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Roberts House, Lake Baringo 

A 
shores of the 

few kilometres off the 
Equator, some 240 
kilometres north of 
Nairobi, in a semi-arid 
region of Kenya lies 
Lake Baringo. On the 
lake are a few scattered 

villages, farmsteads and a campsite hotel, 
and on the lake there is an island (which 
also has a small hotel) and a bird sanctu
ary. It is an area where one can "get 
away from it all" under a vast sky and a 
sprawling flat landscape with a stark 
beauty. Sitting by the edge of the lake, 
with the Cherangani Hills as a backdrop, 
one is enveloped by the calm and peace 
of a place where man and nature come 
together in a natural relationship. 

The Roberts family runs a farm there 
and has been involved in a number of 
developmental projects over the years. 
Their idea was to design a home using 
indigenous materials that would be in 
harmony with the natural environment 
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as well as with the local earth and thatch 
buildings. The house, to be accessible by 
a dirt road and isolated from its neigh
bours, could take advantage of the 
dramatic lake views and provides ample 
cool, shaded areas through which the 
breezes could flow. There was a wish to 
create casual free-flowing spaces, relating 
the inside to the outdoors for simple, 
informal, yet comfortable year-round 
living for the family of four. Due to its 
remoteness the house had to be built and 
maintaned using local labour and re
sources and to be self-sufficient in terms 
of energy needs. 

For this task a young American archi
tect, Bill Meyerhoff, who was staying 
with his sister, Elizabeth Roberts, was 
asked to come up with a scheme. As it is 
often with young architects, the oppor
tunity for a first independent commis
sion came from a family member; and he 
took the opportunity to explore a model 
of the indigenous native hut and ex
pressed it as a structure for contempor
ary living. As a first work the building 
reveals a fme sensitivity to form, mate-

Far left: View from Lake Baringo with the 
Cherangani Hills in the background. Photograph: 
W. Meyerhoff 
Left: The house sits on a bed of rock rising well 
above the water line. Photograph: W. Meyerhoff 
Below: Lake aspect (east) of the house. The wide 
double doors are usually left open connecting the 
outside to the interior spaces. 
Right: From a window - glimpses if internal 
suifaces and planes. 





rials, and light and shade. As architec
tural production it makes an elegant 
statement - one which not only fulfIlls 
the brief, but goes beyond it to produce 
a synthesis of form and concept unusual 
in today's architect designed self
conscious works. 

The house is sited on a flat area of 
land overlooking the lake, next to a large 
shady tree which sets the building into 
its environment. The foundations (about 
half a metre deep) consist of concrete 
poured over a rock base. The floor fInish 
is cement-concrete. The structure is of 
sun-dried earth blocks reinforced by 
concrete posts and a continuous ring 
beam for seismic stability. The blocks 
were formed in a hand press using only a 
5% ratio of cement. The roof is thatched 
with grass and timber "Cecil" poles in 
an exposed-beam structure which adds 
to the beauty of the space. This element 
was perhaps the trickiest part of the con
struction. 

The owner of the house acted as a 
contractor and participated in the con
struction. The woodwork, joinery and 
furniture, by local labour trained and 
guided by the architect's father, a fme 
furniture designer and maker in Calif or-

nia who was also visiting Kenya. All in 
all, it was truly a family participatory 
effort, using unskilled labour. The house 
took just over a year to complete. 

The plan uses curved walls intercon
necting the flowing spaces. There are 
two bedrooms, bathrooms and a living 
area at ground-floor level and a "loft" 
bedroom (accessible by a vertical ladder) 
above the double-height space. The built 
up area covers some 160 square metres. 

There are a number of outbuildings 
including the kitchen and service area, 
which are in a conventional rectangular 
plan structure attached to the house by a 
short covered walkway. This structure 
and other buildings (for vehicle parking, 
equipment) , classrooms and offIces, etc. 
all have corrugated metal roofs for safety 
reasons. One weak point of the agglom
eration of buildings is their relationship, 
which does not appear to follow any 
comprehensive land use plan. 

Although idyllic and peaceful as it is 
here, life is not easy without many of the 
amenities of modem day living. On the 
other hand, the architect's vision has en
hanced the natural advantages of site and 
environment, creating an inspiring and 
pleasing home. 
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Top: The Font lawn is shaded by an old tree and the 
building at diffe!"ent times of the day. The !"est of the 
land is semi-arid b!"ush. 
Abo~e: South-east view with the upstairs lofi bed
room window. 
Right, top: The curved forms, the protective over
hanging 1"00f and the wood Fames give this em1h 
house a quiet elegance. 
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1. Living room 5. Bathroom 
2. Sitting room 6. Storage 
3. Master bedroom 7. Service and kitchen 
4. Bedroom 

Floor plan and 1'00f plan. Courtesy of the architect. 
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OverleaJ From the upstairs bedroom looking into 
the double-height living area. Photograph: W. 
Meyerhoff 
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Left, above: The main area is one space differenti
ated by perforated walls and levels into three areas 
- living, sitting and dining. 
Left: The informal living-entrance space provides a 
link to the outside whilst the steps lead to the sitting 
room. 
Top: The exposed beams and thatch roof add both 
interest and colour to the spaces below. 
Above: The juxtaposition of sUifoces - studied 
relationships like sculpture. 
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Left: The upstairs bedroom 
with a mosquito net above the 
bed, 
Left, below: Planes curve 
away bathed in a varying 
gradation of light punctuated 
by openings, 

Bill MeyerhoJfgraduated 
from Southern California 
Institute of Architecture in 
1981, Except for the time 
spent in Kenya working on 
the Roberts House, he lives 
and works in Los Angeles 
with the firm Kaneko 
Netztar, 


