‘If flowers want to grow right out of
the concrete sidewalk cracks, I'm
going to bend down to smell them.’

Dionne Warwick on
battling bullies in
East Orange, N.J.
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Concrete’s

BY AMY GAMERMAN

STEP INSIDE Sudnya Shroff’s cast-concrete home
in Los Altos Hills, Calif., and you will find glossy
kitchen countertops, also made of concrete, sculp-
tural bathroom sinks and staircases—concrete—and
floors with fossils and tiny semiprecious stones
embedded in, yes, concrete.

“There’s a very strong emotional draw for me to-
ward concrete—it’s the one material that accepts
imperfections,” said Ms. Shroff, a 44-year-old
painter and fashion designer whose 7,000-square-
foot home, completed in 2013, cost over $5 million
to create. Her husband, Nickhil Jakatdar, a 46-year-
old Silicon Valley entrepreneur, had his doubts dur-

Above, Tod ing the 4% years it took to design and build the
Greenfield house. “He said, ‘Is it going to look like one of those
spent over $2 homes in India, where they run out of money and
million to don’t paint?”” she recalled.
build a 5,000- Unfazed by associations with cellblocks and
square-foot parking garages, more homeowners are discover-
concrete ing that concrete is the chameleon of construction.
house on It can take on the texture of wood or glass, an art-
" ‘Long Island’s ist’s palette of color beyond drab gray and, with
North Shore. the addition of structural fibers and plasticizers, is

Rock-solid
houses can
withstand fires
and floods, plus
they're energy
efficient. But
homeowners
quickly note
that the look is
stylish, too.

exy Side

less prone to cracking.

“It’s pretty much the standard concrete that’s
always been used, but upgraded with new addi-
tives,” said Fu-Tung Cheng, whose Berkeley, Ca-
lif.-based firm Cheng Design created Ms.
Shroff’s home. “Most people’s immediate re-
sponse about concrete is to think of freeways
and parking lots—but if you use it properly, it’s
like stone was in the old days, sculptural with a
real feeling of timelessness.”

Concrete has been around since ancient times,
when Roman builders mixed lime, sand and rub-
ble with volcanic ash to create the Pantheon
dome. Modern concrete swaps out the volcanic
ash for portland cement. Concrete homes can be
poured in place into forms made of plywood or
steel plate and lined with everything from pine
boards to mirror-smooth plastic laminate. Or they
can be erected using precast concrete walls or
blocks. The sturdiest concrete homes are rein-
forced with steel, making them strong enough to
withstand fires, floods and hurricanes.

For the Shroff-Jakatdar home, Mr. Cheng cre-
ated a cantilevered staircase with concrete
treads that seem to float in midair; each tread
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Modern concrete is
mixed with portland

cement, a material

produced by firing
clay and limestone. It
is named after stone
quarried on England's

Isle of Portland.

It takes about 66.5
cubic yards of
concrete—over 134
tons—to build a
1,500-square-foot,
single-story house
with concrete walls.

—~
n
i =
(=
=2
=
=2
=)
e
=
7]
=
(=]
o
=
x
3
=
2
Lip
=
=
o
=
(=]
=
-
&
=
7]
Ly
I
=
L
=
-
g
[
vy
w
=1
o
=
I3
A
=3



oty ——

M6 | Friday, August 10, 2018

T

—

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

= i p—— ——— =
e e = =

MANSION

SOLID FOUNDATION Sudnya Shroff and Nickhil Jakatdar’s Los Altos Hills, Calif., concrete home, which measures 7,000 square feet and cost over $5 million to build in 2013.

Concrete’s

Sexy Side

Continued frompage M1
can support over 900 pounds. El-
liptical circular “cutouts”
throughout the house bring in
natural light. The concrete floor
of Ms. Shroff’s studio was
stamped with traditional Indian
and Chinese blocks used for tex-
tile printing. And her deep-red
kitchen counter, tinted with pow-
dered iron oxide, was poured in
place and then buffed to a high
polish to resemble terrazzo.
Concrete homes are typically
more expensive to build than con-
ventional homes, but they’re less
expensive to maintain and more

durable over time. Concrete affects

the bottom line in other ways,

lowering heating and cooling costs

and even insurance premiums.

Ready-mix trucks,
which use revolving
drums to combine
cement with water
and aggregate like
sand and gravel, can
produce a single load
of concrete weighing
about 17 tons.

SCULPTURAL At
right, the kitchen
and stairwell in the
California home have
exposed concrete
walls. The stairwell
also has a concrete
cutout to allow
more light to filter
into the interiors.




Poured and precast
concrete is most popular in

luxury markets, accounting
for 4.1% of high-end
homes built last year.

“Reinforced-concrete building
systems are more disaster resis-
tant, more insect resistant, more
mold resistant—also one of the
most energy-efficient systems
available,” said Ed Hudson, director
of marketing research for Home In-
novation Research Labs, a subsid-
iary of the National Association of
Home Builders, a trade group.

According to Home Innovation
surveys, poured and precast con-
crete is most popular in the luxury
sector—accounting for 4.1% of
high-end homes built last year.
That marks a steady increase in
the demand for luxury concrete
since the recession low in 2012,
when such homes accounted for
just 1.9% of new construction.

Investing in concrete construc-
tion with high-end finishes may
pay off in resale value.

“If the home is luxurious with
lots of windows, we can sell those
easily,” said Gwen Banta, a real-es-
tate agent with Sotheby’s Interna-
tional Realty in Los Angeles. “Pol-
ished concrete floors are a very
popular design element. Concrete,
when imprinted with a pattern,
can be a dramatic design element.”

In New York, Tod Greenfield
spent over $2 million to build a
5,000-square-foot concrete house
that was poured in place on his
family’s 3%-acre property on the
North Shore of Long Island in 2013.

“We didn’t want to use Sheet-
rock, we didn’t want to use paint—
because every few years you have
to repaint,” said Mr. Greenfield,
who is 58 and the co-owner of
Martin Greenfield Clothiers, a cus-
tom-suit manufacturer.

“Concrete has a natural appeal

BOLD HUES A kitchen concrete countertop, above left, was tinted with powdered iron oxide to achieve a deep-red hue. Above right, an open-plan living and din-
ing area. Below, the entryway has concrete walls and floors. Elsewhere, floors were stamped with Indian and Chinese textile-printing blocks.
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to us. It’s interesting to look at.”
Custom wooden forms were
created to cast the concrete walls,
floors and ceilings. Pine boards
were used to give the concrete
walls a wood-grain finish, which

Once it leaves the harmonize with the home’s black-
truck, concrete mix locust siding (milled from trees
has about 90 on the property felled during Hur-
minutes before it ricane Irene).
begins to set, The smooth concrete ceilings
becoming unusable. were created with fine-planed ply-

wood forms. Large windows and
translucent polycarbonate wall
panels bring in plenty of light.

The exposed concrete ceilings
posed a challenge: Where to hide
some of the home’s wiring and
other elements. Narofsky Archi-
tecture, which designed the
house, created a series of wood-
framed “clouds” that float just be-
low the ceiling, to house cove
lights, speakers, air-conditioning
vents and venting for the kitchen
cooktop. Each cloud is lined with -
a sound panel made of polypro-
pylene material, “to balance out
the echo and soften the audio feel
of the house,” said principal Stu-
art Narofsky.

The concrete roof is strong
enough to support a 150-square-
foot rooftop vegetable garden in
raised beds planted with a foot of -
soil, and a 1,000-square-foot green
roof of alpine plants.

“Structurally, the house is super
solid,” said Mr. Greenfield, who
rode out superstorm Sandy there
in 2012, when work was nearly
complete. “I saw this giant oak
tree keel over and hit the corner
of the roof—it just snapped.
House: 1, Tree: 0.”
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GOING UP Tod and But not all concrete is built to
Bonnie Greenfield’s last. In the Los Altos Hills, Calif,,
daughters, Sofia and home, Mr. Cheng designed a wall
Rachel, climb an ex- that has been engineered to par- _
terior staircase, left, tially erode over time; the con-
that leads from the crete, which was mixed with soil
courtyard to the and organic matter to encourage
backyard of their the growth of lichen and moss, is
home on Long also embedded with hidden ob-
Island’s North Shore. jects, such as stones, machine
Above, the kitchen. parts and a doll belonging to Ms.
Shroff,

“Some are starting to show up
now,” she said. “Some of the
things won’t show up even in my
lifetime.”




NATURAL MATERIALS Above, from left to right, the Greenfield home has black-locust siding milled from trees felled during Hurricane Irene; concrete in the dining room has warm tones; smooth ceil-
ings in the living room and elsewhere in the house were created with fine-planed plywood forms. Below, daughter Sofia hangs out in the living room, which has large windows for natural light.
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