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High in a treetop aerie built into the steep side of an untamed ravine, the Vermeulen family 
enjoys a four-season show, up close and personal, with nature at her most breathtaking.

The Vermeulens live in historic Port Hope, justly renowned for 
its bounty of heritage buildings, boasting restorations unsurpassed 
anywhere. But the Vermeulen house is new, and contemporary in style, yet 
it flawlessly blends into its Victorian streetscape and the untamed ravine 
behind it. How is it possible? Well, as Flaubert suggested, the divine is in 
the details. And it doesn’t hurt to have a talented architect in the family.

Stephanie Vermeulen is that architect. Only 27 when she created this 
design, the University of Waterloo graduate had already completed co-op 
work-school programs in Europe (London and Amsterdam) and had three 
to four years’ experience working in architectural offices when she took 
on this challenge. Her clients were exacting folks: Bram Vermeulen is the 
retired CEO of St. Mary’s Cement; Iris Vermeulen is a gifted artist. They 
had every confidence their daughter was the right professional for this 

project so close to their hearts.“She’s done very well,” her obviously proud 
father says with quiet understatement.

Now an employee of the Toronto architectural firm Kohn Shnier 
Architects, Stephanie was at her parents’ home when OUR HOMES visited.

“I wanted to create a house that would be transparent from the street,” 
Stephanie explains. Indeed, the house has a low profile and numerous 
windows so that the three-quarter-acre ravine lot – which had never been 
built on before – remains very visible to any passerby. The abundance of 
glass on all sides of the house gives the occupants fantastic views of the 
ravine and the street, but also contributes to the illusion of transparency 
from the outside.

Stephanie’s inspiration was her time spent in Amsterdam where, she 
notes, “the division between the public and private realm is often blurred.”

Continued on page 40

Overlooking a secluded Port Hope ravine, the 
four-level Vermeulen home is infused with natural 
light and the best of green building techniques. 
BELOW LEFT: Discrete from the street entryway, 
only two of four home levels are visible. The 
covered main entry is at right. The master 
bedroom is left, over a submerged two-car 
garage. FAR LEFT: Homeowners Bram and Iris 
Vermeulen with daughter, Architect Stephanie. 
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“In the evening, while I’m preparing dinner, people who pass on the 
sidewalk wave to me and I wave back,” Iris says cheerily. When privacy is 
desired, the built-in, invisible window treatments can be lowered.

Stephanie paid close attention to detail when designing this house. The 
ravine, on the south of the property, facing Lake Ontario, was not only the 
most scenic side, but also optimal for passive solar heating. The majority 
of highly insulated, Canadian-made Loewen windows face that direction. 
In summer the foliage provides shade. In winter the view extends south 
to Lake Ontario. 

“This is the unique feature of the house, not how many bedrooms it has 
(three) or how many bathrooms (two-and-a-half), but this green,” Bram 
says on this summer’s day. “It’s our treehouse,” Iris agrees.

To make a house fit into an existing streetscape, not only style 
but scale and materials must be considered. The entire exterior 
frame of the home is constructed of insulated concrete, providing 
R30 insulation. The exterior of the walls are finished with antique-
look red-clay bricks, specially sourced in the Carolinas, to blend 
seamlessly with its Victorian-era neighbours. Aaron Gusso of 
Gusso Victor & Sons Construction  of Peterborough was the 
bricklayer par excellence. 

“We wanted a modern building that in scale, colour and formation 
looked hand-made,” Stephanie says. They selected a general contractor, 
Derek Nicholson Incorporated of Toronto, which had already built one 
house on Port Hope’s lakeshore.

ABOVE: Kitchen windows look out 
onto the streetscape. Invisible window 
treatments ensure privacy on demand. 
ABOVE RIGHT: Beyond the informal 
dining area is the electronic office 
area of Iris Vermeulen with the step-
down living room beyond. An open-air 
deck opens to the left of the dining 
table. RIGHT: The south windows of 
the kitchen and informal dining area 
look out into ravine treetops.

Continued on page 44
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TOP: An antique dining set and 
rug add elegance to the formal 
dining room fronting the ravine 
view on the south side of the home. 
ABOVE: Architect Stephanie 
Vermeulen sits in an alcove of the 
living room. RIGHT: Nature’s beauty 
is incorporated in the step-down 
living room. Throughout the home 
is merbau flooring created from 
ecologically friendly wood off-cuts. 
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Inside, the well-named Port Hope firm of Form And Function 
Custom Cabinetmakers built all cabinetry and built-ins – finished 
in no-VOC lacquers – to combine maximum style, minimum space and 
optimum storage and convenience. 

The house needs no air-conditioning since the plan of the four-level 
home includes a “pop-up” at the top level, an extra half-storey level where 
Bram has an enviable office, which serves as a conduit for cool air from 
the lowest level to venting on the roof. Ceiling fans, combined with this 
“stack effect,” conduct the low-level cooler air upward through the entire 
dwelling. Home Comfort of Peterborough installed the high-efficiency 
furnace and radiant heat in the floors.

Each open staircase rises only half a storey, making climbing easy 
while creating levels within levels. Interior bathroom walls are fitted with 
windows so that light from the outside penetrates to the very core of the 
2,500 sq. ft. house. Although the trimless, offset detail on interior doors 
may have given a few headaches to Premiere Drywall & Contracting 
of Cobourg, the smooth look contributes to the streamlined modern feel 
of the home. The engineered merbau floors supplied by Floorworks of 
Toronto are made from ecologically friendly wood off-cuts with a cherry 
coloured finish to complement the cherry cabinets by Form and Function.

LEFT: Clean and green features are everywhere in the en 
suite master bathroom. BELOW LEFT: The open staircases 
that rise at half-levels throughout the home allow natural 
light to suffuse interior spaces. BELOW: The master 
bedroom at the front of the home maintains ravine views. 
Hidden window treatments ensure privacy when desired.

Continued on page 48

RENEW THE WOODWORK IN YOUR HOME TO ITS ORIGINAL BEAUTY

CALL TODAY FOR A FREE IN-HOME ESTIMATE

NO DUST. NO MESS. NO ODOR .

MIKE GUTTERIDGE
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ridgewoodrenewal@gmail.com
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custom window treatments and blinds
paint colour consulting
upholstery
custom furniture
custom carpets
distinctive lighting

SHOP AT HOME SERVICE
w w w. a u d l e y i n t e r i o r s . c o m

your home is my palette...home design at its best 

SARAH AUDLEY
Interior Decorator
905.342.3579

Audley Interiors

101 King St. West Cobourg, Ontario
905-373-7000

#16 Bridge St. West Campbellford, Ontario
905-373-7000 

No Project too big or small.

 Custom designed Kitchens 
by professional Interior 
Designers.

 Experience in both 
Corporate and Residential 
Interior Design.

 Budgets starting from 
$2400.

 Affordable countertops in 
Granite, Laminate, Quartz, 
and Soapstone.

 Backsplash tiles in stone, 
glass, limestone, and 
marble.

 Building Code 
qualifications. Permit and 
working drawings.

KITCHEN
DESIGN STUDIO
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RIGHT: Artist Iris Vermeulen works in her studio on 
the lowest level of the home. BELOW LEFT: Bram 
Vermeulen’s office and den space is contained 
within a “pop-up” which forms the uppermost level 
of the home. BOTTOM: Bram Vermeulen appreciates 
the ambience of Iris’s studio.

EXCAVATING
DON OLIVER

P:905.885.4061  F:905.885.2978
donoliverexcavating@cogeco.ca

COMMERCIAL | INDUSTRIAL | RESIDENTIAL

Over 40 years experience

WATER • SEWER • SEPTICS 
DEMOLITION • PONDS • BULK HAULAGE

EXCAVATIONS • GRADING
CONCRETE BREAKING • DISPOSAL

MOE LICENSED

Serenity HutS

Apsley, ON 
705.933.8439 

www.dreamviewenclosures.com  
dreamviewenclosures@gmail.com

•	Custom	Prefabricated
	 Enclosure	Kits
•	Framed	in	the	Elegance
	 of	Natural	Wood
•	Self	Storing	Crystal
	 Clear	Panels

Screen roomS to
“Dream roomS”

Houghton Creek
Rustic Furniture & Home Accents

138 Kent Street West
Lindsay, Ontario
705-328-9586 • www.houghtoncreek.com
Join us on Facebook to stay up to date on new arrivals

Houghton Creek is the destination for the home owner who wants 
distinctive home décor that will make a statement in any room.  
From toss cushions, curtains and candles to throws, dinnerware 
and fair trade mosaic bowls. Our shop is brimming with colour, 
character and craftsmanship for your home.

Your downtown home décor shopping experience

Custom Drapery

Upholstery

Canadian-made
Furniture

Custom
Cushions & Duvet 

Covers

Fabric by
Kravet, Robert Allan 

& Duralee

Kitchen Cabinets, 
Counters & 
Renovations

URBAN
KITCHEN 
DESIGNS

NEW!

SALE

For all the right pieces

29 King Street West Cobourg ON 905 373 4845 www.urbanloft.ca
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Engineered Assemblies of Toronto installed the durable natural-
finish zinc downspouts and trim around the exterior parapet walls and 
attached two-car garage. The flat roofs, sealed by a two-ply torch-applied 
membrane, are home to roof gardens built by Green Garage of Winnipeg. 
Landscaping on the earthbound gardens has largely been done by Bram 
and Iris, but Naturescape did the heavy lifting of rocks and engineered 
concrete installations. Don Oliver Excavating of Port Hope prepared 
the site for construction.

Iris’s light-flooded studio is on the lowest level, its roof serving as a 
floor of an open-air porch off the main floor, surrounded with a tempered-
glass enclosure so as not to obscure the all-important view.

At the main entrance, there are exterior and interior built-in benches 
so the family and guests can sit to don or remove outdoor footwear in 
comfort. See what we mean about details?

“This house has three times as much concrete as a conventional 
house,” says Bram. This sturdy beauty, as intended, is now a part of  
the landscape.  OH

ABOVE LEFT: An upper deck off the kitchen/dining  
area is a perfect spot for time out in the tree tops. 
ABOVE RIGHT: From the uppermost fourth level of the 
home, a deck looks down over two outdoor lounge areas 
and beyond to a pathway leading into the natural ravine. 
LEFT: What the neighbours don’t see are the home’s 
four levels built facing southward on a Port Hope ravine.   

Timberline 
Custom Homes

creates homes not just 
buildings. People trust Timberline 
to creatively build an inspiring 
surrounding where they will 
raise their family, live out their 
dreams, welcome their friends, 
and retire. Attention to detail 
by Timberline Custom Homes 
makes the difference and our 
clients appreciate the effort.

SINCE 1989

(705) 654-4312 • www.timberlinecustomhomes.ca

B u i l d i n g  w i t h 
n a t u r e .

Phone 905.352.3800
Fax 866.280.7885 • Toll Free 1.877.57.GLASS

www.stevensonbuildingproducts.ca

5488 Roseneath Landing Rd, Roseneath, ON K0K 2X0

Stevenson
Building Products

Quality Products & Service
Exceptional Value

Authorized Builder of
Guildcrest Homes

Serving Northumberland
County Since 1979

Northstar Windows
Haas Garage Doors
MDL Doors
Kaycan Siding
Mitten Siding
Andex Metals

NEVER
PAY

TAXES

3.5" x 4.875"
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