
The architect 
James Stockwell James Stockwell Architect, Sydney

The clients 
(representing extended Pain family) 
Jill Pain Environmentalist
Michael Pain Senior executive, Management 
Consulting, Accenture. Board member, St James  
Ethics Centre, Sydney.

The house
Snowy Mountains, NSW. This house has won many 
awards, including the 2009 NSW Australian Institute of 
Architects Blacket Prize for Regional Architecture

What they are reading
James Stockwell Architecture Without Architects: 

A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture 
by Bernard Rudofsky and Forests: The Shadow of 
Civilisation by Robert Pogue Harrison.
Jill Pain The Water Dreamers by Michael Cathcart 
and Singing Saltwater Country by John Bradley with 
Yanyuwa families. 
Michael Pain Affordable Architecture: Great Houses  
on a Budget by Stephen Crafti.

What they are thinking about
James Stockwell Things are happening so fast that 
sometimes there isn’t enough thinking done on the 
quieter things, like how water will stain a building, how 
the natural systems work.
Jill Pain I am 80 [and] I realised a long time ago that you 
need to learn about how decisions are made, that you 
can’t let others make them for you, and this applies to 

the environment. As a family, our ideas have all come 
together in this house.
Michael Pain I am renovating my family house in 
Sydney and many of the ideas from the Snowy house are 
informing our decisions.

The architect’s story
I took on this commission predominantly because of the 
drama of the site. The Pains sent me photographs and  
I thought: “This is just phenomenal.”  The property is on 
the top of a hill facing due west, looking down two gun-
barrel valleys, the Thredbo and Snowy river valleys, and 
both of them carry huge winds, which was something Jill 
spoke about a lot with me in the early days. 

You can see Thredbo lights in the distance with 
outcrops of granite boulders and lots of native grasses that 
Jill is very passionate about. It is sort of post-cattle country 

In its elements
Extreme weather conditions gave rise to a ground-hugging, chiselled form enclosing  
a warm-timbered interior for this house on Kalkite in the Snowy Mountains

Story Janne Ryan Photography/Architecture Patrick Bingham Hall Photography/Portrait Adam Knott

June 2011 wish 49

and Jill’s been involved with the history of the local area 
and bushwalking and being a custodian of the place, but 
the whole family was obviously very involved. At one 
point, I thought that I might be working with a committee 
and that can be troublesome but there seemed to be 
ability to agree on things and get to the point. There was 
an air of not wanting to fuss around, more concentrating 
on getting everything done and keeping it simple. It didn’t 
look like it was going to be high maintenance. We worked 
a lot on email and they would often come back with really 
good questions that pushed things forward.

Jill was happy enough camping in the shed, although 
it had some things she didn’t like about it. Her children 
had great memories of going there and camping [in 
canvas tents] when they were young but that level of 
roughness wasn’t quite suitable any more.

They were basically very encouraging and trusting 

and had a very simple brief which was “don’t spend too 
much money, make it low maintenance, make sure the 
building looks at the view and make it environmentally 
aware and responsible”. The thing I liked about the 
project is that they were after something that was pretty 
bare bones and I could allow them to enjoy the place in 
an unadorned sort of way.

Inspiration for the design
I then went to the site, hoping I would get answers  
from the drama of the landscape. I thought it should be 
possible to get some knowledge from the geology, the slow- 
moving aspects of the location, things that are changing 
that we wouldn’t be able to observe, like the slow amount 
of erosion or looking at the everyday weather events.  
I thought it would be possible to draw out of those aspects 
something that could generate architecture. 

There is quartz crystal that runs through the property 
and I was trying to find inspiration in the molecular 
structure of quartz; it is all made of triangles. Also, Jill 
would advise me continuously about the [wild] weather 
there and – of course – every time I went there it was 
balmy and not a breath of air! Then the next time I would 
go, there would be half a tree missing and no trace of 
where the other half went. These things led to the design’s 
broad shape, particularly how it sat on the ridge, so the 
winds would go by it and not strike it directly.

While the building might look unconventional it is 
underpinned by much logic and practicality. It was  
a design evolution and one of those projects where certain 
things made a whole lot of sense and just clicked together, 
like angling the facades and running them into a concrete 
plinth. On a practical level, this kept the termites out and 
kept the snow and rain away from the building. This part 
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of the design actually took four to five months to refine,  
I did hundreds of drawings.

At this point we were also refining the interior, 
discussing the size of things like the cupboards and the 
palette of materials we would use. We were happy to use 
a polished concrete floor, so you never have to paint this 
house. The house had to be fireproof – it is nearly all 
metal and concrete – it had to make its own heat, collect 
its own water and make its own power. There was no fear 
about taking the risk of it being fairly raw. The thing that 
is exciting me the most at the moment is the way buildings 
can perform using less energy. Most of my clients are 
open-minded to these ideas, but it has to make sense and 
not give them a headache down the road. It has to work. 

What worked best in this commission
It ticks all the boxes: no external maintenance required; 
it responds to bushfire, heavy snow falls, extreme winds; 
makes its own water and heat. It makes sense to the 
neighbours – it is important to me that it be appreciated, 
not get up people’s noses, those who are custodians of the 
place. The other thing is that Jill and the family really like 
it. Richard, the younger brother, who was not as involved 
as the rest of them, wrote in the visitors’ book that he 
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The client’s story
Jill My husband Ted came home one day after rowing [Ted 
rowed in the 1952 Helsinki Olympics] and said, out of the 
blue: “Are you interested in buying a block of land down 
in Jindabyne?” He’d run into a friend who wanted to sell 
some land, 83 acres [33.5ha]. We belonged to ski clubs in 
Perisher and Thredbo, so there was really no need to have 
a block of land, but all of a sudden he got enthusiastic and 
to my absolute amazement he went down to have a look 
at the land and ... well, here we are today. I said: “If you 
want to buy it, okay, let’s go.” That was in 1971.
Michael We had been taking our holidays in summer 
and winter down there for several years. We knew Lake 
Jindabyne and Mum and Dad knew Lake Jindabyne 
before there was a lake, so there was a lot of history there. 
Jill We went down there green as grass, I must say.
Michael We camped for quite a long while, effectively 
canvas tents with wooden poles – not very waterproof 
– and the weather always dominated. Blistering hot in 
summer and freezing cold in winter. 
Jill This wonderful house hasn’t all happened in five 
minutes because, in fact, we built a shed in 1977 and lived 
there through to after my husband died in 2000. The 
house idea didn’t get going until a couple of years later.
Michael We now have three generations of people 
involved and with young children things are a bit more 
complicated when there is no electricity, gas and water.  
It was tougher than our families wanted it to be.  

Choosing the architect
Michael We had commissioned a design from another 
architect and got a DA but we couldn’t agree on it as a family 
so we ditched it. Then Jill uncovered James Stockwell.
Jill I did, and it was the most extraordinary coincidence 
because we were down at Greenwich Baths [Sydney] 
and were talking to a friend who asked about the land 
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thought his father would be amazed and proud. I was very 
glad to read that, it was absolutely wonderful. 

Greatest frustration
I am an on-edge kind of person and I felt like I was 
juggling that feeling all the way through, trying to 
make sure that it happened. The builder Lindsay Wild, 
however, was a thinking guy and I found it possible to 
relax a little and engage more deeply with the people 
involved, which is a personal growth. 

Greatest achievement:
To me, what the house has really provided is a great point 
of inspiration and enjoyment. That is what is implied in 
a brief but not always achieved. But in this house, if you 
are sitting there for 10 to 15 minutes, you are moved by 
it in some way. You can be in this calm space, watching 
the Snowy gums blowing in the wind, and then you are 
looking at the rocks and the trees, and concrete and the 
galvanised iron, and thinking these materials will be in 
the bush for hundreds of years, so there is a rightness 
about it. It sounds like I am blowing my own trumpet but 
I do think I nailed it there. The Snowy House is one little 
answer to one place. So there is guide for future projects.

01  The Kalkite house borrows from traditional, no fuss,  
no maintenance mountain huts of galvanised steel.

02  Michael Pain (left), Jill Pain and James Stockwell.
03  The vaulted roof leans back to the wind making a parabolic 

arch, an exact diagram of structural forces.
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and what we were doing. I said: “Well, as a matter of fact, 
we are looking for an architect to build the right sort of 
house.” He suggested we call a legal colleague who was 
building a house in the Blue Mountains designed by a 
young architect they were impressed with. [This was the 
Leura House, designed by James Stockwell, which won 
the 2008 NSW AIA Wilkinson Award.]
Michael Very quickly we ended up with James. 
Jill The main thing was that we were determined not to 
have an unpleasant relationship. It was going to be a good 
thing, so it was very important that we meet James and 
that we liked him (we did), that  there was simpatico. The 
thing is that I knew the property better than anybody else, 
having spent so much time there. So in terms of location 
and weather patterns and wind tunnels, where the fires 
will come through, and things like that, I just happen 
to know this stuff and needed James to know how tough 
things were weather-wise.  

What would the house look like?
Jill It had to cling on the side of the hill ...
Michael ... and it had to be fireproof. Corrugated iron was 
our preferred external material so basically our choices 
were limited to concrete, steel frames for windows, and 

sophisticated. We didn’t know that much about it, frankly. 
Jill I think we are still learning about that but it is worth 
it because it is around wood-fired heat, so the kids get 
the experience of lighting the fire and I am keen on that 
because it is good fun. What’s been interesting about 
having the house is that you don’t go outside as much, 
you live a more suburban life, whereas in the shed it is a 
completely different experience.
Michael We couldn’t get an occupation certificate for a 
long while because we were using materials that weren’t 
in the NSW building code rules. Also we had to re-
landscape to enable bush fire access [and] getting this 
approval as part of the occupation certificate ground on 
for months and months.
Jill Eventually Lindsay Wild, our builder, called the 
[council] people involved and asked them to come onto 
the site. The meeting lasted five minutes and the problem 
was solved on the spot.  It was quite a lesson, actually. 
Michael Frankly, Lindsay made all this happen for us. 
Jill The building took a while I have to say, about three 
years from go-to-whoa. It seemed to go on and on because 
we took the winters off while Lindsay worked up on the 
mountains on ski patrol. But we really got what we wanted 
... he built us the most beautiful place.

Greatest achievement
Jill Getting through the whole process. When I walk into the 
house, I think, “Ah! It is really beautiful, really aesthetically 
beautiful.” And everyone thinks that. The house can be 
manipulated to make it do what you want, like living on a 
boat.  It is an active thing, living in the house. 
Michael It is a spectacular design. The balance has 
been struck with a house that makes a statement and is 
entirely functional. 
Janne Ryan is an ideas curator. She produces By Design, 
ABC Radio National, and is Executive Producer, 
TEDxSydney2011. She is on Twitter @JanneRyan
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glass. Our costs constraints were severe. There were some 
functional requirements, four bedrooms and kitchen. At 
this stage I think we were expecting a rectangular design. 
Jill We trusted James completely. We let him decide what 
it should look like. 
Michael When the model came back, we all sat back and 
went: “Wow! That is different, so let’s absorb that for a 
minute and think if this is going to work.” But when we 
all looked at each other and thought about it, we thought, 
well actually this is spectacularly good. 
Jill When we gave James feedback we gave it to him 
directly. As soon as I saw the window widths I could see that 
they had to be wider to get some light in and have a visual 
impact of the outside being inside. There was also some 
discussion about the front, which was then too “baronial”.
Michael: There was also a lot of refinement – tweaking 
really – of the internal layout, the size of the kitchen  
and pantry, and where things would go. 

The learning experience
Michael We wrestled with getting on the grid or not. We 
are, but it is the solar [on our house] that feeds back into 
the grid and that is quite a challenge. The other major 
decision was the in-floor heating system, which is very  

01  Windows are cut out of the form like slices in a cake 
and angled to dramatic views of the Thredbo and  
Snowy river valleys. 

02  The house includes a hydronic wood burning fireplace that 
heats water pipes in the floor and hot water for showers.

03  The smooth roof shape enables snow to be released  
and water to be collected

04  Angled facades keep snow and rain away from the house.
05  Internal spaces are uplifting and cocoon-like.
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