
I first became interested in roundhouses when I visited 
Bodrifty (also now available for holidays) on the Penwith 
moors. Bodrifty’s creators, Fred and Penny Mustill, 

showed me the beautiful remains of Iron Age Cornish 
homes on their land, and I had the realisation that we all 
once lived in round houses, not square. I had visions of 
what Cornwall might look like today, had we modernised 
those Celtic round homes to our current needs. 

That is precisely what Rachel and David Smart Knight 
have done at Plan-it Earth. They had a budget of £4,500 
to build two small roundhouses meeting stringent 
environmental standards. They are built of local and 
recycled materials including straw bales, cordwood 
and glass bottles. Both houses have living roofs to help 
insulation and provide a habitat for insects. Waste water is 
filtered using natural processes, and even the toilets have 
eco-credentials, as all offerings help produce compost. 
But what hit me most when I entered the ‘Hobbit 
Roundhouse’ was how good it felt to be in there. It’s a 
healthy, homely, human-friendly space that is not only 
awe-inspiring, but left me aware that every home could be 
this good.

Cornwall has the target of building 42,250 houses by 
2042. Many people challenge the validity, feasibility and 
desirability of the number proposed, and there certainly 
needs to be discussion around this. But add in the fact 
that our homes represent 25 per cent of our carbon 
emissions, and it becomes clear that the issue of quality 
is as important as quantity. Thousands of young and 
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standards. Pupils engaged in the construction and the local 
people helped make it happen with funds and materials 
leaving a legacy greater than the building itself. 

There are also fantastic retrofi t examples, including Cottage 
Farm in Jacobstow, which has made improvements that mean 
it is now zero carbon. The Cornwall Sustainable Building Trust 
is a treasure trove of guidance, experience and inspiration 
for anyone interested in building or retrofi tting a home to 
environmental standards. The examples of private homes as 
well as commercial developments demonstrate that there is 
an alternative to the characterless, environmentally damaging 
way that we are building today. 

The way we build has a dramatic impact on the landscape 
it sits in, and on landscapes far away. It also has a dramatic 
impact on us. Visiting a beautiful building reminds us 
what we can do and what the built environment can do 
for us if we design wisely. It is possible to build homes, as 
well as commercial or civic buildings, to high social and 
environmental standards without breaking the bank, and I’m 
a little bemused as to why we aren’t getting stuck in. True, 
we aren’t all architects or craftsmen, but we can all be on 
the lookout for buildings which make our heart sing, utilise 
sustainable design and materials and empower their users. 
We can notice them, examine them and demand better from 
those who are building our future. 

For support with sustainability or outdoor nature-based 
learning, e-mail amelialake.kernow@gmail.com

increasingly not so young people aspire to be home owners. 
But in a county with some stunning architecture and fi ne 
examples of environmentally-friendly design, the options 
for affordable homes are somewhat underwhelming. New 
housing should function well as a home, fi t in with existing 
architecture, and take into account environmental impact and 
affordability.  

David Smart Knight had this in mind when designing the 
holiday lets. He told me he wanted the roundhouses to show 
that “small, cheap environmentally sound and architecturally 
sensitive homes are possible”. I was enthused by the fact 
that, with some adjustments, homes which don’t sacrifi ce 
style, sustainability or suffi ciency could be on the market for a 
fraction of the price of current affordable homes.

He also noted that with increasing costs of fossil fuels, 
human labour in agriculture will become more viable again. 
But these people would need affordable homes on the land, 
so new homes should blend in with the landscape. There are 
sustainable, affordable(ish) housing developments out there, 
but they rarely exhibit beauty or subtlety within the landscape. 
In addition, by exchanging learning for labour, the cost of the 
roundhouses were kept low and volunteers learnt new skills. 
Scale this up and you have a symbiotic relationship which will 
train a generation in a trade which supports the needs of the 
community as well.

The beginnings of that generation might be emerging from 
the pupils graduating from Bishop Cornish Primary School in 
Saltash. In 2010 the Education Centre, with the help of pupils 
and the wider community was built to high environmental 
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