Cosmopolitan Gone Bush

Libby Nicholson-Moon finds a combination of sophisticated complexity and minimalist design in a Bay of Islands retreat.  Photos by Bruce Nicholson.

Secluded amongst beautiful indigenous bush and overlooking the Bay of Islands is a stunning private retreat. The house, which sits amongst tall thin blackened ti-tree at the end of a steep driveway, was winner of a prestigious Cavalier Bremworth award in 2000. It's easy to see why.

Owner Linzi Nicholas approached Andre Hodgskin, of Andre Hodgskin Architects, with the idea of building a house/retreat for himself on his parents' property in Northland. His concept was for a quiet and peaceful place, where he could rejuvenate in-between busy work schedules. "A design which has a sophisticated complexity, while remaining distinctly minimal," is how he described it to Hodgskin.

A trip up North to the bush-dominated piece of land revealed the perfect spot. A minimal amount of ti-tree was cleared to cover the footprint of the house and access up to it, and the project sped into operation.

Inspired by the colours of the bush and the tall vertical lines of the blackened ti-tree, Hodgskin has designed a building that he feels "intrudes as lightly as it can on the surrounding landscape". His translation of his client's concept has produced an "elongated and strong design, which fits easily into its immediate context". The aesthetic and feel of the house is derived from a "direct connection to the bush". The result is impressive and calming at the same time.

The skeletal structure of the house consists of a series of black steel portals, acting as a rigid framework under which the roof is slung as a simple plane. "These charcoal coloured portals were our interpretation of the vertical lines of the ti-tree," explains Hodgskin. For stability there are steel braces both ends. The Tasmanian oak floor is suspended, and extends beyond the building at the eastern and western ends of the house in the form of decks. These suspend and cantilever out along the length of the house, secured by steel tensile members.

Two identical bedroom suites have been created at the eastern end of the house, as the floor splits into two levels. These rooms exude a sense of what this design is all about, as native bush almost sweeps inside to refresh and re-vitalise. The bathrooms are spacious, with showers, free-standing hand basins, terrazzo and elongated mirrors. Laundry facilities have been placed in the downstairs bathroom.

The walls are made up of a series of aluminium-framed sliding glass doors on the south side and aluminium-framed pivot windows on the northern. "It's really like a glass box with a horizontal timber lattice screen to protect on the north side, and a few infill panels," says Hodgskin.

"The obvious would have been to open up the house to the sun on the northern side, but because of the climate, I felt it more appropriate to provide a sunscreen on the north side and to live out to the south.  "The result is a deck which is sculptured by the natural amphitheatre in which it is placed. A 'seasonal' wall, to reflect the corresponding changing colours of the environment, frames the transition to the outside. Two flues climb skyward like giant tree trunks, from the back-to-back fireplaces.

On the northern side, Hodgskin has used New Zealand redwood to create the horizontal lattice screen. The screen creates a microclimate between itself and the glass, where convection occurs, cooling the air before it enters the house. At the front of the house, a horizontal 'eyelid' lifts up to the view, with bi-fold sliding doors extending the main living area to the outdoors. A cantilevered, latticed awning lifts from the main area, above the pivot windows to provide an unobstructed view. At the rear of the screen, a vertical door opens the shower deck off the upstairs bathroom, to allow for 'natural' bathing.

The main living space is uncluttered. A dark-stain charcoal wall leads in from the entrance. This south wall continues" with sliding bi-folds, the fireplace panel, and a lacquered MDF composite board service wall in the kitchen area. The service wall contains the fridge and freezer, stove, microwave, pantry and additional cupboards. Solid bi-folds at the east end of this space conceal a workstation. The terrazzo island bench was cast on site by Nicholas' father John, with whom he built the house.

Interior colours of charcoal, cod-grey, and ivory were inspired by Nicholas' love of fashion designer Armani's palette. The furniture is also reflective of his sense of style. Hodgskin and the owner designed the aluminium and glass table. Chairs are by Starck, and the chaises are adapted from an Apartmento sofa.

Attention to lighting is obvious throughout, with lighting combinations and mood changes at the touch of a button, while natural light filters through the lattice screen and glass, creating its own ambience.

A concept, a design, a home, all informed and inspired by the bush. This house is a retreat, a haven and a much-earned rest at the end of a steep week.
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