
NNancy and Darren Cooke couldn’t be 
more at home near rural Gibraltar, 
on a thickly wooded 50-acre lot, in a region they love. And even if their newly 
renovated weekend home wasn’t such a masterpiece, the location alone would 
be ideal. Nancy, Darren and their children are dedicated mountain bike and 
road riders, skiers and hikers. And they just happen to be minutes away from 
Ontario’s finest mountain biking, road riding, skiing and hiking. This is more 
than a home. It’s a four-season outdoor recreation dream come true. 

The house is an example of a perfectly conceived and executed 
redesign. When Nancy and Darren bought it nine years ago, Darren 
describes its quality then as “builder grade.” They saw a lot of potential 
in it, and had become very attached to the property and region, but the 
house wasn’t yet ideal. They started off with some cosmetic renovations a 
few years ago, and last year decided to bring in architect Gren Weis (Gren 
Weis Architect & Associates) for a major job.

“For this renovation, we didn’t need a big space,” says Nancy. “We just 
wanted a kitchen that was larger for entertaining – because everyone ends 
up in the kitchen. Our old kitchen was small and very closed off from the 
rest of the house. We wanted to be able to sit in our kitchen and eat in it, but 
also have an area beside it with couches. We also wanted more windows.”

Darren adds, “The original design of the house was a bunch of small 
rooms. So Gren’s point was, ‘We don’t need to add a lot. We need to take 
a bunch of walls out.’ His plan really opened things up.” 

The Cookes needed a contractor up to the task of turning one of Weis’s 
famously detailed plans into reality, and they found him in family friend 
and local Dave Eaton of Baylyn Construction. 
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Living near Gibraltar in a beautiful, renovated 
Cape Cod-style home, surrounded by 
breathtaking woodlands, is a dream-come-true 
for Darren and Nancy Cooke and their three 
children, all of whom are cycling, hiking and ski 
enthusiasts. RIGHT: Builder Dave Eaton and 
homeowner Darren Cooke met at Georgian 
Peaks Ski Club. Now they ski, snowmobile and 
cycle together. Says Darren, “After the job was 
done, we’re even better friends.” Dave Eaton
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When it’s time to entertain, Nancy just adds a few leaves to the dining room table 
and voilà! Seating for 12! The wooden dining chairs were purchased at The sue 
in Maxwell. OPPOSITE TOP: A new cultured stone face was added to the hearth, 
featuring a Napoleon airtight wood-burning stove that throws off lots of heat. It’s 
the ideal spot for the family to gather after a chilly day on the slopes. OPPOSITE 
BOTTOM: The original living room was somewhat narrow, so Eaton bumped it out 
to add more width. Now Nancy is delighted that she can position her sofas across 
from each other. The entire sidewall was treated to new windows. 
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Eaton agreed with Nancy and Darren that no corners would be cut 
when it came to building the painstaking and time-consuming wood 
detailing, inside and out. Zack Hopkins of Hopkins Building and 
Renovation carried out this masterful detailing. Darren stresses the 
challenge of sticking to Weis’s intricate plans. “We had to cut back 
soffits, redesign roof angles, add new layers of moulding, and returns 
on the roof – all the detailing Weis is known for. And we stuck to his 
plan.” The results speak for themselves. 

The Cookes took on the kitchen renovation themselves, with help from 
Toronto and Oakville companies. Local contractors completed everything 

else. Though the addition focused on the basement and main floor, the 
Cookes replaced the flooring throughout the entire house with engineered 
hickory installed by Georgian Flooring Centre Ltd. (Engineered wood 
was a necessity due to the in-floor heating added to the basement.)

One major job not fully anticipated in the original plan was the main 
staircase, which Dave and Darren realized needed to be torn out and 
entirely rebuilt for the desired effect. For this job, Dave called on the skills 
of Blackstock Custom Stair. “The original stairs were very closed off. 
We wanted to open up the stairway,” says Darren. This “opening up” adds 
a loftier perspective both up and down.

RIGHT: The homeowners 
opted for windows rather 
than built-ins on either 
side of the bay window in 
the sitting room. The live 
edge, reclaimed maple 
table with steel legs was 
sourced at Tree Green 
Team in Collingwood.  

Nancy wanted her kitchen to be bright and simple, 
with a contemporary-country look. She loves the 
new space because guests can stand or sit at the 
island and chat with her while she’s cooking, and she 
gets a great view of the woods. RIGHT: A spacious 
mudroom has ample built-in storage for this active 
family of five. What was once a small entrance is 
now a larger foyer with a practical flagstone floor. 
FAR RIGHT: Before he worked with Nancy, white was 
white to Dave Eaton. Says Eaton, “I’ve since learned 
that there are many different whites.” 

Continued on page 106
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 “We wanted to make the basement more a part of the house,” says 
Nancy. The basement already had lofty 9-foot ceilings, but the space 
needed fine-tuning and expansion. The addition boosts the square footage 
of the basement to allow for a large media room.

Tristan Leynes of Home Digital Audio Visual designed the audio-
visual system. “Tristan pre-wired when it was down to the studs. It’s rock-
concert-quality surround sound,” Darren enthuses. An iPad app controls 
the system. Every room in the house is wired for state-of-the-art sound. 

The main floor saw the most dramatic transformation. The fireplace 
insert in the living room pre-dated the addition, but the Cookes decided 
to reclad the fireplace in cultured stone, and at Dave Eaton’s suggestion, 
took the stone outside to incorporate the chimney. Mark MacLeod of 
MBM Stoneworks Masonry executed this job. 

ABOVE: The lower level of this newly 
renovated home features a large and 
comfortable media room with nine-foot 
ceilings and plenty of natural light. 
RIGHT: Nancy’s two girlfriends, interior 
designers Alison and Jennifer David of 
Fanny Gray Designs, were instrumental 
in adding their unique décor style 
throughout the home. 

Continued on page 108
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“With an outdoor wedding 

as an unforgiving deadline, 

Mark translated a vision 
into reality, creating 
unique areas that offer 

magnificent vistas 

of the Beaver Valley and 
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The Napoleon-insert fireplace boasts a recirculating fan that can heat 
the whole house. “We have lots of wood available,” says Darren, indicating 
the lush hardwood forest visible from every window. “We hold our annual 
fall wood harvesting and I get my chainsaw out and take down a few 
easy-to-pluck trees.”

Nancy used a large landscape painting by Thornbury artist Shelagh 
Fox on the living room wall as a visual cue for the colours and tones in the 
surrounding space. Van Dolder’s Home Team added several windows in 
the living room – and in the new kitchen sitting room – to bring in natural 
light and take advantage of 360 degrees of woodland. 

ABOVE LEFT: Dark brown, engineered 
hickory floors add a touch of richness and 
warmth throughout the home. ABOVE 
RIGHT: Fifteen-year-old Sydney-Ellen, the 
homeowners’ youngest of three children, is 
an avid ski racer.  LEFT: Rather than adding 
square footage, architect Gren Weis opened 
up the Cooke’s home by ripping out a dark, 
closed-in staircase, and doing away with 
several small rooms and doorways.

Continued on page 110
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Dave Eaton and his team renovated the exterior according to the Gren 
Weis plan in a Cape Cod/country home style with a wealth of wood 
detailing around the soffits, windows, porch pillars and elsewhere (pine 
supplied by Bill Brown Woodworking & Building Supplies Ltd.). Pair 
all that detail with the Western Red cedar shake roof and smooth-finish 
Cape Cod wood siding and you get nothing short of a masterpiece. And 
this particular masterpiece is surrounded by everything an active family 
needs to stay that way, all year round.  OH

SOURCE GUIDE
K.B. Adamson, Airstar Mechanical, Dave Eaton of Baylyn 

Construction, Rudy Berrang, Bill Brown Woodworking & 

Building Supplies Ltd., Blackstock Custom Stair, Brenlow 

Custom Wood Mouldings, Clearlite Electric, Shelagh 

Fox Gallery, Georgian Flooring Centre Ltd., Tristan 

Leynes of Home Digital Audio Visual, Hopkins Building 

and Renovation, Mark MacLeod of MBM Stoneworks, 

Paperwhite Flowers, The Rusty Star, Shuttleworth 

Contracting, Thermo Seal Insulation Systems, Thornbury 

Home Hardware Building Centre, Tree Green Team, Van 

Dolder’s Home Team Custom Exteriors.

LEFT: The front 
door of the Cooke’s 
home underwent 
a transformation 
from stained 
pine to white, 
and finally to 
a timeless and 
elegant shade 
of greenish-
grey known as 
Raindance by 
Benjamin Moore. 
BELOW: Nancy 
and Darren enjoy 
sipping their 
coffee, reading 
the paper, and 
admiring the view 
of the hardwood 
forest from their 
Muskoka chairs on 
the front porch.
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