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“ The cross ventilation works perfectly; 
it’s well insulated and so is always 
comfortable.”

An elevated design was used to 
accommodate the existing topography, 
including the limestone outcrop. It also 
allowed for a multi-purpose room that opens 
to the garden. 
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In Perth’s beachside Coogee, 
where a trend towards ever-
larger houses on shrinking lot 
sizes is the norm, this family 
home is a striking anomaly.  

 
Rather than building a typical double-
brick, two-storey home, Brett and Julia 
wanted a house that combined the 
lightweight, elevated characteristics of 
her North Queensland childhood home 
with the modest footprint and materials 
associated with the neighbourhood’s fast-
disappearing beachside shacks. 
 “My husband is from Perth and I’m 
from Queensland, and we thought we’d 
buy a house and renovate in Fremantle, 
but it was the peak of the mining boom 
and everything was beyond our reach, so 
we decided to buy this block of land and 
build,” Julia Sillars recalls. “We used to 
ride our bikes and run through the area, 
and we found this land in the old part of 
Coogee; people are only just now realising 
how great the area is, with its proximity to 
the beach and Fremantle.”
 The subdivided block was vacant after 
an earlier house had been demolished 

and the couple approached Brett’s 
childhood friend, architect Ross Brewin, 
who lives in Melbourne. He brought 
Perth-based architect David Barr onto the 
team. 
 “I like working with other people 
because it generates different ideas and 
it was a logical step on this project,” Ross 
says. “From the beginning, both of us were 
involved in all of the design and functional 
decisions all the way through, and I 
travelled over at key points, to meet with 
the clients and to help oversee work on 
site.”
 Brett and Julia provided a well thought 
out brief, but admit to be being pleasantly 
surprised by the plans that Ross and David 
proposed. “We didn’t want a big house 
with masses of west-facing windows 
looking out to the ocean, which we’d have 
to cover with blinds and curtains when 
it became too sunny,” Julia says. “And we 
didn’t want to lump a big thing on the 
block that would take up all the land, 
because Brett wanted to get stuck into 
making a garden.”
 Instead, the architects proposed a 
rectangular, elevated house sited near 
the front of the block to preserve the 

Elevated 
thinking  

LOCATION Coogee, WA  •  WORDS Rachael Bernstone  •  PHOTOGRAPHY Rob Frith

At a glance
  Elevated design marries 
the classic Queenslander 
with simple WA shack 

  Robust materials 
selected for coastal 
conditions

  Design approach 
reduces excavation, 
materials and cost

  High-performance heat 
pumps for hot water and 
air conditioning.
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upper neighbours’ views and to maximise 
space for the backyard. The atypical 
beachside house is clad with a Colorbond 
steel product that resembles timber 
weatherboards, which was chosen for its 
low maintenance and coastal durability 
attributes.
 Downstairs, a tandem carport – which 
doubles as a cool and shaded play area 
in the afternoon heat – sits beside a 
storeroom for bikes and kayaks, and a 
multi-purpose room and bathroom that 
accommodates family and visitors. This 
room opens to the garden, making it an 
ideal children’s playroom. Upstairs, a 
plywood spine – with windows at both 
ends – separates the bedrooms and 
bathrooms on the eastern side from the 
open-plan living area that faces west.
 Throughout the house, carefully 
placed windows, some with 
Queenslander-style shade hoods and 
some that pop out from the walls, provide 
framed views of the Indian Ocean, while 
the enclosed deck at the northern end 

makes the most of the site’s elevated 
position.
 The construction phase ran to 
schedule, although there were some 
unexpected cost overruns, Julia says. 
“From design to tender to building took 
about 18 months, and we avoided many 
of the usual challenging parts because 
we worked with the architects and they 
planned for those eventualities and met 
with the builders on site.
  “One of our biggest challenges was the 
budget though, because, looking back, 
we were definitely building at the peak of 
the mining boom,” she says. “The steel 
foundation that was required to make it 
stand up to the wind – it was engineered 
so that even in massive winter storms, it 
didn’t shift at all – was expensive.”
 Ross and David were focused on 
reducing construction costs throughout 
the entire design process. “Because the 
house is quite compact, we brought to 
the equation an ability to design things 
in a compact way but to still achieve a 

generous spatial quality,” Ross says. 
 David adds that measures such as 
consolidating wet areas and using timber 
framing for floors, roof and walls helped 
to reduce the overall budget. “These 
economic decisions add up to a series 
of small wins that helped to maximise 
delight in the design,” he says. “We 
also used prefinished materials such as 
the plywood cabinetry, which reduces 
ongoing maintenance and speeds up 
the pace of construction, to save money 
upfront and over the long term.”
 The team had to contend with two 
unexpected problems as construction 
commenced: asbestos and a limestone 
ridge were both discovered under the 
grass. “Finding the asbestos was stressful 
and it cost us additional funds to clean 
up,” Julia recalls. “And when we started 
the earthworks, we found the limestone 
ridge, but rather than excavating it out, 
Ross and David tweaked the design to 
work around it.” 
 “We were able to manipulate the plan 

  A semi-enclosed deck doubles as a bar with views west to the 
water. Shading this area ensures it’s usable year-round, even in 
the heat of summer. 

  The kicthen and living area spills out onto the deck, and while 
compact is designed for everyday living.
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LEGEND 

1  Bedroom
2  Living
3  Kitchen
4  Dining
5  Bathroom
6  Laundry/bathroom
7  Entry
8  Stairs
9  Study
10  Flexible room
11   Window seat
12  Deck
13  Bar
14  Parking
15  Store
16  Void
17  Water tank

GROUND FLOOR PLAN

FIRST FLOOR PLAN

to sit along the ridge,” David explains. 
 “Now, from the side view, you can 
see it cascading through the block,” Julia 
continues, “so while initially it presented 
as a potential problem, Brett was able to 
incorporate the limestone into the garden, 
with groundcovers and banksia.”
 “We suggested to Brett that he 
could grow the garden under the house, 
and the garden is almost more radical 
than the house,” Ross says. “Brett used 
drought-resistant natives, which makes 
a lot of sense in that climate, and it sits 
very comfortably with the agenda of the 
house.”
 “Building the house gave us an 
immense feeling of pride,” says Julia. 
“Knowing that we built something so 

different on that street, which helped to 
show people that you can build something 
that ‘maximises the block,’ but in a 
different way, was very special.”
 The house quickly became a talking 
point in the neighbourhood. “It’s a 
polarising house in that people either 
really liked it or really didn’t like it,” she 
says. “People slowed down all the time 
to look and comment, and one time, just 
after we moved in, a group of teenagers 
who were walking up from the beach 
called out: We love your house!”
 “I feel like we left a legacy there, in that 
we showed that it’s possible to not build 
a massive house that takes up the whole 
block, using different materials, and to go 
outside the square a bit.” S
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HOUSE SPECIFICATIONS

HOT WATER 
  270L Quantum ECO solar heat pump; 
selected for its high efficiency, minimal 
energy consumption and low maintenance. 

WATER SAVING
  1600L water tank for garden.

PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING & COOLING
  Cross ventilation captures the ‘Fremantle 
Doctor’ for summer cooling

  Optimised northern glazing to living areas; 
minimised west and east openings.

ACTIVE HEATING & COOLING
  Ceiling fans in bedrooms from Hunter Pacific
  High performance Daikin reverse-cycle air 
conditioning.

BUILDING MATERIALS 
  FSC-certified 140mm timber framed walls 
with insulation from CSR 

  Plywood cabinetry; minimal offcuts from 
fabrication process

  Ampelite Lexan Thermoclick polycarbonate 
wall sheeting

  Robust materials selected for coastal 
conditions

  Roof: White Haven Colorbond roof from 
Fielders with high reflectivity; e-joists for 
roof structure from Wesbeam, selected for its 
lightweight qualities

  Walls: metal profile Fielder weatherboard 
cladding – Surfmist Colorbond finish
  Holcim Ecomax concrete footings lower 
concrete slab
  Recycled jarrah floorboards from Fremantle 
Timber Traders. 

WINDOWS & GLAZING
  Jarrah timber door and window framing with 
low-e glazing
  Louvre windows for high efficiency cross 
ventilation from Breezway.

LIGHTING
  LED lighting throughout from Red 
Box Agencies; selected for low energy 
consumption and to reduce heat output from 
lighting.

PAINTS, FINISHES & FLOOR COVERINGS 
  Dulux Wash&Wear low sheen lexicon quarter 
strength paint.

OTHER ESD FEATURES 
  A compact design reduces embodied energy 
and running costs
  Elevated design used to retain existing 
topography, such as the limestone outcrop 
sitting in the underbelly of the house.

INSIGHTS
“Materials were chosen 
for their low maintenance 
and coastal durability 
attributes.”  

DESIGNER
David Barr Architects 
in association with Ross 
Brewin Architect

BUILDER
Interstruct

PROJECT TYPE
New build 

PROJECT LOCATION
Coogee, Western 
Australia

COST 
$680,000 

SIZE
House 125m2 
Deck 16m2 
Guest suite 20m2 
Land 400m2




