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MMid-century modern aficionados 
Fraser Valentine and Matthew 
Ball had never heard of Rothwell 
Heights and its Briarcliffe 
enclave, designated a Heritage 
Conservation District and the first 
in Canada to recognize mid-20th 
Century modern architecture. The 
self-described real estate junkies 
had no intention of selling their 
Westboro townhome, but came 
across a real estate listing for a 
mid-century modern. Continued on page 54

ABOVE: Avid gardeners, Fraser Valentine and Matthew Ball 
transplanted their front garden’s 700-plus plants themselves, with 
the help of Fraser’s then 78-year-old mother. RIGHT: The couple’s 
front entry offers a panoramic view of their front garden and tree-
lined street meandering through Briarcliffe, designated a Heritage 
Conservation District in Rothwell Heights. 

The dining room furnishings echo 
the simple lines of the home’s 
mid-century design. 
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Intrigued, they went to view the Rothwell Heights home. And while 
curiosity may not have killed these two cats, it did change the course of 
their lives, as falling in love often does.

“I remember my first impression of the house very clearly,” Ball says. 
“We walked in and Fraser said right away, ‘I could see us living here.’ 
We knew right away we loved it and we bought it on emotion.”

Characterized by clean, simple lines and large expanses of glass that 
open up the interior of the house to the setting outside – essentially, 
breaking down the barriers between indoors and out to create a 
connection to nature – mid-century modern architecture introduced 
the concept of open floor plans. But while the home they purchased 
in 2011 maintained the integrity of its style, it desperately needed 
loving attention.

Managed by the owners, both senior federal public servants, the 
lengthy renovation process began shortly after they purchased the 
property. Trades were booked to all come in on one particular day, take 
a look at the various projects and provide an estimate. “I think we had 

30 trades come through in that one day,” says Valentine. “It was crazy 
but efficient!” 

There were two major parts to the work that, as it turned out, were 
necessary, but brought little in the way of aesthetics or satisfaction 
to the homeowners. The first began the week after the couple closed 
on the house and had the failing septic system, original to the house, 
replaced. Green Valley Environmental Group dug up the entire 
front of the property, removing all the mature trees and, in all, 40 tons 
of solid limestone for the new, high efficiency septic system. 

With one major fix completed, the couple didn’t realize at the time 
the challenges that lay ahead. In short order, the winter weather offered 
proof the roof needed work. Heat was escaping from the house, causing 
the snow to melt and form ice dams. Soon, ceilings began to crack. IRC 
Building Sciences Group used a heat camera and determined that 
the roof’s insulation had disintegrated. As a result, negative pockets 
of space had formed where condensation was building up. There were 
two options: remove the roof, insulate from the top and then install a 

A new pool deck was the 
payback after al l the 
necessary structural 
work on the house.

As seen here in the kitchen, one of the characteristics 
of mid-century modern design is the generous use 
of large windows, which opens the house to the 
outdoors. RIGHT: The back of the home overlooks 
an enchanting woodland garden. BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Located just 10 minutes from downtown, Valentine 
and Ball’s “cottage in the city” provides a tranquil 
place for them to relax. 

Continued on page 56

ourhomes   S U M M E R  2 0 1 8   |  5554  |  ourhomes   S U M M E R  2 0 1 8

feature



new roof, or insulate from the inside, destroying the renovations inside 
they had just completed.

“Our first winter in the house was stressful,” says Valentine. “Up to 
this point, we had only purchased new construction, so we were used 
to everything being brand new and working. We talked seriously about 
selling and buying a new infill, modern home. But we loved our ‘cottage 
in the city’. So, we held our breath, refinanced the house and we did 
major reno number two.”

“Major reno number two” involved Godfrey Roofing Inc. 
removing the existing roof and putting in a new vapour barrier with 
all-new spray insulation. A flat roof, characteristic of the mid-century 
modern style, was installed with the latest technology, using a 
reinforced roofing membrane.

Next, All-Teck Electric cut some 200 holes in the walls to fish 
all new wiring throughout the house, upgrading the service from 
60-amp to 100-amp.

Offering a view of the gardens in back, large 
windows frame the living room’s fireplace by 
Hubert’s Fireplace Consultation + Design. 
LEFT: The kitchen was one of the few areas 
in the house where the mid-century design 
went untouched. 

Continued on page 58

P itchers add a pop of colour 
against the otherwise soothing 
colour of the kitchen.
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In their quest to stay true to the mid-
century aesthetic, Valentine and Ball located 
a heritage window company, Heritage 
House Millwork, and had them replace two 
huge wood-framed windows in their front 
entrance. Because one window measures 
seven-by-seven-feet and the other 10-by-two-
feet, the Gloucester-based company had to 
custom build scaffolding in the driveway in 
order to complete the installation. A number 
of other windows were replaced by Bayview 
Windows, including the clerestory windows 
in the main bathroom.

Their next challenge was the air circulation 
within the house, due to the length of the 
house – it measures 60 feet from one end 
to the other – and because it’s literally 
built on rock, with a basement that’s only 
partially excavated.

“We have a half basement and the rest 
is a crawlspace, which is rock. With no 
ventilation in that section of the home, it 
was musty smelling,” Valentine says. “E.N. 
Blue Ltd. came in and they put in a new 
high-efficiency, two-stage Trane furnace, with 
special ductwork installed in the crawlspace 
to bring three supply and one return run to 
that part of the house.”

For a while, it seemed that any project 
resulted in additional expense. In the midst 
of having the floors on the main level sanded 
and refinished, for example, plywood patching 
was discovered in the master bedroom when 
the carpeting was pulled up. That required 
the additional step of having Rome Flooring 
Ltd. rebuild the hardwood in that room, 
before refinishing the surfaces throughout 
with an oil-base varnish.

Other, smaller fixes were important in 
maintaining the character of the home’s 
design, such as replacing the existing garage 
door. An insulated door with all new tracks, 
that better suited the style of the house, was 
installed by Hung Well Doors. 

“By this point, Matthew and I were feeling 
pretty tired of spending tens of thousands of 
dollars on things that were important to the 

Continued on page 60

LEFT: Stairs leading to the lower level are located in 
the portion of the house containing the bedrooms. 
The couple plan to renovate that area one day as 
well. BELOW, LEFT: Favourite artwork and beloved 
objets line a wall in the dining room. RIGHT: The 
home’s powder room, seen here, is wallpapered in a 
design reminiscent of the era.
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structure of the house – but none of it you could really see,” Valentine 
says. “So we hired Total Fence to design and build a 1,200 sq. ft. deck. 
That work transformed how we felt about our home and all the stress, 
decisions and money we had spent. That was the payoff, finally.”

With their focus now on the exterior, Valentine and Ball took on the 
landscaping. Because both are avid gardeners and their lot was fairly 
large (many lots in Rothwell Heights are at least half an acre), they 
wanted a garden that would fill the entire space but at the same time, 
be manageable enough because of their busy careers. They met with 
Ailsa Francis of Ailsa Francis Garden Design and explained they 
needed help with the design and plant material selection, but intended 
to do the labour themselves. 

The following spring, Francis delivered an extensive master plan. 
As undertakings go, this one was of epic proportions: more than 700 
plants, trees and shrubs were ordered from Peter Knippel Garden 
Centre and then, on what Valentine recalls as being probably the 
hottest day of the summer, Francis – along with Fraser’s then 78-year-
old mother – tackled the transplanting.

“We both spend long hours at stressful jobs and our home, with 
its tranquil setting, is our retreat,” Ball says. “It took us a while to 
get to this point, because the house really needed some love, and we 
have projects planned for years to come. But the space in which we 
live is really important to us, and we’re really proud of what we’ve 
accomplished here so far.”  OH

The guest bedroom is typical of the mid-century modern style 
and is located at one end of the home, away from the main 
areas. BELOW: With plans to turn it into a spa-like retreat, the 
en suite is on a list of reno projects. The clerestory window 
has already been replaced.
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