
OOutside of Walkerton 
a  pl a i n  ye l low  br ick 
farmhouse, circa 1868, has 
been transformed into an 
architectural poster girl 
for contemporary shabby 

chic design.

FARMHOUSE       facelift
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Like many home renewal projects, this one began with minor 
adjustments that soon revealed the need for a major overhaul. The 
renovation began modestly with the refurbishing of the five bedrooms. This 
change demanded more than a mere coat of paint. 

Work included the replacement of the interior plaster walls in the 
bedrooms, the removal of a lowered panel ceiling and its replacement 
with drywall, tearing out carpets, followed by the sanding and staining of 
the original wood floors, re-trimming of doors and windows, a complete 
gutting and retrofitting of the bathroom and the replacement of exterior 
soffits and fascia. 

The home’s rebirth benefitted greatly from Olson’s past experience in home 
design and construction. She works in real estate in Collingwood, and in the 
past acted as her own general contractor in the building of two new homes.

Olson admits she was the one who spurred on the project. “I kept 
pushing to revamp the farmhouse,” she admits. “We pushed on from room 
to room and Jim became more comfortable with the changes as time went 
on. Along with interior changes we added a front and side porch as well 
as air conditioning and heated floors in some areas. We basically re-built 
the house. Gord Lang joked that our home was the job that never ended.”

As renovations proceeded from upstairs to the rooms on the main floor, 
Olson’s plan for this historic home was clear from the outset. “My original 
vision for the house was to strip back to reveal the grand old lady underneath,” 
she says. “I could almost feel her stretch and smile as we reclaimed her. With 
the work done, the Victorian lady now functions as a 21st century home.”

The term shabby chic was coined in the 1980s, becoming popular in 
North America in the 1990s with a surge of eclectic decorating styles on 
the west coast with heavy influences from Provence, Tuscany and Greece.

It is a soft, relaxed decorating approach that is comfortable and 
inviting. In general, shabby chic highlights décor that is stylish rather 
than fashionable, where style reflects quality as opposed to newness. The 
definition suits this revitalized farmhouse to a T.

The instigators of this change are homeowners Maggi Olson and 
James Cooke. The Cooke family purchased the farm in 1974. The only 
renovations until now took place in 1981 when they renovated the kitchen 
and added a garage and mudroom area, along with a 20 by 40-foot indoor 
swimming pool. 

To complete the latest renovations the homeowners enlisted the help 
of Gord Lang of Lang’s General Contracting in Walkerton. Lang, in 
business for 25 years, specializes in renovations, new home construction and 
additions. His practical knowledge allowed Cooke and Olson to transform 
the farmhouse from a worn, tired Victorian lady into a classy, modern maiden 
that is eminently functional while maintaining its historic charm. 

“Maggi and Jim were wonderful to work with,” Lang says. “What 
started out with the renovation of upstairs bedrooms snowballed into 
something much bigger… I admire Jim, who lived in the house for years, 
for dealing with all the surprises and accepting the changes. It was an 
education for all of us. Jim absorbed it all and made the right decisions as 
the renovation progressed.” 

TOP: James and Maggi’s kitchen underwent a complete renovation to include all 
new cabinetry, appliances, an island and a view to the vast farmland outdoors.

LEFT: One of four lovely spare bedrooms. Each features a random room number 
on the door in the style of an old bed and breakfast.

Continued on page 40

This beautiful dining room is set for a 
festive gathering with friends and family.

BELOW: A lounge area off the kitchen 
features a fabulous retro bar and was 
designed with entertaining in mind.

BOTTOM: The large kitchen island 
is multifunctional and serves as an 
informal dining area.
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Lang acknowledges that the changes were made easier by the reliable 
circle of tradesmen who work with him, including Dave Marshall of 
Dave’s Drywall Service, painter Mike Turnbull, as well as Cuneo 
Interiors and Emke Schaab ClimateCare in Walkerton.

On the main floor, a window and glass door was added to the spacious 
country kitchen to allow natural light to flood the room. A cumbersome 
80s industrial kitchen was removed and replaced with the clean lines of 
ample white cabinetry by Daryl Johnson of Johnson Woodworks and 
a more modest stainless steel gas range and refrigerator/freezer from 
Modern Appliances and Electronics in Hanover. Sand laminate was 
used on all countertops and the island surface. The colour complements 
the ceramic floor tiles, adding warmth to the space.

The focal point of the kitchen is the oversized island incorporating 
a double sink that is a natural gathering place for family and friends. 
The island has unique turret legs of natural wood to mimic huge harvest 
tables of old.

The kitchen area opens into a light-filled dining room, where, 
as in the other rooms, revitalized furniture and lighting accentuate 
the sense of comfort and quality. To breathe new life into traditional 
furniture and light fixtures the homeowners employed the spray-
painting skil ls of Rob Miller and the electrical expertise of  
Weber Electrical Service. 

Likewise, the kitchen provides easy access to an office, living room and 
study, which utilize revamped and repainted furnishings to create a clean, 
relaxed feeling and save treasured items from the landfill. 

The homeowners were pleased with the final results of the nine-month 
renovation. Olson says, “All the trades were excellent to work with. And 
Gord was so patient. He hung in there through it all.” As a small thank 
you, the owners invited all those who worked on the reconstruction and 
their families to dinner to review their completed home.

This home’s renovation is an excellent model for other homeowners 
who wish to revamp a tired turn-of-the-century farmhouse. “There are so 
many homes in the area that could use this change,” Lang says.

Olson continues to be thrilled with her home’s resurrection. “I love 
the transformation! I can feel the change in the energy of the house,” she 
says. “Now that the work is done the fun part begins. We will take time 
to enjoy it with friends and family. We have the best of both worlds. The 
home looks lived in because of the historic style and familiar furniture. 
This sense of time exists in the house along with the new functionality 
and modern finishes.”

Asked about her renovation experience, Olson says, “I loved doing it. 
I always wanted to makeover a traditional farmhouse. I’ve always wanted 
to live in a laid-back farm and with our children grown this will be the 
perfect weekend home – a wonderful gathering place.” OH 

LEFT: The front living room brings old and new together 
with a selection of painted pieces. Olson had the backing 
from the shelves torn out to add brightness to the room. 

BOTTOM LEFT: The upstairs washroom reflects the style 
of the home, creating a relaxing atmosphere with flair.

BOTTOM RIGHT: The master bedroom is simple, stylish and 
calm – everything Maggi wanted in her weekend retreat.

Surround Yoursel  with Stylef
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