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S E A L  R O C K S  N S W  I  h o m e

SEAL ROCKS GETS a mention on the ABC several t imes a day; as one
of Australia's most easterly points, it forms a convenient dividing line for
weather reports on the NSW Central Coast. But other than the warnings
for sailors and surfers, the outside world doesn't hear much about this tiny
beachside community some 90 kilometres north-east of Newcastle - and
that's just fine for those who spend their weeks or weekends here. One
shop, a few ancient fishermen's shacks and a daily routine that at its most
frenetic is still best described as 'peaceful, lazy and unsophisticated'.

Which is just the sort of feeling that attracted Stephen Grant, a properry
developer, art collector and owner (with his wife, Bridget pirrie) of the
GrantPirrie gallery in inner Sydney's Redfern. Visitors are a constant -
"Friends, family, acquaintances, artists, f i lmmakers and writers share
or take the beach house in turns with us," Stephen says. But before any
of this cavalcade could kick offtheir shoes and wander down ro the beach,
an old shack had to undergo a comprehensive makeover.

This beachside structure spoke to something intrinsic in Stephen's
past. "I 'm a country boy and for some reason it reminded me of shearing
sheds," he says. The boy who had grown up on a Tamworth farm knew
that such buildings - simple constructions of corrugated iron and
asbestos sheets, with rough wooden floors - wouldn't stand idle outside
the few weeks of the shearing season. Apart from anything else, they
were needed to accommodate sudden floods of visitors - "the shed
was always the centre of activity".

After buying the property in 1.996, Stephen went looking for someone
to transform the shack into a modern evocation of the shed that had
always been a hospitable heart to his boyhood home. He found the young
architectural partnership of Rachael Bourne and Shane Blue, and gave >

i\=-

Count ry  S ty le  FEBRUARY 2009 51



:-F;r:I ' : | i :  j : .

50  Coun t r y  S t y l e  FEBRUARY 2009



. a

'ar !B
.l 'r,i .: '

- )  - '  r ' i t
i l t

J

S E A L  R O C K S  N S W  I  h o m e

SEAL ROCKS GETS a mention on the ABC several t imes a day; as one

of Australia's most easterly points, it forms a convenient dividing l ine for

weather reports on the NSW Central Coast. But other than the warnings

for sailors and surfers, the outside world doesn't hear much about this tiny

beachside community some 90 kilometres north-east of Newcastle - and

that's just fine for those who spend their weeks or weekends here. One

shop, a few ancient fishermen's shacks and a daily routine that at its most

frenetic is still best described as 'peaceful, lazy and unsophisticated''
'Which 

is just the sort of feeling that attracted Stephen Grant, a property

developer, art collector and owner (with his wife, Bridget Pirrie) of the

GrantPirrie gallery in inner Sydney's Redfern. Visitors are a constant -
"Friends, family, acquaintances, artists, f i lmmakers and writers share

or take the beach house in turns with us," Stephen says. But before any

of this cavalcade could kick offtheir shoes and wander down to the beach,

an old shack had to undergo a comprehensive makeover.

This beachside structure spoke to something intrinsic in Stephen's

past. "I 'm a country boy and for some reason it reminded me of shearing

sheds," he says. The boy who had grown up on a Tamworth farm knew

that such buildings - simple constructions of corrugated iron and

asbestos sheets, with rough wooden floors - wouldn't stand idle outside

the few weeks of the shearing season. Apart from anything else, they

were needed to accommodate sudden floods of visitors - "the shed

was always the centre of activity".
After buying the property rn 1996, Stephen went looking for someone

to transform the shack into a modern evocation of the shed that had

always been a hospitable heart to his boyhood home. He found the young

architectural partnership of Rachael Bourne and Shane Blue, and gave >
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theni rr sinrplc but al l-enconrpassing bricf i  "Wc \vrlnt i l  l i fe thlt  revolvcs

rrrott t tcl  fbttcl ,  frrnri lv:rncl f i - icrtcls." I t t  other u,ot 'cls, I  c:rt 'et j-ec:urcl sirrrplc
retrert th;rt  fbstercd ei lsv entelt :r ininq ancl rc' l lx ing vu,i th I  svlnpi l thetic
feel ing fbr thc e'nvironnrent ancl t l ' re pcoplc thrrt  l ive t l .rcle.

First,  rr l l  thc toxic rrsbestos had to be crrrcf ir l lv rc'nxrvecl.  This left  the boncs
o i the  br - r i k l ins ,  r  s r lu r rc  t . ro r  i r r  u 'h ic i r  l r v ins ,  s lccp i r re  lnc ' l  cook ins  u lees
rvere :t l l  sclu:rshecl togethcr-. A tr.r thinL{.rrc.1 \ \ ' . rs.rdc1ec1, i ts roof st lctchiug brrck
to thc nri i in bui lcLn55 nncl crelt ing rr covere'c' l  entr i lnce l lea. Slec'prnu pavi l ions
rrrc ir t  the rear, rvi th l l l  roonrs openinu to rn mnel coultvrt lcl  thrrt 's plantccl
rvi t l -r  fr lngipani, cvclcis, grrrclenias ancl agaves. Thrcc stonc Lnrklhrs t l 'onr

Vietnanr protcct the cr>urtvl lcl  rurcl t l ' re sur-ronncl ir-rg bui lcl ings.

Ste 'p l - ren  hr rc l  expe l ienccc l  ber rc l . r -house l i v ing  in  l la l i  lnc l  k r rcu ,  tha t  i t
rv rs  in rpor tan t  to  n r : r . r in r i se  vent i la t ion  ib r  conr fb r t : rb lc  s r ln rn ic r  l i v rnq .
l J u t  s i n c e ' b r e e z e s ' o l l  t h L ' S e l l  l { o c k s  p r o n r o n t o r v  c r r n  b e  t h c  s t u f l  o f
weather  u . ' r rn ings ,  i t  rvas  in rpor tan t  to  l l so  c rca tc  r t  p ro tL 'c ted  a leu  rvhere
one crul si t  r ;utsicle. shcltc 'recl fr tnr the u' incl.

The l i v ing  r re : r  i l r  t l ' re  rn r r i r . r  bu i l c l ing  has  rn  open k i tc l rcn  r r t  thc  f r -onr
over look ing  t l . re  berch .  A  shc l f  car r i c ' s  r rn  ever -chans ing  co l le  c t i c l r  o f  s rn r r l l
l rnvorks ,  le t i  by  l r t i s t  t l - ie r rc ls  to  the i r  senero l rs  l ' ros ts  l i kc ' th lnkvou 'no tes .

" l t ' s  no t  our  housc  or - r l y .  bu t  our  f - r ' i enc ls 'honsc  too ,  so  thev  lc r rve  the i r
l l t r vorks  l i kc  they  u 'c>u lc l  in  t l ' r c i r  o rvn  house. "  exp l r t ins  S tephcn.
A benr t rsec l  express ion  l l i ckers  across  h is  facc . . .  'A t  sonrc .  po in t  u ,e  h r rc l  to
ask thenr to stop le'rrving things []ecausc wL'were rrbout clrou'ning in art j"  >
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L:rrge sliding windows and folding industrial glass doors have replaced
traditional oper-ring fitt ings, creating a large, open and light-fi l led space,
that can be r.nade nrore or less open to the weather while always
maint:rining superb views to the beach and the ocean beyond.

That view is also accessible from the master bedroom - "We see
the bush on o1le side and the sea on the other," Bridget says. This, l ike
all the sleeping qLl:rrters, is a deliberately simple space. The rooms are
furnished witir centrally positioned beds, under mosquito nets - essential
when louvres and doors are kept open. Beneath each bed are large box
bases - there are no wardrobes or dressers, so all you need to store has
to frt in there. A couple of corner ledges are used as bedside tables, while
a basket nay hold casually tossed T-shirts, sarongs and shorts.

" l t 's  not  the sor t  of  p lace where you dress up for  d inner ! "  says Stephen,
laughing. A tub from the former laundry stands next to the bathing
pavil ion and behind the wall that divides the shower roonls from the
inner cor-rrtyard. "It 's as unpretentious as the rest of the house and
i t 's  great  for  brushing teeth,  c leaning vegetables and f ish -  and s lu ic ing
o1f yor.rr wetsuit," Stephen says.

The bathing area recalis the iconic change roonls of Australian beach
cul ture.  A s imple construct ion of  concrete wal ls ,  corrugated awnings
and fibre-cenlent partit ions, it has two lavatories and two showers,
a highly desirable set-Lrp when accommodating a large number of guests.
Solar panels on the roof provide hot water, a septic tank recycles waste
for  the garden and ra inwater  is  saved in two large tanks.

The house is designed to sit l ightly in the environnent - and to age
gracefully with it. As the architects testify, "Stephen understood... it should
become nlossy and fade - and gradually recede into its surroundings."

Br-rt before any fading there's pienty of happy seaside l ife to enjoy.
"The beach house has turned out  real ly  we11,"  Stephen says.  "You can

feei comfortable in it on just your own - s1 \Milh 15 people!" ;:
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WRITERS SHARE OR TAKE THE BEACH HOUSE


