
PROPERTY

w w w . d i n e r s c l u b . c o . z a   P A G E  1 3 9

Feature fireplaces, energy-saving 
heating technologies and bold 

wallpapers are all the rage among 
top-end property owners looking 

to ensure healthy returns,  
writes Jackie Cameron

Home is 
where the 
hearth is
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                    pmarket South African homes tend to have two architectural themes in 
common: they bring the outdoors indoors and the flow is designed to make the most  
of our warm weather. These properties serve to remind us of how blissful life can be in  
a country relatively unscathed by the fast pace of development. They capitalise on the 
natural scenery and usually include pristine swimming pools and private recreation 
spaces. But, if you want to maximise returns at the very highest end of the residential 
real estate sector, you cannot overlook the heating aspects of your home. The most 
discerning owners pay attention to details that ensure a property is as comfortable in 
winter as it is in summer. 

LIGHT MY FIRE

As Denise Dogon, CEO of Dogon Group Properties, notes about properties in the 
R10 million-and-up bracket, if you are going to sell in these figures you must have 
features such as fireplaces and eco-friendly heating systems. 

‘It is a misconception to think that South Africa is just “sunny South Africa”. Joburg 
and a lot of other parts of the country are freezing in winter and Cape Town has cold, 
wet weather,’ she says.

Dogon, who recently sold a home in Bantry Bay, Cape Town, for a record-breaking  
R65 million, says a luxury home must appeal to all the senses. ‘Even if your house is on  
a beach in Clifton, you still need to make it cosy,’ she notes. Case in point: the most 
expensive residential real estate sold to date, in which a simple but eye-catching fire- 
place made of concrete bricks is the centre of attention in a lounge that opens on  
to the Atlantic Ocean. 

The move towards investing more in home-heating systems is in evidence in upmarket 
apartments too. Increasingly, owners are installing gas fireplaces that don’t require vents. 
‘These look like real fireplaces and produce a lot of heat. They create a charming ambience 
and provide a focal point in a living room,’ says Dogon. Fireplaces are also increasingly 
common installations in bedrooms. This is particularly the case for new homes in the 
R20 million-plus market.

Your starting point in choosing a fireplace should be to think about what kind of fuel 
you expect, or would like, to use, recommends Bernd Schulze, of Cape Town-based MWP 
Architects. Consider the sensory experience you wish to achieve, is his message. 

‘Liquid-fuel fires form the best backdrop to what I like to call “whisper spaces”: small 
intimate rooms. Gas flames tend to be velvety and soft when the lights are dimmed. They 
look more like a floating fluid than a flame,’ Schulze says. Gas burners don’t produce 
ash or sparks that can set your furnishings alight. There is also a wide range of choices: 
from ‘beautifully detailed’ burners to ‘sleek, understated forms’.

On the other hand, there is something very special about a wood fire crackling away, 
filling a room with rich aromas. ‘In South Africa, we have the added benefit of truly 
exquisite types of wood,’ says Schulze. He cites the example of camel thorn, with its 
long-lasting embers. Avoid newspaper-fuelled fireplaces in the bedroom or anywhere 
without good ventilation, as burning ink can be unpleasant.

Schulze says indoor fires that consume wood are better suited to ‘louder’ spaces.  
‘A solid-fuel fire tends to demand a bold architectural setting, with a proper hearth around  
it to protect carpets, and a dedicated wall free from any furniture or clutter.’

Increasingly, the move is towards free-standing fireplaces, says Schulze. Besides being 
aesthetically pleasing, they are more efficient as people can gather around them. You can 
also use a large fireplace to divide a room. ‘We have found that fireplaces have become 
more sophisticated. A lot more high-end fireplace solutions are available now,’ he adds.
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There is 
something  
very special 
about a wood  
fire crackling 
away, filling  
a room with  
rich aromas
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Interior designer Maureen Tindale of 

Inside Out Project & Design Management 
in Knysna agrees that the trend is towards 
free-standing fireplaces. She says home 
owners are increasingly likely to opt for 
being more comfortable in their homes, 

Solar heating and other 
energy-saving technologies will 
increase the value of a property

and an attractive, effective fireplace is  
a rather appealing feature around which 
to socialise. 

If heating, rather than aesthetics,  
is your main aim, Tindale’s preference  
is for wood-burning stoves. Unlike open 
fires, these energy-efficient heaters require 
little wood. She favours using aliens trees 
(which are felled to make way for indig-
enous plants, in terms of government 
regulations) as fuel. 

Tindale also points to the visual appeal 
of flatbed gas fireplaces, which do not 
require chimney flues. You can position 
them wherever you want to – including in 
front of thick glass. She cites the example 
of the fireplace she positioned in front of 
a large window with sweeping views of the 
Knysna coastline.

INTELLIGENT DESIGN

Increasingly, environmentally conscious 
home owners are opting for board wall 
tiles made from recycled compostable 
material, according to interior decorator 
Theresa van Wyk of Smart Art. These 
thick, textured coverings add insulation  
as well as giving a room a much more 
cosseted look. 

Also consider the structure of your 
building. You should preferably construct 
your home so that it faces north, rather than 
positioning it just for the sake of the view, 
which is often south facing, says Tindale. 
Having windows in the right places directs 
natural heat from the sun into your home, 
reducing – or even eliminating – the need 
for heaters. 

Solar heating and other energy-saving 
technologies will increase the value of a 
property, says Schulze. Expect the best 
homes to re-use energy from different 
sources. For Schulze, the house of the 
future will ‘automatically adjust energy 
expenditure towards space that is used 
actively’. Imagine, he says, temperature 
control that follows the owner as they  
walk through the house. 

COLOUR ME WARM

Finishing touches help enhance the feeling 
of warmth in a home. One way to make  
a quick, and relatively inexpensive, change 
is to decorate a wall with a life-sized or 
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larger-than-life picture that will transport 
you to another place. Van Wyk says proteas 
and autumn forests, in natural form or as 
graphic illustrations in monotone colours, 
are proving to be hits.

‘Leaf and flower prints are very in this 
year, in any format really,’ she says, adding 
that an effective technique to add warmth 
is to pick up the rich reds and browns of 
wallpaper with fabric or throw cushions, 
or a painted accent wall.

‘Hints of yellow will also be big, creating  
a warm and bright contrast for neutral 
spaces and furnishings,’ she predicts. 
Animal-print rugs will keep your feet 
warm, but go for faux versions and not  
the real things.

It may be early days for eco-friendly 
heating systems and house-warming 
interior design trends to take off in a  
big way locally, but a warm and inviting 
home, whether you’re considering major 
structural changes or just minor design 
tweaks, is rapidly becoming essential  
if you want to sell at a profit. 


