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essential dream home

A river
runs
by it
The owners wanted something
unique on a limited budget.
And they got it.

FROM the river, the house is camouflaged by
the strappy casuarinas that dominate the hill-
side. Walking up the bush path you see its
details come into view. It is elegant but com-
paratively simple, a two-storey house that
opens up to the bush along its northern side
and to twin upper and lower decks, overlook-
ing the river, to the west.

Even though it is summer, the house has the
faint lingering smell of a wood-burning fire. In
this part of the world – overlooking the Haw-
kesbury, north of Sydney and accessible only
by boat – the nights can sometimes be chilly.

It was, in fact, this relatively isolated location
that initially won architect James Stockwell the

commission for the house. He had bought a
block about 500 metres along the river and so,
the owners of this site approached him to
come up with some ideas for designing a
house on a budget.

‘‘They had bought a block up on the Haw-
kesbury because they like fishing and growing
orchids and they were used to boats,’’ Stock-
well explains. ‘‘Because it is water-access
properties only here, you’ve got to be handy
with boats and they were.

‘‘The brief was based around money. They
wanted to get an idea of what an architect could
do, even though their budget was limited.’’

There were a couple of issues, which further
complicated his task: the site was steep and
any structure had to be termite-proof; access
would inevitably add cost because all materials

had to be boated across to the site; and, the
owners wanted something unique.

Stockwell had the idea of drawing up a blue-
print for a prefabricated house and getting a
quote for the structure as a way of showing his
clients what was possible. The quote that came
back surprised even him.

‘‘They were always very nervous about the
cost but when I got the quote of $22,000 for the
structure and then $9000 for the doors and
windows, they gained confidence,’’ he says.

Stockwell’s design was for a steel portal
frame structure, set up in square bays. This
type of structure – which caused a construc-
tion revolution in the 1970s because it allowed
buildings to span large distances – eliminates
the need for cross bracing, only requiring
beams and columns.

For Stockwell, it served several purposes: it
kept the materials and building of the structure
affordable and it also gave him a pleasing aes-
thetic and spacial flexibility for an open-plan
living area on the ground floor and a main
bedroom on the upper.

‘‘It was an exercise to see if we could still do
a house that was pared back to its basics ... It
wasn’t embellished with a lot of variation,’’ he
says. ‘‘It was a raw modular steel Macon set in
its most basic form: squares upon squares. The
bays are 4.2 metres by 4.2 metres and the ones
close to the river are given over to outside areas
on both levels.

‘‘The most wonderful experience in this
location was sitting outside on the river’s edge.
So because the grid was 4.2 metres, that meant
the deck was large.’’
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