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My
Thanks to savvy design principles applied 
by his architect son, retiree Ben Smit has 

made a happy home in this compact, 
contemporary cottage in Grabouw.

safe haven

By Marian van Wyk 
Photographs Francois Oberholster 

Who lives here?
Ben Smit
{WHERE} Grabouw, Western Cape

The structure consists 
of a timber frame with 

an exterior cladding 
of galvanised zinc and 
interior walls of 9mm 

gypsum board.
Fiat 500 supplied by 

William Simpson Cars 
Newlands

45 rRetirement years are often synonymous 
with downsizing and scaling back – plus 
the challenge of becoming accustomed to a 
smaller home. But Ben Smit (77), who 
worked at Unisa in Pretoria, sees this phase 
of his life in a whole new light. Since 2013, 
this widower and father of five has been 
living in a 45m2 (with a 9m stoep) cottage 
specially designed for him by his architect 
son Marcus. 

Even though he calls it a cottage, Ben’s 
home looks fresh and contemporary, thanks 
to the exterior cladding of galvanised zinc. 
It has a cosy open-plan living area that’s 

separated from the bedroom by a ceiling-
high bookshelf. There’s no room for clutter, 
just books because reading is one of Ben’s 
great loves.

“I don’t watch TV; I sometimes miss the 
sport, but it doesn’t bother me,” says Ben. 
“I like listening to the radio and read more 
now, of course.”

A tiny open-plan galvanised zinc house is 
not every retiree’s cup of tea, but Ben is 
young at heart and has an open mind 
about the modern design. “In my head, I’m 
still young and as a singleton I live well; 
when the kids visit, we have a great time. 



The best thing about Marcus’s 
design was knowing that this 
was where I would put down 

roots; it’s my safe haven. – Ben

smallspaces

Ben didn’t find it difficult to scale down:  
“If I compare this place to the huge space I 
shared with my children in our former home, 
it’s actually consistent with how I live now.

“I still have personal space in my own 
bedroom, there’s just no longer a huge building 
that has to accommodate lots of people like 
before. And it’s no longer necessary.

“I wouldn’t have wanted a bigger place.  
To be honest, there’s nothing I would add.  
The only adjustment to living in such a small 
space is that everything must be in its place  
– even though I’m actually someone who  
likes to just leave things where I’ve put them 
down and never put them away,” admits  
Ben, laughing. >>

The dining table is big 
enough for sociable 
get-togethers when 
Ben’s children and 
friends pop in.
Vases from Nap Living; 
mug from Le Creuset

The stoep is Ben’s favourite spot. 
Although it faces west, the tall trees 

and the roof keep it cool. A screen 
made of transparent polycarbonate 

sheeting shelters the stoep from the 
north-westerly wind and rain  

without making it dark.

A fresh perspective
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smallspaces

DĂƌĐƵƐ�ŽīĞƌƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ�ƟƉƐ�ĨŽƌ�
ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�Ă�ĐŽƩĂŐĞ�Žƌ�ŐĂƌĚĞŶ�ŇĂƚ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�
ƌĞƟƌĞĚ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚ͗
• Privacy, security and accessibility 
�ŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ďĞĨŽƌĞŚĂŶĚ͕�
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŝƚ�ǁŝůů�ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƩĂŐĞ Ɛ͛�
ƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŽǀĞƌĂůů�ĚĞƐŝŐŶ͘�&Žƌ�ƉĞĂĐĞ�ŽĨ�
ŵŝŶĚ͕�ŵĂŬĞ�ƐƵƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƩĂŐĞ�ŚĂƐ�ŝƚƐ�
ŽǁŶ�ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ͘
• Floor�<ĞĞƉ�ŝƚ�ĂƐ�ůĞǀĞů�ĂƐ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�
ŶŽ�;Žƌ�ĨĞǁͿ�ƐƚĞƉƐ͕�ĞǀĞŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽǁĞƌ͘
• Layout�WůĂŶ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƐƉĂĐĞ�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ƐƉĞĐŝĮĐ�
ĨƵƌŶŝƚƵƌĞ�ƉŝĞĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƵƟůŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŇŽŽƌ�
ƐƵƌĨĂĐĞ�ĂƐ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĂůůǇ�
ĂƐ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͕�ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ�ŝĨ�ǇŽƵƌ�ďƵĚŐĞƚ�Žƌ�
ƐƉĂĐĞ�ŝƐ�ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ͘

• Cupboards and shelves��ůǁĂǇƐ�ŬĞĞƉ�
ĨƵŶĐƟŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ŵŝŶĚ�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ�
ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƉĂĐŬĞĚ�ĂǁĂǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŵĂůů�ƐƉĂĐĞ�
ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƵŶƟĚǇ�Žƌ�ĐůƵƩĞƌĞĚ͘
• Climate�,ĞĂƚ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ĂŶĚ�ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ� 
ĂƌĞ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ŝŶ�ĐƌĞĂƟŶŐ�Ă�ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ͕�
ĞŶĞƌŐǇͲĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ�ƵŶŝƚ͘
• Stoep and garden ��ĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ�ƐƚŽĞƉ�ĂŶĚ�
ŐĂƌĚĞŶ͕�ĂůďĞŝƚ�ƐŵĂůů͕�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝǀŝŶŐ�
ƐƉĂĐĞ͘���͚ĚƌǇ͛�ƐƚŽĞƉ�ŝƐ�ǀĞƌǇ�ƵƐĞĨƵů�ĂŶĚ�
ƉƌĂĐƟĐĂů�ŝŶ�Ă�ƐŵĂůů�ĚǁĞůůŝŶŐ͘
ͻ�WƌŝǀĂƚĞ�ĂĐĐŽŵŵŽĚĂƟŽŶ�/Ĩ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƉĂĐĞ�ŝƐ�
ƚŽŽ�ƐŵĂůů�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ďĞĚƌŽŽŵ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ĚŽŽƌ͕ �ǇŽƵ�
ĐĂŶ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐůĞĞƉŝŶŐ�ĂƌĞĂ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�
ůŝǀŝŶŐ�ĂƌĞĂ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ůŝŬĞ�Ă�
ďŽŽŬĐĂƐĞ͕�Ă�ŚĂůĨ�ǁĂůů�Žƌ�Ă�ĐƵƉďŽĂƌĚ͘

[WHAT DOES THE ARCHITECT SAY?]

A small bookshelf divides the living 
area and compact kitchen, which runs 
along the wall underneath the window. 
A taller bookshelf (opposite) separates 
the living area from the bedroom. 

“My fireplace makes 
winter a pleasure – I 
love it,” says Ben. 
“It’s been a long time 
since I’ve enjoyed so 
many pleasant winter 
evenings in front of 
a fire.”
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Insulation
Grabouw gets extremely hot in summer and 
freezing cold in winter. This is how Marcus 
ĞŶƐƵƌĞĚ�ŐŽŽĚ�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƩĂŐĞ͗
Walls The 114mm cavity between the 
interior walls and exterior cladding was 
ĮůůĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǁŽŽů�ĮďƌĞ�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ Ɛ͛�
Ă�ůĂǇĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƌĞŇĞĐƟǀĞ�ĨŽŝů�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ�ƵŶĚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�
exterior cladding. Such walls provide nearly 
ĨŽƵƌ�ƟŵĞƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ŚĞĂƚ�ĂŶĚ�
cold than ordinary brick walls. 
Roof dŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ĨŽŝů�ĂŶĚ�ǁŽŽů�ĮďƌĞ�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ�
is used in the ceiling. The large gap between 
the ceiling and the pitched roof also 
ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ�ŝŶƐƵůĂƟŽŶ͘ 
KƌŝĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ�dŚĞ�ůŽŶŐĞƐƚ�ǁĂůů͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�
kitchen and bathroom windows are 
ƐŝƚƵĂƚĞĚ͕�ĨĂĐĞƐ�ŶŽƌƚŚ͘���ŐůĂƐƐ�ĚŽŽƌ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�
east-facing side lets morning sun into the 
bedroom. The stoep is on the west-facing 
ƐŝĚĞ͖�ŝƚ Ɛ͛�ƵŶĚĞƌ�ĐŽǀĞƌ�ƚŽ�ŬĞĞƉ�ƚŚĞ�ĂŌĞƌŶŽŽŶ�
sun from the large living room window. 

STOCKISTS Flooring Depot 0800 3566 7464, flooringdepot.co.za Le Creuset 086 177 3321, lecreuset.co.za  
Loads of Living 0861 565 565, loadsofliving.co.za Marcus Smit Jacobs Architects 021 852 1362, marcussmit.co.za  
MRP Home 0800 212 535, mrphome.com Nap Living 021 421 6482, napliving.co.za Skinny laMinx 021 424 6290,  
shop.skinnylaminx.com William Simpson Cars Newlands 021 683 7250, JeepNewlands.co.za

Laminated wooden flooring 
in the design Rustic Pine 
from Flooring Depot; carpet 
and ottomans from MRP 
Home; cushions from 
Skinny laMinx

The bedroom is stripped of unnecessary 

detail. The bed belonged to Ben’s son 

Marcus when he was a child.

Linen throw from Loads of Living; scatters 

from Skinny laMinx


