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Figure 3: North-facing sunroom capturing warmth and sunlight. (photo Ben
Wrigley)

5 UNDERGROUND HOUSE

The Underground House was conceived in response to the loss of a family home in the Black
Saturday Bushfires of 2009 (Fig. 4). Situated in Steels Creek, adjacent to the Kinglake
National Park one hour northeast of Melbourne, the project took place on the very same
property the bushfire had destroyed, where the clients, Amanda and Edd had lived and farmed
for over 30 years. Additionally, Amanda and Edd lost many of their animals, the entire infra-
structure of their working farm and their bed-and-breakfast accommodation business. While
attempting to save their home and animals, they were lucky to be alive after fighting the fires
that swept through their property. Their wider community also suffered catastrophic losses;
of human lives, homes, farms, animals and businesses. Peter Stanley in Black Saturday at
Steels Creek describes the terror of the fire; ‘the sound of roaring in the distance persuaded
them the threat had arrived’ [34]. ‘The embers came over... it was like bombs’ [35]. For those
not having had the experience of such traumatic events, it is difficult to understand the phys-
ical, emotional, financial and spiritual impediments faced by victims of the bushfires in the
process of rebuilding their homes and lives.

In many rural parts of Australia, bushfire is a regular and inescapable reality. The Eucalypt
forests that define many parts of Australia are perfectly adapted for fire, with many plant
species requiring fire for seed germination, maintenance and regeneration. Bill Gammage in
The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aboriginies Made Australia writes that prior to white
settlement Indigenous people harnessed fire as a tool to make the landscape productive, pro-
vide them with food and building materials, and maintain environmental balance [36]. Since
1788, much of the human-built environment created in Australia has been based on a European
model of agriculture and settlement not adapted to survive or evolve with fire prone environ-
ments, the consequence being that fire is a regular and unnecessarily catastrophic occurrence.
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Figure 4: The original home destroyed in the bushfires. (Photo Alvyn Williams)

Figure 5: Sheep grazing on the roof of the new house. (Photo Ben Wrigley)

Amanda and Edd wanted to rebuild a home that would not only resist fire as required by the
Australian Standard AS3959 Construction of Buildings in Bushfire-Prone Areas [37], but also
exceed it. While many people in their community rapidly replaced timber-framed housing
identical to that lost in the fire, Amanda and Edd wanted to ‘rebuild properly, not quickly’
[38]. They wanted to build a home that they felt safe in with the knowledge that bushfires
would likely affect the property again in their lifetimes, and to also provide an example for
the community of a type of building better adapted to this environment (Fig. 5).

Fire resistance and safety were therefore the most important goals for the project, though
other goals included; the recycling of design elements and salvaging of building materials
from the former home, minimising home maintenance and energy consumption, providing a
warm and welcoming focus for the extended family, providing a safe home to grow old in,
and demonstrating to others how to live comfortably and safely in this environment. Soft
Loud House Architects approached the television series Grand Designs Australia, who were
inspired to help Amanda and Edd share the story of their unique response to rebuilding in a
fire prone area, which facilitated their wish for their design and building process to be educa-
tional to the broader community (Fig. 6).

The preparation of a masterplan for Amanda and Edd was informed by their long history
of farming experience on the property, and awareness of the environmental risks. Valuable
buildings were located away from vegetated areas, and a large dam shielded the house from
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Figure 6: Environmental science students engaged in discussions in
the house. (Photo Amanda Williams)

Figure 7: Arches constructed from bricks recycled from the original home.
(Photo Ben Wrigley)

potential fires by creating a large and easily defendable space. The project team proposed an
earth-sheltered house to provide stable thermal performance, enhancing fire safety and low-
ering maintenance. By orienting the house to the sun, combined with its large thermal mass
and enhanced insulation, the house maintains a year-round stable temperature range of 21-24
degrees Celsius with very little additional energy input. Amanda and Edd’s core values
included; education, sustainability, family, integration of buildings with the farm environ-
ment, security and identity. In response to this, the house produces its own water, treats its
own effluent, and is extremely low maintenance through the use of durable materials. It has
one facade exposed to the environment and all spaces easily accessible on one level. Arched
openings throughout the house were made from bricks recycled from the burnt house, and
reflected the same forms Amanda and Edd had experienced in the houses they grew up in, and
the curved earth-sheltered roof was similarly designed to echo the sweep of the surrounding
hills (Fig. 7). A practical brick-paved floor also created a sense of continuity with the home
that had been lost, which had used similar materials. The new house facilitates a self-sufficient
life, with sheep grazing grass on the roof, energy generated from wood and sunlight collected
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on the farm, and home grown vegetables, meat, milk and cheese produced, traded
and consumed.

The farm had always been used as a teaching environment for secondary and permaculture
design students, related to environmental science and agricultural education. However, dur-
ing the construction process, Amanda and Edd began to realise the potential for the house to
add another dimension to the sustainable living practices they were already teaching. The
project is now used as an example of an integrated permaculture-based home, agricultural
and educational environment, producing food, income and creating a place for people to learn
from and connect with each other and nature.

Amanda and Edd describe their new home as the warmest and lightest house they have
ever had, and a joy to live in. Their story of regeneration after crisis is reflected in the house
design, providing a thriving example of how we can adapt our buildings and lives to better
suit the Australian environment. Their powerful story has been recognised on Grand Designs
Australia [39] and by Moira Fahy in her film Afterburn: In The Tigers Jaws [40].

6 CONCLUSION

The values-based architectural design process allows meaningful constraints for deci-
sion-making to be created, guiding the development of new environments, habits and ways of
being more aligned with the client’s goals, needs and values. This process invites clients to
distil and prioritise the things they care about most and contribute to a larger cultural conver-
sation about the type of world they wish to create. This design methodology reflects a deep
interest that Soft Loud House Architects have in the development of cultural sustainability.
These two projects are examples of how a values-based architectural design process can give
clients the tools to repair and strengthen relationships with themselves, others and their envi-
ronment whereby they are empowered to live an enriched life, informed by what they care
about most, planting the seeds for a life of coherence and wholeness.
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