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HOUSE PROFILE

An exceptional block of land 
called for a special kind of 
home, and that’s what architect 
Brian Steendyk delivered at 
Bellbird Retreat in rural south-
east Queensland.  

 
About two hours drive south-west of 
Brisbane, nestled into the Great Dividing 
Range, lies a rare 315-acre parcel of 
land that is largely unspoilt. It boasts 
remnant rainforest in a protected gully, 
grassy eucalypt woodlands at 700m 
above sea level and is protected by a state 
government covenant. 
 When the owners bought the property 
in 2010, they felt a strong sense of 
responsibility to preserve and share its 
unusual biodiversity.
 “We still have spotted quolls, which are 
endangered, and glossy black cockatoos, 
which are threatened, and goannas and 
snakes, which have been wiped out in 
other areas by cane toads,” the owner says. 
“We also have a large conga-line of friends 
who like to visit in the cooler weather, and 
we are part of the local Bushcare group, 
so we host events for them once or twice a 

year. Last year, we also hosted an Atlas of 
Living Australia event, part of the national 
Citizen Science Project.”
 Initially the owners camped on the 
land while they developed plans for their 
small retreat, which they hoped would 
enhance rather than detract from its 
surroundings. They approached Brisbane-
based architect Brian Steendyk, knowing 
that the site’s long list of constraints would 
require a skilful design response.
 “Obviously there’s the threat of 
bushfire [the site is zoned BAL 29], and 
we wanted a small footprint that wouldn’t 
require much regular maintenance,” 
the owner explains. “Cost was an issue; 
and it’s a landlocked property so access 
was difficult: the terrain is steep in parts, 
which ruled out prefab solutions. We also 
wanted it to be iconic and memorable, so 
we were throwing challenges at Brian from 
all directions.”
 Steendijk architecture was more than 
up to the task though, proposing a brick 
and concrete house with a custom steel 
roof, which is designed to withstand 
potential fires and contend with seasonal 
variations that range from below zero 
in winter to high 40s in summer. “That 

An uplifting 
prospect 

At a glance
  Off-grid for energy and 
water

  Small footprint; passive 
solar design

  Cantilevered slab 
reduces excavation on a 
sensitive site

  Brick and concrete 
house with a custom 
steel roof appropriate to 
the fire risk.

LOCATION Rural south-east QLD  •  WORDS Rachael Bernstone  •  PHOTOGRAPHY Christopher Frederick Jones
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  Set in a biodiverse landscape 700m above sea level in Queensland’s Great Dividing Range, this small-footprint home is built to 
withstand the fire threat and extreme temperature fluctuations.  
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was a huge concern and it’s why we’ve 
used thermal mass to great effect,” Brian 
says. “The owners have a temperature 
monitor which has demonstrated the 
temperature fluctuation (diurnal range) 
inside is significantly less than outside, 
giving comfort in the most extreme 
temperatures.”
 In keeping with the owners’ brief, 
Brian was determined that the house 
should overcome all of its design 
constraints in an inspiring way. 
 “I believed that it was important to 
find a way of dealing with quite stringent 
fire regulations that would present a 
different typology,” Brian explains. “Rather 
than bunkering down against those 
conditions I wanted to create, through 
composition, material selection and 
response to the amazing landscape, an 
uplifting dwelling. Something special.”
 He generated a simple 67-square-
metre, two-bedroom, one-bathroom plan 

that responds to three separate vistas 
from the saddle of a hill. The morning 
view takes in the sunrise lighting up 
a nearby ridge; in the late afternoon, 
attention turns to the fading light over 
a nearby escarpment. And the main 
living space is oriented towards a nearby 
peak, with the rainforest gully in the 
foreground. 
 “That mountain view to the north and 
north-east has so many layers of colours, 
from the blue background, to the vibrant 
green of the rainforest valley where the 
land drops and then rises quickly to 
the grey green of the foreground trees,” 
Brian says. “There are different ideas of 
proximity that you can discern through 
the colours of the bush beyond you.
 “There is another window on the 
other side of the living room looking out 
towards the Condamine Gorge – you only 
experience this when you are sitting at the 
table – which elevates the act of dining to 

something special regardless of the time of 
day.”
 The house is perched on a cantilevered 
concrete slab, which provides a place to 
sit on the northern edge, elevated above 
snakes and pests. A brick blade wall 
extends outwards from the main living 
space to draw the landscape back into the 
home.
 “The colour and patina of the bricks 
relates to the textural element of rock 
found near the rainforest gully, and firmly 
grounds the building.” Brian says. “In 
summer when the sun hits the bricks, 
the walls come alive in a constellation of 
light and shadow because of the pixelated 
pattern.”
 Key to the sustainable design concept 
is the custom-designed roof, made from 
folded pieces of weathering steel that are 
self-supporting between perimeter beams. 
The roof tips down over the bedrooms to 
create a sense of enclosure and security, 

  Building on a cantilevered slab to avoid excavating the sensitive 
landscape had other benefits too, such as reducing the 
likelihood of snakes or pests entering the home. 

  The BAL 29 zoning influenced the materials and design. 
Steendijk architecture designed a custom weathering steel 
roof and selected brickwork for the walls facing the direction 
with greatest first threat. 
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LEGEND 

1  Bedroom
2  Living

3  Kitchen
4  Dining

5  Bathroom
6  Entry

FLOOR PLAN

and in the living space, it rises up towards 
the mountain to accentuate the drama of 
that outlook.
 “The materials and colours 
deliberately respond to the topography 
and colours of the landscape,” Brian adds. 
“We knew the patina of the weathering 
steel would sit beautifully with the gum 
trees, particularly at the time of year when 
their bark is almost the same colour.”
 This project took time to reach fruition 
with its challenging site access, “but the 
wait was worth it,” the owners say. 
 “It’s an absolutely amazing place,” they 
assert. A professional pair in their fifties 
and currently living in Brisbane, they visit 
Bellbird every weekend and have plans to 
live there full time in future. Currently they 
balance their conservation maintenance 
jobs – weeding lantana and tending the 
bush – with reading books and relaxing. 
  “The house sits beautifully in the 
landscape. The mornings are beautiful 
when the sun comes into the rooms, and 

in the evenings, we sit with a gin watching 
the sunset and listen to the birds in the 
rainforest. It’s especially lovely in the rain, 
because we hear it on the roof.
 “It has a real feel of a retreat about it, 
but it’s a bit exciting too.”
 The house is entirely self-sufficient 
with a small photovoltaic and battery 
system located on the north-facing shed 
down the hill. There is plenty of collected 
water for fire protection and daily use now 
and for the future.
 “We barely use 2.5kWh of energy a day: 
we don’t need air conditioning because 
we get lovely breezes in summer, and 
in winter we use our little fireplace with 
plenty of timber we have lying around,” 
the owners explain. “There is nothing that 
uses much power, and we don’t miss it.”
 The modest footprint is a joy to inhabit 
too, they add, which is attributed to the 
thoughtful design. 
 “It may be just 67 square metres but 
this house is about quality over quantity,” 

Brian explains. “Some people get hung 
up on quantity, but when you reduce the 
quantity, the quality can surge up, and you 
can get far better spaces.
 “That’s what we were about: it was not 
a big budget,” Brian continues. “It’s a small 
house and we had to be really clever about 
how we designed it.” S
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Bedrooms are given secluded views of the 
bush. 
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HOUSE SPECIFICATIONS

HOT WATER 
  21 litre per minute LPG efficient condensing 
demand system from Bosch.

RENEWABLE ENERGY
  Standalone photovoltaic power system from 
Rainbow Power Company: 6 x 260W Trina 
panels (delivering at least 2.77kWh/day); 
765Ah 24V Energystore gel battery array; 
2.5kW Victron Multiplus Inverter/Charger; 
Victron Blue Solar regulator. 

WATER SAVING
  Over 50,000L of rainwater storage (in 3 
stainless steel tanks); including 10,000 litres 
rainwater storage dedicated to fire fighting

  Centrex 2000 central flush composting toilet 
by Sun-Mar.

PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING & COOLING
  Thermal mass of concrete slab and block 
walls with brick facing keeps the building 
cool in summer and retains warmth in winter

  North-facing glazing with low-e interlayer
  Brickwork has a three-layer composition to 
address heat lag of external skin. Walls are 
510mm wide comprised of: 110mm brick, 
50mm air gap, 190mm core-fillled block, 
50mm air gap, 110mm brick, to operate 
similar to reverse brick veneer

  Rigid insulated ceiling positioned to prevent 
condensation  

  Cantilevred northern eaves with depth of 
overhang designed to admit winter sun and 
preclude summer sun penetration

  Louvres allow cross ventilation and control 
over cooling breezes.

ACTIVE HEATING & COOLING
  Slow combustion heater in living area by 
Morso (model 7642) from Barbeques and 
More 

  Low-wattage ceiling fans in bedrooms by 
Airfusion.

BUILDING MATERIALS 
  Double brick lined concrete block walls 
in ‘mocha flash’ by Claypave has minimal 
maintenance for exterior and interior
  Cantilevered concrete slab floor and exposed 
structural steel
  Custom-built corten steel roof (self-spanning 
without framing) designed by Steendijk. 
The weathering steel roof provides minimal 
maintenance and structural capacity for 
the northern cantilevered eaves in a Bal 29 
bushfire zone
  Fire-compliant recycled hardwood external 
door and framing
  Internal ceiling and wall linings in hoop pine 
plywood, with matching hoop pine joinery.

WINDOWS & GLAZING
  Laminated Soltech smart glass in fixed 
windows and sliding doors
  Anodised bushfire-compliant framing and 
Breezway louvres with ember-proof mesh 
protection.

LIGHTING
  Yhi pendant lights made from plantation 
pine, designed by Steendijk, and 
manufactured by EmbassyLiving.com
  LED lighting by Lucci from Beacon Lighting.

PAINTS, FINISHES & FLOOR COVERINGS 
  Concrete slab trowel finished (burnished), 
sealed with Eco Seal Premium
  Low-VOC clear finish on internal walls and 
joinery
  Furniture sealed with Whittle Wax matt
  External timber finished with UV-resistant 
Boscote Cladcoat
  Shower recess lined with stainless steel.

OTHER ESD FEATURES 
  Sustainable latex, wool and hemp bedding 
from Natural Bedding Co
  Custom sofa, dining table, chair, beds, coat 
hangers, and stool designed by Steendijk, 
and manufactured by EmbassyLiving.com.

INSIGHTS
“It really feels like a quiet 
retreat; it sits beautifully 
in the landscape.”

Brian Steendyk 
Steendijk.com

ARCHITECT
Steendijk

BUILDER
EA & PJ Bell

PROJECT TYPE
New build

PROJECT LOCATION
Rural south-east 
Queensland

COST 
$550,000

SIZE
House: 67m2 
Site: 127ha  
(700m above sea level)

BUSHFIRE ATTACK 
LEVEL
BAL 29

http://steendijk.com/main/index



