-
er simply installing a WC instead. 1

ed with our local building control department 
and agreed the best solution was to raise the 
floor level. A single step up into the bathroom 
permitted greater freedom when positioning 
our sanitaryware. 

“A long, narrow first floor room, once used 
for storage, was sacrificed and split into two en 
suites, one for each bedroom. Through care-
ful planning of drainage pipes, sitting 'back to 
back', we maximised the use of each en suite, 
fitting a shower bath with toilet and basin in 
one, and a shower with toilet and basin in the 
other (LEFT). 

“Careful planning is key, as well as ensuring 
the new bathroom is tested and used a little 
before removing your old one,” concludes Dan.
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Planning Success
THE BRIEF

2The Design Dilemma:
No Natural Light in the Centre of the House 
The Georgians, Victorians and Edwardians had different ideas to us 
when it came to what made the ideal home. While we crave natural 
light and open, sociable spaces, our 18th and 19th-century ancestors 
favoured smaller rooms with specific purposes — the ‘morning room’ 
and parlour, for example. The living room was kept separate for receiv-
ing guests and the kitchen was just a necessity tucked away out of sight.

Today we want something closer to what our Medieval ancestors 
might have had (albeit with modern home comforts). Medieval homes 
had one room in which the inhabitants cooked, ate, socialised and 
slept, and while we may now prefer to keep our sleeping quarters sepa-
rate, this is not far off the 21st-century love of open plan family spaces.

In the case of traditional terraced houses, the layouts usually com-
prise a front reception room (often the original ‘parlour’), a middle 
room, which often would have featured a range for cooking, and a back 
room, intended as a scullery or kitchen. This layout commonly results 
in a middle room that suffers from a lack of natural light, however, 
either due to having just one small window or sometimes none at all, 
sandwiched between the two other rooms.

There are many ways to remodel a space like this — the route you 
choose should reflect not only your budget, but also your lifestyle and 
how much disruption you are willing to endure. 

The easiest, and often cheapest, solution, is to replace the window in 
the middle room with a set of French doors or bifolds — which provides 
extra light and creates a link to your exterior spaces. 

 The second simplest solution is to remove the wall separating the 
front and middle rooms — either fully or partially. This creates the 
potential for an open plan living dining space which is flooded with 
light thanks to the window at the front of the house. “If you don’t want 
everything open plan, you could consider installing a sliding glass door 
or French doors between the spaces to create a more flexible arrange-
ment. We recently used Crittal-style windows in a project to zone the 
space,” says Jo Dyson of Mae House Design (maehousedesign.com). 
Some people prefer to use this front room as a kitchen diner, tucking 
away the living room at the rear of the house. 

Last, but not least, you could do as hundreds of other renovators are 
currently choosing to do and merge the centre room with the existing 
kitchen. This is one of the most popular renovation projects, creating 
the open, convivial family space everyone is after. Combined with a 
side-return extension (see p. 118) this results in a large, light space with 
the potential for rooflights and swathes of glazing. It also overcomes 
the problem of the small kitchens associated with terraced houses. ➤

Bathroom Solution

Within this terraced house 
(ABOVE), a lo! conversion by 
Design Squared Ltd (design-2.
co.uk) has allowed an extra 
bedroom, while the new 
bathroom has been located on 
a split level. Planning 
restrictions concerning 
overlooking required a clever 
window arrangement. 

Open Spaces

Within this Victorian terrace 
(TOP RIGHT), the kitchen has been 
combined with the rear 
reception room and extended 
to the back and side by Design 
Squared Ltd.O
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The Design Dilemma:
Lack of Entrance Hall 

While the ideal hallway provides a grand 
space in which to welcome guests, shed 
coats and shoes, and acts as a central cir-
culation space, the majority of terraced 
homes will not have prioritised the hallway.

Most terraced homes have little more 
than a narrow, dark passageway when it 
comes to the hall — or no hallway at all. 
But there are sever-
al ways in which to 
navigate the problem 
— get rid of the hall-
way entirely or try to 
enhance the space.

The latter option is 
the least disruptive, 
relying on methods 
that pull natural light 
into the space, such 
as partially glazed 
doors, fanlights or well-placed sun tubes, 
as well as clever decorating techniques and 
nifty storage ideas. 

If, however, you feel that a separate hall-
way holds no benefit to the overall layout 
of your home, it might be best to consider 
getting rid of it.

Removing a wall separating the hallway 
from the front reception room is one op-
tion, but do consider how it will expose the 
living room to the elements when the door 
is opened. Partial stud walls and glazed-
room dividers are both good options here. 

If your main entrance is going to open di-
rectly into this front room, reconsider what 
you use the space for — an exterior door 
that opens into a kitchen diner is preferable 
to one that opens into a living room.  

Removing the wall 
separating the stair-
well from the middle 
reception room often 
makes more sense. 
It removes the claus-
trophobic feel of the 
hallway and increas-
es the sense of space 
and light.

If the wall is struc-
tural it will need sup-

porting above, and you will need to consid-
er how the staircase string will be finished 
on the now exposed side of the staircase. 

“I am all for getting rid of narrow hall-
ways where possible,” says Jo Dyson. “Espe-
cially when they are located next to living 
rooms — I like to open this space right up.”

“I am all for getting 
rid of narrow 

hallways where 
possible… I like to 

open this space up”

3

➤

Open Staircase

Removing the wall that once 
separated the centre reception room 
from the hallway is a good solution to 
a small, dark entrance. 

Terraced Houses
THE BRIEF
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PLANNING PERMISSION FOR 
SIDE-RETURN EXTENSIONS
You may not need to seek planning permission 
for a ground floor side-return extension. Provid-
ing the extension is only single storey, no higher 
than 4m and no wider than half the width of the 
original house, it will fall under Permitted Devel-
opment rights. 

However, you also need to be aware that the 
maximum eaves height of an extension that is 
within 2m of the boundary is 3m — likely for most 
side-return extensions. If this is not the case, then 
you will need to apply for planning. Of course, if 
the house is listed or in a conservation area, you 
will also need to speak to the conservation officer.

You will still have to comply with Building Reg-
ulations though, and the Party Wall Act (OPPOSITE) 
in the case of extensions that involve the creation 
of a new boundary wall. Speak to your local coun-
cil’s planning department for clarification.

4The Design Dilemma: 
The Kitchen is Tiny 
Small, narrow kitchens or poky, single-skin 
brickwork add-ons are commonplace in 
Victorian and Edwardian terraced houses.  
With large, open ‘hub-of-the-home’ kitch-
ens now topping most homeowners’ 
wishlists, kitchen extensions are hugely 
commonplace. The most popular way of 
creating bigger kitchens in terraced homes 
is through the side-return extension.

A side-return extension involves build-
ing out into the narrow space that runs 
between the rear kitchen and the neigh-
bouring property in order to create a larger 
space — usually adding around 1-2m. You 
might consider also extending out into the 
garden a little, too.

A side-return extension also works well 
when combined with the removal of the 
wall between the middle dining room and 
the kitchen space, allowing for one large, 
open plan kitchen diner.

The most common method of creating a 
side-return extension is detailed below:
l A new wall is built either directly on the 
boundary of yours and your neighbour’s 
land, or just on your side of the boundary
l A roof is added to this new space — often 
featuring a bank of rooflights, a large roof 
lantern or in some cases, fully glazed. 
l The wall of the existing kitchen is then 
either completely removed, or partially de-

Side-Return Extension

The owners of this terraced house 
wanted a large open space, zoned 
into kitchen, dining and sitting areas 
— a glazed side-return extension, 
designed by Design Squared Ltd. has 
allowed for this. 
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT PARTY WALLS
The Party Wall Act will apply to any extension or building work that involves a 
wall shared with neighbours. It will also apply to excavations within 3m of an 
adjacent property where new foundations will be deeper than those next door.

Before work can commence, a notice will be served to your neighbours — you 
will usually need to involve the services of a party wall surveyor who will over-
see the process. “Share your plans with your neighbours in person,” adds Jo Dy-
son. “Talk them through your design so you can discuss any concerns in person 
and hopefully agree to use an approved surveyor.” 

What’s more, lo! conversions may bring to light other problems with party 
walls. “Victorian terraces have party walls constructed of solid masonry, but 
sometimes to save money these were built in very thin 115mm single width 
brickwork,” says chartered surveyor Ian Rock. “One way to check this is to look 
at the ‘firebreak’ party wall in the lo! that separates you from next door; if you 
can only see bricks laid lengthways (stretchers) without any brick ends (headers) 
visible, then this wall is likely to be a thin party wall.

“Party walls in lo!s were sometimes omitted altogether, which apart from any-
thing else, can allow smells from next door into your lo! and house. Where party 
walls are missing, it’s advisable to have a new one constructed.”

4
➤

Flexible Family Spaces

Within this extension from Mae House 
Design, not only has a side-return extension 
added to the kitchen space (BELOW), but the 
entire ground floor layout has been opened 
up, including the entrance hall.

IM
A

G
E

S:
 C

H
R

IS
 S

N
O

O
K

; N
A

T
H

A
L

IE
 P

R
IE

M

molished — a steel beam or frame is usu-
ally required to support this new opening. 
“It goes without saying that a structural en-
gineer will be needed,” says design expert 
Jo Dyson of Mae House Design. “You are 
removing a structural wall and need to sup-
port the house above.”
l A new floor is usually required to level 
out the differing heights of the spaces — or 
a split-level design may be created.

A fairly simple extension of this kind can 
be expected to cost from around £20,000, 
not including the new kitchen. 

Providing there are no unforeseen 
structural complications, expect it to take 
around 10 weeks for structural work to be 
completed by a professional building firm. 

Terraced Houses
THE BRIEF
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The Design Dilemma: 
Disused Rear Outbuildings 

Older terraced houses often had outside 
WCs and/or coal stores — usually attached 
to the rear of the house. While these can 
provide useful storage during a renovation 
project, they can also provide one of the 
most cost-effective ways of gaining extra 
kitchen or utility space.

The simplest option is to knock through 
into these spaces in order to absorb them 
into the new kitchen. That said, this does 
not offer much scope for reconfiguring a 
narrow galley-style room, unless combined 
with a side-return extension. 

As they are usually constructed from lit-
tle more than single-skin brickwork — out-
buildings were rarely designed for living in 
and so weren’t designed to stay particularly 
warm and dry. As such, it is worth consid-
ering knocking them down and using the 
space where they once stood as part of your 
extension. This space can often be the ide-
al location for a new utility or bootroom, 
downstairs cloakroom or playroom/study 
— and is a good spot to fit new back door.

Bear in mind that if you plan on incor-
porating these old buildings into your 
home, you will need to establish whether 
they’re structurally sound. You will proba-
bly need to install a new floor too, having 
first dug adequate foundations. A damp-
proof course will also need to be put in and 
drainage considered, depending on what 
you plan to use the space for. 

As the walls will probably be single skin, 
you will need to think about insulation. 
This is usually added internally, between 

timber battens, before the walls are board-
ed and plastered.  

A new roof may also be required, as well 
as new windows and doors — these sin-
gle-storey extensions are the ideal spot for 
rooflights and runs of patio doors. 

Finally, the electrics will need to be up-
dated and heating installed — it is likely in 
most renovations and extension projects 
that electrical and plumbing work will be 
taking place anyway. 

5

Absorbing Outbuildings

External storage or WCs can 
either be dispensed with to 
make way for a kitchen 
extension or updated and 
incorporated into the design.  
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