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Nelson Island

REALIZING 
AN ISLAND 

DREAM
By Peter A. Robson

One couple proves that you can 
go small and have it all
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HEN BRIAN AND JANINE 
went looking for their dream 
property, they had four musts: it 
must be oceanfront; it must have 
great views of the sunset; it must 
be remote; and it must be within 

three hours’ travel time from Vancouver. Five years 
later, they not only had their piece of paradise—they’d 
built a cabin that was an architectural masterpiece.

In 2007, after looking at and rejecting several proper-
ties, the couple (we’ve omitted their last names for pri-
vacy) began to wonder if they would ever fi nd that very 
special place. However, one day their realtor phoned 
them about a property that had just come up for sale, 
but wasn’t yet listed. It was on Nelson Island (three 
hours north of Vancouver) and the realtor claimed it re-
ally did meet all their demands.

Excited by the prospect, they visited the boat-access-
only site with the realtor the next day and according to 
Janine, “It was stunning.” It was 41 acres in size with 
1,000 feet of semi-protected oceanfront. The property 
was rocky, steep and forested, but it faced west for the 
sunsets and had a couple of fl at areas that could work 
as building sites. It was remote: all the adjacent proper-
ties were similar in size and heavily forested. None had 
been developed. The couple decided to buy the prop-
erty then and there. Two weeks later they held the title.

“We’d been looking for a long time and we knew if 
this went on the market,” Janine says, “it would be 
gone in a heartbeat.” Brian adds, “We had no idea 
about practicality—water or anything—but it didn’t 
matter, we’d fi gure it out.”

Camping Out
That was fi ve years ago. The fi rst step was a boat that 
would get them back and forth from the nearest commu-
nity, Pender Harbour. To this end, they moved their Mac-
Gregor 26 sailboat from under the Burrard Street bridge 
in Vancouver to its new home in Pender. The MacGregor 
could make the 10-mile trip quickly, motoring on plane 
with its 70-hp outboard motor, or take its time with the 
sails up. It also served as their living space while tied to 

 W  

Local wood, local stone and 
plenty of glass highlight this 
beautiful waterfront cabin. 
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the mooring buoy in front of their property.
The second step came a year later when 

the couple managed to find a second-
hand concrete float, which they anchored 
behind a small island fronting their prop-
erty. It provided more secure moorage 
and a bit of flat space to spread out. How-
ever, they still had to scramble up and 
down slippery and barnacle-encrusted 
rocks to get ashore.

The following year they got serious 
about being able to stay on dry land. 
They built two large decks on flat rocks. 
The lower deck became the outdoor liv-
ing space for cooking and lounging and 
enjoying a wood-fired hot tub. To get 
fresh water, they ran hoses several hun-
dred feet up a gully to a flat, marshy area 
on the property. Drinking water, how-
ever, had to be lugged up in bottles from 
their boat. The upper deck served as the 
platform for a canvas cabin tent. Behind 
that they built an outhouse with a com-
posting toilet. Finally the couple could 
move ashore.

The real game changer came two years 
ago when Brian and Janine had a proper 
dock and ramp system fabricated and in-
stalled. This meant no more scrambling 
up the rocks to get from the boat to the 

property. Now the MacGregor, or the new 
commuter boat (a 16-foot Boston Whaler), 
could be tied to the dock and the couple 
could simply walk ashore.

Many times, owners rush to build a 
cabin, then when it’s too late, they realize 
they should have thought things through 
more carefully. Not so with Brian and Ja-
nine. By gradually chipping away at vari-
ous projects over the years, the two were 
able to “take our time to figure out where 
we wanted our cabin to be and how we 
wanted it to look,” Janine explains.

In 2012, the couple decided it was time 
to start planning a permanent cabin. The 
process was sped up a little bit after a 
black bear tore a chunk out of their tent. 
“That was my excuse,” Janine says. For-
tunately, by this time, both Janine and 
Brian had a pretty good idea of what 
they wanted. They were inspired in part 
by several small 400-sq-ft timber-frame 
cabins that had been built in a nearby 
bay. They liked the style and the size and 
the owners had nothing but good things 
to say about the builder, Kettle River 
Timberworks. Brian and Janine con-
tacted the company, liked what they had 
to say, and decided to have them build 
their cabin.

The Design
The design process began in the fall of 2012. 
“Our original plans were quite a bit more 
modest,” Janine says. “Then when we were 
getting into it, we began to think differently. 
The original idea was to build a couple of 
one-storey structures around the property, 
but in the end we were convinced we’d be 
better off going with a single building with 
two storeys. That way there’d only be one 
roof and one foundation and twice as much 
space—plus we’d have a better view over 
the water and better sunsets.”

Dave Petrina is owner of Kettle River 
Timberworks. During the design process, 
he showed Janine and Brian the plans for 
a two-storey, 1,000-sq-ft timber-frame cab-
in he’d designed but never built on Salt 
Spring Island. The couple liked the de-
sign and decided to use it as the basis for 
their cabin. Working together, the design 
process took up much of the winter. (See 
plans on page 61.)

Kettle River’s engineer, Joe Miller, was 
passionate about traditional timber-frame 
construction. He’d built his own timber-
frame home in Michigan, did his PhD 
analyzing the failure modes of traditional 
mortise and tenon joinery and is consid-
ered top in his field in North America.   

(Clockwise from top right). Building the deck that will serve as the cabin’s foundation/deck and the landing where the helicopter can drop the construction 
materials. Owners Brian and Janine admire the view from their future bedroom deck. A portable hoist is used to lift one of the timber frame “bents” into 
place. It’s hard to believe that the cabin is only 1,000 sq. ft. with another 150 sq. ft. each for the covered balcony and main-floor deck.
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10596 Shaw St., Mission B.C.  V4S 1J4
Office: 604-826-0141; Fax: 604-826-0606

info@artisanlog.com
www.artisanlog.com 

 We are one of the oldest most established 
log home companies in Western Canada.   

We build using the highest quality Western 
Red Cedar and Douglas Fir logs available. 

By combining modern construction 
techniques with an age old pioneering spirit, 

we offer some of the highest quality, most 
energy efficient log homes on Earth. 

From design to turn key homes, we can
help every step of the way.

We look forward to building 
your new Log or

Timber Frame home.

Comfortable Cottage Living 
Starts with an Environmentally 
Responsible Septic System
Eljen GSF…The Affordable, High-Performance, 
Maintenance-Free Solution for  
Today’s Wastewater Challenges!

• Ideal for New or Replacement Systems 

• Eljen GSF is the right system for you! 
Contact us to find out why.

eljen.com
 BWD Engineering Inc.
 Phone: (604) 789-2204
brent.dennis@bwdeng.ca  •  www.bwdeng.ca 

Innovative Environmental Products and Solutions Since 1970
CORPORATION
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“We modelled the cabin in 3D CAD as 
we always do,” Dave explains. “Joe used 
our model and performed analyses to 
see how the cabin would behave in high 
winds or earthquakes. This was impor-
tant because of the height of the cabin, its 
exposed location on a tall hilltop and the 
large expanses of glass that would replace 
normal structural walls that better resist 
lateral loading from wind and seismic.”

The Build
In early 2013 Kettle River hired a local 
sawmill in Maple Ridge to cut the timbers 
while the prefab SIPs (structural insulated 
panels) were prepared on Richmond’s An-
nacis Island. Once the timber-frame com-
ponents were finished, the next step was 
to gather all the finishing materials such 
as the roofing, window glass, fireplace, 
water tank and so on.

The cabin was to be built on a shelf about 
80 feet up from the water, along what was 
essentially a game trail. As such, every sin-
gle piece of lumber, the roofing, windows 
and other pieces would have to be carried, 
dragged or somehow lifted to the worksite. 
The most practical way of doing so would 
be to use a helicopter. Because of this, ev-
erything had to be packaged so that each 
helicopter load (sling) weighed between 
1,800 and 2,200 pounds, depending on the 
amount of fuel in the helicopter’s tanks at 
any given time. As a helicopter burns fuel, 
its lifting capacity increases, so the heavi-
est loads needed to be lifted last. The lifts 
also had to be arranged so that the mate-
rials needed first were the handiest. An-
other consideration was that the heaviest 

materials would need to be closest at hand 
to facilitate moving them on site. To save 
time, lifting straps were attached to each 
helicopter load ahead of time.

However, prior to moving the materials 
onto the steep site, there had to be a level 
area where the helicopter could drop the 
building materials. To solve the problem, 
they decided to build the cabin’s deck/
foundation. The downside was it meant 
loading the construction materials on a 
barge, towing the barge to the site, then 
unloading the barge and hauling the ma-
terials up to the building site by hand. For-
tunately, the foundation did not require 
much concrete. The structure was built en-
tirely on pressure-treated posts mounted 
on small concrete piers pinned (epoxied) 
to the exposed rock. This eliminated the 
requirement to haul a significant amount 
of concrete up the hill.

After project leader Matthew Wooding 
and his crew built the platform, the as-
sembled building materials (26 tons), had 
to be trucked from Squamish via ferry to 
the Sunshine Coast. At Egmont, the ma-
terials were offloaded from the trucks to 
a barge, then towed to the building site. 
Once there, the helicopter would lift the 
materials off the barge and onto the new 
platform—as well as every nearby flat 
piece of rock.

With the barge in position, it took less 
than three hours—two and a half minutes 
per load—for the helicopter to transfer the 
52 lifts to the site. “We were all more than 
a bit excited about it,” Brian says, “be-
cause it was just very cool.”

The entire second 
floor is given over to 
the bedroom. Note 
the full-width folding 
glass doors.

Note the complex detail in the roof framing, the 
bed (which is on rollers and can be wheeled onto 
the deck) and the impressive stand-alone tub.
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wintonhomes.ca     1.888.296.8059

Planning a cottage this year?
Winton supplies factory framed, 
locked up, weatherproof packages.
 Custom Design or save with our proven stock plans.
 Eliminate cost overruns.
 Premium quality lumber only.
 A Greener way to build with minimal waste!

 
Your dedicated project manager provides 
superior after sales service.

Start planning NOW! Call us for a free design consultation.

Rugged, Reliable, built to last…

Your Dream Dock,

NoW a realitY...o

Heavy duty, Fusion-welded HdPe PiPe constRuction

sandale utility PRoducts | 19438 - 96th avenue, surrey, bc | 604-882-2080

corrosion Resistant | abrasion Resistant | superior Floatation | choice of decking Materials
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“We were really proud of the way it all 
went,” Dave says. “The helicopter crew 
said we nailed it. They’d never seen a lift 
planned out so well. And the ability of 
those helicopter pilots is amazing—espe-
cially when it comes to avoiding the many 
big old trees at the site. In the end, nothing 
was damaged, no one was hurt.”

With all the materials on site, the crew 
began to assemble the timber frame. It 
wasn’t practical for the six crewmembers 
to commute daily, so they camped in tents 

on site, ate out of coolers and cooked on 
a Coleman stove. All the food had to be 
planned out carefully. Without refrigera-
tion, the perishables had to be eaten first, 
then the boxed and canned food. All told, 
the crew was on site for about three of the 
six months it took to finish the cabin. They 
usually worked 12-hour days for about 10 
days, then returned home for four days 
before starting the cycle again. “My wife 
would joke that I was heading off to man 
camp,” Dave says. “She equated it all with 

a vacation. It was work, but it was fun to 
go out with a group of guys you get along 
with, camp together and work hard.” It 
takes a special crew to do that. Not only 
did they have to be good workers, they 
had to share tents throughout the fall. 
“The crew was phenomenal and there was 
a very good sense of camaraderie.”

Despite the long hours and days, the 
crew managed the occasional beer or two 
around the fire before collapsing into their 
tents. However, there were a few other 
perks. When it was hot, the crew could 
take a dip at the end of the day, and one 
time a pod of killer whales swam right 
into their bay. Weather was always a fac-
tor, and while it was mostly good, a couple 
of times the crew was weathered in and 
couldn’t get to or from the jobsite. Several 
times, Matthew Wooding brought up his 
34-foot sailboat to the jobsite to provide 
a break from tent living. “Overall,” Dave 
says, “the crew had a ball. It was a very in-
teresting project and a good adventure for 
all. Brian and Janine were very hands-on 
throughout the process and they’d come 
up most weekends to check on progress 
and help out when they could.”

The Kettle River Timberworks crew was 
pretty well done by late fall 2012, but in 
the summer of 2013, Brian and Janine were 
still putting on the finishing and personal 

Pebble-tiled walls 
and a striking set of 

cantilevered stairs 
highlight the dining 

area and kitchen.

A folding window in the kitchen (left) allows for a 
funky outdoor nook. Note also the 15-foot folding 
glass doors that open the cabin to the outdoors.
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touches, such as the interior painting and 
decorating, installing handrails and other 
details.

The Tour
Walking up from the dock, one is struck 
by the sturdy, golden, clear-coated timber 
frames and shingled trim—and by the 
vast expanses of glass. Had the engineer-
ing been feasible, Janine would have liked 
to have glass walls on all four sides. With 
all that glass, it’s hard to believe that the 
cabin is only 1,000 square feet with an-
other 150 square feet each for the covered 
balcony and main-floor deck.

The open-concept main floor is fronted 
by a series of sturdy folding glass doors 
that can be configured as a single opening 
door or folded back so that the entire 15-
foot entrance to the main floor is open to 
the deck. This gives the cabin much more 
living space.

The flooring on the main level is a com-
bination of black slate and light-coloured 
hardwood, while the second floor is a 
combination of pebble tile and hardwood. 
A large offset circle is a feature of both 

floors. Inside the circle is laminate flooring 
while outside is either slate or tiles. When 
someone comes in from outside to the 
kitchen or bathroom, or when someone 
comes in from the upstairs balcony, they 
are walking on the more durable surface 
instead of the hardwood. Fitting the wood 
and stone to a circular edge was tricky, but 
as Janine (who designed it) puts it, “Every 
time we suggested something that might 
be a little crazy, the guys said cool, and 
they found a way to do it.”

The downstairs fireplace facing is built 
of granite quarried on nearby Hardy Is-
land. The stonemason who did the work 
made joints so tight that no mortar was vis-
ible. As an added bonus, the granite used 
in the fireplace matches the granite of the 
rocks that surround the cabin. The insert 
is a low-emission Renaissance Rumford, a 
wood fireplace with a few extras. A hide-
away glass guillotine door allows the fire to 
be enjoyed and viewed fully with the door 
closed—and makes the fireplace much 
more efficient by preventing heat from es-
caping out the front. The fireplace also cir-
culates heated outside air around the fire-

box and vents it into the bedroom above.
The kitchen features a small wood-

burning Baker’s Oven stove with an oven 
underneath. It can put out enough heat to 
warm the entire cabin. The countertops 
are granite and a propane-powered re-
frigerator keeps things cool. Most of the 
cooking is now done on a barbecue or 
Coleman-type gas stove, but the couple 
has plans to build an island on wheels 
that incorporates a gas cooktop that will 
allow them to cook inside or outside.

Another of the striking features of the 
cabin is a set of cantilevered stairs. They 
are a bit of an engineering marvel, built 
by sandwiching the stair treads between 
two heavy parallel stringers set on the 
wall on the same angle as the stairs. Not 
only are they sturdy, but because they are 
not enclosed, they don’t take away from 
the room’s open concept. The pebble-tiled 
wall behind the stairs is impressive and 
it does a wonderful job of tying the slate, 
granite, glass and wood elements together.

As per the main floor, the upstairs is 
open concept with full-width folding 
glass doors that open to integrate the 

Please call 1.855.893.3564 or email info@tyeeloghomes.com to receive our free planning guide
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bedroom and master ensuite with the 
balcony and the spectacular ocean views. 
Only the composting toilet is enclosed.

At the outset, Janine wanted to be able 
to sleep under the stars. At one point, Ket-
tle River offered to put the bed on tracks; 
however, in the end it was put on rollers. 
Teak chairs make the balcony a perfect 
perch to watch those beautiful sunsets. 
And when open to the outside, bugs are 
kept out while sleeping by a functional 
and stylish white gauze bed net. A beau-
tiful white enamel stand-alone tub sits in 
front of one of the big windows and be-
cause there aren’t any neighbours, there 
are no privacy issues. Another large win-
dow in the back wall provides views into 
the forest behind and, at night, illuminates 
the scene via a powerful LED floodlight.

The Systems
As with any off-grid property, special 
attention must be paid to the electrical 

and other systems that most of us who 
are connected to the grid take for granted. 
And because the cabin is built on rock, 
there were also special septic system 
considerations. This is where Brian did a 
great deal of advance research, figuring 
and planning.

The electrical system is powered by four 
80-watt solar panels that provide 12-volt 
DC power for the entire house through a 
bank of four lead-acid batteries. A Honda 
gas generator is available to charge bat-
teries if required. The 30 or so 12-volt 
lights in the cabin are all dimmable LEDs, 
which—when all of them are on—draw 
only 120 watts, the equivalent of two 60-
watt incandescent bulbs. A small, por-
table 110-volt inverter is plugged into 12-
volt outlets when required to charge cell 
phones and laptops.

The capacity of the electrical system is 
designed around the need to supply the 
electric fans in the Envirolet composting 

flush toilet system year round. These low-
water-use units drain to a central com-
posting unit under the cabin where the 
liquid goes to a small septic field while 
aerobic digestion breaks down the solids. 
For aerobic bacteria to work, they require 
a constant source of air—in this case pro-
vided 24/7 by the two fans. The compost-
ing toilets in the original outhouse and the 
new cabin work well with the site, which 
is on bare granite, terrain that makes it 
nearly impossible to have regular flush 
toilets and a full-sized septic system. On 
the plus side, because the composting 
toilets produce so little liquid the couple 
was able to install a small 10- by 30-foot 
sand-mound septic system, in which the 
septic pipes are buried in a two-foot-high 
“mound” of clean, engineered sand.

For fresh water, Brian and Janine went 
with a rainwater collection system. Wa-
ter is collected in the roof gutters, passes 
through leaf diverters on the down-
spouts, then past a first-flush diverter 
and through a biosand filter into a collec-
tion tank. Once that tank is full, water is 
pumped up to a 2,500-gallon tank several 
hundred feet away, on the top of a nearby 
hill. The water is then gravity fed back 
to the house. The system uses electricity 
only when the small tank’s pump is on. 
When the big tank is full, it uses no elec-
tricity. Hot water is provided by a Bosch 
on-demand propane heater, which works 
without external power. Instead water 
pressure turns a small internal paddle 
that generates start-up electricity. Brian 

The lower deck is home to a wood-fired hot 
tub. The gantry and cable system for the 
cantilevered dock allows it to be lifted free 
of the dock when not in use.
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The walk up from the dock 
shows off the sturdy, golden, 

clear-coated timber frames 
and shingle siding.
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says, “Even though our solar system 
is small, it has turned out to be more 
than adequate. Even in the middle 
of winter, there’s always 100 percent 
availability.”

Refl ecting Back
Now that the cabin is fi nished, the 
couple says they wouldn’t change 
anything if they had to do it all over 
again. This is largely because they had 
plenty of time to plan out what they 
wanted for their property, and because 
they were hands-on with decisions. 
Brian says, “Normally, Kettle River 
doesn’t do projects from start to fi nish, 
however, with ours I think they really 
liked the location and were inspired to 
take on our project. There aren’t that 
many people willing to live with six 
guys in tents while they build a place. 
They were so easy to work with. I 
think they were quite thrilled that we 
were willing to go a little bit more up-
scale than normal so they could have 
some fun with that. Throughout the 
whole process they were very good 
about going back and forth and deal-
ing with our ideas on the fl y. If we had 
something we wanted, they made it 
work. They’re pretty big on doing 
things right and that approach suited 
us very well.”

Dave Petrina feels much the same 
about the project. “It was really a plea-
surable process for me and my guys. 
Brian and Janine are fun people and 
were very welcoming to the crew. 
They paid a lot of money for their cab-
in, but what made this project different 
was that the crew felt a real sense of 
ownership, largely because the own-
ers were very involved in the whole 
process. The crew felt really connected 
and it showed in their attention to de-
tail. They had their hearts into it and 
in the end, Janine and Brian made it 
feel like it was everyone’s creation, not 
just theirs. The crew took a lot of pride 
in what they built. And of course there 
was also the whole adventure aspect 
of it—building on a remote location 
and the challenge of getting materi-
als and the neat design details—that 
made it really interesting. We’d much 
rather work with people like Brian 
and Janine who build small and plan 
out the small details than build huge 
places where we simply can’t pay as 
much attention to detail. All these 
things made it special for the guys 
working on it.” 
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Blaze King offers the timeless styling of the classic North 
American wood stove in the Sirocco 20. The modern  
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