
This country home including horse stables – designed by Casey Brown Architects –  
sits beautifully in the rugged Snowy Mountains of the New South Wales landscape.  
Words Alex Taylor  Photography  

ARCHITECT 
Casey Brown Architecture

PROJECT  
Crackenback Stables

LOCATION  
Crackenback, New South Wales
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When it comes to building spectacular 
architect-designed homes in New South 
Wales, John Fielding, founder and 

managing director of Bellevarde Constructions,  
is virtually unrivalled. He’s built award-winning 
homes for Richard Johnson, Peter Stutchbury,  
Nick Tobias, Virginia Kerridge and Alex Popov, to 
name a few. It stands to reason then that the stables 
for Fielding’s horses, located on the edge of the 
Kosciuszko National Park in the Snowy Mountains, 
was always going to be an exemplar of its type, and 
it was always going to be clad entirely in steel.

“We’ve done that three times before,” Fielding says. 
The Magney House by Glenn Murcutt is probably 
the most well-known forerunner. “It’s in my DNA to 
do things beautifully with economical materials.” 
Fielding adds.

There were other reasons for choosing steel 
too, says architect Rob Brown of Casey Brown 
Architecture. “It came from our understanding  
of a modern vernacular, the collection of water  
and combustibility in fire-susceptible areas,”  
Brown explains. “It was an obvious solution:  
we decided very early that the building should  
be principally steel.”

For Brown, who has built many homes with  
Fielding over the years, the chance to design  
what started out as a modest farm shed for one 
of the country’s most exacting builders was an 
interesting commission. “I think we both started 
with an appreciation of each-others’ skills: I admire 
his amazing ability to realise architects’ dreams, 
and he obviously thought I could come up with 
something original and different,” Brown says.  
“One of his requirements was that he wanted it to 
win awards, and it won five [including the Australian 
Institute of Architects New South Wales Chapter 
COLORBOND® Award for Steel Architecture,  
in 2016], so we achieved that.”

Even though the project commenced with high 
aspirations as far as build quality and design 
detailing were concerned, initially it was intended 
to only provide accommodation for Fielding’s 
horses and an on-site manager. However during 
construction, which was overseen by long-time 
Bellevarde collaborator, architect Vince Myson  
and employee Steve O’Ryan, it dawned on Fielding 
that he might like to spend more time at the property 
than he’d originally envisaged, so the plans for the 
upper floor were altered.

“I probably didn’t realise how much I was going 
to like it,” Fielding laughs. “It was only going to be 
a place for our horses and for us to sleep there 
occasionally – we planned to generally stay in 
Thredbo – but as it came together I realised I 
wanted to stay there more often, so we turned  
the upstairs area into a two-bedroom apartment.”

It’s the only luxury horse and human 
accommodation in the area for many miles, but 
despite its grandeur the building sits comfortably 
within its bush landscape and highly variable 
climate. “We were looking at the place as our 
inspiration, with its cold winter temperatures, 
potential for bushfires in summer and stunning 
views over the mountains,” Brown says. “I wasn’t 
particularly thinking of other buildings when I set 

out to design this, but there is a metal-clad  
structure at the top of Mount Thredbo that houses 
the workings of the main lift and a restaurant,  
and that was in the back of my mind.

“I was also thinking about classic rural buildings 
such as woolsheds and barns that everybody 
has seen driving in the country, which are clad in 
corrugated iron,” Brown adds. “They are usually 
simple in form and shape, and they have no 
pretence, although they are often quite large in 
scale: they have a presence in the landscape.

“We combined that understanding of history and 
the vernacular with the notion that we wanted to do 
something of that nature, but in a contemporary way 
that addressed issues of bushfire regulations, and 
flies, and that would aerodynamically deal with
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“Crackenback Stables is a veritable exploration of the possibilities of steel itself, 
both as a material of structure and one of immense architectural beauty”

LEFT: Everywhere you look, the project team’s 
commitment and dedication to producing finely crafted 
steel details using off-the-shelf materials is evident

the huge winds and heavy snowfall,” Brown says. 
“It needed to safely withstand the elements: that 
landscape is not subject to timid conditions –  
they tend to be extreme – so that knowledge 
informed the overall premise.”

For all those reasons, and in keeping with the ski-lift 
on the nearby peak, this is a utilitarian structure that 
is completely at ease in its setting. The building’s 
shell made from ZINC HI-TEN® steel in Stramit® 
Corrugated profile hugs the ground and protects  
the occupants from the climate’s extreme elements. 

The ground floor comprises five stalls for horses 
and their associated tack and store rooms, and a 
small apartment for the onsite manager. These two 
zones are separated by a covered breezeway that 
is lined with hot-rolled mild steel in grade HA200 
and HA250, with 2mm used for the walling, and 3mm 
for the ceiling. “The resulting auburn colour of the 
oxidising steel gave us an opportunity to contrast 
with the silver roofing and walling of the shed, 
creating a wonderfully rugged and beautifully rich 
entry portal,” Brown says. “The auburn-coloured 
steel cladding defines that space as different: it 
protects you from the elements as you are arriving 
and unpacking, or dismounting from your horse.”

Upstairs, Fielding’s two-bedroom apartment nestles 
beneath the sloping roofline, providing a place to 
relax and unwind after a day spent riding in the 
mountains. From here, picture windows take in 
northerly views of snow gums and tussock grass  
in the foreground, and panoramic vistas of snow-
capped peaks in the distance. On the eastern and 
western elevations a combination of mild steel tilt-
up panels and operable steel fly mesh screens  
work together to allow natural ventilation into  
the building while excluding flies and insects. 

The southern side is punctuated by small square 
windows, also made from hot-rolled mild steel in 
grade HA200 and HA250, as are the doors, hinges 
and much of the concealed structural frame which 
comprises SHS posts, PFC beams, as well as 6mm 
mild steel plate. Beneath the cladding there are 
some blockwork walls in the ground floor that act 
as a reverse-brick veneer composition (to increase 
thermal mass, insulation and rigidity).

In the stables, the doors to each stall are 
compartmentalised with openable parts, designed 
by Steve O’Ryan and, again, all made from 2mm 
BlueScope mild steel. A solid lower section is 
topped with tiers of steel strips made from the  
same steel, backed by a layer of perforated mesh; 
the entire construction held fast by a bespoke  
steel ‘horse-proof’ locking mechanism. 

“Crackenback Stables is a veritable exploration of 
the possibilities of steel itself, both as a material of 
structure and one of immense architectural beauty,” 
Brown says. “The building is robust with its metal 
window frames and metal facade, and it’s also 
low-maintenance. And the steel also gave us the 
opportunity to experiment with detailing, relative  
to what’s underneath.”  æ
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Closer inspection reveals that most of the  
custom-designed and hand-crafted details are 
made from steel, from the holding yards at the 
northern end to the concealed clothesline; and  
the steel ladder frames that help to achieve the 
large cantilever awnings.

As the owner and builder of this project, Fielding 
says he and his construction team were happy to 
experiment beyond the scope of the company’s 
quality-control bible – the Bellevarde Manual –  
that can be found at every one of its building sites. 
This project enabled them to incorporate hand-
made details more than is usually possible, he  
says “because we had no restraints: we didn’t  
have to get budget approvals”.

“We had the rolled corrugated exterior steel 
cladding cut on-site, however putting it together 
perfectly took some time and a good amount 
of skill,” he says. “Our engineer, Ken Murtagh, 
deserves a mention here. He and Steve found  
ways to do things even I thought might be 
impossible. I’m still impressed with the smart  
way they concealed the downpipe in the subtle 
curves at each end of the building.”

Those ‘secret’ gutters and downpipes were hidden 
within the curving roofline for both functional 
and aesthetic reasons, Brown says. “They allow 
us to get rain water off the building using the 
corrugations that follow the pitch of the roof, to  
be collected and stored in a tank below, and they 
also reduce the risk of fire from ember attack,”  
he says. “From an aesthetic point of view, they 
allow us to create a very fine edge to the sky.”

There are many more unique steel details 
throughout the project too, Fielding says.  
“Steve created some special hinges to hang the 
heavy steel sheets in the covered entrance area 
that, with the patina, have almost completely 
integrated into the form,” he says. “It’s beautiful  
and ingenious. As a builder, that’s the kind of  
thing I love.

For Rob Brown, the most satisfying aspect of the 
building is the way it functions in its setting, and  
its contribution to our understanding of how  
people and animals can inhabit such wild locations. 
“After it was finished, John invited my family and  
I to stay there for a week in the school holidays,” 
he says. “We went skiing and it snowed at the 

stables too. It was a wonderful building to be 
in: it works really well and sits in the landscape 
beautifully. I think it quietly says something  
about horses, and snow, and vernacular  
Australian architecture.”

The Australian Institute of Architects New South 
Wales Chapter Jurors agreed, writing in the jury 
citation in 2016 that this project reinterprets the 
genre of the corrugated steel shed, a typology  
that is “entrenched in our Australian cultural 
identity”. They said: “This architecture brings  
joy in its elevation of the utilitarian to become 
refined objects that enhance the spectacular 
landscape they occupy.”

The client and builder couldn’t be more pleased  
with the finished product – an exploration of the 
capacity of steel to create something uniquely 
Australian. Fielding says that he and his wife are at 
their “most relaxed” when they visit Crackenback, 
and the horses seem to like it too. “It turned out 
better than I think any of us expected and it’s a 
credit to everyone involved,” he says. “It’s also 
managed to win a few awards: not bad for a  
steel shed.”SP
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ABOVE: Rob Brown says the mild steel of the entry portal “Defines that space  
as different: it protects you from the elements as you are arriving and unpacking,  
or dismounting from your horse”

TOP RIGHT AND RIGHT: Laying the corrugations in line with the building’s 
trapezoidal form was a challenge that offered several advantages: rainwater  
is easily collected via ¹secret gutters' for storage in underground tanks; the 
detailing reduces the risk of ember attack in bushfires, and aesthetically,  
it creates a fine edge to the sky

PANEL SAYS
We’re all familiar with the conventional steel shed 

in the Australian landscape: it’s a form that has 

influenced many other building types over the 

years, from houses to museums. But this project 

in the Snowy Mountains – a combined stables and 

two small dwellings – takes the concept of a steel-

clad shed to a whole new level, opting for robust 

forms over romantic ease. With a simple, bunker-

like form that hugs the ground – protecting its 

occupants from rain, snow and fire – the building 

boasts a no-nonsense clarity and legibility that 

allows it to sit beautifully in its rugged landscape. 

Like an echidna with its spiny coat and furry 

underbelly, the building is protected by its silvery 

armature made from ZINCALUME® steel, while 

the main entrance is denoted by the warm and 

welcoming undercroft lined with oxidised steel coil.  

With its high-level detailing and exemplary handling 

of materials, such as the orientation of the steel 

cladding that amplifies the trapezoidal forms, this is 

a masterful reinterpretation of an Australian classic

“We had the rolled corrugated exterior steel cladding 
cut on-site, however putting it together perfectly  
took some time and a good amount of skill”
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