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Bewitched by a boathouse

The owners of this converted boathouse in south Galway have views over an extensive walled garden,

he glories of Galway Bay have

been celebratedin storyand song

for aslong as anyone can remem-

ber. Those huge skies, those spec-

tacular sunsets. Who wouldn’t
want to live in a place where the full moon
casts, as Steve Earle puts it, “silver light
over green and blue”?

So when one particular family found its
dream house on the bay’s south-eastern
shores — and not just any house but an
18th-century boathouse in a dreamy loca-
tion at the edge of a peaceful inlet - you
might think, well, there’s a happy ending
right there.

Infact,itwasjust the beginning of a com-
plex restoration and refurbishment pro-
jectthattook 14 months. “The wholeidea,”
says Galway architect Laura Brennan as
we drive west along a maze of tiny roads,
“was to minimise the impact of the build-
ing. To have something distinctive, but not
showy. I didn’t want to do a big sail roof or
something like that. We used the same
pitch, the same proportions as the origi-
nal. The outside, which was converted to a
dwelling in the 1970s, is pretty much as we
foundit.”

Every building site, no matter how
dreamy, has its challenges and as we step
out of the car, the major challenge on this
one is impossible to miss. Built to service
an 18th-century landed estate, the boat-
house was tacked on to the 5Sm-high stone
wall surrounding a four-acre kitchen gar-
den. The wall is a protected structure so
the question was how to marry the wall’s
dramatic, curving immensity with the mod-
est, yet characterful, nature of the house.

Brennan’s solution was to make the wall
thestar of the show, usingitboth as a struc-
tural “spine” running through the new
building and as a shelter to create aroomy,
yet almost cloistered garden with its own
microclimate. “You have two very differ-
ent sides to the house,” she says. “There is
aconstantinterplay between old and new -
between wild sea views on the west side
and sheltered garden views on the east.”

Which is all fine and dandy, except that
you can’tsee the sea from your kitchen win-
dow: surely the aspiration of everyone
with a house by the water? “At one stage
the client was very keen to break an open-
ing through,” Brennan says. “I don’t think
we would have got permission, anyhow.
But I said, ‘There’s so much power know-
ing the sea is on the other side of that wall,
instead of being able to see it from every-
where in the house’. And actually they
came around to thinking they loved that.”

The owners of the property, who kindly

chise. But though money was no object
and all materials used in the project are of
the highest quality, their demands for the
house were strikingly modest. “They loved
the location, the setting and the historical
background. They wanted four bedrooms,
abigkitchenand aliving room.”

You’d think that any house with a stonk-
ing great wall around it would feel some-
how dwarfed and dark. But as we step
through the glass-ceilinged atrium - one
side of which is composed of the chunky ex-
posed stones of that garden wall - and into
the main living space, there’s a sense of be-
ing surrounded by light.

A central tenet of Brennan’s design was
to create surprise sightlines that are both
aesthetically pleasing and supremely prac-
tical. It’s no accident that the low winter
sun streams through to stunning effect;
Brennan’s plan ensured that from the
kitchen island you can track its movement
from dawn to dusk. From the kitchen sink
there’s a clear view of indoor and outdoor
children’s play areas; and the use of pas-
sive-house principles including hi-spec

You’d think any house with a
stonking great wall around it
would feel somehow dwarfed
and dark. . . But, stepping
into the main living space,

there’s a sense of being
surrounded by light

m The boathouse seen from the water;
the livingroom overlooks the garden; the
glass-clad hallway; a window recess.
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gave us unfettered access, requested that insulation and heat-recovery ventilation
their privacy be respected - suffice to say
thattheyare part of a wealthy Galway fami-
ly which owns a nationwide retail fran- Continued on page 2
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m The boathouse extension; the house is on four acres.
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Continued from page 1 side wall. Brennan, who
trained as a painter, also de-
system ticks the sustaina- signed the unclutteredinteri-
bility boxes. ors, using a carefully-con-
The play between old tained palette of colours and
and new, inside and out, is materials to complement
at its most striking in the the shades of the landscape
treatment of two contrast-  outside.
ing windows. Off the main This seamless blend of
hall there’s a separate sit- old, new, inside and outside
ting room where the boat- creates a house which feels
house’s original opening, welcomingbutnotoverpow-
which consisted of three ering. A building which - if
panels, has been glazed this doesn’t sound too weird
with a single mammoth - gives you a hug. Looking
sheet of glass. “Itwas quite back on the project, how
complicated, building that would Brennan sum it up?
in,” Brennan recalls. “The  “You research,” she says.
glass itself is about 50mm  “You absorb a whole series
thick and is certified as of questions. You’re work-
structural.” ing with the existing build-
So, with the help of ing to try to restore it and
21st-century glazing tech- makeitwork-andyou’relis-
nology, the old becomes tening to the client saying,
new. Upstairs,inthedress- ‘We want a big kitchen’. You
ing room off the master know they have small chil-
bedroom, a new oriel win-  dren. You're thinking of may-
dow has a traditional ap- bel00 parameters.”
pearance from the outside A project such as this is,
but, from inside offers un- she stresses, very much a
fetteredseaviewsand com- team effort.
fortable cushioned seats “First comes the client. It
fromwhich toenjoythem.  takes a fair bit of courage on
The original boathouse the part of the client to hand
being rather small by mod- the design over to you, and
ern standards, Brennan totrustyou.”
added an extension that The work of conservation
containsaplayroom,awet- architect Garrett O’Neill
room where the owners -

who are keen sailors - can ‘ 6 It comes

shower and dry off after a
day on the waves, and a back to the

generous guest suite. conviction that a

“Getting the levels right house is a home:
was tricky,” she recalls, as

we admire the view of the ? space for hvmg
garden from the guest 1M, NOL a page
bathroom. “There’s a con-
siderable slope up from froma catalogu €
the seashore to here; about
two metres. To minimise was pivotal, as was that of
excavation and also to get  structural engineer John
it all to sit into the land- Britton. “Good builders are
scape, I decided to gowith the unsung heroes, and
theland, so there are steps there are good builders - I
within the building.” can’t praise Michael Burns
Because of that decision and his team enough.” Be-
tofollowthe contours,and spoke furniture was de-
the use of accoya timber signed in collaboration with
cladding, the exterior of the Galway furniture maker
the house has a sleek, al- Ben Gabriel.
most seal-like appearance. Butinthe end, she says, af-
Once inside, though, clev- ter all the research, all the
er angles create a series of  discussions, all the hammer-
hidey-holesandrestful cor-  ingout of details, it all comes
ners. Window-seats are back to simple human emo-
just begging for you to tions. To playfulness and
plonkyourselfdownwitha lightness, and to the convic-
book. Some of the win- tionthatahouseisahome:a
dow-frames have curves spaceforlivingin,notapage
which echo the form of, from a glossy catalogue.
and draw your eye back Now that sounds like a hap-
out to, that mammoth out- pyending tome.

H A customised vanity unit. PHOTOGRAPH: DAVID RUFFLES
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