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A brother and sister team up to convert  

one house into two apartments 

WORDS SOPHIE VENING  PHOTOGRAPHY OLLIE HAMMICK  

STYLING ROAR ARCHITECTS AND JEMIMA HETHERINGTON

Family ties 

All the windows  
at the front of  
the house were 
removed, lowered 
and replaced with 
double-glazed  
sash versions
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I N BR I EF

–

LOCATION Kentish Town,  
north London

TYPE OF PROPERTY  Victorian 
house converted into 2 flats 
BEDROOMS 2 in each flat

PROJECT STARTED  March 2019
PROJECT FINISHED  October 2020

SIZE OF HOUSE 166.5sqm. 
Charlie’s flat, 84sqm,  

Gemma’s flat, 82.5sqm
BUILD COST  £582,000

Buying a neglected house at auction was the 

beginning of siblings Gemma and Charlie 

Thompson’s bid to own their own homes.  

With financial help from their parents and design advice  

from their cousin, architect Shaun O’Brien, the pair hoped  

to turn the property into two self-contained apartments.

In London’s Kentish Town conservation area, the end-of-

terrace house had been a women’s refuge since the 1980s, but 

was left empty for five years. Gemma, 30, who works in the 

fashion industry, and Charlie, 27, who is in the army, relied  

on Shaun to draw up plans for the conversion. ‘There were  

lots of small rooms, several bathrooms and a big tree in the 

garden that was causing structural damage,’ he explains.

Gaining planning permission for any changes wasn’t easy. 

The house lacked a clear planning history, having previously 

been both single and multiple occupancy. ‘We had to establish  

The stainless steel 
fridge-freezer in 

Charlie’s kitchen fits 
into a recess beneath 

the staircase that 
leads to Gemma’s flat

LEFT Metal-framed 
doors open from the 
dining area into the 

garden, which Charlie 
and Gemma share
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In Charlie’s living room  
the shelves in the alcove 
are painted in Basalt  
by Little Greene. The 
vintage armchair was 
reupholstered in a fabric 
that complements  
this accent colour
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that the building was a single home and confirm its  

use before we could do anything else,’ says Shaun. So  

he applied for a certificate of lawfulness to that effect.  

‘This way we could request all the alterations under  

one household planning application,’ he explains.  

‘Once consent was granted, we applied for the house  

to be converted into two flats and thankfully Camden 

Council was in favour. We also gained permission to  

cut down the problem tree.’

Building work began in March 2019 and by 

December the property had been stripped back and  

made structurally safe so it could withstand the alterations 

to follow. These included lowering the ceilings and 

windows to gain extra head height for a loft extension. 

Several other houses on the street had set a precedent  

for this kind of project with the planners, paving the  

way for the siblings to build upwards. 

‘There were lots of small 
rooms, several bathrooms 

and a big tree in the 
garden that was causing 

structural damage’ 

To maximise the sense 
of space in Charlie’s 

bedroom, the walls and 
built-in cupboards are 

all painted in Inchyra 
by Farrow & Ball

LEFT His en-suite 
bathroom features 

black terrazzo 
porcelain tiles from 

Solus Ceramics
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The staircase up to 
Gemma’s flat is made 
of birch ply covered in 
a protective coat of 
transparent lacquer

RIGHT The plywood 
kitchen was made to 
measure by SLS 
Builders. The pale 
green door handles 
match the wall colour 
on the landing above

BOTTOM A big window 
on the landing and  
a skylight above  
fills the stairwell with 
plenty of daylight
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Charlie’s flat takes up the ground and first floors and 

includes a new rear ground-floor extension with a kitchen- 

diner. His front door is in the same place as the original 

entrance, at the side of the building. Gemma’s apartment 

is on the second floor and the new top level under the roof. 

Her front door is in the rebuilt outrigger extension that 

includes a new staircase leading to the second floor.

Gemma used colour to create interest on the walk up 

to her flat. ‘I liked the idea of a contrast between dark and 

pale hues, so the walls of the stairwell are dark blue with 

paler shades revealed on the way up,’ she says. The second-

floor kitchen and living room walls are crisp white, while 

pale green is the dominant shade on the top floor. 

Gemma and Charlie’s parents can use his flat as a base 

when he’s working away, plus family and friends can gather 

in his open-plan kitchen. ‘We were able to have people over 

last summer and it was lovely to be able to use the space and 

open the doors out into the garden,’ says Charlie. 

‘I’m lucky to have such a beautiful home, and the 

house is a great place to spend time as a family,’ Gemma 

adds. ‘The project brought us all together.’
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‘The walls of the stairwell  
are dark blue with paler shades  

revealed on the way up’

A dining table from 
Made doubles as 
Gemma’s workspace. 
She bought the 
secondhand  
sideboard on eBay

RIGHT Gemma wanted 
traditional metro  
tiles in her bathroom 
and asked the tiler  
to fit them in a 
herringbone pattern
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SUPPLIERS

–

PROJECT TEAM
Architect and project manager  
Shaun O’Brien, Roar Architects  

(roar-architects.com) 
Structural engineer Conisbee  

(conisbee.co.uk)
Main contractor Dardan Building Services 

(dardanbs.com)

STRUCTURE
Crittall-style doors Clements  

(clementwindows.co.uk)
Skylight Panoroof (panoroof.co.uk)

Windows and exterior doors  
Capital Joinery (capitaljoinery.co.uk)

FIXTURES AND FITTINGS
Terrazzo porcelain tiles and metro tiles  

Solus Ceramics (solusceramics.com)
Kitchens Roar Architects,  

SLS Builders (slsbuilders.co.uk)
Flooring in Charlie’s flat Havwoods (havwoods.com)

Charlie’s kitchen and bedroom pendant lights 
Litfad (litfad.com)

FURNITURE AND ACCESSORIES
Paint Dulux (dulux.co.uk),  

Farrow & Ball (farrow-ball.com), Little Greene 
(littlegreene.com), Paint & Paper Library 

(paintandpaperlibrary.com)
Gemma’s dining table Made (made.com)
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The extension is clad in 
vertical brick slips to 
contrast with the house 
and the rebuilt outrigger
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