
RAINFOREST, SURFING, AND AN ULTRACOOL TOFINO COTTAGE.           WHY A PASSEL OF KIDS LOVES THE CABIN THEIR GRANDPARENTS BUILT

By Val Hunter
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forest 200 metres from the ocean at 
Chesterman Beach. To the south is the 
world-renowned Pacific Rim National 
Park reserve, and to the north is the  
five-star Wickaninnish Inn resort.

Although they were both born and 
raised in the Vancouver area, at that 
time Don and Vivienne lived in Atlanta, 
Georgia. Over the years, their blended 
family of seven children and nine grand-
children had become far flung; some 
lived in California, some in Ontario, and 
others were scattered around British 
Columbia. Missing their children and 
grandchildren, Don and Vivienne 
decided to build a getaway cottage for 
themselves and their extended family. 
They imagined a family retreat on their 
land in Tofino as a gathering place they 
would all enjoy and visit.

In 2007, retired and back in BC, Don 
and Vivienne followed the adage, “If you 
build it they will come,” and they moved 
forward with their plans. ››

on the wild west coast of Vancouver 
Island, is an outdoor lover’s dream and 
a surfer’s paradise. Here, wetsuit-clad 
adventurers brave the heaving Pacific 
Ocean swells while whale-watching tour 
boats, fishing boats, and kayakers criss-
cross its waters. The area abounds with 
hikers and campers, and bear and bird 
watchers, who have traversed Vancouver 
Island to embrace the wildness of the 
coast, its long sandy beaches, and  
its wind swept temperate rainforest.

When Don and Vivienne Chan visited 
15 years ago, they knew it was a very 
special place. Initially, it was the natural 
beauty of the west coast that called to 
them, but the relaxed lifestyle and surf-
ing culture for which Tofino is known 
also captivated the couple. In fact, in 
2010, laid-back Tofino was named the 
best surf town in North America in Out-
side magazine’s Editor’s Choice Awards. 

Runners and outdoor enthusiasts, 
they bought a half-acre of old-growth 

Tofino,
Opening spread:  
The cottage is framed 
by two massive old-
growth western red 
cedars. The covered 
outdoor room is lit  
by six skylights. The 
curved back wall 
(below) embraces the 
surrounding rainforest.  
Clerestory windows  
set into the segmented 
shed roof (opposite 
page) allow additional 
natural light into  
the building. 
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Granddaughter Amanda Petrie surfs the waves at Chesterman Beach. The metal-clad shed roofs (below) have generous overhangs to protect the shingle-sided 
cottage from rain. The main entrance is flanked by the garage and covered terrace. Behind the terrace are the glass-framed dining and living rooms.

Douglas fir and western red cedar are used throughout. Carefully placed wall sconces and pendant and task lighting add a rich glow to the kitchen. Hanging out  
with their boogie boards at Chesterman Beach are grandkids Sam Lussier, Amanda Petrie, and Tige Lussier. To the west lies the wide open Pacific.
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Pennsylvania blue-
stone was chosen for 
the fireplace and 
 flooring throughout 
the main level. 
 Vivienne enjoys a ride 
on the beach. Family 
members take to  
sea kayaks in nearby 
 Clayoquot Sound;  
the waters around 
Tofino are a kayaker’s   
paradise. At low tide, 
 Vivienne and family 
members check out  
the sea life in the inter-
tidal zone. 

They had admired homes in the Tofino 
area designed by West Vancouver’s 
Helliwell + Smith Blue Sky Architecture. 
The company’s homes and cottages fea-
ture simple rooflines, gentle curves, 
cedar, glass, and other organic materials 
in a style the architects refer to as “West 
Coast Modernism.” After Don and Vivi-
enne brought the firm on board, “We told 
our architect, Kim Smith, that the cot-
tage had to cater to our recreational way 
of life and our entire family’s active life-
style,” Don says. “We love the look and 
feel of wood, and we wanted the cottage 
to incorporate a contemporary timber-
frame design that would blend in and be 
harmonious with the natural setting.” 

In many outlying areas, tradespeople 
are hard to come by, so the Chans 
wanted their cottage to be low mainte-
nance with electricity for heating.  

The couple hired Victoria’s Coastal 
Construction as the contractor, and 
Canadian Timber Frames of Golden, 
British Columbia, designed and manu-
factured the 2,100 sq. ft. timber-frame 
structure. Timber frame allows for wide 
expanses of glass, which create window 
walls where the defined point between 
outside and inside becomes vague. 
According to Jeff Bowes of Canadian 
Timber Frames, “The site, in the heart of 
a beautiful rainforest setting, is magnifi-
cent. And the Chan family wanted to 
bring that outdoor experience inside.” 

During construction, the Chans vis-
ited the building site every month. “We 
had good builders,” Don says. “When we 
started, I asked them, ‘How long will this 
take?’ And they told us ‘About a year.’ 
Well, they turned over the house to us 
exactly one year after they put a shovel 
in the ground.” 
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{ Continued on page 92 }

1 Entry
2 Terrace
3 Kitchen
4 Dining
5 Living 

6 Ensuite
7 Bedroom

8 Outdoor room
9 Surf entrance

10 Garage 2
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In 2010, Tofino was voted the best surf town in North America 
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Fortunately, in an area that can receive 
more than 3,000 mm of rain annually, 
the Chan property slopes up from the 
waterfront gradually, providing excellent 
drainage. The site plan has the house 
nestled on the high point of the property 
and set within the old-growth forest. 
The cottage with its adjoining garage 
faces south, and although the family 
can’t see through the trees to the surf 

crashing on the sandy shoreline, they 
can hear its rumble in calm weather and 
its roar during winter storms. 

A roof dormer opens up towards the 
west and bathes the interior of the cot-
tage in natural light. On the west, or 
ocean side, the roofline slopes up towards 
the forest, following the topography of 
the old-growth canopy. Mindful of the 
area’s high rainfall, the designers 
included generous roof overhangs that 
shield the south, west, and north sides  
of the cottage.

“The big trees of the rainforest were 
an inspiration for the home,” architect 
Kim Smith says. “The plan was pretty 
simple, and with a cutout we created 
some protected outdoor space with a 
secluded outdoor room on the north side 
that faces the rainforest. It creates a 
transparency right through the house.”

Not wanting to disturb the two mas-
sive cedar trees at the back of the cot-
tage, the north side of the building  
is con cave. Another exceptional cedar 
nearby measures almost three metres in 
diameter. That tree and many others—
most of which are as much as 500 years 
old—remain untouched. “It was impor-
tant to us that the trees were kept safe 
when we built,” says Vivienne, a self-
professed tree hugger. As it turns out, the 
concave shape also provides an added 
degree of privacy. 

Inside the front door, the open stair-
case to the second level allows a sight 
line to the back of the cottage and a view 
through the windows of the shrubbery 
and trees outside. 

On the northeast corner of the cottage, 
a mudroom door that Don calls the “surf 
entrance,” follows the logic that if the 
cottage were at Whistler, there would be 
a ski entrance. He asked Smith to design 
an outdoor shower and a wetsuit drying 
rack: a place to rinse off sand and salt,  
to peel off wetsuits, and to store boogie 
boards before entering the laundry, sec-
ond bathroom, and indoor shower.

“We’re too old to surf,” Don says,  
“but I appreciate it and I hope that some 
of our grandkids will be into it. Nothing 
is as neat as driving down the road or 
walking along a path and seeing a guy 
on his bike with a surfboard…” “In his 
wetsuit,” Vivienne adds. After a wry 
pause she says, “Don and I surf the Net,” 
and both break into laughter. 

On the main floor, the kitchen, dining 
room, and living room are open concept—
a design feature important to Don and 
Vivienne that encourages shared family 
times. Above, skylights open up to the 
forest canopy, and a row of clerestory 
windows lets in natural light. Behind  
the living room on the main floor is the 
master suite with a large ensuite.

Upstairs includes the third bathroom, 
two bedrooms, and a media room for the 
teenage grandchildren. The media room 
feels like a tree fort; windows all around 

cottage at spring break and during the 
summer months, the atmosphere is high 
energy and dynamic. “It is satisfying  
for me when the kids and the grandkids 
say, ‘Can we go to Tofino?’” Don says.

“The whole time is a celebration,” 
Vivienne adds. “They can’t wait to go 
and do whatever they do. Some go kayak-
ing, some go hiking, some go shopping, 
and some go for long runs. Everyone 
does what they want to.”

The grandchildren aren’t the only 
ones who love the place. Vivienne’s 

the cedar, the fir, the timber frame. When 
I first saw the house I said, ‘This is neat. 
There is nothing more simple than a 
slanted roof.’ The cottage has wow-factor, 
and when you start analyzing it, it’s very 
functional. The slant of the roof provides 
the covered terraces, the two-storey 
effect, and a vaulted look.” 

They both appreciate the soothing 
sound of rain on their metal roof and, 
because they can hear it, they feel  
connected to the outside environment. 
When the family gets together at the 

provide views of the canopy of the old-
growth forest. The grandchildren love 
the media room so much they sleep up 
there. “All five of them,” says Don. “I 
chose a contemporary sofa that’s low to 
the floor because kids like to sit on the 
floor. That room is their hangout room.” 
Truth is, parents and grandparents hang 
out there, too, joining in on the jigsaw 
puzzles, Monopoly games, and TV par-
ties. For comfort underfoot, the media 
room and all the bedrooms are carpeted.

Don and Vivienne chose Pennsylvania 
bluestone for the main floor interior, the 
bathrooms, and exterior spaces because 
it is reportedly harder than slate and can 
withstand outdoor weather conditions, 
sand, and anything else thrown at it. 
The floors provide a rustic aesthetic and 
send the message, “Relax and leave your 
shoes on.” There is in-floor heating in all 
three bathrooms and on the upper-floor 
landing. A throw carpet over the stone 
floor in the seating area of the living 
room adds dimension to the furnishings 
and a feeling of warmth. Slabs of blue-
stone follow through the natural theme 
in each of the cottage’s showers and on 
the fireplace fascia wall. 

The cottage is well lit, with pendant 
lighting over the island and dining table. 
Don didn’t want holes gratuitously 
drilled into the wood and the timber 
frame, so he chose track lights from Tech 
Lighting, which suspend from the fir 
flooring above. Task lighting and sconces 
came from the same supplier. Blue Sky 
architects designed the millwork, and 
they and the contractor provided quality 
craftsmen to build and install the cabi-
nets and benches. 

“The open gathering place pulls all of 
us together,” Don says. “The kitchen, 
living, and dining rooms are all together, 
so everyone has to congregate there. And 
when we’re at the cottage, we’re always 
playing games together. We have quality 
time there.” 

The family spends time in the outdoor 
rooms, even during storms. “Anytime  
we walk outside through the sliding 
doors we are instantly in nature,” Don 
says. “We can breathe it and touch it 
and smell it.”

Don and Vivienne are as pleased now, 
six years later, as when their cottage was 
completed. “What I really love about the 
house,” Don says, “is the natural wood, 
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daughter has a golden retriever, Maggie. 
“When Maggie sees the beach, you’ve 
never seen a dog fly so fast into the 
water, wag her tail, and roll in the sand,” 
Vivienne says. “Maggie sleeps in the 
garage at the cottage and, when it’s time 
for the trip home and they put her bed-
ding in the car, she hides out in the 
garage and won’t budge. The look on her 
face is priceless,” Vivienne says. “We 
actually have to drag her out.”

Though they are pleased to share the 
cottage with the family, for about one 
week every month, Don and Vivienne 
enjoy their own private getaway. “Viv’s 
routine is to get up early and head to  

For about a 
week every 
month, Don 
and Vivienne 
go on their 
own private 
getaway
the beach,” Don says. “And my routine  
is to get up a little later, put a camera in 
my pocket, and go running. There are 
various points along the beach where I 
look for photo opportunities. The ocean 
is always changing, depending on the 
lighting conditions. For me, that is all 
part of the memories.”

“I go for a long run on the beach  
early in the morning, as soon as there’s 
enough light to see, and I’m often the 
only one out there. I love it. It’s magical. 
I’m all by myself, and I’m totally 
relaxed,” Vivienne explains.

When people get older and have 
grand children, it’s sometimes difficult 
for grandparents and grandchildren to 
connect. “Our cottage is part of the 
grand scheme of things and a way for us 
to be relevant to our grandchildren,” Don 
says. “At our place in Tofino, Gung Gung 
and Nana are truly relevant. And I’m 
telling you, it really works!”a
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