The building of

BIG roust RED

BY ANDREA HOSSACK

Big House Red began the day we stepped interrupter plug had been turned into a
onto the lot. That day, blue and gold light light switch on the other side of the wall.
filtered through snowy pines. We wanted to A seventy-year-old man—one of the electri-

capture that light. One year later I found cian’s helpers—leaned on the door frame,
myself standing in our almost finished mouth hanging open as he listened. From
bathroom explaining to an electrician why I the dust-covered radio, Aerosmith screeched
was sure that the missing ground fault “Dude looks like a lay-d-a-ay!”
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r year of designing and building Big House
Red has been the biggest stretch my brain
has ever attempted. The designing part
was fun and very exciting. The con-
struction was alternately hilarious

and gruelling.

The land dictated where the house
would go and what shape it would
take,we just followed its instruc-

tions. It is a long and narrow acre
and a half with two outcroppings of
pink granite. In order to avoid blasting
the rock, we decided the house had to fit
between those outcroppings,a gap only
twenty feet wide.

The second factor that helped shape the house is one thates
known in real estate lingo as a epotential river view.Z Although
we didnet actually climb a tree to assess that potential, we fig-
ured if we built something tall, as well as skinny, weed glimpse
a sliver of the Gatineau River.
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Hmmmf tall and skinny, tall and skinny. We looked around
for inspiration: Uma Thurman, CN Tower, Eiffel Tower, grain
elevators. | once saw a photo in a newspaper of a grain elevator
being moved on wheels. Itss an incredible photo, one that
makes you cringe, because the grain elevator is at the top of a
hill. Let me repeat: itss on wheels. People,ridiculous people,
are walking in front of it, down the hill, like so many Wyle E.
Coyotes. You want to reach into the photo and grab them. Pull
them out of the way.

The towering shape of the grain elevator out of its context
struck me as beautiful. | loved its height and proportions in
the same way lsve always loved Charles Rennie Macintosh
chairs, with their skinny, out-of-scale ladderbacks.

| emptied a shoebox,labelled DESIGN,of photos and
magazine clippings led always kept. It dawned on me at that
moment that led always wanted to design a house. | glued all
the photos and clippings onto a poster-sized piece of card-
board. The results of this informal survey/collage were imme-
diately evident: my eye likes long and low or tall and skinny
shapes. Red, blue, and white. And barns.

Hidden away from the airy whiteness of the main area, the two home
offices offer refuges of deep colour. The bright red is the extrovertes
choice, while the dark blue provides a more cave-like atmosphere.

My husband, Eric Innanen, and | find haymows romantic.
There is nothing so beautiful as the shafts of light that
break through cracks high above the barn floor and illumi-
nate suspended particles of hay dust in late afternoon. We
wanted to try to create this same light which had enchanted
us as children in rural southern Ontario.

We arrived at a design by drawing the shapes that pleased
us and matching them with a list of spaces that we wanted to
create: a reading nook; a kitchen with an island, a daybed, a
big industrial garage door; a bathroom with an extra-long tub;
two offices; and a guest room or two. Another requirement:
we had to have high ceilings,in order to let ideas come
shooting out the tops of our heads unimpeded.

The barnlike shafts of light would come in through
east/west windows in an upper clerestorey. Overnight guests
would test their sense of adventure on the flying carpet,a
seven-foot-by-nine-foot rectangle that hovers in space some
twenty feet above the hardwood floor, with only a catwalk
to get to it. (Therees a pulley system and basket still to be
installed,for delivering morning croissants and a Thermos
of coffee to those able to last the night without succumbing
to vertigo.)

We stole a feature from Moshe Safdiess design of the
National Gallery. (I go there often: ites my church.)
Something about the long walk up his granite-and-glass
ramp transports me from my everyday consciousness. So
we planned our own cloistered walk: a long, rhythmic, axial
view, the rhythm set by the equal distances between windows
in a long room. Our ground-floor version is thirty-five feet
long; Safdiess...is more.

The rest of the rooms mapped themselves out on a dinner
napkin at Solé Restaurant in Waterloo. Ites incredible to me
how little time this design took. Eric and | seemed to operate
as one mind at these brainstorming sessions: we just spoke
and nodded and drew, and the thing kind of drew itself.

The final stage of design,before we took the drawings to
an engineer,was a 3-D exercise that Eric just intuitively
knew to do. He went to a toy store and bought a ton of Lego.
While our pet rabbit gnawed on the pine baseboards in our
log home, we sat on the couch facing a huge coffee-table
version of our house constructed from Lego. Seeing the
design in 3-D answered a lot of questions,mainly about how
the rooms related to one another. | suppose there are com-
puter programs for this, but | didnet have time to learn them.

In essence, we were two very lucky newlyweds who got to
sit down in a sea of Lego and ask ourselves a very luxurious
guestion: In a perfect world, what kind of space would you
want to live in?

Eric and | are always photographing buildings. We came
back from our honeymoon in Ireland with photos of each
other, sure,but most of our snaps were of buildings: striking
rooflines, stone cottages, stone fences, old factory windows.

We photographed the old Albion Hotel in Ottawa. We
photographed an abandoned building on Victoria Island.

Both buildings had a rhythm set by the pattern of the win-
dows. What this translated into for our house was sixty-seven
windows,.enough to force me to shop an entire month for
window estimates. The resulting effect, though, is magical.
As morning breaks, we get a fifty-eight-foot row of squares of
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