
The Donnellys enjoy resort-style relaxation in 
the comfort of their backyard thanks to Ground 
Effects Landscapes. An outdoor bar and sitting 
area complement a pool, cabana and stone 
patio. The space is complete with a burbling 
fountain, hot tub, outdoor TV and fireplace. 
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living
The quiet town of Mildmay, 
surrounded by rolling hills and 
sweeping fields of corn and grain, 
is a charming place to raise a 
family. Just beyond Otter Creek 
sits a collection of cul-de-sacs, 
which form the neighbourhood 
the Donnelly family calls home.

Continued on page 24
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The kitchen was renovated in co-operation with renovations project 
manager Heidi Schaus of Heidesigns. It boasts granite countertops and 
modern cabinetry by Johnson Woodworks, with oak hardwood from JD’s 
Flooring Centre.

“Heidi has been instrumental in the design of this house,” says Nora. 
“She is great at using what you already have and seeing how your family 
functions. If I wanted to buy something and it didn’t have functionality 
she told me ‘no’.” The family enjoys cooking together in the kitchen so two 
sinks were a must, as was a microwave that doubles as a second convection 
oven. Function is everywhere and appears in the most unexpected places, 
including a nifty stepladder disguised as a bottom drawer.

The real centerpiece of the Donnelly home, however, is the backyard 
oasis, designed (with help from Heidesigns) and constructed by Ground 
Effects Landscapes in Hanover.

What was once a steep yard backing onto a forested river is now a 
smoothly landscaped space suited for entertaining. “I used to make the 
kids wear helmets and they would race down the hill on their toboggans,” 
recalls Nora. Aside from winter play, the backyard was simply non-
functional, and function is what it’s all about for the Donnellys.

Completely transformed with natural stone, the backyard revolves 
around a sparkling pool from SanJaun Fiberglass Pools. The hot tub, with 
custom jets installed by Ground Effects, sits in proximity to the patio 
doors, looking across to the bar area and outdoor TV. On the opposite side 

LEFT: The crystal adorning the table was a gift for the couple’s wedding. 
ABOVE: The home’s original living room offers comfortable seating, a gas 
fireplace and stunning views of the backyard. Perched on the ottoman is a 
keepsake photo album of the family’s most recent trip to Ireland.

TOP: The entranceway to the home 
welcomes guests into an open-concept 
style living area. MIDDLE: The kitchen 
and eating area were designed with 
help from Heidesigns. Every cupboard 
and drawer is positioned for maximum 
function. ABOVE: A small tile backsplash 
draws the eye above the kitchen’s 
glass cooktop, filling the space where a 
traditional oven would sit. RIGHT: Diners 
at the kitchen table have a gorgeous view 
of the Donnelly’s property.

WWhen Nora and Dave first settled in Mildmay, Nora was working as a 
French teacher and Dave was in insurance and financial planning. Today, 
Nora still teaches French and Dave works long hours as a lawyer with his 
own practice in Hanover. 

Since then, the couple have added four members to their rank: Jillian 
(now in Grade 11), Graeme (who has returned from his first year studying 
marine biology at Dalhousie University), Rex the dog and Brandy the cat. 
With two children in tow, they were quickly outgrowing their first home 
but couldn’t bear to leave the neighbourhood. They relocated in 2005 to 
a home around the corner. The current residence offers increased space 
and “great bones,” says Nora.

“We love to entertain and with two kids we needed a lot more 
space,” she says. Although their new home, originally built by Ruetz 
Contracting, was spacious, it still needed customization to meet the 
needs of the family. “We blew out a wall in the kitchen to open up the 
room,” explains Nora, which brought the eating and cooking areas 
together and exposed a series of large windows along the west wall. 

Continued on page 26
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of the pool is a large cabana built by Kraemer Construction, complete 
with patio furniture from Sherri’s Living Large, and featuring a custom 
built wood-burning fireplace. The backyard is surrounded by a sleek fence 
from Modern Fencing in Chesley.

“When Dave and I get in the hot tub in the middle of winter and the 
snow is falling all around and we put on the fire and turn on the TV, that’s 
the best,” she says. 

The unique outdoor SunBriteTV is built to withstand a minus-40 
degree winter, rain, snow, wind and sun – basically anything Bruce 
County can throw its way. The audio and TV in the backyard were 
installed by Mark Pinder at Balaklava Audio, who also brought 
hardwired audio into most of the home. Music is often heard softly piping 
through the rooms, which the Donnellys find great for entertaining their  
many guests. Continued on page 28

RIGHT: Vibrant purple décor brings 
Jillian’s bedroom to life, while small 
boxes of chalkboard paint allow for self-
expression. BELOW: A turquoise stool from 
Temptations in Hanover creates a small 
vanity area in the main bathroom. BOTTOM: 
A tasteful marble backsplash highlights the 
pedestal-style bathtub and floral artwork 
under a modern glass chandelier.
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Dave works long days in a windowless office and the backyard 
transformation was a way of coaxing the family outside. “The backyard 
forces my husband outside as soon as he gets home from work. It’s the 
de-stressor our family needed,” says Nora. It’s now a common sight to find 
Dave outdoors barbecuing dinner. 

Step over the threshold into the Donnellys’ walk-out basement and 
you’ll find another bar area equipped with a full kitchen, installed by 
Royal Oak Kitchens, a cosy gas fireplace to warm up by after an evening 
dip in the pool and a pub-style eating area. The basement also hosts a pool 
table (Double D Co. in Walkerton) and ping-pong table, and is usually 
packed with Jillian and Graeme’s friends. 

“The basement is beautiful and really bright,” says Nora. “It’s great for 
when we have large groups for family dinners.”

Dave hails from nearby Pinkerton and at least once a month the family 

of 16-20 gathers at the Donnelly residence. Nora’s family also visits from 
Quebec and the Maritimes, requiring enough space to host guests for 
days at a time.

Despite the renovations, Nora’s favourite part of the home 
remains its most unchanged space: the sunken living room where 
the original hardwood survives. “Every morning Dave and I read the 
newspaper and have our coffee in there, it’s where we connect before 
we start the day and it’s where we meet at the end of the day,” she 
says while sitting at the family’s kitchen table (sourced from DJ’s 
Handcrafted Solid Wood Furniture) and looking out the window 
into the backyard.

Tonight when the sun sets on Mildmay you’ll likely find the Donnelly 
family united around their outdoor fireplace, as they sit back and enjoy 
the view from high above Otter Creek.  OH
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ABOVE: A gift 
from Dave’s uncle 
Maurice, a large green 
antique glass vase, 
is a focal point of the 
downstairs sitting 
area. RIGHT: Stools 
from Home Hardware 
wrap around the 
family’s downstairs 
bar, which is equipped 
with a full kitchen. An 
ice barrel all the way 
from Derry, Ireland 
sits on the left corner 
of the countertop. 
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