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Joy Chao is the lead interior designer for John Henshaw Architect Inc., an architectural and
interior design company specialized in high-end residential home and small commercial
designs. In addition to the Greater Vancouver area, the company has significant projects in
Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu, and Dongguan.
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\/ our dream home is finally constructed, packed with
all the goodies and the latest technologies—large
windows, hardwood floors, marble bathrooms,
custom millwork and top of line appliances, crystal
chandeliers, and so on. Then comes the million-dollar
question, “How do I furnish this place?”

As a designer myself, the easiest answer would be to work
with your designer who can do up a plan for the space and
guide you through the maze of selecting suitable furniture,
fabrics, window coverings, and accessories. The list could go
on. But there are some secrets I can pass on about this seem-
ingly impossible task. Firstly, find an inspiration as a refer-
ence point. The inspiration could be a particular colour, a
piece of artwork, a piece of furniture, or even a piece of
fabric. Once we find a reference point, then all other items
can be added on, layer by layer. Remember though, “less
is more.” Even as we layer things on, a focal point should
still be maintained, otherwise focus can quickly go astray and
even get completely lost.

The architectural and interior design of this Kerris-

dale property was inspired by the estate homes in First
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Shaughnessy District (FSD) in Vancouver. We updated the
much-favoured paneled look in the living room and dining

room, traditionally often done in stain-grade wood. We used
a semi-gloss neutral white this time, resulting in a brighter
and more modern look while retaining the old world feel.
In the center of the room, a wrought iron, candelabra-style
chandelier with cut crystals anchors the space and provides
some nice sparkles. The two small square windows flanking
the fireplace with custom-designed art glass were more for
visual interest than to provide light.

This property was built to sell so we worked with a well-
known local staging company to select the furnishings. We
started with the neutral tone of white oak hardwood floor-
ing, and situated two large, flax-seed-toned sofas as anchor
pieces. By adding a couple of slightly darker-toned cushions
to each sofa, visual depth was created. The danger of furnish-
ing a room entirely with neutral tones is that the space
often falls flat. These black and white pillows, inspired by the
dramatic grey veining of the fireplace surround’s statuario
marble provided a much-needed visual “pop.” Notice that
the pair of square stools in front of the fireplace are in the
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same tone as the throw cushions on the sofas. The variety of
shapes adds another layer of interest.

The oil rubbed bronze structural elements of the central
coffee table, the occasional table behind the sofa and the
table lamps echo the wrought iron details of the chandelier.
The pair of occasional chairs in darker, velvet-like upholstery
with nail head details were selected so that each chair looked
heavy enough visually to stand alone. The silver candlesticks
placed on the coffee table and the fireplace mantel mirror
the sparkling effect of the chandelier.

The area rug placed in the center defines the space and its
brown and red patterns deliver warmth to the room. Itis the
only piece with a very complicated design. Since the other
furnishings and accessories are fairly simple, the intricacy of
the Persian rug shines through.

Notice how the symmetry of the furniture parallels the art
glass windows and the wall sconces, creating a very formal
yet comfortable feel for this room. A completely symmetri-
cal room can sometimes feel oppressive so we strategically
placed accessories such as the floral arrangement and the
small plants on the tables to break the stuffiness and lend
some movement to the space.

No great room would be complete without at least one
good piece of artwork. The abstract landscape in ocean blue
and sandy yellow brings the outside in; a gilded frame
imparts a traditional feel to an otherwise modern painting.

We are happy to report that the house was quickly bought
by a happy new owner. All’s well that ends well.
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n a quiet street in the peaceful University En-
O dowment Lands of Vancouver, surrounded by

sea, a house that has stood for only four years in-
corporates materials that help it feel like an old cottage on
a rolling green hillside in England. The Chu family, Emily
and Patrick, and their children Victor and Serena (names
changed), left China eight years ago, and, of all the streets
in all the cities in the world, they wanted to live on this one.
They asked John Henshaw Architect Inc. (JHA) of Vancou-
ver to design their perfect abode: it was to be beautiful and
relaxing, modern and traditional, cozy yet grand.

Emily owned the rough-hewn, battered but sturdy-look-
ing seat outside the front door before this house was built
so when Henshaw suggested rustic-looking materials and a
traditional English-style cottage home, he knew his Eurocen-
tric idea was not out of the question. What he didn’t expect
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"My home is warm,
simple and comfortable.
A place my children can

come home to
and feel relaxed!

was just how much she would love it. His whole team was
surprised since Chinese people usually prefer smooth surfaces
and near-perfect wood grain. The front door is a perfect
example of what Emily wanted instead.

“Put as many knots in it as you can,” she told them about
the alder door. Its hardware is heavy, black iron but smooth
to the touch. Tumbled travertine tiles fill the entryway, seem-
ingly in random arrangement. The fact that there are eight
tile sizes in a repeating, custom-designed pattern is a small
but vital detail that gives the rustic materials a grand air.
Standing on the weathered-looking tiles, the visitor simply
has a sense of ease. “Don’t worry if your shoes are muddy
after a walk in the countryside,” they seem to whisper, “we
won’t mind.”

Traditional European style gets a Chinese treatment in the
Chu’s formal rooms. “I keep telling them they can put art up but
they love the white panelled walls so much, they don’t want to,”
Joy Chao, the home’s lead designer, says. Smaller tables and
ornaments come from the Orient but the broad brush strokes
like the furniture and window coverings harken back to England.

Beyond the breezeway, the great room awaits. This rectan-
gular hall, running the complete width of the house, hugs the
kitchen, the breakfast table, a sitting area with overstuffed
leather chairs and the hearth. Knotted lumber, usually
picked through and discarded, is deftly elevated through
craftsman-like flourishes, nearby top-of-the-line appliances
and beautiful, well-proportioned architecture.

“She wanted a stone fireplace,” Chao explains. Oversized
river rock runs from floor to ceiling and exactly resembles
a hearth in an old cottage. “We even sourced this salvaged
wood for the mantel.” The dark, distressed wood beam
jutting out of the grout is just the sort of authentic detail that

Emily’s friends admire and relax beside.
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“My home is warm, simple and comfortable,” Emily tells
me. “A place my children can come home to and feel
relaxed. A place where I can return after weeks of corporate
travel and just have quiet, not worry about anything.”

The Chu’s own multiple properties in Vancouver and
Patrick thought it would be nice to move to a larger place.
This “cottage” home is 5,500 square feet. The one waiting for
them was nearly 8,000. “She said no, she wouldn’t go,” Chao
said about Emily’s decision. “She really loves this house.”

Emily lights up especially bright as she peers out the south-
facing doors of the great room. All six doors fold open to
connect the backyard pool to the family area. Painterly, bright
green ground covering fills every sloping nook and cranny
around the slate stepping stones and flower beds. The effect is
utterly English countryside (and conveniently low maintenance).

Upstairs, the comfortably-sized bedrooms fan out from a
small landing that offers plenty of visual interest in the sky-
lighted ceiling. A classic, fairytale touch is the window seat in
each bedroom. I could almost see the Bronté sisters sitting
there, chatting away, writing or getting lost in a book.

But this is a modern luxury home, after all; nowhere is that
more clear than in its bathrooms. Intricate, floor to ceiling stone
work, fine fixtures, custom lighting and ample space give the
master bathroom an air of grandeur, “presidential,” as Chao
put it. All others, though smaller, received similar treatment.

Of all the Chu’s, only Patrick has been to England. Emily’s
visited only in her dreams, but somehow, in the snippets of con-
versation, the swatches of fabric, in the stones, the wood, the
window seats, and with Chao and Henshaw’s help, she found

what she was looking for: an old-world, cozy, country respite.
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