
NEW ADOBE ECO HOME FOR H. WALKER & J. SHAPIRO AT BATON VALLEY, TASMAN. 

My clients, Helen Walker and Jay Shapiro, had 
recently purchased a 21ha rural property 10km up 
the Baton Valley in the foothills of Nelson’s western 
ranges. Engineer Richard Walker (no relation) had 
already completed a scheme plan for earthworks, 
access road and effluent disposal on this steep east 
facing slope above the Baton River. A narrow ridge 
aligned east/west near the north boundary was chosen 
as the suitable building site with best solar access, 
but extensive earthworks (taking three months to 
complete) were required to create the 1000m2 flat 
building platform.

 My brief was to design an environmentally friendly 
adobe (mud brick) home that would comfortably 
house Helen and Jay, featuring separate bedroom/
studio spaces while providing office and storage 
facilities for Helen’s business ‘Yarn Traders’. The 
house was co-designed with significant input from 
experienced earth building engineer Richard Walker 
(ESS Ltd), builder Kenny MacLennan (Adobe House 
Co Ltd) and naturally, Helen and Jay. I proposed a 
passive solar design to keep the extensive thermal 
mass warm, further insulated with a weatherboard 
clad stud wall fixed over the exterior of all east, west 
and south adobe walls to habitable rooms.

I also agreed that an extensive back-up heating 
system was required for such a high mass home in this 
mountainous location, where only limited solar gain 
would be available in winter. A hydronic under floor 
heating system was designed, heated by a high output 
boiler contained in an Irish-manufactured Stanley 
wood-fired stove located in the kitchen. This system 
proved to be efficient enough so that the exterior 
weatherboard cladding system could be dispensed 
with. 
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As this house is completely off the ‘grid’ (with a micro hydro scheme 
providing more than enough power) clause H1; Energy Efficiency 
of the building code was not applicable.  Furthermore, in-service 
experience showed no need for insulation of the adobe walls which do 
achieve R0.6 to comply with clause E3; Internal Moisture. The ceilings 
are insulated with 2 layers of Latitude Woolbloc (totalling R5.0) 
while some exterior wall frames are insulated with R3.2 Woolbloc. 
The concrete slab floor was fully insulated with 50mm polystyrene, 
including a thermal break between the slab and the substantial external 
foundations to reduce heat loss.

The design provides maximum solar gain due to the north-facing open-
plan Kitchen, Dining & Living room. This area features full height 
glazed patio doors, plus gable-end glazing, offering extensive views 
of the steep bush clad hills and river valley below.  Connected to the 
living space (through internal glazed bi fold doors) are both bedroom 
and office areas,  creating an easy flow not only for the occupants’ 
access, but also for distributing radiant heat build-up in this primary 
‘direct-gain’ sunspace area. Relief to the flat 2.5m ceilings is provided 
in the main Living / Dining room with a natural Lawson Cypress-
lined sloping ceiling supported with massive Macrocarpa posts and 
ridge beam. The mingled natural fragrances of earth walls and Lawson 
Cypress timber offer welcoming ‘warmth’ for visitors.

In order to avoid a heat-sink problem in the southern areas of the 
house (where there would be insufficient solar gain) several interior 
partitions and the bathroom under the lean-to roof were built with fully 
insulated timber framing.  Another interesting feature of this adobe 
building is the hybrid structural design which provides for a concealed 
post and beam system to support the roof independently of the earth 
walls. This in turn provides bracing against earthquake loads. Such a 
system allows the walls to be built in any weather under a sheltering 
roof, an important consideration on this cold rural site. The exterior 
walls are being monitored for weather damage to evaluate whether a 
protective coating of lime plaster will be required.

The home was built for around $480,000 (at a cost of approximately 
$2100.00 per square metre) not including extensive site infrastructure 
and earthworks. However, typical of well-built earth structures 
worldwide, this home has been designed (with regular maintenance) 
to last for hundreds of years! All materials chosen were toxin free and 
locally produced, including all bathroom fittings.
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