
Forget luxuries and ostentation, 
today’s holiday homes are all 

about getting back in touch with 
nature. By Jackie Cameron
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Durban architect George 
Elphick was recently tasked 
with designing a holiday get- 
away for a hugely successful 
entrepreneur. But he wasn’t asked 
to create a glass-and-marble mansion with 
all the usual technological conveniences  
of an executive lifestyle. Quite the opposite. 

His brief was to develop an understated 
building that would bring its inhabitants 
closer to the elements in an extreme coastal 
climate – and closer to each other. He was 
asked to create one large, interesting space 
to accommodate the entire family, taking 
open-plan living to a new level. 

‘The workings of the kitchen were in the  
open,’ says Elphick, a partner at Elphick 
Proome Architects. ‘Rather than the scullery 
and other amenities being enclosed, these 
were all incorporated into the main space. 
Bathrooms were integrated with bedrooms 
as well as courtyards, and were extended 
to outdoor showers.’ 

The client requested entirely different 
finishes from those at his primary residence 
and nothing that reminded him of his usual 
levels of comfort. ‘So, lots of concrete was 
used, with more industrial-type finishes,’ 

The sun’s rays and the natural 
breezes regulated the temperature

Elphick says. ‘There was an aversion to 
technical solutions providing any comfort.’ 
This meant the architect maximised the 
positioning of the building in order to 
ensure the sun’s rays and the natural 
breezes regulated the temperature.

BLENDING IN 

This project epitomises what Elphick sees 
as a ‘less is more’ trend developing at the 
upper end of the holiday-home market. 
‘People want to try something different. 
They want a building that is part of the 
place and engages with the area in which 
it is situated, rather than a hermetically 
sealed apartment,’ he says.

Peter Rich, of the eponymous practice, 
is a Joburg architect who has won awards 
for his unusual holiday-home designs. He 
agrees the most striking new properties are 
those that don’t replicate suburbia. The best 
tend to be more modest and enhance the 
look and feel of the surrounding terrain. 
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‘It is like when you take a photo,  
you frame the view and make it  
more special. Architecture should do 
that too. A building needs to capture 
the essence of where it is situated’

PROPERTY
‘You have another way of living when 

you’re on holiday,’ says Rich. ‘You dress 
differently, you behave differently. The 
whole business of eating is different.’  
And your holiday property, too, must 
reflect this lifestyle. ‘It is all about enjoy-
ment in nature. The building must be 
responsive to your needs, as well as to  
the environment. It should not be an 
imposition on the land.’ Using green 
building methods and ensuring energy 
efficiency is not a luxury, but a given  
these days, he emphasises.

Rich says the guiding principle when 
designing a holiday home should be this: 
if you were to take the building away, you 
should have a lesser experience. ‘It is like 
when you take a photo, you frame the view 
and make it more special. Architecture 
should do that too. A building needs to 
capture the essence of where it is situated.’

A recent project near George on the 
Garden Route illustrates his point. ‘This 
home was built high up on a stretch of 

coast where it looks like Africa is putting 
its feet into the sea,’ he says. A forest of 
timber columns supports a series of raised 
wooden decks and a multi-levelled wooden 
interior, creating the feel of an extremely 
upmarket tree house. The open-plan kitchen 
leads to an open-air dining area. You can 
take in the fresh smell of the trees and the 
sea and enjoy the varied scenery, whether 
you’re dozing on your bed on a mezzanine 
platform or playing a board game in front 
of the fireplace.

SHARING SPACE

Taking the communal trend a step further 
are syndicates of owners opting for African 
kraal-style living quarters. Just as interior 
boundaries are being removed, so too are 
the external walls separating us from our 
family and friends.

Elphick says you can choose to have 
individual bedrooms set out in a village-
style arrangement, usually in a manner 
that takes advantage of the area’s natural 
beauty – for example, in a bushveld setting, 
by laying out units around a stream that 
attracts wildlife. 

You might share the main living areas 
but have separate bedrooms. ‘A family will 
invite other families to spend a holiday 
with them and each group will have their 
own pod,’ he explains.

Maintaining indoor-outdoor flow is 
important, says Rich. Swimming pools  
are essential elements of this. As Joburg 
architect Nico van der Meulen, who heads 
up a practice of the same name, observes, 
‘Swimming pools should be integrated into 

the design of the house and positioned  
in such a way that they connect with the 
patio and outdoor living spaces.’ 

Pools that are disconnected from the 
house are used less frequently. ‘Clients 
always request large, covered patios that 
are extensions of internal spaces, over-
flowing as outdoor entertainment areas 
with pools integrated into the patios.’

Elphick notes that, with water scarcity a 
major concern in South Africa, the move 
is towards smaller pools. And, in line with 
the emphasis on blending in rather than 
clashing with surroundings, colours are 
usually dark rather than the conventional 
bright blue.

ON THE MONEY

Although holiday homes are generally 
designed with personal use in mind, even 
many wealthy individuals would like their 
properties to be self-funding, if not profit- 
generating. For this reason, energy-saving 
features, such as solar power, geothermal 
heating and rainwater recycling are very P
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important, as is the use of materials that 
don’t require much upkeep, says Berry 
Everitt, managing director of Chas Everitt 
International Property Group.

His opinion is that the coastal holiday 
homes likely to command the highest 
premiums will tend to feature ‘light and 
airy spaces; large, sheltered patios for 
relaxed entertaining or wave-watching;  
and low-maintenance finishes.’

Design on game farms, meanwhile,  
is ‘increasingly moving away from rustic 
gumpole-and-thatch’ to sophisticated, ‘one- 
of-a-kind homes’ where much handcrafting 
is in evidence – ranging from bathroom 
vanities built of smooth river pebbles to 
intricate patterns woven into thatch.

According to Rich, these concepts are 
all part of an exciting current design trend 
in architecture: ‘It is about addressing the 
deficiency of nature in the urban lifestyle. 
It is not about an exchange of money or  
a display of wealth; it is about creating  
a space in which you can interact with  
the environment.’ 


