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Built as suburban housing during the 1970s and 80s, terrace houses 

in KUALA LUMPUR are making a comeback as alternatives to 

condominium living. ADELE CHONG went out to the suburb of 

BANGsAR to visit JTJ DEsIGN’s make-over of one such classic.  

Urban oasis
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previous  |  EDGED WITH TREES AND FLOWERING PLANTS, THE GRAVEL-COVERED COURTYARD ENTRANCE FEATURES A PROCESSION OF CONCRETE STEPS LEADING TO THE HOUSE. 
above  |  ADJOINING THE MAIN LIVING AREA, THE STREET-FACING BALCONY ON THE FIRST FLOOR IS SITUATED BEHIND A FOLIAGE-COVERED FAÇADE. boTToM | A SMALL PLUNGE  
POOL SITS ON THE LEFT OF THE FIRST FLOOR BALCONY. opposiTe  |  THE HOUSE AS SEEN FROM THE STREET.
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M
agali Jaumol remembers it all 
very clearly. As with many 
modern-day miracles, she found 
the house online. Brimming with 
plant life, it exuded a palpable joie 

de vivre that had gone amiss in the temporary 
Kuala Lumpur condo home shared with her 
husband, Jonathan Aeberhard, and their cat, 
Celeste. A year earlier, the young couple had 
moved from Singapore where both held high-
ranking posts in the local office of advertising 
agency, Ogilvy & Mather. Although jubilant 
that Jonathan had been offered the opportunity 
to helm the agency’s Malaysian branch, 
they bemoaned the loss of the refurbished 
Peranakan (Straits Chinese) shophouse in 
Singapore that they had called home for the 
first two years of their stay in Asia. 

The rented KL condominium they were 
initially living in (“a generic box with 24-hour 
air-conditioning”) was never really going to cut 
it. The impressive view from its windows hardly 
assuaged the desire for a landed property that 
would enable the couple to absorb the vibrant 
sights and sounds of their adopted city while 
keeping them blissfully removed from the 
ruckus. “When you live in a condo, there’s a 
tendency to feel more isolated from what’s 
going on outside,” says Magali. “We wanted to 
move closer to local Malaysian life.” 

They’ve ended up living on a quiet 
residential street a leisurely stroll away from 
the main thoroughfare, just down the hill from 
where their first condo was. It meant that 
Jonathan and Magali were able to remain in 
Bangsar, an older suburban neighbourhood 
that they, like so many other expatriate 
residents before them, had come to appreciate 
for its jaunty summertime feel and proximity 
to good eateries and shops. The streets are 
lined with hundred year-old Angsana trees 

that make this area a coveted find; when not 
inundated by rush-hour traffic, they provide 
temporary respite from the exhaust-choked, 
concrete-wrought delirium that one identifies 
with modern-day Kuala Lumpur. 

A terrace house on Jalan Terasek, newly 
resurrected by Tony Heneberry of JTJ Design, 
caught their eye. As with most of Tony’s other 
projects, the house was conceived as a spec 
house – a project undertaken without a specific 
buyer or client in mind, and sold by the architect 
or developer. Shunning commissioned work, 
the Irish-born architect prefers to trawl the 
city for unrefined architectural gems with 
his business partner. Before being put back 
on the market, handpicked properties are 
subsequently overhauled and filled with custom 
furniture made from salvaged construction 
debris by Tony and his assistants.

The couple soon found themselves 
comfortably ensconced in the three-storey 
home, filling its built-in shelves with amassed 
mementos that tell of a life spent discovering 
colourful corners of the world together. 
Hailing from Europe – he from London and 
she a native Belgian – both grew up in houses 
buzzing with activity, resulting in a shared 
love of spacious areas, natural ventilation and  
the outdoors. 

Featuring a built-up area of 310 square 
metres, the house initially appears as something 
of a contradiction – albeit in the best possible 
way. Standing behind a simple metal gate 
and beneath a boisterous layering of foliage, 
it is a conspicuous yet concealed presence. 
Nearby terrace houses, un-transformed and 
decrepit, quietly acknowledge its remarkable 
metamorphosis by offering up shades of its 
former, lack-lustre self.

Gutted and resourcefully re-zoned, 
the surprise lies in the rear of the house. 
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We approach the house itself over a timber walkway 
into the soaring internal courtyard.
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A result of reclaimed space, it boasts a deep 
extension that belies its compact frontage, 
while accommodating the addition of a lofty 
top level with elevated views over Bangsar. 
Distinguished by a single, perfect Frangipani 
tree and a ‘living wall’ rampant with sprawling 
greenery, the narrow, receding frontage is at 
once inviting and reserved – the bucolic image 
of a small summer cottage being reclaimed 
by nature over time springs immediately to 
mind. “The green has been great for privacy,” 
says Jonathan. “It keeps us well-hidden.” 
Indeed, the house’s introverted disposition is 
so unyielding that the taxi driver misses the 
building altogether on our way there, duped by 
the camouflage landscaping. 

“It’s like a little oasis, and you have the 
madness of the city going on outside,” says 
Magali. She is standing on the opposite side 
of the wall, beaming appreciatively at her 
surroundings. Fingering a creeping vine from 
the wraparound balcony on the first floor – 
one of three throughout the house – she takes 
a moment to marvel at the homegrown bitter 
gourd that is slowly but surely taking shape in 
the makeshift vertical garden. Sunlight filters 
in from the luxuriant green barrier and casts a 
warm glow over the adjoining living area, where 
we lounge about on soft furniture, wonderfully 
sheltered from peeping neighbours and the 
drab reality of the street.

The ceiling’s exposed timber framework and 
areas stripped down to the house’s original 

brickwork play up the industrial quality. 
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Named in honour of a decadent lady tenant 
wont to luxuriate in its shallow depths with a 
glass of bubbly in hand, the bijou ‘champagne’ 
dip pool lies to the left of the balcony. A 
snapshot of resort-style tranquility, it juts 
forth in the direction of the street towards 
untamed treetops. The curled branch of a 
potted Frangipani sways suggestively near the 
clear, rippling water to seductive effect. It’s the 
kind of scenario that is enough to make one 
temporarily dismiss every irksome thing about 
living in a busy Asian city – even the racket 
emanating from the construction next door. 
Undeterred, Magali swoops in with a six-pack 
of soda for the workers, in exchange for twenty 
minutes of quiet. Her confident body language 
suggests that this is a regular ritual. As the men 
sip their fizzy bribes, paradise is momentarily 
restored. It is Jonathan’s turn to smile: “As you 
can see, we’ve become quite local.”  

Entered via a small, unpretentious 
courtyard that takes its atmospheric cue from 
a manicured Japanese garden, the inside of 
the house, a stirring composition of concrete, 
metal, and unrefined wood paired with a 
monochromatic palette, makes a memorable 
first impression. “We like things a little raw,” 
says Jonathan of the interiors. The ceiling’s 
exposed timber framework and areas stripped 
down to the house’s original brickwork play 
up the industrial quality. On the lower levels, 
walls and floors are painted stark white. Here 
the visual onus falls on everyday objects, 
giving them the aura of precious artefacts. 
It’s an excellent display space, illuminated by 
the lightwell at the heart of the house. Since 
their arrival, the couple have made the most of 
the expansive walls, affixing them with their 
modest but animated collection of artworks, 
including an original Andy Warhol print gifted 
by Jonathan’s father. Big Mama, a painting by 
Magali, occupies a place of honour in the master 
bedroom, its title an endearing reference to the 
birth of their baby daughter, Penelope, whom 
the couple welcomed nearly a year ago. 

The premises are demarcated with a clear 
sense of purpose – sleeping areas tucked at 
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previous  |  PAINTED WHITE FROM FLOOR TO CEILING, THE MAIN LIVING AREA TAkES ON A GALLERY-LIkE FEEL, PLACING EMPHASIS ON DISPLAYED OBJECTS.  
above  |  GLIMPSED FROM THE MAIN LIVING AREA, A STEEL STAIRCASE CONNECTS EACH OF THE THREE FLOORS. above lefT  |  A SUNkEN ENTERTAINMENT  
AREA ON THE GROUND FLOOR WAS DESIGNED SPECIFICALLY WITH GUESTS IN MIND.
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...A stirring composition of concrete, metal, and unrefined wood paired  
with a monochromatic palette, makes a memorable first impression.
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opposiTe  |  LIT FROM ABOVE, THE VERTICAL STAIRWELL OFFERS A LAYERED VIEW OF THE INTERIORS. above  |  SITUATED IN THE BACk OF THE HOUSE ON THE GROUND FLOOR, THE MASTER 
BEDROOM ADJOINS THE REAR COURTYARD. cenTre  |  MADE FROM SALVAGED WOOD STRIPS, SLIDING DOORS ACT AS A DIVIDER BETWEEN THE MASTER BEDROOM AND THE DRESSING AREA. 
below  |  PLACED NEXT TO THE STAIRWELL, CURIOS COLLECTED FROM PAST TRAVELS GIVE THE SPACE A TOUCH OF COLOUR. 

the rear of the ground floor for extra privacy, 
kitchen and living room areas sandwiched 
between opposing balconies on the first 
floor, and a versatile top floor overlooking 
neighbouring rooftops. But despite being 
designed before they came into the picture, 
“They’ve really made the space their own,” 
says Tony, who has since become a friend ofthe 
couple. Magali and Jonathan have thoughtfully 
turned the top floor into a spectacular spare 
bedroom for their many out-of-town guests, 
and a casual wander reveals a home enlivened 
by the spontaneity, as well as the habitual 
quirks, of residents well into the second year 
of their contented sojourn. A few areas ring 
especially true to this spirit, specifically 
Penelope’s toy-laden room and the sunken 
‘pit’ for an entertainment area on the ground 
floor strewn with giant cushions. The house 
is not picture perfect – and deliberately so. 
Its appeal lies in its unpolished surfaces and 
the mild sense of disarray that persists in 
each room, be it an open cardboard box left  
out for the sake of convenience, or a collection 
of haphazardly stacked reading materials near 
an armchair. 

A few of JTJ Designs’ signature hand-
wrought wonders occupy key areas in the 
Terasek House. Set on rolling canisters, low 
tables made from decommissioned railway 
sleepers are found on the first two floors. 
The kitchen’s centrepiece is a dining table 
painstakingly fashioned from poured concrete 
and a gridded metal framework. Robust and 
impossibly heavy, it was crafted on site and 
exists as a permanent part of the space rather 
than a dispensable accessory. The table’s 
solidity is as reassuring as it is imposing – 
a symbol of steadfast continuity, it firmly 
establishes itself as the eternal place of mirth-
filled mealtimes. “I think what Tony is doing is 
fantastic,” says Jonathan. “He’s found a unique 
way to bring back to life these houses from the 
1970s and 80s, and also to re-use the material 
that’s already there.”

“People tell me that my houses are like blank 
canvases,” Tony discloses. “They are meant to 
highlight the personalities of the inhabitants.” 
But while the house might feature pared-down 
surfaces, it can hardly be deemed a ‘minimalist’ 
space. A co-ordinated mish-mash of new and 
existing elements, the building is marked with 
inconsistencies, material and otherwise. But 
these also make up a strong part of its charm. 
The house on Jalan Terasek doesn’t just reflect 
the characteristics of the residents – it stands 
as an eloquent embodiment of their aspirations 
for the future as well, by celebrating the 
juncture between the past and present. 
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above  |  FLOOR PLANS.
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ARCHITECT  JTJ Design
DESIGNER  Tony Heneberry, Jo England
PROJECT TEAM  Tony Heneberry,  
Jo England, Jessica Lim
BUILDER  Uni Reka
LANDSCAPE CONTRACTOR  
General Agricultural Nursery, Suppiah 

JTJ DESIGN
(60) 12 267 3881
jtjdesign.com.my

ARTWORk
Flower at entrance fabricated 
from rebar, designed by Jo England 
and Water Splash, fabricated from 
recycled and distressed steel plate 
from original house, designed by 
Tony Heneberry of JTJ Design. 
In Master Bedroom, Lady in Village 
artwork by Magali Aberhard.

FURNITURE
Generally throughout,  furniture 
custom designed and fabricated 
by JTJ design, including casual 
coff ee tables using recycled railway 
ties, and dining table made 
from stainless steel and polished 
concrete. Sofas designed by 
Thamesa, and white plastic 
dining chairs from IKEA.

LIGHTING
Generally throughout, 
Halogen Track lighting by RIO.

FINISHES
Generally throughout. fl ooring is 
fi nished in bamboo and wood eff ect 
vinyl. In TV Pit, fl oor is fi nished in 
polished concrete. On Main 
Lounge and Kitchen, polished 
cement fl oors are fi nished in 
white epoxy and acrylic top coat, 
and in Loft Area, fl oors are Acacia 
wood planks with black silicone 
joint sealing and accents.

FIXED & FITTED
In Kitchen, counters custom 
fabricated by JTJ design from 
stainless steel, and in wet kitchen, 
counters made from polished 

cement. Kitchen splashback 
fabricated from custom made 
concrete bricks. Generally 
throughout, solar water heater 
by Mata Hari, air conditioners 
with heat recovery and energy 
saving by Panasonic, high-fl ow 
energy-saving fans by Haiku. 
In Bathroom, WC and sinks 
by Johnson Suisse, taps and 
showers by Johnson Suisse 
and Grohe.
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